

Chapter 1


At first, Dave thought he was awake. He was standing in his bathroom, staring at himself in the mirror. Same scruffy face, same bedhead, same toothpaste stain on his shirt from that morning's half-hearted brushing. But something felt off, like that weird sensation you get right before a sneeze that never comes. His reflection began to ripple, like the surface of a pond when you chuck a rock in it. He blinked hard, rubbed his eyes with his knuckles until he saw spots, but when he opened them again, the rippling had only intensified.

I really need to cut back on the late-night pizza, he mumbled to himself, twisting his face into a grimace. And maybe the beer. And definitely Jerry's mysterious 'homemade' brownies. He leaned closer to the mirror, tapping it with his fingernail. Hello? Mirror gods? Whatever practical joke this is, it's in poor taste.

But before he could finish the thought, the reflection changed. It wasn't him anymore.

The person staring back at him was a woman.

What the hell, Dave said, his voice echoing in the small bathroom. Only, it didn't sound like his voice. It was softer. Higher-pitched. Feminine. Great, now I'm hearing things too. Did someone slip something into my coffee? Is this some kind of elaborate prank? Because if Jason's behind this, I swear I'll—

He looked down at himself in confusion, and that's when it started.

The first thing Dave noticed was that his hands were shrinking. At first, he thought it was a trick of the light—maybe he was just tired, or the fluorescent bulb in the bathroom was flickering again. But no, his thick, calloused fingers were undeniably slimming down. The cracks and rough patches he'd earned from years of handy work smoothed over like someone had just dipped them in a vat of moisturizer. His bitten nails, jagged and perpetually uneven, grew out before his eyes, reshaping into perfect ovals with a glossy sheen.

This is what I get for eating that expired yogurt, he muttered, flexing his fingers experimentally. What the hell. His voice was higher-pitched, like someone had turned up the treble and stolen the bass. He let out a nervous laugh, only to hear it come out as a lilting, melodic giggle. Oh, come on, he groaned, but it sounded more like he was auditioning for a Disney princess. I sound like I swallowed a helium balloon.

Maybe I should call someone, he—well, increasingly she—pondered aloud. But who? 911? 'Hello, emergency services? Yes, I'd like to report a case of spontaneous gender reassignment. No, I haven't been drinking. Well, not much.'

His hands weren't the only things changing. As he stared down at his now-dainty fingers, the veins on his forearms began to fade. His knuckles, once knobby and scarred from that unfortunate incident with a garbage disposal, smoothed out like polished marble. He rubbed at his arms frantically, as though trying to erase the changes, but the more he rubbed, the softer they became. It wasn't just the texture—his arms were physically slimming down, the wiry muscle melting away into sleek, toned lines.

I spent three years working on those biceps! he protested, watching as his carefully cultivated muscles transformed into elegant, feminine curves. This is worse than that time I tried the juice cleanse. Three days of nothing but kale smoothies, and all I lost was my will to live and my ability to be more than ten feet from a bathroom.

Dave scratched at his arms, as if he could claw back his masculinity. I had actual definition! People asked me if I worked out! Now I look like I do... what, Pilates? Yoga? Whatever that thing is where women balance on one foot and look serene?

Oh no. No, no, no, Dave muttered, his voice climbing another octave as he slapped his hands over his mouth. But even his face felt different. His stubble was gone. Gone. He brushed his fingers over his chin, expecting to feel the rough scratch of his five o'clock shadow, but instead, his skin was baby-smooth. Oh, this is bad. This is very, very bad. Like 'accidentally liked your ex's Instagram post from two years ago' bad.

A strange tingling sensation spread across his jawline. It wasn't painful, but it wasn't exactly pleasant either, like the pins and needles feeling you get after your foot falls asleep, except it was crawling across his entire face. He bolted to the mirror, his heart pounding in his now-smaller chest, and froze as his reflection started to shift.

What the— he began, but his words caught in his throat as his eyebrows thinned out before his very eyes. His once-unruly caterpillars were now delicate, perfectly arched lines that would put any Instagram influencer to shame. I look like I just got back from a very aggressive threading appointment.

Do women even realize how much maintenance they get for free in these magical transformations? he wondered aloud, voice rising in pitch with each word. If I'd known I was going to turn into... this... I would've at least tried to get my money's worth at the barber yesterday.

His nose, which he'd always thought of as rugged (others might have said crooked, but he preferred 'character-building'), shrank slightly, becoming petite and button-like, as if someone had hit the cute filter on his face. His cheekbones lifted and became razor-sharp, giving him the kind of bone structure models paid surgeons for. Well, there goes my dream of playing a grizzled detective in a crime drama.

Three callbacks! he squeaked, horrified at his increasingly feminine tone. Three callbacks for the role of 'Hardened Cop #2' in that indie film, and now I look like I should be selling perfume in a commercial where I twirl through a field of flowers.

And then there were his lips. Dear God, his lips.

They puffed up like someone had snuck into the bathroom and injected them full of filler. No, no, no, he whispered, cupping his face in his hands, only to find his fingers tracing the curve of soft, pillowy lips. This isn't real. This can't be real. I look like I'm about to start my own lip gloss line.

Or worse, he added with rising horror, an inspirational Instagram account about my 'journey.' Hashtag blessed, hashtag living my best life, hashtag kill me now.

But it was real. Too real. His jawline softened, the square angles rounding out into a delicate curve, and his face now looked like it belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine. Hell, it didn't even look like his face anymore—it looked like a her face.

Oh my God, he squeaked, and the sound of his own voice made him jump. It wasn't just high-pitched now, it was full-on feminine, with a lilting, melodic quality that could've narrated a rom-com audiobook. He clutched his throat, as though he could physically pull his old voice back out, but all that came out was a panicked, What is happening to me? I sound like I'm about to break into a Broadway musical number!

Just imagine what the guys at poker night would say, he lamented, then immediately winced at how the words sounded in his new voice. They'd never let me live this down. Mike would probably ask me for my number, the creep.

And then there was his chest. Oh, his chest.

It started as a pressure—a weird, building sensation right beneath his pecs, like someone was inflating a pair of balloons under his skin. He looked down in time to see his beloved flannel shirt start to stretch. The buttons strained against the fabric, and with a horrifying pop, the top button flew off, ricocheting off the mirror with enough force to make him flinch. That was my favorite shirt! he protested, his new voice making the complaint sound more like a melodic whine.

I got this at a Bon Jovi concert in 2005! he added, staring down at the straining fabric. It still smelled like beer and questionable life choices! It was vintage!

He could only watch in stunned silence as his once-flat pecs ballooned outward, inflating into a pair of full, round breasts that defied gravity and threatened to spill out of his shirt entirely. Those can't be real, he whispered, poking one experimentally with his finger. It jiggled. He poked again, harder this time. It jiggled again. Oh, they're real. They're very real. This is not the chest day results I was hoping for.

I mean, how do women even function with these? he wondered, cupping his new additions with a mixture of horror and fascination. They're just... there. All the time. How do you run? Or sleep on your stomach? Or find shirts that button properly? The logistics are mind-boggling.

But his chest wasn't the only thing changing. He felt a pulling sensation in his midsection, like someone had wrapped a corset around him and cinched it tight. His beer gut, his beloved beer gut, was shrinking. No, not shrinking. Vanishing. Hey! I earned that through years of dedicated pizza consumption!

That's four years of craft beer appreciation, gone! he mourned, running his hands over his rapidly flattening stomach. Do you know how many brewery tours I sat through? How many pretentious conversations about hops I endured? All for nothing!

He ran his hands over his stomach in disbelief, feeling the soft pudge give way to a flat, toned abdomen. His waist pulled in dramatically, curving inward until it was almost comically narrow. His hips, on the other hand, had other plans. They flared out with a sudden, jarring shift, making his boxers slide dangerously low on his newly curvaceous frame.

Oh, come on, he whined, clutching at the waistband of his boxers as they threatened to fall off entirely. These are designer! Well, Target's designer line, but still! I specifically bought them because they said 'stays put all day' on the package. False advertising at its finest.

But then he felt it, a tingling, electric sensation in his groin. He froze, his eyes wide with terror. Nope. Nope. Not looking. Not doing it. Nope. Some things are better left to the imagination.

This is worse than that time I got food poisoning from the gas station sushi, he muttered, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the ceiling. A decision I stand by, by the way. Three dollars for twelve pieces was a steal, regardless of the consequences.

He squeezed his eyes shut, chanting, No, no, no, no, under his breath like a mantra, but the changes weren't done with him yet. His thighs thickened, the muscle and fat shifting to create smooth, shapely legs that could've walked the runway at Paris Fashion Week. I didn't skip leg day for this!

All those squats, he lamented. All those lunges. Those painful, wobbling lunges that made me walk like a cowboy for days. And for what? To end up with legs that belong in a razor commercial?

The coarse hair on his legs receded, leaving behind skin so silky it looked airbrushed. His feet shrank, his toes becoming dainty and perfectly pedicured, with little pink nails that gleamed in the bathroom light. Well, there goes my career as a foot model... not that I had one, but still!

And how am I supposed to walk in shoes now? he asked the universe, staring down at his newly petite feet. All my boots will fall off! My favorite sneakers will look like I'm wearing clown shoes! This is a footwear catastrophe!

Then his clothes turned on him.

His cargo shorts, which had somehow survived this long, began to tighten around his hips. The fabric shimmered and shifted, shrinking upward until it transformed into a ridiculously tight skirt that barely covered anything. Those pockets held so many useful things! he lamented, mourning the loss of his beloved cargo space.

Do you know how convenient it is to have seventeen pockets? he continued, trying unsuccessfully to tug the skirt down. Keys, wallet, phone, gum, random screws I find on the floor and think 'these might be useful someday,' backup phone charger, snacks for emergencies... where am I supposed to put all that now? In a purse? Like some kind of organized person?

His graphic tee wasn't spared either—it cinched in at the waist, the neckline plunging dramatically to reveal cleavage that looked like it belonged in a beer commercial. My limited edition comic-con shirt! Do you know how long I stood in line for that?

Three hours! he exclaimed, voice hitting a pitch that could've shattered glass. Three hours in a convention center with no air conditioning, surrounded by sweaty cosplayers! The guy who signed it had a handlebar mustache that defied the laws of physics! This was a collector's item!

And then there was his hair. His wild, bedhead mop of curls began to grow, the strands lengthening and straightening until they cascaded down his back in soft, glossy waves. He reached up to touch it, his fingers trembling, and found that it was impossibly silky, like something out of a shampoo ad. Great, now I'm going to have to learn how to French braid.

And buy conditioner, he added, running his fingers through the luxurious locks. And those weird clips women use. And probably some kind of hair vitamins. The maintenance costs alone are going to bankrupt me.

When it was finally over, Dave, now Daniella, stood in the bathroom, staring at her reflection in disbelief.

Yep, she muttered, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she pressed her palms to her newly ample hips. Totally normal day. Just your average Tuesday morning transformation. Wonder if this counts as a sick day at work? She paused, tilting her head as she examined her reflection. Although, I have to admit, my skin is absolutely glowing. Maybe it's Maybelline, maybe it's mysterious gender-bending magic.

Either way, she said, attempting to adjust her new skirt with limited success, my dating profile is going to need a major update. 'Single white female, recently converted from male, enjoys sports, beer, and explaining to her friends why she suddenly has double-D cups.' That'll go over well.

She leaned closer to the mirror, examining her perfect eyebrows with a mixture of horror and reluctant appreciation. If this is permanent, I'm sending my mother a very strongly worded text. She always said I'd understand women better someday, but I don't think this is what she had in mind.




Chapter 2


Okay, okay, stay calm, she said, pacing back and forth in her tiny bathroom, her new feet making delicate padding sounds against the tile. This is just a dream. A really weird, really vivid dream. I'll wake up any second now, and I'll be back to my normal, manly self. Back to scratching inappropriately and leaving the toilet seat up.

She pinched her arm, twisting the skin hard enough to leave a mark. Nothing happened except a little yelp of pain that sounded disturbingly like a kitten's mewl.

Maybe I need to try harder, she muttered, eyeing the shower head contemplatively. Cold water shock? That's how they wake people up in movies, right? Though knowing my luck today, I'll probably just end up with perfect beach waves.

She slapped herself in the face, the sound echoing off the bathroom walls. Still nothing. Just perfectly manicured nails against impossibly soft skin.

Ow! Damn, these nails are like weapons, she hissed, examining the faint red marks on her cheek. And why does everything hurt more? Is female skin just permanently set to 'delicate' mode?

Great, she muttered, examining her reflection for the hundredth time. I'm stuck like this. I look like a freaking Victoria's Secret model, and I have no idea how to-- she gestured vaguely at her entire body, --handle all this equipment. They really should include an instruction manual for these things. She poked at her chest again, watching the resulting jiggle with a mixture of fascination and horror. At least they're symmetrical. That's something, right?

And perky, she added, tilting her head critically. Suspiciously perky, actually. Like gravity decided to take a vacation specifically for these. Maybe there are some perks to this whole body-swapping nightmare. She snorted at her own pun, then immediately regretted it when it came out as a dainty, feminine sound.

God, even my snorts are pretty now. That's just wrong. A good snort should sound like a pig with a head cold, not like some kind of fairy princess giggle.

Before she could finish cataloging her new... assets, her phone buzzed. She instinctively reached for it, but when she saw the name on the screen, her heart skipped a beat. The phone nearly slipped from her smaller hands, and she fumbled to catch it, cursing her new lack of grip strength.

Son of a—why are these fingers so slippery? It's like they're coated in some kind of perpetual moisturizer, she grumbled, finally securing the phone. And why are these nails so long? How do women text with these things? It's like trying to type with chopsticks glued to your fingertips.

Mom? she said, staring at the caller ID like it might bite her. Wait, why is she calling me? She never calls me. She always texts. Says calling is for 'emergencies and old people.' She hesitated for a moment before answering, her new voice trembling. Uh, hello?

Daniella, sweetie! her mom's voice chirped on the other end, sounding suspiciously cheerful. Are you still coming over for brunch tomorrow? I'm making those avocado toast things you love so much!

Brunch? Daniella repeated, confused. Since when do we do brunch? Mom, it's me. It's Dave. You know, your son who hates avocados and thinks brunch is just breakfast trying to sound fancy? The guy who considers cold pizza a complete breakfast food group?

And since when do I love avocado toast? she continued, pacing frantically. Avocados are just nature's attempt at butter that went horribly wrong. They're green, for crying out loud. Food shouldn't be green unless it's candy or has gone bad.

There was a long pause. Dave? Who's Dave? Honey, are you feeling okay? Did you hit your head? Did that personal trainer of yours finally convince you to try CrossFit? I told you those box jumps were dangerous.

Personal trainer? Daniella mouthed silently, eyes widening in horror. I have a personal trainer? The only training I've ever done involved reaching the next level in Call of Duty!

No, Mom, it's me. Your son. Dave. The one who broke your favorite vase playing indoor baseball when I was twelve? The one who accidentally set the kitchen on fire trying to make you breakfast in bed for Mother's Day? The one who puked on Aunt Edna's shoes at Thanksgiving dinner three years ago and blamed it on the dog?

I mean, come on, she continued desperately, no daughter would admit to that last one. That has to jog your memory!

Sweetheart, I don't have a son. Are you sure you're feeling alright? Though now that you mention it, you did set the kitchen on fire last Mother's Day trying to make that fancy French toast. You've always been terrible in the kitchen, just like your father.

Fancy French toast? Daniella spluttered. I tried to make Pop-Tarts! They caught fire because I put them in the microwave with the foil still on! There was nothing fancy about it!

Daniella's jaw dropped. What do you mean you don't have a son? I'm your son! The one who used to eat dirt in the backyard! The one who went through that awful phase where I would only wear superhero underwear... over my pants!

And please tell me I didn't inherit Dad's cooking skills in this bizarre reality, she added with a groan. The man once managed to burn water. Literally. He left the pot on for so long the water evaporated and the pot melted. We had to repaint the kitchen ceiling!

Honey, you've always been my daughter. And yes, you did go through that superhero phase, but you wore Wonder Woman underwear, not Batman. Did you have a little too much wine tonight? You sound out of sorts. Is this about that blind date I set you up with? Because Jeremy seemed like such a nice boy...

Wonder Woman? Daniella hissed in outrage. Wonder Woman? I would never! It was Batman! With the utility belt and everything! I used to jump off the couch pretending I could glide!

Jeremy? Daniella squeaked, her voice hitting a new octave she didn't even know was possible. What blind date? Mom, I'm not... I wasn't... I don't... She caught sight of herself in the mirror again, her perfectly glossed lips opening and closing like a confused fish. Oh God, I need to sit down.

What kind of name is Jeremy anyway? she muttered under her breath. Sounds like someone who wears sweater vests unironically and has opinions about artisanal coffee beans.

Daniella? Are you there? Should I come over? I can bring soup. And those romance novels you love so much...

No! Daniella nearly shouted, panic rising. Absolutely not! The last thing I need is soup and—wait, did you say romance novels?

Romance novels? Daniella mouthed at her reflection in horror. No, no, I'm fine. Just... tired. Very tired. From... yoga? The word felt foreign on her tongue, like trying to pronounce a particularly difficult Swedish furniture name.

Oh my god, I do yoga, she whispered to herself, feeling faint. Me. Yoga. The guy—girl—whatever—who pulled a muscle reaching for the remote control last week. This is a nightmare. A spandex-clad, downward-dog nightmare.

Oh, good! You finally took my advice about trying that hot yoga class! Isn't Instructor Brad just dreamy?

Instructor Brad? Daniella mouthed silently, eyes growing wider by the second. Dreamy? Did I just time-travel back to a '90s teen magazine?

Oh, totally, she replied weakly, voice dripping with sarcasm that her mother completely missed. Super dreamy. Especially when he's, um, doing that thing with the... poses.

I know! her mother gushed. The way he demonstrates those hip openers! Your father says I'm too old to be talking that way, but honestly, as long as I'm just looking at the menu, there's no harm in that, right?

Mom! Daniella squeaked, thoroughly disturbed. That's... that's... I have to go. Right now. Immediately. I think I left my... hair... on... fire.

Daniella hung up without saying another word, her manicured finger jabbing at the end call button like it had personally offended her. She stumbled back into the bathroom and stared at herself in the mirror again. The person staring back at her wasn't Dave, the guy who could burp the alphabet and had a collection of novelty beer koozies. It was Daniella, who apparently did hot yoga with dreamy instructors and went on blind dates with guys named Jeremy.

This can't be happening, she whispered to her reflection. I can't be... I mean, I don't even know how to walk in these hips! As if to prove her point, she took a step and immediately wobbled. Who designed these things? It's like trying to navigate with two beach balls attached to your pelvis. Do women have special hip-balancing classes I don't know about?

She tried another step, this time with more of a swagger, only to nearly topple into the shower curtain. How do they make it look so easy? Is there a secret hip-swaying technique they teach in girl school or something?

And what's with all this hair? It's everywhere! How do women deal with this much hair? And why does it smell like... vanilla and sunshine?

She picked up a strand, sniffing it suspiciously. I smell like a bakery on a summer day. My shampoo used to smell like 'Arctic Rush' or 'Mountain Explosion' or whatever manly nonsense they print on the bottle. Now I'm walking around smelling like a dessert.

She slumped against the bathroom counter, her new curves fitting perfectly against the edge in a way that felt unnervingly natural. Okay, universe, she announced to the empty bathroom, if this is some kind of cosmic joke, I get it. Very funny. Ha ha. You can change me back now. Any second would be great. Really. Because if I have to go to brunch tomorrow and pretend I know what a Jeremy is, we're going to have problems.

I mean, what am I supposed to talk about with this Jeremy guy? she continued, gesturing wildly at her reflection. The subtle differences between face masks? The best way to walk in heels without breaking an ankle? The plot of whatever romance novel I apparently love so much? 'Oh yes, Jeremy, I was absolutely riveted by the tension between Fabio and what's-her-name on page 157.' Kill me now.

The universe, predictably, didn't respond. And apparently, to the rest of the world, she had always been Daniella, the avocado-toast-eating, yoga-doing, romance-novel-reading woman who was about to have a very interesting brunch tomorrow.

Maybe I can fake amnesia, she mused, tapping her perfectly manicured nail against her chin. Or claim I've been possessed by the ghost of a mediocre man with a beer gut. Though knowing my luck, Mom would just try to exorcise me with essential oils and then set me up with Jeremy's cousin.

She turned sideways, examining her profile with a mixture of fascination and resignation. I have to admit, the overall package is pretty impressive. If I weren't me, I'd probably hit on me at a bar. Though I'd almost certainly use a terrible pickup line about falling from heaven or something equally cringe-worthy.

Well, she sighed, straightening up and watching her reflection do the same, at least I have great hair. Though if Mom tries to set me up with Jeremy again, I'm faking food poisoning. Some things are too much to handle, even with perfect hair.

Or maybe, she added with a sudden glint in her eye, I'll just show up in sweatpants and talk about my extensive knowledge of obscure sci-fi trivia and beer brewing techniques. If I have to be Daniella, at least I can be the world's most confusing blind date. Poor Jeremy won't know what hit him.




Chapter 3


Okay, okay, stay calm, she said, pacing back and forth in her tiny bathroom, her new feet making delicate padding sounds against the tile. This is just a dream. A really weird, really vivid dream. I'll wake up any second now, and I'll be back to my normal, manly self. Back to scratching inappropriately and leaving the toilet seat up.

She took a deep breath, which felt oddly different with her new chest rising and falling. Come on, Dave. You've been through worse. Remember that time you wore khakis to a funeral because you thought 'black tie' was just a suggestion? This is... okay, this is definitely worse, but still manageable.

She pinched her arm, twisting the skin hard enough to leave a mark. Nothing happened. Okay, not hard enough. Let's try the classic.

She slapped herself in the face, the sound echoing off the bathroom walls like a gunshot. Still nothing. Just perfectly manicured nails against impossibly soft skin.

Ow! Son of a— she winced, touching her cheek gingerly. That hurt way more than it should have. Why is everything so sensitive now? And why didn't it work? This always works in movies!

Great, she muttered, examining her reflection for the hundredth time. I'm stuck like this. I look like a freaking Victoria's Secret model, and I have no idea how to— she gestured vaguely at her entire body, —handle all this equipment. They really should include an instruction manual for these things. She poked at her chest again, watching the resulting jiggle with a mixture of fascination and horror. At least they're symmetrical. That's something, right?

She leaned closer to the mirror, tilting her head. And they're just... there. All the time. Do women think about them as much as men do? Probably not, that would be exhausting. She experimentally tried jumping up and down once, then immediately stopped. Nope. Nope. Not doing that again. That's a whole new category of pain I was not prepared for.

Before she could finish cataloging her new... assets, her phone buzzed. She instinctively reached for it, but when she saw the name on the screen, her heart skipped a beat. The phone nearly slipped from her smaller hands, and she fumbled to catch it, cursing her new lack of grip strength.

What the—why are these hands so useless? she grumbled, nearly dropping the phone twice more before finally getting a secure hold. They're like trying to grasp things with two particularly uncoordinated fish. How do women open jars? Is that why they always ask men to do it? Because they've got these tiny, slippery paws?

Mom? she said, staring at the caller ID like it might bite her. Wait, why is she calling me? She never calls me. She always texts. Says calling is for 'emergencies and old people.' She hesitated for a moment before answering, her new voice trembling. Uh, hello?

Daniella, sweetie! her mom's voice chirped on the other end, sounding suspiciously cheerful. Are you still coming over for brunch tomorrow? I'm making those avocado toast things you love so much!

Daniella pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it in disbelief. Daniella? Avocado toast? What alternate universe have I stepped into?

Brunch? Daniella repeated, confused. Since when do we do brunch? Mom, it's me. It's Dave. You know, your son who hates avocados and thinks brunch is just breakfast trying to sound fancy?

Your son who thinks 'well-balanced breakfast' means a Pop-Tart in each hand, she added desperately. The guy who once tried to make cereal with Red Bull instead of milk because we were out of milk and I was too lazy to go to the store?

There was a long pause. Dave? Who's Dave? Honey, are you feeling okay? Did you hit your head?

Hit my head? Daniella repeated, voice rising an octave. No, I didn't hit my head! Unless... wait, did I hit my head? Is this what a concussion feels like? Because if growing breasts and losing five inches of height is a symptom of concussion, the medical textbooks need some serious updating.

No, Mom, it's me. Your son. Dave. The one who broke your favorite vase playing indoor baseball when I was twelve? The one who accidentally set the kitchen on fire trying to make you breakfast in bed for Mother's Day?

The one who threw up in your purse at Cousin Stephanie's wedding! she added frantically. The one who accidentally dyed all your white laundry pink because I threw in my red jersey! Come on, Mom, no daughter would admit to these things!

Sweetheart, I don't have a son. Though now that you mention it, you did set the kitchen on fire last Mother's Day trying to make that fancy French toast. You've always been terrible in the kitchen, just like your father.

French toast? Daniella squeaked. I was trying to make a bowl of cereal! The fire happened because I put the empty cereal box too close to the toaster! There was nothing French about it! She ran a hand through her silky hair, the unfamiliar sensation momentarily distracting her. And since when am I anything like Dad? You always said I was your 'mini-me' with worse fashion sense and better video game skills!

Daniella's jaw dropped. What do you mean you don't have a son? I'm your son! The one who used to eat dirt in the backyard! The one who went through that awful phase where I would only wear superhero underwear... over my pants!

The one who crashed your car into the mailbox the day after getting my license! she continued, pacing frantically. The one who accidentally called your boss 'dude' at the company picnic! The one who still has that weird scar on my knee from trying to jump over the garden fence on a dare!

Honey, you've always been my daughter. And yes, you did go through that superhero phase, but you wore Wonder Woman underwear, not Batman. Did you have a little too much wine tonight?

Wonder Woman? Daniella gasped, genuinely offended. I would never! It was Batman! With the cape and the utility belt! I used to jump off the couch shouting 'I am vengeance, I am the night!' She glanced down at her new body with growing horror. Though I suppose Wonder Woman makes more sense now, anatomically speaking.

And I don't drink wine! she protested. I drink beer! Cold, cheap beer that tastes like regret and poor life choices! The kind that comes in cases large enough to double as furniture!

Mom, I'm not... I wasn't... I don't... She caught sight of herself in the mirror again, her perfectly glossed lips opening and closing like a confused fish. Oh God, I need to sit down.

She stumbled back against the wall, sliding down until she hit the floor with a soft thud. The sensation of sitting was different now—her weight distributed in unfamiliar ways, her balance centered in places it had never been before.

Daniella? Are you there? Should I come over? I can bring soup.

Soup? Daniella whispered in horror. Since when is soup the solution to anything? You never made me soup! When I had the flu last winter, you dropped off a six-pack and a frozen pizza and told me to 'sweat it out like a man.'

No, no, I'm fine. Just... tired. Very tired. She hung up without saying another word, her manicured finger jabbing at the end call button like it had personally offended her.

This can't be happening, she muttered, tossing the phone aside and dragging herself up from the floor. I've become a woman in a universe where I've always been a woman, and apparently, I like brunch and my mother makes me soup. What's next? Do I have a subscription to a scented candle club? Do I actually enjoy romantic comedies? Do I have opinions about throw pillows?

She stumbled back into the bathroom and stared at herself in the mirror again. The person staring back at her wasn't Dave, the guy who could burp the alphabet and had a collection of novelty beer koozies. It was Daniella.

Look at me, she whispered, turning her face from side to side. I have cheekbones you could cut glass with. My skin looks like one of those ridiculous Instagram filters come to life. And my eyebrows are... are they supposed to be this perfect? Did I get them done? Do I know what 'getting them done' even means?

This can't be happening, she whispered to her reflection. I can't be... I mean, I don't even know how to walk in these hips! As if to prove her point, she took a step and immediately wobbled. It's like trying to navigate with two bowling balls strapped to my sides. How do women make this look so effortless? Is there a secret hip manual they all get at puberty?

She attempted another step, overcorrected, and nearly crashed into the shower door. Great. I'm going to need hip training wheels. Or a walker. Or maybe just never leave this bathroom again.

And what's with all this hair? It's everywhere! How do women deal with this much hair? And why does it smell like... vanilla and sunshine?

She grabbed a handful of the glossy strands, holding them up to her nose. I smell like a bakery on a perfect summer day. My shampoo used to smell like 'Arctic Power' or 'Mountain Explosion' or whatever aggressively masculine scent was on sale. Now I'm walking around smelling like a dessert with good weather.

She pulled at the strands experimentally. It's so... bouncy. And soft. It's like having a really well-behaved pet attached to my head. Do I have to brush it? Feed it? Take it for walks? No wonder women are always running late—they've got all this maintenance to deal with.

She slumped against the bathroom counter, her new curves fitting perfectly against the edge in a way that felt unnervingly natural. Okay, universe, she announced to the empty bathroom, if this is some kind of cosmic joke, I get it. Very funny. Ha ha. You can change me back now. Any second would be great.

She waited a beat, staring expectantly at the ceiling. Hello? Higher powers? Trickster gods? Bored aliens with gender-swapping technology? Anyone listening up there? She spread her arms wide. This was a great prank, really top-notch work, but the joke's over. Time to change Dave back into Dave. You know, the guy with the beer gut and the complete collection of sci-fi movie posters?

The universe, predictably, didn't respond. And apparently, to the rest of the world, she had always been Daniella, who now had to figure out how to navigate this new reality.

So that's it? I'm just stuck like this? she muttered, turning to examine her profile in the mirror. I have to learn how to be a woman overnight? Figure out makeup and heels and whatever 'contouring' is? Figure out what women talk about when there are no men around? She shuddered dramatically. What if it's something horrible? What if they actually enjoy salad? Or discuss feelings voluntarily?

Well, she sighed, straightening up and watching her reflection do the same, at least I have great hair. Though if I have to eat avocado toast tomorrow, we're going to have problems.

She narrowed her eyes at her reflection, pointing an accusatory finger. Listen up, universe. I may look like a Daniella now, but inside, I'm still Dave. And Dave thinks avocados taste like wet paper towels with the consistency of soap. If my mother tries to feed me that hipster garbage tomorrow, I'm ordering a pizza. With extra meat. And nobody—not even this gorgeous, perky-boobed body—is going to stop me.




Chapter 4


The New Normal

Over time, Daniella began to adjust to her new life, though adjust might have been a generous term for what was really just elaborate improvisation. She learned how to walk in heels (after numerous close calls with face-planting), mastered the art of winged eyeliner (only three YouTube tutorials and seventeen attempts per eye), and even started to enjoy shopping for clothes (though she still muttered how much? under her breath at price tags).

Seventy dollars for a tank top? she'd hissed during her first reluctant shopping trip, clutching the flimsy fabric between her manicured fingers. This wouldn't cover a papercut! What's it made of—unicorn tears and the broken dreams of fashion students?

The saleswoman had given her an odd look. It's our budget line, sweetie. The premium collection starts at one-fifty.

Daniella had nearly fainted on the spot. You know what? she'd muttered to herself while paying, I'm starting to miss the days when my entire wardrobe came from the clearance rack at Target and free t-shirts from beer promotions.

You know what's weird? she said to herself one evening, struggling with a sports bra that seemed determined to become a straightjacket. I finally understand why women always complain about pockets. These things are a joke. I could barely fit a paperclip in here, let alone my wallet.

She hopped around her bedroom, one arm contorted behind her back as she fought with the clasp. How do women do this every day? It's like trying to disarm a bomb while wearing oven mitts. I need an engineering degree just to put on underwear!

After a particularly energetic twist, she lost her balance and tumbled onto the bed, still only halfway into the sports bra. This is why men think women take so long to get ready, she grumbled into the mattress. We're not primping—we're waging war against elastic and underwire!

She'd discovered that her new body came with some unexpected perks. Getting into clubs was suddenly very easy, though she missed being able to reach things on high shelves without a step stool. The world is designed for tall people, she grumbled, standing on her tiptoes to grab a coffee mug. Though I guess the trade-off is never having to help people move furniture anymore.

Hey, need some help with that? her neighbor Mark had asked last week, appearing beside her at the mailboxes as she stretched unsuccessfully for a package on the top shelf.

I've got it, she'd insisted, jumping slightly with her fingertips just grazing the corner of the box. Pride—one trait that had definitely carried over from her Dave days.

Mark had reached over effortlessly, plucking the package from the shelf. Here you go, he'd said with a smile that lingered a beat too long. I'm always happy to help a damsel in distress.

Daniella had accepted the package with a strained smile. Thanks. Next time I'll bring my grappling hook and suction cups.

You know, he'd continued, leaning against the wall in what he clearly thought was a casual pose, I make a mean spaghetti carbonara. Maybe I could cook for you sometime?

The old Dave would have jumped at free food, but Daniella had found herself hesitating. That's... flattering, but I'm pretty busy these days. Teaching my cat to yodel. Very time-consuming.

Walking away, she'd muttered to herself, Great. I've gone from being the guy who couldn't get a date to save his life to being the girl who has to invent singing pets to avoid one.

But no matter how much she settled into her new identity, she never forgot her life as Dave. The muscle memory was still there -- she'd catch herself automatically going for the men's section in stores, or starting to scratch herself in public before remembering that ladies didn't do that.

Old habits die hard, she'd whispered last Tuesday, quickly redirecting her hand from an indelicate scratch to a casual hair flip. The elderly woman next to her in line had still given her a suspicious look.

What? Daniella had said defensively. I'm practicing my... hair commercial moves.

She still held doors open for women before remembering she was one of them now. Still went to shake hands firmly with new acquaintances before switching to the lighter grip that seemed expected. Still threw her legs open when sitting before snapping them shut, muttering, Right, right, different equipment, different rules.

Sometimes, late at night, she'd crack open a beer (light beer now, because apparently her new body was a lightweight), put on a football game, and think about what might have been. I used to be able to drink six of these and still make sense, she muttered, already feeling buzzed after half a bottle. Though I guess the money I save on beer makes up for what I spend on shampoo.

Seriously, she continued, examining the bottle with disdain, what is the point of light beer? It's like someone took perfectly good beer, watered it down, and then had the audacity to charge more for it. It's the ultimate scam.

She held the bottle to the light, squinting at its pale contents. It's practically water with attitude. Beer that went to finishing school and came back with a fancy accent but no personality.

She still yelled at the TV during games, but now her neighbors probably thought she was just really into sports rather than another beer-fueled football fan. Come on, ref! she'd shout, her higher-pitched voice somehow making the trash talk sound more cutting. My grandmother could make a better call, and she's legally blind!

Are you kidding me? she screamed at a particularly egregious call, nearly spilling her beer as she leapt to her feet. That wasn't interference! That was barely a love tap! What game are you watching, you striped moron?

Her new upstairs neighbor, a quiet accountant named Paul, had actually knocked on her door during the playoffs.

Sorry to bother you, he'd said, looking confused, but I heard yelling and wanted to make sure everything was okay.

Daniella had blinked at him, suddenly aware of how she must look—perfect makeup, hair in a cute messy bun, designer jeans, beer in hand, and multiple empty bottles on the coffee table.

Oh, she'd replied, gesturing vaguely at the TV. Just watching the game. The refs are clearly on someone's payroll.

Paul had peered past her at the screen, eyebrows rising in surprise. You... follow football?

Follow it? I live for it, she'd replied without thinking. Been a fan since I was six and my dad explained the infield fly rule to me.

That's baseball, Paul had said slowly.

Right! Daniella had laughed nervously. I follow that too. And... soccer. And competitive hot dog eating. Really any sport where people can humiliate themselves publicly while I drink beer.

Paul had looked at her with newfound interest. Want some company? I brought chips. He'd held up a bag of Doritos like a peace offering.

And that's how Daniella found herself watching games with Paul, who seemed equally fascinated by her encyclopedic knowledge of sports statistics and her ability to curse creatively in a voice that sounded like it should be reading children's books.

One night, halfway through a game, she caught her reflection in the mirror -- perfect makeup, designer jeans, drinking beer straight from the bottle while cursing at the television. The contrast made her laugh out loud.

Well, would you look at that, she said, admiring her reflection. I might be the only woman in history who knows exactly what men are thinking because I used to be one. She paused, considering. Though that probably explains why I still can't figure out what women are thinking.

What's so funny? Paul asked, munching on chips.

Just thinking about how weird life is, she replied vaguely. One minute you're a dude with a beer gut complaining about your fantasy league, the next minute you're... She gestured at herself.

A beautiful woman with impeccable taste in football teams? Paul suggested, raising an eyebrow.

Exactly, she agreed, clinking her bottle against his. Life's full of surprises.

Like you, he said, a bit too sincerely for her comfort. I've never met anyone quite like you, Daniella.

If only you knew, she muttered under her breath, before changing the subject. So, want to bet on the next play? I say they're going with a screen pass to the left.

She stood up, smoothing down her shirt and watching how the fabric clung to her curves. Well, at least I've got great boobs, she declared to her reflection when Paul had left. And hey, no more worrying about getting kicked in the... well, you know. She winced at the memory. That's definitely a plus.

The number of times I took a football to the groin, she reminisced with a shudder. Or sat on them wrong. Or got them caught in a zipper. Mother Nature's cruelest design flaw—hanging the most sensitive equipment in the most vulnerable location.

And with that, she'd raise her beer in a toast to her bizarre new reality. Here's to being the hottest former dude in town, she announced to her empty apartment. And to finally understanding why sports bras cost so much. These things are engineering marvels.

They're like the Golden Gate Bridge of undergarments, she continued, examining the complex construction of her own. All those straps and reinforcements and whatever the hell this underwire is made of. No wonder they cost more than my first car payment.

She took another sip of her beer, grimacing slightly at the light taste. Though I really miss being able to eat an entire pizza without consequences. And don't even get me started on high heels. Pretty sure they were invented by someone who really hated feet.

Just last week, she'd attempted to wear six-inch stilettos to a work function, convinced she'd mastered the basics of heel-walking. Twenty minutes in, she'd been hiding in the bathroom, shoes off, massaging her screaming feet.

Who decided this was fashionable? she'd whimpered to the woman at the next sink. Satan? Was it Satan? Because this feels like actual torture.

The woman had laughed sympathetically. Beauty is pain, honey. But between us, she'd leaned in conspiratorially, I've got flip-flops in my purse. The key is to look fabulous until everyone's had a few drinks, then nobody notices when you switch.

Daniella had stared at her in awe. You're a genius, she'd whispered. The female solidarity thing is no joke.

But as she settled back onto her couch, tucking her legs under her in a way that felt increasingly natural, she had to admit -- life as Daniella wasn't all bad. Even if she did occasionally miss being able to open her own jars.

At least I'll never have to explain to a date why I understand football so well, she mused, then paused. Though I probably should stop giving betting tips to guys at sports bars. They're starting to get suspicious about how I know so much about defensive strategies.

Last Saturday, that guy almost choked on his beer when I broke down the weak spots in the zone coverage, she snickered, remembering his stunned expression. Looked like he'd seen a unicorn—a Victoria's Secret model discussing nickel packages and blitz formations.

She finished her beer with a satisfied belch—some things never change, even when everything else does—and reached for another, wondering what other adventures awaited her in this strange new life where she was both an insider and outsider to both genders.

One thing's for sure, she said, eyes drifting back to the game, I'm definitely betting against the spread next week. Those odds are ridiculous.




Chapter 5


A Morning Coffee & A Mysterious Stranger

Daniella had one priority that morning--coffee. Her new body might have come with perfect hair and killer curves, but apparently, it still needed caffeine to function.

Coffee first, existential crisis later, she mumbled, trying to coordinate her newly delicate limbs into something resembling normal movement. Her entire life had been flipped upside down overnight, and while she was still grappling with the whole being-a-woman thing, one thing remained constant: she needed caffeine if she was going to survive the day.

Whoever designed this body clearly didn't factor in basic motor skills, she grumbled, struggling to button her blouse without getting her longer fingernails caught in the fabric. It's like trying to operate heavy machinery with chopsticks.

She examined herself in the hallway mirror, still startled by the reflection that stared back. Well, at least my hair somehow knows what it's doing, even if I don't, she muttered, running her fingers through locks that fell in perfect waves despite her complete lack of styling effort. One small mercy in this parade of absurdity.

Struggling to adjust to the way her new body moved (who knew hips could swing that much?), she awkwardly navigated the morning rush. Her heels clicked against the pavement as she hurried to the nearest café, each step a precarious adventure in physics. Every movement felt like a balancing act, and she had already tripped twice over seemingly nothing.

Sweet mother of— she gasped after a particularly wobbly moment, these hips have a mind of their own! It's like trying to steer a boat through choppy waters. Left, right, left, right—pick a direction and stick with it! She tried to walk with purpose, chin up like the confident women brushing past her, but her body seemed determined to sway with each step.

Is this why women always walk in pairs? she wondered aloud. Safety in numbers? Fall-detection systems? Hip-sway counterbalance?

For crying out loud, she hissed after her third near-fall, catching herself against a lamppost. How do women do this every day? It's like trying to walk on stilts made of matchsticks. She glanced down at her feet, encased in what she was pretty sure qualified as medieval torture devices. Stupid tiny feet. I used to be able to kick a football, now I can barely walk in a straight line.

An elderly woman passing by gave her a sympathetic smile. New shoes, dear? Always break them in at home first with thick socks.

Oh, uh, thanks, Daniella replied awkwardly. Just new to... shoes in general. The woman's puzzled expression made her quickly add, I mean, these specific shoes. Not all shoes. I've worn shoes before. Obviously. She winced at her own rambling. Just having one of those mornings.

Aren't we all, the woman chuckled before continuing on her way.

Smooth, Daniella. Real smooth, she muttered to herself. Maybe next time tell her you're new to walking upright too.

A businessman rushed past, nearly knocking her over. Hey, watch it! she called after him, then immediately cringed at her high-pitched voice. Great, even my angry yelling sounds adorable now. That's just perfect.

When I was Dave, people would actually flinch when I yelled, she lamented, straightening her jacket. Now I sound like a squeaky toy being stepped on. How am I supposed to intimidate anyone like this? 'Excuse me, sir, would you please not knock me over? Pretty please with sugar on top?' Her mocking falsetto drew curious glances from passersby.

Finally, she reached the door of Bean There, Brewed That--a quaint little coffee shop nestled between a bookstore and a boutique clothing store. Bean There, Brewed That? she read the sign, rolling her eyes. That's either the best or worst pun I've ever seen. And I used to collect dad jokes.

Though I suppose it's still better than that place downtown—'The Daily Grind,' she snorted. Because nothing says 'enjoy your morning beverage' like reminding customers of their soul-crushing daily routine.

The bell chimed as she stepped inside, the rich aroma of freshly ground coffee beans hitting her like a warm embrace. The familiar scent was comforting, even if everything else in her world had gone sideways.

She exhaled in relief, her new lungs somehow making even that sound dainty. Okay, just get in, get your coffee, and get out, she coached herself, joining the line. No weird interactions. No embarrassing moments. Just a normal, boring morning. Don't make eye contact, don't trip over your own feet, and for God's sake, don't forget your new name again.

Just like yesterday at the pharmacy, she reminded herself with a wince. Standing there like an idiot when they called 'Daniella' three times before realizing, 'Oh right, that's me now!' Real subtle, genius.

A barista called out an order: Soy vanilla latte with sugar-free caramel drizzle and extra foam for Sarah!

Who orders coffee like that? Daniella muttered under her breath. Coffee should be coffee, not a dessert with an identity crisis. Then she remembered her old order--black coffee, no sugar--might look a bit odd coming from someone who now looked like they'd stepped out of a fashion magazine. Though I guess I should probably learn what a macchiato is now.

The guy in front of her turned slightly, eyebrow raised. I know, right? By the time they finish saying that order, the coffee's already cold. His smile was warm, his eyes briefly taking in Daniella's appearance with obvious appreciation.

Exactly! she agreed, momentarily forgetting her plan to avoid all interaction. It's like ordering a novel instead of a drink. 'Yes, I'd like a thrice-filtered Ethiopian blend with a splash of almond milk harvested during a full moon by free-range squirrels, please.'

The man laughed, a rich sound that made several heads turn. Free-range squirrels are where I draw the line. I'm Alex, by the way. He extended his hand.

Da—Daniella, she caught herself, accepting his hand and immediately feeling flustered at the contact. She'd been a guy less than a week ago, and now here she was, blushing because a handsome stranger touched her hand. What was happening to her?

Great to meet you, Daniella, Alex said, holding her gaze a moment longer than strictly necessary. Let me guess your order... straight black coffee?

She blinked in surprise. How did you know?

He shrugged. You seem like someone who appreciates things without all the frills. Direct. To the point. His smile widened. Plus, you were just complaining about fancy coffee orders.

Busted, she admitted, feeling weirdly seen in a way that was both comforting and unnerving. I like my coffee like I like my... um... She trailed off, suddenly realizing her old go-to line—'I like my coffee like I like my women: hot and bitter'—wouldn't exactly work anymore.

Your mornings? Alex supplied helpfully. Straight to the point and no nonsense?

Exactly, she nodded, relieved at the save. Mornings are for coffee and contemplation, not twenty-syllable beverage orders.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, already regretting her choice of shoes. Note to self: heels before coffee is never a good idea. It's like trying to perform a circus act while half asleep.

Those are killer heels, Alex observed, glancing down. Though they look like they're actually trying to kill you.

They're my new cardio routine, Daniella quipped. Who needs a gym when every step is a near-death experience? She wobbled slightly as if to demonstrate. I keep waiting for my health insurance to classify walking in these as an extreme sport.

Next you'll be telling me you ran a marathon in them, Alex teased.

Oh sure, right after my morning cliff-diving session and before my afternoon of wrestling bears, she replied, surprised at how easy the banter felt. Was this flirting? Was she, formerly Dave the perpetually awkward dude, actually flirting successfully?

The line moved forward, bringing them closer to the counter. Daniella caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored wall behind the barista—her perfect hair, flushed cheeks, bright eyes—and for a second, she almost didn't recognize herself. Not just because of the obvious physical changes, but because of the animated expression on her face, the comfortable way she was chatting with this stranger.

Fate, however, had other plans. The universe, apparently not content with just changing her gender, seemed determined to make this morning as complicated as possible. And judging by the way her new body's heart was already starting to race, those plans were about to walk through the door any second now.

The bell above the door chimed again, and Daniella felt an inexplicable prickle at the back of her neck. She turned slightly, curiosity getting the better of her, and froze.

A tall figure had entered, commanding attention without seeming to try. Dark hair, sharp jawline, expensive suit—the kind of person who looked like they'd stepped out of a magazine for Ridiculously Attractive People Who Make Everyone Else Feel Inadequate.

Whoa, she breathed involuntarily, then immediately felt ridiculous. Had her brain chemistry changed along with her body? Since when did she react like this to strangers?

Friend of yours? Alex asked, following her gaze with a slightly less enthusiastic expression.

No, I— Daniella began, but her voice caught as the newcomer turned, scanning the café with piercing eyes that eventually landed right on her. There was a flash of... something. Recognition? Interest? Amusement? Whatever it was, it sent a shiver down her spine that was both thrilling and terrifying.

Just remember, she whispered to herself, whatever happens, at least you're not wearing the shoes with the red soles. Those things should come with a warning label and a liability waiver.

The red-soled ones? Alex asked, apparently overhearing her mumble. My sister calls those her 'Investment Pieces,' but I'm pretty sure they're actually 'Instruments of Torture Disguised as Fashion.'

Daniella laughed, grateful for the distraction, but couldn't help glancing back at the mysterious newcomer who was now making their way toward the counter. Toward them.

Coffee first, mysterious strangers later, she reminded herself firmly, though her racing pulse suggested her body had other priorities. One crisis at a time.




Chapter 6


A Collision Course with Trouble

Daniella was so focused on fumbling through her purse--a Mary Poppins-worthy pit of lipsticks and receipts--that she didn't notice the tall, broad-shouldered man stepping toward the counter at the same time.

Where is that stupid wallet? she muttered, digging deeper. I swear, women's bags are like portable black holes--everything goes in, nothing comes out. Her fingers brushed against what felt like seventeen different lipsticks, a hairbrush, three pens she didn't remember putting in there, and what might have been a small civilization developing in the corner.

Who needs this many compartments? she grumbled, pushing aside a compact mirror and what appeared to be a sample perfume vial. It's like someone designed a bag specifically to hide whatever you're looking for. When I was Dave, I had three pockets total and could find anything in seconds.

She dug deeper, her frustration mounting. Is this what women mean by 'purse organization'? Because this feels like archaeological excavation without the cool dinosaur bones at the end.

WHAM.

She crashed straight into what felt like a brick wall wearing expensive cologne.

Oh, sh-- Before she could finish her favorite curse word (which she'd been using liberally since discovering high heels), a strong arm wrapped instinctively around her waist, preventing her from stumbling backward. Her new center of gravity betrayed her as her chest made contact with what was definitely a very firm torso.

The collision knocked the air from her lungs, and for a moment, all she could register was solid muscle and warmth. Her brain short-circuited, old Dave instincts clashing with new Daniella reactions.

Whoa there, sweetheart, a deep, amused voice rumbled above her. In a hurry?

Daniella's heart skipped a beat. Several beats, actually. Her new body seemed particularly prone to cardiac gymnastics. Her pulse quickened to a pace that couldn't possibly be healthy, and a strange fluttering sensation took up residence in her stomach.

Since when do my internal organs do gymnastics? she thought wildly. Is this what they mean by butterflies? Because it feels more like angry wasps having a rave.

She looked up--way up--and was immediately met with the most infuriatingly handsome face she had ever seen. Oh come on, she thought. This isn't fair. I used to BE that guy at the bar all the women stared at... okay, maybe not quite THAT guy.

More like the guy they asked where the bathroom was before moving on to THAT guy, her inner voice admitted.

He was tall--at least 6'3--with dark, slightly tousled hair and piercing blue eyes that twinkled with mischief. His sharp jawline was accentuated by just the right amount of scruff, and his lips curled into a smirk that oozed confidence. The kind of smirk that probably had its own fan club.

Did they genetically engineer this man? she wondered, momentarily forgetting she was still pressed against him. Is there a factory somewhere churning out six-foot-something men with perfect jawlines and eyes that should come with a warning label?

And worst of all? He smelled incredible. Like woodsy cologne and freshly brewed coffee. Great, she thought, he smells like everything I used to wear mixed with everything I currently need.

It should be illegal to look AND smell that good, she thought bitterly. Pick a lane, buddy. Some of us are just trying to get caffeine without having existential crises.

Daniella blinked twice, trying to reboot her brain. Her old male brain would have been plotting how to get this guy's number--for wing-man purposes. Her new female brain was short-circuiting.

I--uh--yes, she stammered. No. I mean, kind of? Internal Dave was screaming, Since when do we stutter? We used to be smoother than this!

We used to exchange witty banter with strangers all the time! her inner voice protested. Now we're standing here like a malfunctioning robot? Get it together!

His smirk deepened. Well, which is it? Yes, no, or kind of?

His voice had a playful edge, like he was enjoying her confusion. The worst part was, she recognized that tone—she'd used it herself when flirting with women, back when she had different equipment and a deeper voice.

She groaned internally. Get it together, Daniella. You used to BE a guy. You know all their tricks. Stop acting like a romance novel heroine!

Seriously, she scolded herself, we are not going to bat our eyelashes and giggle. We are Dave! Well, former Dave. Dave-iella. Whatever. We do not swoon over pretty boys with nice arms.

I'm late for work, she muttered, stepping back quickly, only to realize that his hand was still resting lightly on her waist. Her very narrow, very curvy waist. The waist she was still getting used to having.

His fingers lingered a little longer than necessary before he finally let go. She knew that move--she'd used that move! Well, not on this body, but still.

Move #17 from the Flirting Playbook, she thought wryly. The casual-but-not-really touch withdrawal. Well played, sir. Well played.

Shame, he said casually, stepping up to the counter beside her. I was hoping you'd stick around. I was enjoying our little... moment.

The way he said moment should have been classified as auditory seduction. It was practically gift-wrapped in innuendo and tied with a suggestive bow.

Daniella scoffed, crossing her arms (and immediately uncrossing them when she realized what that did to her cleavage). Oh, so that's your game? You bump into unsuspecting women, catch them like some kind of budget Prince Charming, and hope they swoon all over you?

Budget Prince Charming? he repeated, placing a hand over his heart in mock offense. Sweetheart, there's nothing budget about me.

Could have fooled me, she countered, finding her rhythm. That rescue move was straight out of a discount rom-com. What's next? Spilling coffee on my blouse so you can dab at it with a napkin?

His smirk turned into a full-blown grin. Well, it's working so far.

I know exactly what you're doing, she thought. I invented half these moves! But outwardly, her mouth opened, ready to fire back a snarky retort, when the barista interrupted.

Next in line?

The barista, a college-aged guy with an impressive man bun, looked between them with barely concealed impatience. Can I get your order, or should I come back after you two finish whatever this is?

She turned to the barista, flustered, and quickly ordered her double-shot caramel latte (because apparently her new body couldn't handle straight black coffee anymore without making faces). As she fumbled for her card, the handsome stranger smoothly handed over his own.

Put hers on mine.

Daniella's eyes widened. Excuse me? Classic move number 23: the smooth payment intervention.

I didn't ask you to— she started.

You didn't have to, he replied, his voice like warm honey. Consider it my good deed for the day.

He shrugged. Consider it an apology for nearly knocking you over.

She narrowed her eyes. Oh, so now it's your fault?

I'm willing to take full responsibility, he said, leaning slightly closer. For this and... anything else you'd like to blame me for.

She caught a stronger whiff of his cologne and momentarily lost her train of thought. That's not fair, she thought. Cologne should not be a tactical advantage.

He chuckled. Well, I figured taking the blame might earn me a little goodwill.

Daniella scoffed but couldn't stop the small smile tugging at her lips. You really think you're smooth, don't you? She was mentally taking notes--both admiring and critiquing his technique.

A solid eight out of ten for execution, she thought, but I'm deducting points for predictability. Though I have to admit, it's working better than it should.

He leaned in slightly, lowering his voice just enough to make her shiver. I don't think I'm smooth, sweetheart. I know I am.

And there's the confidence play, she thought. Classic. Effective. Infuriating.

Has anyone ever told you that confidence isn't the same as charm? she asked, raising an eyebrow.

Has anyone ever told you that you're even prettier when you're annoyed? he countered, accepting his change from the barista who was now openly watching their exchange like it was better than the afternoon soap opera.

Daniella flushed. The worst part? It was working. She could feel her pulse racing, and not just from the caffeine withdrawal.

Traitor body, she silently accused her racing heart. We do not respond to obvious lines. We used to be the ones delivering them!

Oh, this is bad. This is very, very bad.

She should not be entertaining this. She was a man just yesterday! There was no way she should be flirting back with some ridiculously hot stranger like she was some giggling schoolgirl. Though, she thought, I have to respect his game. That's exactly how I would have played it. If I still had my old body. And was taller. And looked like a Greek god.

Your coffee, ma'am, the barista said, sliding her drink across the counter with an amused smirk.

Thanks, she muttered, reaching for it at the same time as Mr. Smooth moved to hand it to her. Their fingers brushed, and she felt an actual, literal spark.

Static electricity, she told herself firmly. Not chemistry. Physics.

So, he said, taking a sip of his own black coffee—no sugar, no cream, because of course he would drink it straight—do I get to know your name? Or should I keep calling you 'sweetheart'?

You shouldn't call me anything, she retorted. We're not having a conversation. This is a coffee-related incident, not the start of a beautiful friendship.

Sounds like a conversation to me, he grinned. And possibly the start of something.

Her lips curled into a smirk of her own. Well, thanks for the coffee, Smooth Operator. But I have to run.

At least tell me your name, he pressed, standing just close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off him. Give a guy something to go on.

She hesitated, then against her better judgment, Daniella.

Daniella, he repeated, as if testing how it felt in his mouth. The way he said it made it sound like an entirely different name, rich and decadent. I'm Michael.

I didn't ask, she pointed out.

But now you know, he countered with that infuriating grin. And knowledge is power.

She grabbed her cup, turned on her heel (only wobbling slightly--progress!), and bolted out of the café before he could say another word--her heels clacking against the pavement as she practically sprinted away.

This is why women wear flats! she thought as she navigated the sidewalk at dangerous speeds. High heels weren't designed for dramatic exits! They were designed for standing still and looking pretty, not tactical retreats from handsome coffee predators!

She didn't even look back. Because if she did, she might have noticed the way he watched her leave, his smirk still firmly in place.




And she might have heard him murmur under his breath:




I'll be seeing you again, sweetheart.




Great, she thought as she power-walked away, her coffee clutched like a lifeline, I finally understand why women always complained about guys being smooth. Because it actually works. This is karmic revenge, isn't it?

All those times I thought I was being charming, she reflected, slowing her pace as she rounded the corner, safely out of sight, I was just being that guy. That smirky, cologne-wearing, too-handsome-for-his-own-good guy.

She took a sip of her coffee—which, annoyingly, was perfectly made—and grimaced. And the worst part? He even got my coffee order right without asking. That's just showing off.




Chapter 7


A Distracted Day at Work

Daniella barely managed to make it to work on time, heels clicking frantically as she burst through the doors of Harper & Co. Marketing. She nearly took out a potted plant in the process, her new spatial awareness still calibrating to her reduced height and increased... assets.

Who put that there? she muttered, narrowly avoiding a collision with a suspiciously tall fern. Did office plants get more aggressive since I became a woman? This thing's practically lying in wait.

Her near-botanical disaster was made worse by the fact that she was still mentally reviewing her coffee shop encounter. Focus, Daniella, she told herself. Stop thinking about Mr. Tall, Dark, and Irritatingly Handsome. So what if he smelled like a lumberjack cologne advertisement? You're a professional... whatever it is you do here.

Nice entrance, Dani! called out Rebecca from reception, barely hiding her smirk. Those Jimmy Choos giving you trouble again?

Jimmy who? Daniella muttered under her breath, before plastering on what she hoped was a convincing smile. Oh, you know... Monday mornings!

Jimmy who? Is that a person? she thought frantically. A designer? A shoe brand? Is Jimmy Choo the guy who invented painful footwear? Because if so, I'd like to have a word with him in a dark alley.

She glanced down at her feet, encased in what she now recognized must be expensive torture devices. If these are Jimmy Choos, then Jimmy has a personal vendetta against women's feet. What's wrong with sneakers? Or better yet, slippers? I'd kill for my old work boots right now.

Apparently, this was where she had always worked in this new life of hers. Not at Dave's comfortable hardware store where the dress code was jeans and a company polo, and the most complicated decision was which wrench to recommend for a leaky pipe.

Bathroom sink leaking? Half-inch wrench. Kitchen sink? Three-quarter inch. Life problems? WD-40 and duct tape, she reminisced wistfully. Simple. Logical. No PowerPoint presentations required.

Nope. Now, she was in marketing. Because, of course, she was.

Marketing, she thought with an internal groan. The career equivalent of 'could you make it pop more?' Dave couldn't even convince his friends to try a different brand of beer, let alone convince strangers to buy... whatever it is we sell here.

Morning, girl! chirped a blonde who seemed far too peppy for this hour. Don't forget we have the Johnson pitch at eleven!

The blonde—who Daniella assumed she was supposed to know—wore an outfit that screamed I've had three espresso shots and I'm ready to conquer the world. Her hair was styled in a way that suggested it took either five minutes or two hours, with no in-between.

Eleven? Daniella repeated, glancing at her watch. That's practically dawn. Couldn't we do it after lunch? Or next week? Or never?

The blonde laughed, apparently thinking Daniella was joking. Oh, you're so funny! Remember, they specifically asked for your 'outside-the-box thinking' after that brilliant Campbell campaign.

Campbell campaign? Daniella echoed weakly. Right... the soup people?

Soup? No, silly! The luxury watches! The blonde tilted her head. Are you okay? You seem a little off. Is it that guy from the bar? Jason? Jacob?

No, no, I'm fine, Daniella backpedaled quickly. Just... didn't sleep well. Too busy thinking about... luxury watches. Tick tock, am I right?

Right... the blonde said, not entirely convinced. Well, I need your input on the color scheme for the presentation. I'm thinking azure blue to represent trust and reliability, but with coral accents for excitement and innovation.

Uh... Daniella stared blankly. At the hardware store, the color scheme was whatever's not covered in sawdust. How about... blue is good? Blue is... very blue.

The blonde's perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose slightly. O-kay... I'll come by your desk later. Maybe that second coffee will kick in by then.

Right... the Johnson pitch, Daniella nodded sagely, having absolutely no clue what that meant. Wouldn't miss it. She had pitched horseshoes before - this couldn't be that different, right?

Although, she mused as she watched the blonde walk away, I've never pitched a horseshoe while wearing a pencil skirt. That seems like it would limit your backswing considerably.

Making her way to her desk (after only two wrong turns), she found a workspace that looked like a lifestyle magazine had exploded all over it. There were mood boards, color swatches, and what appeared to be an army of Post-it notes in various shades of pink.

Is there a pink Post-it shortage I should know about? she wondered, picking up one that simply said 'Evoke nostalgia!' with three exclamation points. Was regular yellow not good enough? Did we need salmon pink, bubble gum pink, and— she squinted at a particularly aggressive shade—radioactive flamingo pink?

Her old desk used to have a coffee-stained calendar and a Beer Is The Answer mousepad. This one had a rose gold laptop and a succulent named Herbert.

Herbert? she muttered, eyeing the small, spiky plant suspiciously. Who names a cactus Herbert? That's clearly a Spike. Or a Pointy McStabberson at the very least.

Since when do plants need names? she wondered, staring at the tiny cactus. My old fern at home didn't have a name. It was just 'that plant I forget to water.' And it was happy that way. Well, until it died. Which might explain the naming convention, actually.

She had no idea what she actually did here, but her desk had her name on it (in flowing calligraphy, no less), so she figured she had to at least pretend she knew what was going on.

If I can convince Mrs. Patterson that the pink electrical tape would work just as well as the black for her wiring project, I can convince these people I belong here, she reasoned, settling into her ergonomic chair that seemed designed for someone with better posture.

Hey, Daniella, a passing coworker called out, did you finish those market segmentation reports?

The man—late thirties, glasses, cardigan that screamed I have strong opinions about coffee beans—paused at her desk with an expectant look.

Market what now? she thought, but outwardly just smiled and nodded. Oh yeah, totally on it! She turned to her computer, muttering under her breath, Now if I could just figure out how to turn this thing on without breaking a nail...

Great, Cardigan Guy continued, not moving on as she'd hoped. Because the demographic analysis you did last month was brilliant. The way you identified that untapped market of urban millennials with disposable income but commitment issues? Pure genius.

Ah yes, Daniella nodded wisely, those urban millennials. So urban. So... millennial. With their... avocado toast and... TikToks.

Exactly! he agreed enthusiastically. Which is why I think we should focus on the 'freedom with premium feels' angle for the Johnson pitch. What do you think?

Daniella blinked rapidly. I think... that's... exactly what I was thinking! Great minds, am I right? High five! She raised her hand, then immediately regretted it when she saw his confusion.

We don't... do that here, he said slowly. But I appreciate your enthusiasm. I'll catch up with you before the meeting.

As he walked away, Daniella slumped in her chair. Note to self: marketing people don't high five. They probably do finger guns or secret handshakes or communicate exclusively through targeted ad campaigns.

Her inbox was filled with emails about synergy, paradigm shifts, and leveraging core competencies. Back at the hardware store, the most complicated email she got was We're out of hammers.

What does any of this mean? she wondered, scrolling through jargon-filled messages. 'Circle back on the 360-degree customer journey mapping'? 'Deep dive into the cross-platform engagement metrics'? This reads like someone threw a business dictionary into a blender and hit puree.

One email caught her eye: RE: Your Innovative Approach to Branding.

My what now? she muttered, clicking it open.

Daniella, the email read, your suggestion to leverage sensory marketing principles in the Edwards campaign was inspired. The scented business cards were a game-changer! The client wants to discuss expanding to taste elements as well. Thoughts?

Taste elements? she whispered in horror. People are licking business cards now? Is this what marketing has come to?

Okay, she whispered to Herbert the succulent, how hard can this be? I used to explain the difference between Phillips and flathead screwdrivers to confused homeowners. This is just... explaining stuff to confused businesses. While wearing uncomfortable shoes.

At least with screwdrivers, there's a right and wrong answer, she continued, addressing the silent cactus. Phillips for Phillips screws, flathead for slotted screws. But what's the right answer for 'sensory branding elements'? Scratch-and-sniff business proposals? Edible PowerPoints?

Herbert, predictably, offered no advice.

She clicked on a random file labeled 'Q3 Projections' and was immediately assaulted by more charts than she'd seen since high school math class.

Oh dear god, she murmured, staring at pie charts, bar graphs, and something that looked like a drunk spider had attempted modern art. This is more complicated than assembling Swedish furniture while drunk.

A well-dressed man stopped by her desk, coffee in hand. Hey, Daniella, killing it as usual? That pitch you made last week had Peterson practically throwing money at us.

Oh, you know me, she replied with a strained laugh, always... killing it. Murder by PowerPoint, that's my specialty.

That's why you're our secret weapon, he winked. By the way, love the shoes. Very bold choice for a Monday.

As he walked away, Daniella looked down at her feet again. Bold choice? What does that mean? Are these party shoes? Funeral shoes? Inappropriate-for-work shoes? Why doesn't footwear come with context labels?

Well, she sighed, adjusting her skirt for the hundredth time that morning, at least I don't have to carry fifty-pound bags of concrete anymore. Though I'm pretty sure these heels are doing just as much damage to my back.

She experimentally rolled her chair back and massaged her calves. Who knew standing could be an extreme sport? My feet feel like I've been walking on hot coals. Is this why women's bathroom lines are so long? They're all just hiding in there to take their shoes off for five blessed minutes?

A calendar notification popped up: Brand Strategy Meeting - Conference Room B - Bring creative insights!

Daniella stared at her screen in horror. Creative insights? The most creative I got at the hardware store was suggesting duct tape for everything. She glanced down at her designer outfit and perfectly manicured nails. Though I guess that suggestion might not fly here...

'Have you tried duct tape?' is probably not what they're looking for when discussing luxury watch branding, she muttered, reluctantly standing up. Though honestly, a watch that comes with an emergency roll of duct tape would be genuinely useful. Unlike whatever 'aspirational lifestyle symbolism' they're probably going for.

She was starting to think lifting heavy tools had been easier than navigating corporate culture in stilettos. At least hammers didn't care if your PowerPoint presentations were color-coordinated.

Hammers are honest, she whispered to Herbert as she gathered what she hoped were relevant papers into a sleek leather portfolio (that she'd found in her drawer). They're either good at hammering or they're not. They don't pretend to 'disrupt the nail insertion space' or 'leverage cross-functional hammering synergies.'

As she wobbled toward Conference Room B, trying to remember how to walk in heels without looking like a newborn giraffe, Daniella couldn't help but wonder if somewhere, in some alternate universe, her body was currently explaining the virtues of WD-40 to a confused homeowner, blissfully unaware of the concept of brand identity architecture.

Maybe I should suggest a hardware-themed marketing campaign, she mused, pausing outside the conference room door. Our slogan could be 'If it's broken, don't fix it—rebrand it!'

Taking a deep breath and squaring her shoulders (which felt strangely delicate under her silk blouse), Daniella pushed open the door to face whatever a Johnson pitch actually entailed.




Chapter 8


A Distracted Day at Work

Daniella barely managed to make it to work on time, heels clicking frantically as she burst through the doors of Harper & Co. Marketing--which, apparently, was where she had always worked in this new life of hers.

Why couldn't I have transformed into someone with a sensible shoe collection? she thought desperately as she wobbled across the lobby. Or at least someone who works from home? Or better yet, someone who professionally tests mattresses by napping on them all day?

The sleek, modern office was bustling with well-dressed professionals who all seemed to glide effortlessly in their business attire, while Daniella felt like a bull in a china shop—if the bull were also forced to balance on toothpicks.

Cutting it close today, Dani! called Sarah from reception, waggling her perfectly shaped eyebrows. Hot date this morning?

Sarah's knowing grin made Daniella wonder if her former—current?—self was known for morning rendezvous. The thought was both mortifying and intriguing.

You have no idea, Daniella muttered under her breath, stumbling slightly as one heel caught in the plush carpet. Just wrestling with the space-time continuum and a particularly aggressive pair of heels.

What was that? Sarah leaned forward, her immaculate makeup somehow not creasing despite her exaggerated expression of curiosity.

Nothing! Just... running late. You know how it is when the alarm doesn't go off, Daniella improvised, trying to extract her heel from the carpet's death grip without falling face-first onto the reception desk.

Uh-huh, Sarah nodded, clearly not buying it. Well, whatever—or whoever—kept you, they put a sparkle in your eye. It's a good look on you.

It's caffeine and panic, but thanks, Daniella replied with what she hoped was a convincing smile.

Not at the hardware store, like when she was still Dave, where the biggest morning drama was whether someone had finished the last of the break room coffee. Nope. Now, she was in marketing. Because, of course, she was.

Marketing, she thought with an internal groan as she navigated through the maze of glass-walled offices. The one industry where 'bullshit' is spelled 'strategic communication initiative.' Dave couldn't even convince his roommate to replace the toilet paper roll—how am I supposed to convince people to buy... whatever it is we sell here?

At the hardware store, her morning routine had been simple: clock in, pour coffee into the largest mug available (the one that said World's Okayest Employee), and spend the first hour avoiding Old Man Jenkins who always needed help finding the exact same plumbing fixture every Tuesday. Simple. Predictable.

Here, people were already huddled around a conference table, gesturing at a presentation titled Emotional Engagement Metrics: Beyond the Click-Through. Just looking at it made her temples throb.

Morning, Daniella! chirped Amy from the next desk over. Love that blouse! Is it new?

Amy was one of those women who seemed to vibrate with perpetual enthusiasm, like she'd been born with an extra happiness gland. Her desk was decorated with motivational quotes in rose gold frames and what appeared to be professionally taken photos of her with a tiny dog wearing matching outfits.

Uh, probably? She glanced down at whatever she'd managed to pull from her closet that morning. Everything in there was new to her. I mean, newish. From that... store. You know the one. With the... clothes.

Nordstrom's semi-annual sale? Amy nodded knowingly. You always find the best deals! I swear, I still don't know how you scored those Louboutins at 70% off last year. I'm convinced you have some kind of shopping superpower.

Definitely, Daniella agreed weakly. My superpower. Shopping. Not, you know, literally turning into a woman overnight. That would be crazy. She laughed nervously.

Amy squinted at her. Are you okay? You seem a little off today.

Fine! Just... didn't sleep well. Too busy thinking about... shoes. And sales. Shoe sales.

I hear that, Amy nodded sympathetically. I once camped outside Bloomingdale's for the Jimmy Choo sample sale. Worth it, though—my feet have never forgiven me, but my Instagram followers went wild.

She had no idea what she actually did here, but her desk had her name on it (in some fancy cursive that looked more like modern art than actual letters), so she figured she had to at least pretend she knew what was going on.

Daniella surveyed her workspace with mounting anxiety. It was meticulously organized with color-coded files, a planner with various appointments neatly penned in, and a mood board pinned to her partition featuring what looked like... luxury watch advertisements?

Watches, she thought, seizing on this clue. We do something with watches. Or time. Or possibly wrists.

Her old desk at the hardware store had been gloriously chaotic—a jumble of price stickers, tool catalogs, and at least three half-empty coffee mugs at any given time. This desk looked like it belonged to someone who alphabetized their spice rack and maintained a spreadsheet of scented candle inventory.

The moment she sat down, she tried to focus on her work. Really, she did. The screen in front of her displayed something about quarterly projections and market demographics, but it might as well have been written in Sanskrit.

Okay, she whispered to herself, squinting at the screen, just look like you know what you're doing. Dave once convinced a customer he knew the difference between semi-gloss and eggshell paint when they're basically the same thing. This can't be harder than that.

She clicked a few buttons randomly, hoping something would make sense. A complicated spreadsheet popped up, filled with numbers and acronyms that made her brain hurt.

ROI, CPA, CTR, she mumbled. Is this marketing or the world's most boring alphabet soup?

Hey, did you see that hottie in the lobby? Amy whispered, rolling her chair closer. Total Chris Hemsworth vibes.

Daniella blinked, momentarily distracted from her spreadsheet panic. Chris who?

Amy stared at her like she'd just announced she didn't know what oxygen was. Chris Hemsworth? Thor? Tall, blonde, Australian god among men? Are you feeling okay?

Oh! Right. That Chris. Daniella nodded vigorously. Yes, very... godly. Definitely noticed him and his... hammer.

Amy snorted. I bet you'd like to lift his hammer.

Excuse me? Daniella choked.

The Thor joke? Mjölnir? Only the worthy can lift it? Amy shook her head. Girl, your Marvel knowledge is seriously slipping. Too many late nights with that mystery man you won't tell me about?

But every time she so much as glanced at her computer screen, her brain betrayed her--replaying The Incident at the Coffee Shop on an endless loop.

That smirk. Like he knew exactly what he was doing (he definitely did).

Did your coffee come with a side of smolder? Amy had asked earlier when Daniella arrived, coffee in hand and a dazed expression on her face.

Something like that, Daniella had mumbled, trying to focus on logging into her computer instead of remembering the way those blue eyes had locked onto hers.

That voice. Deep enough to make her new hormones do backflips.

Why are voices suddenly so... affective? she wondered, absently clicking through emails she didn't understand. Dave never got weak-kneed over a sultry alto. Is this some kind of female-physiology thing, or have I just been missing out all these years?

The way his hand had lingered a little too long on her waist, sending shivers up her spine that she definitely shouldn't be experiencing.

It was just a hand, she scolded herself. Just five fingers attached to a palm. Nothing special. Definitely not worth replaying in slow-motion mental replay. And yet, here she was, remembering exactly how warm those fingers had felt through the thin fabric of her blouse.

The way she had flirted back without even thinking, like her body was operating on some sort of feminine autopilot.

Since when do I flirt? she groaned internally. Dave didn't flirt. Dave made bad jokes about power tools and occasionally quoted movie lines that nobody got. When did I get this... whatever this is?

Earth to Daniella! Amy waved a manicured hand in front of her face. You're totally spacing. Spill!

Amy's eyes gleamed with the predatory interest of someone who sensed prime office gossip. Her perfectly contoured face moved closer, as if proximity might extract the information faster.

Spill what? Daniella asked, trying to look innocent.

Oh, come on! You've been staring at the same email for ten minutes with this dreamy look on your face. Either that's the world's most fascinating marketing report, or— Amy gasped dramatically, —you met someone!

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard as she stared blankly at an open email, her mind a million miles away. The cursor blinked mockingly at her, as if to say, Having trouble concentrating?

I didn't meet anyone, Daniella protested weakly. I just... had an interesting coffee experience.

Coffee experience? Amy repeated, her eyebrows shooting up. Is that what the kids are calling it these days?

No, I mean actual coffee. In a coffee shop. With... coffee.

And? Amy pressed, leaning even closer. Was this 'coffee' tall, dark, and handsome? Or more of a blonde roast?

What the hell is wrong with me? Just yesterday, she was a beer-drinking, football-watching dude with absolutely zero interest in flirting with men. The kind of guy who'd give a firm handshake and talk about sports scores, not get weak-kneed over a coffee shop meet-cute.

This is ridiculous, she thought angrily. I've seen attractive men before. I used to BE a man, for crying out loud! I should be immune to this... this... whatever this is.

And now, here she was, daydreaming about a guy she had met for all of five minutes. A guy whose name she didn't even know. A guy who had bought her coffee and called her sweetheart with that irritatingly sexy voice.

I think it was the confidence, she admitted to herself. Dave always wished he had that kind of easy charm. The way he just... took control of the situation without being overbearing. The casual touch that somehow wasn't creepy.

I think our new pitch needs more... um... synergy, she said randomly to Amy, trying to sound professional while her brain replayed that moment in HD.

Amy stared at her blankly. The Johnson account pitch? The one where you specifically said, and I quote, 'If anyone uses the word synergy, I will personally staple their lips together'?

Did I say that? Daniella laughed nervously. I meant... symmetry. The design needs more symmetry.

Right... Amy drawled skeptically. Symmetry. For the deliberately asymmetrical avant-garde watch design that you've been championing for three months.

Exactly! Daniella nodded vigorously. It needs to be... symmetrically asymmetrical. It's very cutting edge.

God help her--she had liked it. All of it. The coffee, the catch, the casual confidence that would have annoyed Dave but somehow made Daniella's pulse race.

What if I see him again? she worried, gnawing at her lower lip. What if I don't? Which is worse? Why do I even care? I should be focusing on figuring out what the hell a 'market demographic analysis' is, not whether Mr. Coffee Shop has a girlfriend or likes long walks on the beach.

Her fingers clenched into fists as she groaned softly, barely resisting the urge to bang her head against the keyboard. Focus, she whispered to herself. Stop thinking about his arms. Or his jaw. Or his... everything.

Did you say something? Amy asked, peering over their shared desk divider.

Just... reviewing some notes, Daniella lied, quickly shuffling some random papers. Very important notes. About watches. And demographics. And definitely not about tall strangers with eyes you could drown in.

Uh-huh, Amy nodded, clearly unconvinced. Well, when you're done 'reviewing notes,' the team is meeting in Conference Room C to go over the presentation. Though personally, I'd rather hear about this mystery coffee experience that has you gnawing your lip like it's a gourmet meal.

This was not how she had planned to spend her first full day as a woman. She was supposed to be figuring out how to work this computer, not fantasizing about tall dark strangers with perfect hair and knowing smirks.

Get it together, she scolded herself, trying to focus on the screen. You're a professional... whatever-it-is-you-are. Marketing person. Watch... seller? Promoter? Time enthusiast? Whatever. The point is, you have a job to do, and it doesn't involve replaying that coffee shop scene for the fiftieth time.

But even as she tried to concentrate, her mind wandered back to that moment when strong arms had caught her, when blue eyes had locked onto hers, when that voice had called her sweetheart in a way that should have been irritating but somehow wasn't.

Though, she thought, absently chewing on her lower lip, at least now I understand why women in rom-coms always bite their lips. These things are way more sensitive than they used to be.

Seriously, what is it with all these new nerve endings? she wondered, forcing herself to stop the lip-biting. It's like someone cranked up the sensitivity dial to eleven. No wonder women are always touching their hair and faces in movies. Everything just feels... more.

She glanced at the clock—only ten minutes had passed since she sat down, though it felt like hours. The day stretched ahead of her, filled with meetings about things she didn't understand and spreadsheets that might as well be hieroglyphics.

And underneath it all, the persistent memory of a chance encounter that shouldn't matter but somehow did.

Maybe Amy's right, she sighed, reluctantly gathering her things for the meeting. Maybe I do need to spill. Or at least figure out why I can't stop thinking about some random guy when I should be having an existential crisis about suddenly being a woman.

As she stood, smoothing down her skirt and gathering a notepad she hoped made her look professional, Daniella couldn't help but wonder if she'd ever see Mr. Coffee Shop again—and whether that prospect terrified or thrilled her more.




Chapter 9


A Sudden Summons

Before she could spiral any further into her internal crisis about tall, dark, and handsy from the coffee shop, a voice jolted her back to reality.

Daniella?

She blinked up at the young woman standing beside her desk, nearly knocking over her Girl Boss mug in the process. Real subtle, universe, she thought, eyeing the mug with disdain. Who even bought this for me? Probably the same person who decided I needed fourteen pairs of shoes that could double as medieval torture devices.

If I were still Dave, this would say 'World's Okayest Employee' or 'I Like Big Tools,' she thought wistfully. Not this pink monstrosity with actual glitter embedded in the ceramic.

It was Megan, her co-worker--or at least, someone who seemed to be her co-worker in this new reality. The type who wore pencil skirts without getting them twisted around backwards and could probably walk in heels without counting her steps.

Megan stood there with perfect posture, not a hair out of place, exuding the confidence of someone who had never accidentally stapled their own sleeve to an important document. Her outfit screamed I have my life together and color-code my weekly meal prep containers.

Uh... yeah? Daniella replied, trying to sound casual while simultaneously attempting to close the seventeen random tabs she'd opened in panic. One of them was definitely Marketing for Dummies.

She frantically clicked, but her manicured nails—still foreign appendages to her—kept hitting the wrong buttons. Stupid fancy fingernails, she muttered. How do women type with these things? It's like trying to use a keyboard while wearing oven mitts.

Megan smiled, playing with her perfectly styled bob cut. Mr. Harper wants to see you in his office.

Mr. Harper? Daniella thought frantically. Who the hell is Mr. Harper? Is he my boss? The company owner? The office plant manager? Please don't be someone I'm supposed to know intimately.

Daniella felt a jolt of panic shoot through her body, which was apparently much more prone to dramatic physical reactions than her old one. Wait, what? Why? Her voice came out at least two octaves higher than intended.

Good lord, she thought, wincing at her own voice. I sound like I inhaled a helium balloon. Dave would have just grunted noncommittally. When did I lose the ability to communicate in monosyllables?

No idea, Megan shrugged, her designer blazer moving precisely zero millimeters out of place. He just asked me to tell you. Though he did seem... interested in the Johnson campaign. She raised a perfectly groomed eyebrow.

The eyebrow raise clearly conveyed something significant, but Daniella had no idea what. Was this good interest? Bad interest? Sexual interest? Interest in the federal witness protection program kind of interest?

The Johnson campaign, Daniella repeated weakly. Right. That Johnson campaign. The one about... Johnson things.

You know, she continued, desperately trying to fish for information, there are so many aspects to that campaign. Which particular... aspect... did he mention being interested in?

Megan gave her an odd look. The whole concept, I assume? The one you've been working on for weeks? The reason you've been staying late every night? She leaned in conspiratorially. The one you said would 'revolutionize how we think about luxury timepieces' or something equally dramatic?

Oh, that aspect, Daniella nodded sagely. Yes, of course. The revolutionary... timepiece... aspect. With the... innovation and... time-telling capabilities.

Are you okay? Megan tilted her head. You seem a little off today. And you're wearing two different shoes.

Two different— Daniella immediately looked down in horror, heart racing. Had she really been walking around all morning with mismatched footwear? Would anyone even notice in this bizarre reality where shoes apparently needed their own graduate degrees?

I'm not... oh thank god. She looked back up to see Megan grinning.

Got you. But seriously, you look like you've seen a ghost. Or worse, worn last season's pumps to a client meeting.

Ha ha, very funny, Daniella grimaced, resisting the urge to kick Megan in the shin—a move that would probably result in her breaking an ankle in these ridiculous heels. Seasonal footwear. Absolutely terrifying. Right up there with chainsaw murderers and tax audits.

You know, Megan continued, leaning against the desk, if you're stressed about the presentation, don't be. Your ideas are always brilliant, even the weird ones.

Weird ones? Daniella perked up. Maybe former-her had been just as clueless about marketing. Like what kind of weird ones?

Like the time you suggested we market that fitness watch with actual sweat samples, Megan laughed. Or when you wanted the luxury watch billboard to just have a giant middle finger with the tagline 'Time's Up, Peasants.'

That actually sounds like something I would suggest, Daniella mused, feeling slightly more confident. Apparently my sense of humor survived the gender switch.

Daniella forced a tight-lipped smile, wondering if it was possible to Google what do marketing people actually do in the thirty seconds it would take to reach Harper's office. Right. Okay. Thanks.

Oh, and by the way, Megan added, already turning to leave, don't let him intimidate you with that whole brooding CEO routine. We all know he's just constipated half the time.

Constipate—what? Daniella spluttered.

Figuratively! Megan called over her shoulder. Though maybe literally too. He keeps antacids in his desk drawer. I saw them when I was dropping off those quarterly reports.

As Megan walked away (somehow making it look like a runway show), Daniella took a deep breath, smoothed out her skirt (after confirming it wasn't tucked into her underwear--she'd already made that mistake once today), and mentally prepared herself.

That was traumatizing, she muttered, recalling the earlier bathroom incident where she'd emerged with her skirt hiked up in the back. Three people saw my panties before someone finally told me. Whatever happened to office solidarity?

Okay, Dave, she whispered to herself, then corrected, Daniella. You've got this. Just channel your inner... whatever it is you're supposed to be channeling. People in marketing talk about channeling things, right?

She shuffled through the papers on her desk, hoping for some clue about this mysterious Johnson campaign. Johnson... Johnson... sounds like a pharmaceutical company. Or those baby shampoo people. Please don't tell me I'm marketing 'no more tears' shampoo. That's false advertising if I ever heard it—that stuff stings like hell.

She stood up, gathering what she hoped was confidence but felt more like barely controlled panic. A passing colleague gave her a thumbs up. Knock 'em dead, girl! That presentation's going to slay!

Presentation? Daniella squeaked. What presenta-- I mean, yes. That presentation. About the things. And the stuff. With the... charts?

The very one! the colleague—a red-headed man with enthusiastic hand gestures—confirmed. Your mock-up for the 'Time Waits for No Man... But It Will Wait for You' campaign? Pure genius. Though I still think we should add more lens flares to the visuals.

Right, lens flares, Daniella nodded vigorously. Can never have too many lens flares. Unless you can. Have too many. Which is also... possible. She was babbling now, a nervous habit that apparently transcended gender.

Just the right amount of lens flares, Red-Head agreed. Anyway, good luck! Though you won't need it—you're the queen of impromptu pitches.

Queen of impromptu pitches, she repeated under her breath as he walked away. Well, that's... terrifying. Dave could barely order a pizza without rehearsing the toppings list first.

Whatever this was about, she had no choice but to face it head-on. Though she briefly considered diving out the nearest window--until she remembered she was wearing a skirt and they were on the fifteenth floor.

Two excellent reasons not to defenestrate myself, she muttered, straightening her blouse. Death by pavement or death by embarrassment. Neither seems ideal.

So, with her heart pounding (and her pantyhose definitely riding up in places she didn't want to think about), she made her way toward the big corner office at the end of the hall. Each click of her heels sounded like a countdown to disaster.

Why do women voluntarily wear these torture tubes? she wondered, trying to discreetly adjust her pantyhose without looking like she was inappropriately touching herself in the middle of the office. They're like sausage casings designed by someone who hates legs. And comfort. And basic human dignity.

The walk to Harper's office felt like a death march. Colleagues smiled and nodded as she passed, some giving encouraging thumbs-ups that only increased her panic.

What if this Harper person expects me to know things? Marketing things? Timepiece things? What if he asks about ROI or demographics or whatever the hell 'brand positioning' means?

Just remember, she muttered under her breath, you once convinced a guy that WD-40 was a suitable replacement for cooking oil. You can convince anyone of anything.

Though in my defense, she added silently, that guy was already three sheets to the wind, and we were out of vegetable oil. The eggs tasted terrible, but they didn't stick to the pan. Technical success.

As she approached the imposing double doors at the end of the hallway, a sophisticated-looking assistant glanced up from her desk.

He's waiting for you, the woman said with a knowing smile. And he's in a surprisingly good mood, so capitalize on that.

Good mood. Great. Fantastic, Daniella mumbled, her palms suddenly sweaty. Love a good mood. Moods that are good are the best kinds of moods.

The assistant raised an eyebrow. Are you feeling alright, Daniella? You seem... different today.

Me? Different? Nooo, Daniella laughed nervously. Same old me. Just, you know, Monday morning jitters. Too much coffee. Not enough coffee. One of those coffee-related conditions.

If you say so, the assistant replied skeptically, then gestured toward the door. You can go right in.

And as she reached for the door handle, one thought ran through her mind:

Please, for the love of God, don't let me get fired. I just figured out how to walk in these shoes, I can't go through another job training.

Or worse, she thought with rising horror, what if I have to interview somewhere else? In this body? With these qualifications I know nothing about? I'd rather eat glass.

She took one final breath, squared her shoulders (while silently thanking whatever cosmic force had given her such excellent posture in this new body), and reached for the handle.

Here goes nothing, she whispered. Time to fake it 'til you make it... or until someone realizes you have no idea what SEO means.

Search Engine... something, she guessed wildly. Octopus? Orangutan? Omnibus? Whatever. How important could it possibly be?

With one final adjustment to her blouse and a silent prayer to whatever deity might be listening, Daniella turned the handle and stepped into the lion's den, her perfectly glossed lips fixed in what she hoped was a confident smile rather than a grimace of terror.




Chapter 10


An Unexpected Meeting

Daniella took a deep breath before knocking lightly on the large wooden door, briefly wondering if she could fake food poisoning and make a run for it.

I could clutch my stomach dramatically, she thought, weighing her options. Moan a little. Maybe throw in some creative sound effects. I was pretty convincing that time I called in sick to watch the Super Bowl.

She glanced down the hallway, calculating her chances of escaping unseen. Slim to none, unless she suddenly developed the ability to teleport or turn invisible—neither of which seemed to be included in her mysterious overnight transformation package.

Come in.

The deep voice from inside sent a shiver down her spine--not because it was particularly intimidating, but because it reminded her of someone. Someone whose cologne she could still smell if she thought about it hard enough (which she absolutely wasn't doing).

That voice could narrate audiobooks, she thought traitorously. Or my dreams. Which it definitely won't be doing because I am a professional who doesn't think about sexy voices or broad shoulders or the way certain hands felt on my waist.

Get it together, she muttered, straightening her blouse for the twentieth time. Think professional thoughts. Spreadsheets. Quarterly reports. Definitely not strong hands and perfect jawlines.

Databases, she continued her mental chant. Flow charts. Whatever the hell synergy means. Profit margins. Not piercing blue eyes. Not that smirk that should be illegal in at least twelve states. Not—

She squared her shoulders and stepped inside, nearly catching her heel on the plush carpet. Perfect. Real smooth entrance.

She stumbled slightly, catching herself on the doorframe and silently cursing whoever invented heels. If I ever meet Christian Louboutin in a dark alley, she promised herself, we're going to have words. Possibly a duel.

Mr. Harper, the man whose name was on the company logo (and probably on checks she hoped to keep receiving), was sitting behind a massive mahogany desk that probably cost more than her old truck. His silver hair was neatly styled and his sharp blue eyes were scanning his computer screen. He barely looked up as she entered, which was probably for the best since she was still trying to master confident woman walk.

Is there a manual for this? she wondered desperately. Walking for Newly Minted Women: A Comprehensive Guide to Not Looking Like a Newborn Giraffe?

Daniella, good, you're here, he said, gesturing toward a seat. I hope you're ready to discuss the Johnson campaign.

She hesitated for half a second, mentally cursing whoever Johnson was, before noticing a second chair already occupied by someone else.




A man.




A familiar man.




A devastatingly familiar man.




Her heart did a gymnastics routine that would have earned a perfect 10 at the Olympics.

No, she thought. No no no no. This is not happening. This cannot be happening. The universe is not this cruel. Or this obvious with its metaphors.

And when that man turned to look at her, his expression flickering from mild curiosity to shock, Daniella felt her stomach drop somewhere around her ankles (which, in these heels, was quite a distance).

I knew I should have called in sick, she lamented internally. But no, I had to be responsible. I had to put on big girl pants—literally—and come to work. This is what responsibility gets you: cosmic humiliation with an audience.

It was him. The tall, ridiculously handsome stranger from the coffee shop. The one who had flirted with her. The one who had bought her coffee. The one whose touch had left fingerprints of fire on her waist. The one she had run away from like a caffeinated Road Runner.

Except now he wasn't a stranger. He was sitting in her boss's office, wearing a suit that probably cost more than her monthly rent, looking even more devastatingly handsome in proper lighting. The morning stubble she'd found distractingly sexy was now framing a jaw that could cut glass, and those blue eyes were even more piercing without the coffee shop's mood lighting to soften them.

Is this what they mean by 'dress for success'? she wondered wildly. Because if so, he's dressed for world domination.

He blinked, his smirk absent for the first time since she had met him. You, he said, his voice laced with disbelief and something that sounded dangerously like delight.

Me, she confirmed weakly, her voice coming out as more of a squeak than actual speech. Surprise?

Daniella's mouth opened and closed like a malfunctioning robot. Error 404: Brain not found, she thought hysterically.

All her carefully prepared excuses about not understanding marketing jargon evaporated, replaced by a mental slide show of every embarrassing moment from their earlier encounter—on repeat, with director's commentary and slow-motion replay.

Mr. Harper, oblivious to the tension suddenly filling the room (thick enough to spread on toast), finally looked up from his screen. I take it you two have met? he asked, raising an eyebrow that had probably seen decades of corporate drama.

Met? Daniella almost laughed. Is that what we're calling it when someone catches you after you crash into them while having an existential crisis over your coffee order? Then yes, we've met. Formally. With dignity. And absolutely no unintentional physical contact whatsoever.

The man--her mystery coffee shop flirt--recovered quickly, his shock melting away as his signature cocky smirk returned. You could say that, he murmured, amusement flickering in his eyes. We... ran into each other this morning.

His emphasis on ran into made her cheeks flush. She could practically hear the unspoken literally hanging in the air between them.

Not so much 'ran into' as 'collided like asteroids,' she thought, remembering the solid wall of muscle she'd crashed into. With slightly fewer extinction-level consequences. Though my dignity might disagree.

Quite the memorable encounter, I must say, he added, his eyes never leaving her face. A real... impact.

Daniella, meanwhile, was internally screaming at a pitch that would make dolphins cover their ears. Her brain was helpfully replaying their entire coffee shop encounter in HD, now with bonus You just flirted with your boss commentary.

Why did I have to say that thing about the 'budget Prince Charming'? she groaned internally. Or make that comment about his 'game'? Why couldn't I have just said 'thank you for the coffee' like a normal person, instead of channeling some rom-com heroine with a quip addiction?

Oh, you have got to be kidding me. This had to be some sort of cosmic joke. Perhaps the universe wasn't content with just changing her gender--it needed entertainment.

First a gender swap, now this? she mentally accused whatever higher power might be listening. What's next? Will my mother turn out to be my sister? Will my car transform into a pumpkin at midnight? Is there a hidden camera crew I should be waving to?

Mr. Harper leaned back in his chair, clearly enjoying their reactions like this was better than his morning stock reports. Well then, Daniella, allow me to formally introduce you.

Formally introduce? As opposed to our earlier introduction which involved physical collision and me questioning his entire flirting technique? she thought, fighting the urge to sink through the floor. Yes, let's make this officially awkward. Nothing like corporate formality to highlight personal embarrassment.

He gestured toward the man beside her, who was now watching her with the same intensity he'd had at the coffee shop, only now with an added layer of corporate authority that made her knees decidedly wobbly.

This is Nathaniel Carter--CEO of Carter & Co.

Daniella's entire brain short-circuited. If thoughts could make sounds, hers would be the dial-up internet noise.

CEO, she repeated mentally. Carter & Co. Carter. As in, the name on the building. As in, the big boss. As in, the guy who could fire me faster than I can say 'inappropriate workplace banter.'

She tried to form words, but her brain seemed to have disconnected from her mouth. All she could manage was a tight smile that probably looked more like a grimace of pain.

Nathaniel Carter, she finally managed. What a... surprise.

Is it? he asked, his eyes twinkling with mischief. I'm quite easy to Google, you know.

I didn't exactly have time between our collision and this meeting to conduct an internet search, she replied before she could stop herself.

Coffee Shop Guy--Nathaniel Freaking Carter--was her boss's boss's boss. The CEO of the entire company. The man she had flirted with, sassed, and then dramatically run away from... was the one in charge of her entire career.

Of all the coffee shops in all the towns in all the world, he walks into mine, she thought with mounting hysteria. Except it wasn't my coffee shop. And he's not Humphrey Bogart. And I'm not—was not—supposed to be a woman!

The same man who had watched her stumble in heels, caught her like some romance novel hero, and called her sweetheart was sitting here in an obviously expensive suit, looking like he owned the place (because he literally did).

I wonder if HR has a specific form for 'accidentally flirted with the CEO before knowing he was the CEO'? she pondered. Probably filed right next to 'switched genders overnight' and 'discovered marketing is actually harder than it looks.'

Nathaniel, still watching her with amusement, leaned back in his chair, his piercing blue eyes practically daring her to react. The morning's smirk was back in full force, now with added I sign your paychecks energy.

Good to see you again, he said smoothly, emphasizing 'again' just enough to make her blush. I trust you enjoyed the coffee?

Daniella fought the urge to loosen her collar, suddenly feeling like the temperature in the room had risen ten degrees. It was... adequate, she managed with what she hoped was professional detachment. Thank you.

Adequate? His eyebrow rose along with the corner of his mouth. That's not what your expression said when you took the first sip.

You were watching me drink? she countered before she could stop herself.

Hard not to notice someone enjoying something so... thoroughly, he replied, his voice dropping slightly.

Mr. Harper cleared his throat, reminding them both that they weren't alone. As fascinating as coffee preferences are, he interjected dryly, perhaps we could discuss the Johnson campaign? Unless you two would prefer to continue... whatever this is... over dinner instead?

Dinner? Daniella squeaked, horrified.

The campaign, Nathaniel agreed smoothly, though his eyes still held that dangerous sparkle. Of course.

Daniella swallowed hard, her throat suddenly drier than her old hardware store's paint aisle.




This?




This was not good.




This was what happened when karma decided to get creative.




I must have been truly terrible in a past life, she thought as she sank into the chair opposite Nathaniel, trying desperately to remember how to breathe normally. Maybe I was a telemarketer who called during dinner. Or someone who talked in movie theaters. Or an inventor of auto-play video ads.

As she arranged her face into what she hoped was a professional expression, she couldn't help but notice how Nathaniel's eyes lingered on her for a moment too long before turning back to Mr. Harper. That same look that had sent shivers down her spine in the coffee shop now carried an entirely new dimension of complication.

The universe, it seemed, had a twisted sense of humor and an apparent fondness for rom-com clichés. And Daniella was stuck in the starring role, whether she liked it or not.




Chapter 11


An Offer She Wasn't Expecting

Daniella sat down in the chair across from Mr. Harper's desk, trying not to look like she was having an internal meltdown. Her mind was still reeling from the revelation that Coffee Shop Guy--Nathaniel Carter--was the CEO of the entire company.

Every instinct told her to flee, but her new body remained stubbornly seated, legs crossed at the ankles in what she assumed was proper lady-sitting protocol. When had she learned to do that? Dave would have sprawled like a college student on laundry day.

Don't stare at his jaw, she commanded herself. Or his hands. Or remember how those hands felt on your waist. Definitely don't think about--damn it.

Her treacherous eyes had already locked onto his hands as he adjusted his cufflinks—hands that had steadied her just hours ago. Hands attached to arms that had caught her with embarrassing ease.

Great, she thought. Now I'm objectifying my boss. My CEO boss. Is there an HR seminar for this specific situation? 'So You've Been Gender-Swapped and Are Now Attracted to Your Superior: A Workplace Guide.'

The same man who had smirked at her just hours ago, who had called her sweetheart with that irritatingly perfect voice, who had bought her coffee, and who had watched her run away in heels like a caffeinated gazelle--was now sitting across from her in a multi-thousand-dollar suit, looking as if he owned the entire world.

Which, apparently, he did. Along with her career prospects and her ability to form coherent sentences.

In the harsh fluorescent lighting of the office, he somehow looked even better than he had in the coffee shop. The morning stubble was still there, framing a jaw that could cut glass. His suit fit him like it had been painted on by Renaissance masters, highlighting broad shoulders that tapered to a trim waist.

This is unfair, she thought desperately. No one should look this good in both casual coffee-buying mode AND formal destroy-your-enemies corporate mode. It violates some law of cosmic balance.

She suddenly felt very underdressed for this meeting. Her blouse, which had seemed perfectly professional this morning, now felt about as sophisticated as a paper bag.

I bet this is polyester blend, she thought, surreptitiously feeling the material between her fingers. His suit probably costs more than my car. My old car. Do I even have a car now? What do marketing people drive? Prius’s? Those tiny fiats with eyelashes on the headlights?

Daniella, Mr. Harper began, clasping his hands together like he was about to announce either a promotion or her execution. The reason we called you in today is to discuss an opportunity.

The way he said opportunity made it sound both exciting and vaguely threatening, like being offered cake laced with possibility.

Please don't be about this morning, please don't be about this morning, she chanted internally.

If this is about this morning, she thought frantically, I'll just have to change my name and move to Alaska. I can live in an igloo. Make friends with polar bears. Learn to fish through the ice. Anything is better than discussing how I practically assaulted the CEO before properly introducing myself.

An opportunity? she repeated cautiously, her voice somehow staying steady despite her inner chaos.

Nathaniel leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on his knees in a way that made his suit jacket pull just so across his shoulders. I've been keeping a close eye on the marketing department over the last few months, he said, his voice smooth and confident. The same voice that had called her 'sweetheart' mere hours ago.

The way he said close eye sent an involuntary shiver down her spine. His gaze was intense, like he could see right through her professional façade to the confused former hardware store employee underneath.

Among other things you've been keeping an eye on, she thought, then immediately wished she hadn't.

I've been particularly interested in the innovative approaches coming from your team, he continued, his eyes never leaving hers. Your strategies have been... unconventional, to say the least.

Unconventional is one word for it, she thought wildly. Considering I have no idea what my strategies even are. Or what marketing people actually do all day besides make PowerPoints and drink complicated coffee.

Daniella's heart thumped in her chest. She wondered if cardiac arrest was a valid excuse to leave a meeting.

Sorry, gentlemen, can't continue this conversation. My heart is attempting to escape my rib cage. Rain check?

Despite shifts in the market, despite increased competition, Nathaniel continued, his eyes never leaving hers, our revenue has grown significantly in the last quarter.

His gaze was so intense she had to resist the urge to check if her blouse had somehow unbuttoned itself. She felt exposed, though she wasn't sure if it was because he was the CEO or because she'd already experienced the unsettling effect of those blue eyes at close range.

Mr. Harper nodded, looking pleased as punch. And when we looked at where that growth was coming from, we found that a large portion of it was tied directly to projects you've been involved with.

My projects? she thought incredulously. What projects? The project of figuring out how to walk in heels without breaking an ankle? The project of discovering why women's pants don't have functional pockets? Those projects?

Daniella's eyes widened. If her eyebrows went any higher, they'd need their own zip code.

Wait. What?

I—that's— she stammered, trying to formulate a response that wouldn't immediately expose her as an impostor. I'm just doing my job.

Far more than that, Mr. Harper insisted. Your campaign for Richardson Watches increased their sales by 37% in a market that was otherwise stagnant.

Richardson Watches, she repeated mentally. Watches. Time. Tick-tock. That I can work with. Everyone needs to know what time it is, right?

Nathaniel smirked at her stunned expression, and damn if it wasn't the same smirk from the coffee shop. Your campaigns, strategies, and initiatives have not only outperformed expectations but have set new benchmarks for the company. Clients have been impressed. We've gained new partnerships. You've been doing some damn good work, Daniella.

The way he said her name made it sound like he was savoring it—rolling it around on his tongue like expensive wine.

Thank you, she managed, wondering if expressing gratitude for compliments about work she didn't remember doing constituted fraud. I just try to think outside the box.

Way outside the box, Nathaniel agreed, his lips twitching with amusement. In fact, sometimes I wonder if you even know where the box is.

Was that a dig? A compliment? Both? His tone was impossible to read—playful but with an edge that suggested he knew more than he was letting on.

She could barely process the words coming out of his perfect mouth. Was this some elaborate prank? Hidden cameras? Ashton Kutcher about to jump out?

Any minute now, she thought desperately, someone's going to shout 'gotcha!' and explain that this whole gender-swap thing was just an elaborate reality TV stunt. 'You've been DUPED: the show where we magically transform people overnight and watch them flounder in high heels!'

She had no idea what she was doing in this job. She had spent the entire morning daydreaming about this very man instead of working. And yet, apparently, she was some kind of marketing genius in this reality?

I just try to consider what consumers actually want, she improvised, channeling what little she knew about marketing from Super Bowl commercials. Beyond the obvious.

That's exactly it, Mr. Harper nodded enthusiastically. Your ability to anticipate consumer needs before they even know they have them—it's remarkable.

She had questions. Many, many questions. Starting with How? and ending with What the actual hell?

But before she could even begin to figure out how to respond without sounding like a complete impostor, Nathaniel dropped the real bombshell.

That's why I'm offering you a position on the Capital Team, he said smoothly, like he wasn't completely upending her already upended world. As the new Head of Marketing.

He might as well have announced he was secretly Batman for all the sense it made to her.

The Capital Team? she repeated, stalling for time. That's... quite an honor.

It's our executive leadership group, Nathaniel explained, studying her reaction with those piercing eyes. The team that shapes the company's future. My team.

The emphasis he placed on my sent another unauthorized shiver down her spine.

Daniella's brain stopped functioning. Error 404: Brain not found. Please restart system.

Head of Marketing? she thought, panic rising. I can barely market myself as a functioning adult! Yesterday I was selling hammers and explaining the difference between interior and exterior paint. Now I'm supposed to lead an entire department of people who probably use words like 'granular' and 'paradigm' unironically?

She stared at him, unblinking. If she blinked, this might all disappear, and she'd wake up back in her old life where the most complicated decision was which wrench to use.

A five-sixteenth for small bolts, half-inch for medium, three-quarter for plumbing, her brain supplied helpfully, clinging to the familiar. See? That I know. What I don't know is what the hell a 'marketing strategy' actually entails beyond colorful pie charts and stock photos of diverse people pointing at whiteboards.

Mr. Harper chuckled, probably mistaking her deer-in-headlights look for professional consideration. I imagine that's a lot to take in.

Just a bit, she managed, her voice sounding strained even to her own ears. It's very... unexpected.

Is it? Nathaniel asked, leaning forward slightly. You've been consistently outperforming every other department head for the past year. Your campaigns have won industry awards. Just last month, you told me you were ready for 'bigger challenges'—your exact words.

I did? she squeaked, then cleared her throat. I mean, yes, I did. Absolutely. Bigger challenges. Love those. Can't get enough challenges. The bigger the better.

Nathaniel's smirk widened slightly, and there was definitely a glint in his eye that suggested he was enjoying this far too much. I was handling the role myself, but as CEO, I don't have the time to dedicate to it anymore. Which means I need someone capable--someone I can trust--to take over.

The way he said someone I can trust made it sound intimate, almost conspiratorial, like they shared a secret. Which, in a way, they did—the secret of their coffee shop encounter. Though he couldn't possibly know the bigger secret: that she had no idea what she was doing.

He leaned back, watching her reaction carefully, like a cat watching a particularly entertaining mouse. And that someone is you.

The declaration hung in the air between them, heavy with implication and expectation.

Me, she echoed weakly. Head of Marketing. On the Capital Team. Working directly with you.

Is that a problem? he asked, one eyebrow raising slightly. Working closely with me?

There was a hint of challenge in his tone, a callback to their earlier encounter that Mr. Harper couldn't possibly understand but that made Daniella's cheeks flush.

No, she said quickly. No problem at all. I'm just... processing.

Take your time, he replied, his eyes never leaving hers. Though not too much time. I'd like your answer by the end of the day.

Daniella was frozen. Her brain was glitching out, running through the events of the morning at lightning speed.




Woke up as a woman. Check.




Had an existential crisis. Check.




Flirted with a handsome stranger. Check.




Ran away like an idiot. Double check.




Found out that stranger was the CEO of the company. Check.




Was now being offered a high-level executive position. Check and mate.




And it wasn't even noon yet. She hadn't even finished the coffee he'd bought her.

This escalated quickly, she thought hysterically. From 'who moved my penis?' to 'congratulations on your executive promotion' in less than four hours. This has to be some kind of record.

Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. Which was probably for the best, because she might have just screamed WHAT for ten straight minutes.

Nathaniel raised an amused eyebrow. Speechless? His tone suggested he was rather enjoying rendering her wordless twice in one day.

Just considering the implications, she managed, trying to sound thoughtful rather than panicked. It's a big step.

One I'm confident you can handle, he replied smoothly. Unless there's something holding you back?

His question seemed loaded, like he was asking about more than just the job offer.

Daniella blinked rapidly, wondering if rapid blinking could be considered Morse code for Help.

Yes. Yes, she was absolutely speechless.

I—that is—of course I'm interested, she stammered, her new female voice rising slightly in pitch. Very interested. In the position. The job position. The professional opportunity that you're professionally offering me. Professionally.

Mr. Harper looked between them, his expression shifting from pleased to curious, clearly sensing the strange undercurrent in the room.

Well, we'll leave you to think about it, he said diplomatically. Though if I were you, I'd say yes. It's not often Nathaniel personally selects someone for his team.

Personally selects, she repeated weakly, avoiding Nathaniel's gaze. How... flattering.

Because what the actual hell was happening in her life right now? And more importantly, why did her new boss have to be the same guy who had made her weak in the knees just hours ago?

I make it a point to keep an eye out for... exceptional talent, Nathaniel said, his voice dropping to that same rumble that had affected her so strongly in the coffee shop. And you, Daniella, are definitely exceptional.

The compliment hung in the air between them, loaded with double meaning that only they understood.

The universe, she decided, had a twisted sense of humor. And apparently, it was just getting started.




Chapter 12


A Full-Blown Meltdown (With a Lunch Invitation?)

Daniella stared at Nathaniel, her brain still desperately trying to process the reality of what was happening. The morning's coffee hadn't prepared her for this level of chaos.

Is there a stronger version of coffee? she wondered frantically. Coffee squared? Coffee to the tenth power? Because I'm going to need gallons of it to process whatever is happening right now.




Her? Head of Marketing?




That was insane.




That was completely insane.




That was--




Are you--are you sure you have the right person? she blurted out, her voice hitting a pitch usually reserved for dog whistles. I mean, like, really sure? Because, you know, the marketing team is huge, and I'm sure there are plenty of people way more qualified than me. Maybe there's another Daniella in the office? A better Daniella? One who doesn't trip over her own feet in heels?

She gestured wildly, nearly knocking over a small crystal paperweight on Mr. Harper's desk. Competent Daniella? Professional Daniella? A Daniella who understands what SEO stands for and doesn't contemplate jumping out of windows when summoned to executive offices?

Nathaniel's smirk didn't fade. If anything, it deepened. No, I'm quite sure it's you. His eyes sparkled with that same dangerous amusement from the coffee shop. Unless there's another Daniella who single-handedly landed the Peterson account?

The Peter-what now? she thought frantically.

Her mind raced through possibilities. Peterson. Peterson. Maybe they sell... pet rocks? Petticoats? Pet food for people named Peter?

Peterson, she repeated, nodding like she knew exactly what he was talking about. Right. That Peterson account. The big one. With all those... Peterson things.

The luxury watch brand that everyone said would never work with a mid-sized agency, Mr. Harper clarified, looking both amused and slightly concerned by her apparent memory lapse. Until you convinced their CEO that our 'boutique approach' would give them the personal attention they couldn't get from larger agencies.

Luxury watches. Again with the watches, she thought. At least this job seems to have a theme.

Daniella let out a nervous laugh that sounded more like a hiccuping dolphin, waving her hands as if trying to physically push away the conversation. O-Or maybe you just saw my name on a report by accident, and it was actually someone else's work, and now you're offering me an important job based on a clerical mistake? That happens, right? Like when someone accidentally sends you someone else's mail, except instead of mail it's a career-defining promotion?

Is this the bargaining stage of panic? Nathaniel asked, tilting his head slightly. Because I must say, your commitment to avoiding recognition is quite impressive.

It's not avoiding recognition, she protested. It's avoiding a catastrophic mistake that ends with me hiding in some remote country living under an assumed identity. Which, incidentally, would be my second identity change this week.

Mr. Harper chuckled, looking like he was watching his favorite comedy show. Daniella, we don't make job offers based on clerical mistakes. Though your ability to create such specific scenarios is exactly the kind of creativity we're looking for.

It's not creativity, she muttered. It's anxiety with a marketing degree.

She turned back to Nathaniel, still spiraling faster than a figure skater on espresso. I mean, I don't even remember doing anything that impressive, she continued, her words tumbling out in a frantic rush. Sure, I like marketing--I think?--but am I really executive material? That's a lot of responsibility. And what if I mess up? What if I'm a disaster? What if the entire company crashes and burns because I accidentally send out a campaign with a typo in it? Or worse, what if I use Comic Sans?

My worst marketing sins in the hardware store were putting the 'Sale' signs upside down, she thought hysterically. Not tanking entire corporations with poor font choices.

Nathaniel raised an eyebrow, his mouth twitching. If one typo destroys the entire company, we have bigger problems than your job title. Though I agree about Comic Sans - that would be unforgivable.

He leaned forward slightly, his eyes locked on hers. And for the record, I've seen you present to rooms full of executives without breaking a sweat. You once told the board that their initial concept was 'the marketing equivalent of a beige wall in an abandoned dentist's office.' I believe you also used the phrase 'criminally boring.'

I said that? she squeaked. To the board?

You did, Mr. Harper confirmed with a chuckle. And then you proceeded to outline a strategy so compelling that they approved twice the original budget.

Apparently I have a death wish in this reality, she thought. What kind of person insults executives to their faces and lives to tell about it?

Daniella groaned, burying her face in her hands. God, I'm already failing and I haven't even started yet. This is like that nightmare where you show up to school naked, except instead of school it's a board meeting and instead of naked I'm... actually, let's not finish that analogy.

Please don't, Mr. Harper agreed quickly. I have enough trouble sleeping as it is.

Though now I'm curious about where that was going, Nathaniel murmured, his voice dropping to that dangerous rumble that made her stomach do somersaults.

Nowhere appropriate for a workplace conversation, she replied without thinking, then immediately regretted it when his smirk widened.

I see, he said simply, but those two words carried enough suggestion to fill a romance novel.

Nathaniel sighed, shaking his head with amusement. Alright, he said, standing up and buttoning his jacket with an ease that should be illegal. You clearly need a minute to breathe.

He rose from his chair with the casual grace of someone who had never once tripped over their own feet or gotten stuck in a revolving door. His suit—which probably cost more than Daniella's former car—shifted perfectly with his movements, not a wrinkle in sight.

Is that suit painted on? she wondered. Or maybe he's actually a sculpture that came to life, like some kind of corporate Pygmalion situation.

Daniella peeked at him through her fingers. I need more than a minute. I need a time machine. And possibly a paper bag to breathe into.

And maybe a stiff drink, she added mentally. Or five. Followed by a nap that lasts until this all makes sense, which might be never.

Then take as long as you need, he said smoothly. I don't expect an answer right this second.

She lowered her hands slightly, eyeing him suspiciously. You don't?

No. He adjusted his cufflinks, the movement annoyingly elegant. Like everything else about him. I'd rather you make a decision with a clear head.

The way he said clear head made her wonder if he was referencing her flustered state from their coffee shop encounter—or her current meltdown. Either way, it felt like he was seeing through her professional veneer with uncomfortable ease.

A clear head would be nice, she admitted. Though I'm not sure that's physically possible at this point. My head hasn't been clear since... Since I woke up with breasts, she almost said.

He glanced at his watch before looking back at her, his eyes holding that same intensity from their morning encounter. So, let's do this instead--I'd like you to join me for lunch. We can talk about the role, what it entails, and what you'd be stepping into. No pressure. Just a conversation.

Lunch? she repeated, as if he'd suggested they go skydiving without parachutes. Like, food lunch? With forks and napkins and people watching us eat lunch?

Mr. Harper looked between them with increasing curiosity. As opposed to what other kind of lunch? he asked.

I don't know, Daniella replied, flustered. Metaphorical lunch? Lunch as a concept? I'm just clarifying.

Daniella's stomach flipped. Several times. With Olympic-level grace.




Lunch?




With him?




Alone?




After this morning's coffee shop fiasco?




This is too much, she thought frantically. First the gender swap, then the high heels, then the coffee shop meet-cute, and now a business lunch with the CEO who I accidentally flirted with? What's next? Will we accidentally get locked in an elevator together? Fall into a wedding cake at a company event? Get stranded at a remote cabin during a business retreat?

Nathaniel must have noticed her hesitation because his smirk returned, now with extra smugness. Unless, of course, you're too nervous to have a meal with your CEO? I promise not to call you 'sweetheart' this time... unless you want me to.

The challenge in his voice was unmistakable, triggering something in Daniella that felt alarmingly like competitive spirit mixed with... something else she refused to name.

Is he flirting with me? she wondered. At work? In front of another executive? Is this normal CEO behavior, or is he as thrown by this morning as I am?

Daniella scoffed, crossing her arms and trying to ignore the blush creeping up her neck. I am not nervous. I just... have concerns about my ability to eat pasta without wearing it.

A valid concern, he conceded with mock seriousness. Though I was thinking more along the lines of sushi. Less splatter potential.

Very considerate of you, she replied dryly. Always good to minimize potential wardrobe disasters when dining with employees you're trying to promote.

I try to be thoughtful that way, he agreed, his eyes twinkling. It's part of my leadership style.

Good, he said simply, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

The single word hung in the air between them, weighted with something unspoken. It wasn't just acceptance of her agreement to lunch—it felt like acceptance of a challenge neither of them had explicitly stated.

Then, without another word, he stepped around the desk and held out his hand to her.

Daniella stared at it like it was a live grenade. Or worse, a Pinterest fails compilation waiting to happen.

His hand—the same one that had steadied her this morning—was extended palm up in a gesture that seemed innocent enough on the surface. But after their charged coffee shop encounter, nothing between them felt entirely innocent.




It wasn't just the fact that he was offering to help her up--it was the gesture itself.




It was a silent invitation.




A symbolic moment.




If she took his hand, she was stepping into something she didn't fully understand yet.




Something big.




Something that, despite all her frantic rambling and self-doubt, she wasn't entirely sure she wanted to run from.




It's just a hand, she told herself firmly. Just five fingers attached to a palm. You've seen hands before. You've had hands. Different hands, but still. This isn't a big deal.

And yet, it felt monumental. Like accepting this small gesture was tacit agreement to everything that might follow—the lunch, the job, the undefined tension between them.

She swallowed hard, her heart doing gymnastics in her chest.

He probably helps everyone up, she reasoned. It's just good manners. He's probably not even thinking about how this morning he caught me with these same hands. Or how I practically melted when he called me sweetheart. Or how I ran away like a startled cat.

Mr. Harper was watching their interaction with undisguised interest, his eyebrows rising slightly as the moment stretched on.

Well? Nathaniel prompted, his voice soft but expectant. Do we have a lunch date?

Not a date, she corrected automatically. A business lunch. A professional meeting. Over food. With my potential new boss.

Of course, he agreed, though his eyes said something else entirely. Strictly professional.

Then, after a moment's hesitation that felt like several small eternities, she reached out and placed her hand in his.

The moment their palms connected, she felt that same jolt from this morning—like static electricity, but warmer and more insistent. His skin was warm and slightly rough, his fingers wrapping around hers with confident familiarity.

Nathaniel's grip was firm, warm, and steady as he effortlessly pulled her to her feet. The contact sent the same electric current through her that it had this morning, only now with added workplace complications.

This must be what those HR sexual harassment videos warn about, she thought wildly. Except I'm pretty sure none of them covered 'what to do when you've swapped genders overnight and are now attracted to your boss.'

He didn't immediately release her hand once she was standing, instead holding it a moment longer than strictly necessary. His thumb brushed lightly over her knuckles before he finally let go, the small gesture so subtle that Mr. Harper probably didn't even notice it.

But Daniella noticed. And from the knowing look in Nathaniel's eyes, he knew exactly what he was doing.

Shall we say one o'clock? he suggested, stepping back and adjusting his tie in a movement that drew her eyes to his throat, then down to broad shoulders that his bespoke suit did nothing to hide. The sushi place on Eighth?

One o'clock, she echoed faintly. Sushi. Eighth. Got it.

Perfect, he smiled, and there was that dangerous glint again—the one that made her simultaneously want to run away and move closer. I'll have my assistant make a reservation.

And just like that, she was officially stepping into the unknown.

Well, she thought, trying to steady her racing heart, at least this time I know his name before running away.

Though running was still very much an option she was considering. Running, hiding, possibly changing her identity again—all seemed like reasonable responses to the situation she found herself in.

I'll see you at one, Nathaniel said, his voice a smooth rumble that should be classified as an unfair business advantage. Try not to overthink things until then.

Me? Overthink? she laughed nervously. Never. I'm known for my calm, measured approach to life-altering situations. Just ask anyone. Except don't, because they'd probably contradict me immediately.

Mr. Harper rose from behind his desk, effectively ending the meeting. Well, this has been... entertaining, he said, glancing between them with undisguised curiosity. Daniella, take some time to consider the offer. It's a significant step up, but I wouldn't have supported Nathaniel's recommendation if I didn't think you were ready.

Thank you, sir, she managed, somehow finding her professional voice. I appreciate the vote of confidence.

As she turned to leave, catching her heel slightly on the carpet (again), she could feel Nathaniel's eyes on her—watching, assessing, clearly enjoying her flustered state a little too much.

The door closed behind her with a soft click that somehow sounded like the universe laughing at her predicament.

Lunch with the CEO, she muttered to herself as she stood in the hallway, trying to regain her composure. No big deal. Just discussing a promotion over raw fish with a man who made my knees weak this morning. Totally normal Tuesday. Or whatever day it is in this bizarre new reality.




Chapter 13


A Walk of Whispers and an Elevator Confrontation

As Daniella stepped out of Mr. Harper's office alongside Nathaniel, she found herself instinctively falling in step with him, like a planet caught in the orbit of an particularly well-dressed sun.

Is this how women normally walk with attractive men? she wondered, noticing how her body seemed to know what to do even if her brain was still floundering. Or is this some kind of instinctive submission to corporate hierarchy? Either way, my legs seem to have their own agenda.

She didn't know why, but something about his presence commanded attention. It was almost like muscle memory--walking just slightly behind him, matching his stride, aligning herself on his left side as if it was the most natural thing in the world. As if she'd been practicing for a corporate catwalk her entire life.

His cologne—subtle but unmistakable—drifted back to her with each step, reminding her of their coffee shop encounter. It was woodsy with hints of something citrusy, the kind of scent that probably had a pretentious name like Timber Baron's Morning Stroll or Wealthy Man's Afternoon.

And, apparently, she wasn't the only one noticing him. The office suddenly felt like a high school cafeteria during prom season.

Did the temperature just rise ten degrees? Daniella thought, observing how several women suddenly found urgent reasons to step out from behind their desks as Nathaniel passed. Or is that just the collective heat of twenty women simultaneously having hot flashes?

As they walked through the open office space toward the elevators, murmurs began to ripple through the air like gossip-flavored waves.

Who's that? whispered a redhead from accounting, her pen frozen mid-signature as they passed.

Is he new? responded her cubicle mate, practically climbing over her desk for a better view.

No way, that guy looks important. Look at that suit--that's definitely a 'I sign checks' suit, replied a third woman, not even pretending to work anymore.

God, he's hot. Please tell me he's single. Or at least willing to reconsider, sighed someone from the creative department, fanning herself with a folder.

Wait, why is Daniella walking with him like they know each other? asked a blonde whom Daniella vaguely recognized from the break room.

Maybe she's in trouble? suggested another, though her tone suggested she wouldn't mind being in that kind of trouble herself.

With those bedroom eyes he's sporting? Lucky her if she is, giggled someone else.

Daniella caught Amy's gaze across the room—her eyes were wide with unspoken questions and her mouth formed a perfect O of shock. She mouthed something that looked suspiciously like DETAILS LATER while making exaggerated hand gestures that could either mean Call me or I'm having a small seizure.

Daniella's face burned hotter than her morning coffee. She suddenly understood why tomatoes stayed red--they'd probably been embarrassed once and never recovered.

When I was Dave, I could walk through an entire hardware store without a single person noticing, she thought desperately. Now I'm part of a walking spectacle. It's like being in a parade where the float is made entirely of awkwardness and sexual tension.

She knew people were staring, whispering, speculating--and it made her feel incredibly self-conscious. Like she was wearing a sign that said Yes, I flirted with him at a coffee shop and now he's my boss, please discuss amongst yourselves.

Remind me to check the employee handbook for rules about coffee shop flirtations turning into workplace situations, she thought frantically. There has to be a chapter on this somewhere between 'Appropriate Office Attire' and 'How to Use the Copy Machine Without Breaking It.'




Nathaniel, on the other hand?




Completely unfazed.




If anything, he expected the attention. He carried himself like a man who was used to being the center of conversation, who knew eyes would follow him and just didn't care. Like some sort of corporate peacock, strutting through his domain.




He nodded casually to a few employees as they passed, his pace unhurried but purposeful. The slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth suggested he was not only aware of the commotion he was causing but rather enjoying it.

Does he practice this? Daniella wondered, watching him from the corner of her eye. Is there a secret CEO school where they teach 'Commanding Presence 101' and 'Advanced Smirking for Business Leaders'?

Daniella, however, wasn't anywhere near as composed. Her new body apparently came with the ability to blush in technicolor.

Is this what women deal with all the time? she thought wildly. This constant awareness of being watched? Dave could walk around with his fly open and spinach in his teeth and maybe three people would notice. Two minutes as a woman with the CEO and I'm starring in the office soap opera.

By the time they reached the elevators, she was certain her entire face was red enough to stop traffic. At least I match my lipstick now, she thought hysterically.

Nathaniel pressed the down button with an elegant finger, then turned slightly toward her. You seem uncomfortable with the attention, he observed, his voice low enough that only she could hear.

What gave it away? she replied, trying to keep her voice steady. The tomato impersonation or the fact that I'm about three seconds away from diving into the nearest supply closet?

His lips twitched. The latter, though the blush is rather... charming.

The doors slid open with a soft ding, and they stepped inside. The small space suddenly felt very... small.

The elevator was one of those modern glass affairs that screamed expensive design choices. Under normal circumstances, Daniella might have appreciated the view of the city as they descended. But these were not normal circumstances, and all she could focus on was how the mirrored walls showed her reflection from multiple angles—each one capturing her flustered expression in high definition.

Great, she thought. Surround-vision embarrassment. Just what I needed.

As soon as they were alone, Nathaniel turned to speak--

Only for Daniella to cut him off, her filter apparently taking an early lunch break.

Did you know? she blurted out, turning to face him with narrowed eyes. Her heart was racing, but damned if she'd let him see that.

The words tumbled out before she could stop them, driven by a mixture of confusion, suspicion, and the lingering effects of his cologne in the confined space.

Nathaniel blinked, his smirk flickering into something more neutral. Know what?

He seemed genuinely confused, which only made Daniella more suspicious. Nobody looked that good and acted that confident without having some kind of master plan.

This morning, she pressed, crossing her arms and trying to look intimidating (which was harder than expected in heels). At the coffee shop. Did you already know who I was? Was this some kind of elaborate CEO power play?

She shifted her weight, trying to appear casual while also maintaining her balance. These heels were definitely not designed for confrontations in moving elevators.

He tilted his head slightly, as if amused by the fire in her tone. Like a cat watching a particularly feisty mouse. No.

Just that. One word. Delivered with such calm certainty that it was almost annoying.

That's it? she challenged. Just 'no'? Not even going to elaborate on the cosmic coincidence that is this entire morning?

Daniella searched his expression for any sign of deception. So, what--you just happened to flirt with me, and then, a few hours later, I magically end up in your office being offered a huge promotion? She raised an eyebrow. You have to admit, it sounds a little too convenient. Like a badly written romance novel.

One of those paperbacks with a shirtless man on the cover, she continued, gesturing wildly. The kind where the billionaire CEO just happens to meet the unsuspecting employee in some charming meet-cute before revealing his true identity.

Nathaniel chuckled, shaking his head. I promise you, Daniella, I had no idea who you were this morning. Though I must say, your dramatic exit made quite an impression.

I wasn't being dramatic, she defended herself, albeit weakly. I was... strategically retreating.

Is that what they call running away these days? he teased, his eyes twinkling. Strategic retreat?

It's a very valid military tactic, she insisted. Napoleon did it. Probably.

She frowned, trying to ignore how her name sounded in his voice. Then why did you look so shocked when I walked into your office?

Because I was shocked, he admitted. I just played it off better than you. Years of board meetings teach you how to keep a poker face.

His expression softened slightly, becoming almost conspiratorial. Trust me, if I'd known who you were this morning, I would have been much more... careful with my approach.

Careful? she repeated, not sure if she should be offended or intrigued. What's that supposed to mean?

It means, he said deliberately, that I wouldn't have been quite so... forward. Office politics and all that.

The way he said forward made her stomach do that flippy thing again. Like he was suggesting alternative scenarios that definitely weren't in the employee handbook.

Daniella groaned, rubbing her temples. God, this day is ridiculous. I feel like I'm starring in some cosmic practical joke.

If it helps, he offered, I'm finding myself equally... surprised by how events have unfolded.

Surprised is one word for it, she muttered. Cosmically pranked is another.

Nathaniel's smirk returned, but this time, there was a hint of something else in his gaze--something appraising. Something that made her newly feminine nervous system do backflips.

His eyes traveled over her face, down to her crossed arms, and back up again in a way that couldn't possibly be considered strictly professional. It wasn't leering—it was too refined for that—but it wasn't the way a CEO typically looked at an employee either.

You know, he mused, his voice dropping slightly, I like seeing a woman with this much fire in her belly.

The way he said fire in her belly made it sound like he was complimenting a fine wine rather than her borderline insubordination.

Daniella paused, blinking up at him. Was he...?

Was he flirting with her? In an elevator? After she'd just accused him of corporate manipulation? Was that a normal response in the business world? Because at the hardware store, confrontations usually ended with someone huffily buying the wrong size screws out of spite, not... whatever this was.

Then he casually added, Beautiful women with a backbone are rare. He said it like he was commenting on the weather, not dropping verbal dynamite in an elevator.

Daniella's brain short-circuited. Windows 95 blue screen of death style.

Beautiful? she thought wildly. He thinks I'm beautiful? Not just 'adequate employee' or 'competent marketing person' but BEAUTIFUL? With a BACKBONE? What is happening right now?

Her mouth opened--but no words came out. Which was probably for the best, because she might have just made dolphin noises.

Her entire body felt like it had just been hit by lightning. The good kind. The very, very good kind.




Did he--?




Did he just--??




Did he just call her beautiful?




In an elevator??




While being her boss???




This has to violate some kind of HR regulation, she thought frantically. Or at least the laws of normal human interaction. People don't just say things like that in elevators. Do they? Is this a rich people thing I don't understand?

Nathaniel clearly noticed her reaction because his smirk deepened, his eyes twinkling with amusement. Like he knew exactly what he was doing to her newly rewired nervous system.

You seem surprised, he noted, leaning slightly against the elevator wall in a way that somehow made his perfectly tailored suit look even better. Surely you've been told you're beautiful before?

I—that's— she stammered, trying to remember how words worked. We shouldn't—this is—

Inappropriate? he supplied helpfully. Perhaps. But I've found that honesty is an undervalued quality in business.

Honesty and harassment have different first letters for a reason, she managed to retort, finding her voice at last.

His laugh was genuine—a rich, warm sound that seemed to fill the small space. Fair point. Consider it a one-time observation. Unless, of course, you'd prefer I continue?

Daniella, meanwhile, was malfunctioning. Error 404: Coherent Thoughts Not Found.

No—I mean—that's not— she spluttered, her thoughts racing faster than her mouth could keep up. You can't just say things like that!

Like what? he asked innocently. Too innocently.

Like THAT, she insisted, gesturing vaguely between them. The... the beautiful comment. The fire in my belly thing. The... the looking at me like...

Like what? he prompted when she trailed off, one eyebrow raised in challenge.

She took a step back, suddenly needing space, her heart pounding in her chest like it was trying to break free and run for the stairs.

Like you're thinking about things that definitely aren't covered in my benefits package, she finished, immediately regretting her choice of words when his eyes darkened appreciatively.

Interesting analogy, he murmured. Though I'd argue that job satisfaction should always be a priority for management.

The elevator continued its descent, the atmosphere thick with unspoken tension and enough electricity to power a small city.

The floors ticked by: 12, 11, 10... each number bringing them closer to the lobby and the end of this surreal encounter.

Speaking of job satisfaction, Nathaniel said suddenly, his tone shifting back to something more professionally appropriate, I hope you'll consider the position I'm offering. Politics aside, you're genuinely the best person for the role.

The abrupt change of subject gave Daniella whiplash. That's... quite the conversational pivot.

I contain multitudes, he replied with a slight shrug. And contrary to what this elevator conversation might suggest, I do actually care about the company.

And as they stood in silence, Daniella could only focus on one thing.




She had no idea what she had just stepped into.




But she was pretty damn sure she was in trouble.




The kind of trouble that came with a corner office and devastating blue eyes.




The kind of trouble that made her want to simultaneously run away and lean in closer.




Well, she thought hysterically, at least if I faint, I'm already in an elevator with the CEO. That's got to count for something in the corporate handbook.

The elevator slowed as it approached the lobby, and Nathaniel straightened his already perfect tie.

One o'clock, he reminded her softly as the doors began to open. Don't be late.

I wouldn't dream of it, she replied, somehow finding a hint of the same challenging tone he'd used with her. I have a lot of questions about this... position you're offering.

His eyes widened slightly at her unexpectedly bold response, and for the first time since she'd met him, Nathaniel Carter looked genuinely caught off guard.

Point to Daniella, she thought with surprising satisfaction as she stepped out of the elevator. Maybe this new body came with more backbone than she'd realized.




Chapter 14


A Gentleman's Exit and an Unexpected Destination

As the elevator doors slid open with a soft ding that felt oddly final, Nathaniel took a small step back, gesturing for Daniella to exit first.

After you, he murmured, his voice carrying that same smooth timbre that had been wreaking havoc on her newly feminine nervous system all morning.

Ever the gentleman. Even after thoroughly short-circuiting her brain with that beautiful women comment.

Of course he holds doors open, she thought wryly. Probably helps little old ladies cross streets and rescues kittens from trees in his spare time too—all while closing million-dollar deals and looking unreasonably attractive in tailored suits.

Despite the absolute chaos running through her mind (and the lingering heat in her cheeks), she stepped forward, keeping pace with him as they moved through the grand marble lobby of Harper & Co. Headquarters. Her heels clicked against the floor in a rhythm that somehow matched his confident stride, like they were performing some sort of corporate ballet.

The enormous lobby stretched before them, all gleaming surfaces and modern art installations that probably cost more than her former apartment. Sunlight streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows, highlighting the company logo emblazoned on the far wall—a stylized H&C that looked like it had been designed by someone who charged by the curve.

This place is ridiculous, she thought, eyeing a sculpture that resembled either a profound statement on capitalism or a giant metallic pretzel. When I worked at the hardware store, our idea of decor was a calendar from the nail supplier and that one fern Dave—I—kept forgetting to water.

The security guard nodded at them as they passed, and Daniella could have sworn he winked. Great. Even the security staff was getting in on the gossip.

Morning, Mr. Carter, the guard called out. Nice day for a... coffee break.

The emphasis he placed on coffee break made it clear that office news traveled at supersonic speeds. Had someone actually texted the security desk about their elevator moment? Was there a company-wide alert system for potential office romances she didn't know about?

Indeed it is, Frank, Nathaniel replied smoothly, seemingly unperturbed by the implication. Though I'm partial to any day that involves caffeine.

And good company, I'd imagine, Frank added with another not-so-subtle glance at Daniella.

The best, Nathaniel agreed, causing Daniella's face to heat up again.

When did security guards become part of the gossip mill? she wondered desperately. Is there anyone in this building who isn't invested in whatever this is?

Even though they walked in silence, Nathaniel moved with purpose--like a man who knew exactly where he was going and exactly how good he looked getting there. His presence parted the crowded lobby like some sort of well-tailored Moses.

People actively stepped aside, some nodding respectfully, others openly staring. A group of women near the reception desk didn't even try to hide their interest, their whispered comments just loud enough for Daniella to catch fragments:




...definitely not what I expected for his type...




...lucky her, though...




...wonder what marketing strategy she used there...




At least when I was Dave, the only workplace comments I had to deal with were about my bowling technique and whether I'd tried the new beer at O'Malley's, she thought with a pang of nostalgia for simpler times.

Daniella, on the other hand, had no clue. Her internal GPS was screaming recalculating on repeat.

She still hadn't fully processed the job offer, let alone the fact that she was now walking through the lobby with the CEO who had flirted with her in an elevator approximately three minutes ago. Her life had become a corporate romance novel without her consent, and she hadn't even had time to read the synopsis.

After a few moments of watching various employees dive out of their path (and pretend they weren't staring), she finally gathered the courage to ask, her voice quieter than she expected.

Um... where exactly are we going? Because if it's somewhere fancy, I should warn you that I have approximately zero idea which fork to use for what.

She glanced down at herself doubtfully. Also, I'm pretty sure this blouse is from a clearance rack, and these shoes, while surprisingly comfortable for instruments of torture, probably aren't 'exclusive restaurant' material.

Nathaniel turned slightly, his sharp blue eyes meeting hers with that same intensity that had made her spill coffee this morning.

His gaze was direct, unwavering, like he was seeing past all her bluster to the bewildered person beneath. It was unsettling how easily he seemed to look through her carefully constructed façade.




And then, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world, he replied:




Where we first met.




Daniella's steps faltered. She nearly twisted an ankle, which would have been a fitting end to this surreal morning.

Careful, Nathaniel murmured, his hand instinctively moving to steady her elbow. Though I must say, I'm developing quite the knack for catching you.

And I'm developing quite the knack for needing to be caught, she muttered, regaining her balance and trying to ignore the warmth of his touch. Maybe I should invest in a helmet and knee pads if this is going to be a regular occurrence.

She blinked, staring at him in shock. The coffee shop? she asked, as if she had misheard him. The same one where I made a dramatic exit worthy of a soap opera?

The very same, he confirmed. Though I'd call it more of a strategic retreat than a dramatic exit. The hair flip was a nice touch, by the way.

I did not flip my hair, she protested, though she honestly couldn't remember. This new body came with so many automatic responses she was still cataloging.

Nathaniel smirked. Of course. I find unfinished conversations... intriguing.

The way he said intriguing made it sound much more suggestive than a word about dialogue had any right to be.

She furrowed her brows. I mean, I just thought--

Her mind raced with all the assumptions she'd made about rich, powerful men like him—assumptions largely based on movies and TV shows, since Dave's social circle had been decidedly middle-class and more concerned with fantasy football than fantasy lifestyles.

He raised an eyebrow. Thought what? That I'd whisk you away in a golden chariot?

Is mind-reading part of the CEO package? she wondered. Along with the perfect suits and the ability to make underlings scatter with a glance?

She sighed, throwing her hands up. I don't know! You're a CEO! Don't guys like you eat in, I don't know... fancy restaurants? Drive ridiculously flashy cars? Order your assistant to go fetch you some overpriced meal while you sit in a glass office plotting your next billion-dollar deal? You know, doing whatever rich people do in those movies where everyone's unreasonably attractive and nobody actually works?

Her hands flailed expressively as she continued her rant. Like, shouldn't you be having some power lunch with important people from... I don't know, Wall Street or Silicon Valley or wherever important people congregate to discuss important things? Not taking your newly promoted employee back to the scene of their morning embarrassment?

A passing executive shot them a curious look, and Daniella realized she'd been getting progressively louder with each question. She clasped her hands together to stop the wild gesticulation, trying to regain some semblance of professionalism.

Nathaniel chuckled, the sound deep and rich enough to make her knees wobble. Again.

Your preconceived notions about CEOs are fascinating, he said, clearly amused. Though I'm disappointed you left out the part where we bathe in champagne and use hundred-dollar bills as tissues.

Don't you? she challenged, falling back into their banter with surprising ease.

Only on Thursdays, he deadpanned. It's tradition.

While I am a CEO, and yes, I do have a nice car and a home I worked hard for, he admitted, guiding her through the revolving door with a gentle hand on her lower back, I didn't start out like this. Though I must say, 'plotting in a glass office' does have a nice ring to it.

The doorman tipped his hat as they passed, his expression carefully neutral despite the obvious curiosity in his eyes. Another witness to whatever was happening between them, Daniella realized with a mixture of resignation and embarrassment.

The touch of Nathaniel's hand against her back felt simultaneously casual and deliberate—light enough to be professional but firm enough to send warmth spreading through her body. It was a gesture that could be interpreted multiple ways, which she suspected was exactly his intention.

I could add it to my business cards, he continued thoughtfully as they stepped onto the busy sidewalk. 'Nathaniel Carter: CEO, Professional Glass Office Plotter.'

Has a certain ring to it, she agreed, oddly charmed by his willingness to poke fun at himself.

Daniella's eyes softened slightly as he continued, trying to ignore how warm his hand felt through her blouse.

I grew up struggling. Nothing was handed to me. I built my company from the ground up, and even now, with everything I have... I don't need five-star dining or a personal chef to feel successful. Though I do enjoy making my assistant fetch things occasionally--keeps him on his toes.

There was a hint of vulnerability in his admission that caught her off guard. It was easy to assume that someone like him had been born with a silver spoon and connections, not that he'd fought his way to the top.

So you're saying you're a self-made billionaire with humble tastes and a sense of humor? she asked skeptically. Next you'll tell me you volunteer at animal shelters and teach underprivileged children how to read on weekends.

His smirk faded into something more genuine, something that made her heart do that annoying flutter thing again.

Not quite billionaire status yet, he corrected her. And I prefer mentoring programs to animal shelters—I'm allergic to cats. Though I do have a soft spot for dogs.

Of course you do, she muttered. Let me guess—a noble breed with an aristocratic bearing? Something that matches your aesthetic and doesn't shed on your custom suits?

A rescue mutt named Brutus, he replied, surprising her yet again. Missing one eye and has a habit of stealing socks. Not exactly the status symbol you were expecting?

The mental image of this polished, perfect man with a one-eyed sock-stealing mutt was so incongruous that Daniella couldn't help but smile.

When it comes down to it, I'd much rather sit in a quiet café, enjoy a coffee and a sandwich, and have a real conversation with a funny, smart, and beautiful woman than waste time in some overpriced restaurant where I have to pretend to care about a wine list. Besides, his eyes twinkled, you still owe me a proper goodbye from this morning.

A proper goodbye? she repeated, her voice slightly higher than normal. I thought my hasty exit was pretty memorable.

Memorable, yes, he agreed. Proper? Hardly. You left me standing there with two coffees and several unanswered questions.

Such as? she prompted, curious despite herself.

Such as whether your dash for freedom was due to my company or my comment, he replied. And whether you'd be more receptive to a second chance at conversation.

Daniella stared at him, trying to process how this man could go from devastatingly charming to surprisingly genuine and back again in the span of one sentence.

He's like some kind of conversational shapeshifter, she thought with a mixture of wariness and fascination. One minute he's all smoldering CEO energy, the next he's talking about rescue dogs and humble beginnings.




Of all the things she had expected Nathaniel Carter to be...




Humble wasn't one of them.




Neither was funny.




Or genuine.




Or capable of making her pulse race with just a look.




You're not what I expected, she admitted, the words slipping out before she could censor them.

Is that a compliment or a criticism? he asked, guiding her around a group of tourists blocking the sidewalk.

I haven't decided yet, she replied honestly. The jury's still out.

She felt a small, unconscious smile tug at her lips. So, no caviar and champagne? I'm disappointed. Here I was hoping to expense something ridiculous to the company card.

Well, he drawled, the day is young. And I do enjoy a good plot twist.

His eyes met hers, and something in his gaze made her breath catch. There was heat there, certainly, but also a surprising amount of humor and intelligence. This wasn't just attraction—this was interest of a more complicated variety.

Maybe this man wasn't as predictable as she thought. Maybe he was something far more dangerous--interesting.

Interesting is dangerous, she reminded herself. Interesting leads to complications. And I already have enough complications, what with the whole 'woke up as a woman' situation and now this surprise promotion.

And yet, she couldn't deny the thrill that ran through her at the prospect of spending more time with him, learning more about the man behind the CEO façade.

Well then, she said, tilting her head slightly and channeling more confidence than she felt, lead the way. But fair warning--if you try to expense my coffee again, I might have to run away. It's becoming our thing.

I'll risk it, he replied, his eyes crinkling slightly at the corners. Though if you do run, I should warn you—I've been told I'm quite persistent when I find something worth pursuing.

The implication hung in the air between them, charged with possibility.

Nathaniel's smirk returned, and without another word, he did just that. Though this time, his hand never left her back, sending tingles up her spine with every step.

They fell into step together, navigating the busy sidewalk with surprising synchronicity. For someone who had been a man less than 24 hours ago, Daniella was adapting remarkably well to walking alongside this particular man—though whether that was due to her new body's instincts or something else entirely, she couldn't say.

At least this time, she thought, trying to keep her heart rate under control, I'm wearing better shoes for running.

Though as they approached the coffee shop, the familiar signage coming into view just ahead, she was becoming less and less certain that running was what she wanted to do at all.




Chapter 15


A Coffee Date... That Isn't a Date (Except It Kind of Feels Like One)

The small bell above the coffee shop door chimed as Daniella and Nathaniel stepped inside, like a tiny herald announcing their return to the scene of this morning's crime against her dignity.

Should we salute the spot where I nearly concussed myself on your chest? she wondered, eyeing the worn floorboards near the counter. Perhaps install a small commemorative plaque: 'Here lies Daniella's composure, departed this morning at approximately 8:37 AM.'

The same café where they had first met--only hours ago, though it felt like a lifetime. Or at least several episodes of a particularly dramatic reality show.

The morning rush had faded, leaving the café in that peaceful lull between breakfast and lunch crowds. Sunlight streamed through the large windows, catching dust motes in golden beams that danced across the wooden tables. The transformation from chaotic morning hub to tranquil afternoon retreat was remarkable, like the café itself had shed its business persona and slipped into something more comfortable.

The place had a warm, familiar atmosphere, the scent of freshly brewed coffee swirling in the air like an aromatic embrace. A few customers sat scattered around, engaged in quiet conversations or tapping away on laptops. The barista from this morning did a visible double-take.

Oh my god, Daniella thought, noticing the barista's wide-eyed stare. She remembers. Of course she remembers. Who could forget the spectacle of a woman crashing into a man, flirting shamelessly, and then fleeing like she'd robbed the place?

The barista—whose nametag read Sophie—gave Daniella a not-so-subtle thumbs up behind Nathaniel's back, followed by an exaggerated wink that suggested she thoroughly approved of Daniella's taste in men. Or perhaps her taste in collisions.

Nathaniel led the way to a corner booth, seating himself with the kind of effortless confidence that suggested he belonged anywhere he chose to be. Like gravity just bent to his will.

He slid into the booth with a casual grace that made even the simple act of sitting look like it should be photographed for a men's lifestyle magazine. His suit jacket remained mysteriously unwrinkled, as if it had signed a blood pact with physics to defy normal fabric behavior.

How do you do that? Daniella blurted out before she could stop herself.

Do what? he asked, glancing up with genuine curiosity.

That... thing, she gestured vaguely at his entire person. Where you make everything look easy. I struggle to sit without somehow twisting my skirt halfway around my body, and you're over there looking like you're posing for the cover of 'Effortlessly Suave Monthly.'

Nathaniel's lips quirked. Years of practice. Though 'Effortlessly Suave Monthly' does sound like a publication I should subscribe to.

Daniella sat across from him, smoothing her skirt as she tried to ignore the way her heart thumped at the sight of him getting comfortable. The man made sitting look like an art form.

This is ridiculous, she thought, watching him casually scan the room with those piercing blue eyes. He's just a man. A very attractive, confident, successful man who happens to be my boss and who called me beautiful in an elevator. No big deal. Totally normal Tuesday.

She shifted in her seat, trying to find a comfortable position that also looked sophisticated. Did women actually enjoy these clothes? The blouse that threatened to gap if she breathed too deeply, the skirt that kept trying to ride up, the mysterious architecture of undergarments that seemed designed by someone who'd never actually met a human woman?

Dave had been able to slouch comfortably in jeans and a t-shirt. Daniella apparently had to maintain the posture of a ballet dancer just to keep her outfit from staging a rebellion.

A waiter soon approached, offering them menus, though Nathaniel barely glanced at his before setting it aside with practiced nonchalance.

I'll have a black coffee and a turkey sandwich, he ordered smoothly, then glanced at Daniella with that infuriating smirk. And she'll have...

The presumption in his tone triggered something in Daniella—a spark of the same defiance she'd felt in the elevator. Her former life as Dave might have been turned upside down, but her dislike of being told what to do remained firmly intact.

Daniella raised an eyebrow. Are you really about to order for me? Because I should warn you, I once dated a guy who did that. They never found his body.

Did women actually date men who ordered for them? she wondered. Or was that just in movies from the 1950s? Either way, not happening on my watch, buddy.

Nathaniel smirked wider. I was going to guess, but by all means, enlighten me. Show me how wrong I would have been.

His eyes sparkled with challenge, clearly amused by her pushback rather than offended. It was... refreshing. Dave had known plenty of men who bristled at the slightest challenge to their authority, whose fragile egos required constant coddling.

She rolled her eyes, glancing at the menu. A caramel latte and a chicken panini. And before you say anything, yes, I know sweet coffee drinks aren't 'real coffee.' Save the lecture.

Dave had been a black coffee purist, scoffing at dessert drinks disguised as coffee. But Daniella—this new body—seemed drawn to sweeter options. Her taste buds apparently underwent as dramatic a transformation as the rest of her.

Nathaniel hummed. Not bad. I was going to guess something sweet and indulgent. Though perhaps not quite as sweet as that comment about your ex.

Bold of you to assume I've had an ex, she thought, remembering with a jolt that she had no idea what this new Daniella's romantic history might include. For all I know, I could have a string of bodies buried in my backyard. Or worse, a collection of romance novels with the spicy pages dog-eared.

Daniella narrowed her eyes. Why? Are you profiling my beverage choices now?

He leaned back in his seat, watching her with amusement like a cat who'd found a particularly entertaining mouse. You just seem like the type.

The casual confidence with which he said it made her simultaneously want to argue and ask for elaboration. How did he form these assessments so quickly? And more importantly, how were they hitting so close to home when she barely knew herself in this new form?

The type? she echoed. Please, enlighten me about what 'type' I am.

She crossed her arms, inadvertently drawing his gaze briefly to her chest before those blue eyes returned to her face with a knowing look that suggested he was aware of exactly what he'd just done—and that she'd noticed.

The type to enjoy a little sweetness in life, he murmured, his voice dipped in something almost sinful. The type who pretends to be practical but has a hidden wild side. The type who runs away from handsome strangers in coffee shops.

The way he said wild side made it sound like he was imagining all sorts of scenarios that definitely weren't appropriate for a work lunch. His eyes held hers, the intensity in them making her heart race and her mouth go dry.

He called himself handsome, she thought, latching onto the safest part of his statement. That's either incredible arrogance or incredible self-awareness. Possibly both.

Daniella felt warmth creep up her neck, but before she could form a suitably witty comeback, the waiter nodded and disappeared with their orders, the coward.

Traitor, she thought, watching the waiter retreat. Abandoning me to this... this... verbal chess match.

Daniella took a sip of water, then exhaled. Alright, let's talk about this job. Before you make any more assumptions about my 'type.'

Deflection, Nathaniel observed, his fingers drumming lightly on the table. Interesting strategy.

It's not deflection, it's focus, she countered. Something I thought CEOs were supposed to be good at.

Nathaniel chuckled. Finally ready to take this seriously? Or should I expect another dramatic exit?

I'm starting to think you enjoyed my dramatic exit a little too much, she replied. Makes me wonder if you're the type who likes the chase.

His eyes darkened slightly. Perhaps I am. Does that concern you?

Only if you expect me to keep running, she said before she could think better of it.

I was always taking it seriously, she shot back. I just... needed a minute to process the fact that my life completely flipped upside down today. You try having your entire world turn sideways before your first coffee.

You have no idea, she thought, the irony of her statement not lost on her. Sideways doesn't begin to cover waking up with entirely new body parts and a wardrobe full of clothes you don't know how to wear properly.

Nathaniel smirked. And now?

He leaned forward slightly, his elbows on the table, giving her his full attention. It was strangely flattering and intimidating at the same time, like being caught in a spotlight you hadn't auditioned for.

She sighed. Now, I'm at least open to hearing more before I have another existential crisis. Though I reserve the right to panic later.

A reasonable condition, he agreed. Though I'd request you schedule your panicking for after work hours. It's distracting to the other employees.

Progress, he mused. I'll take it. Though your panicking is rather entertaining.

His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled—a small tell that his amusement was genuine rather than performative. It softened his features, making him look less like an intimidating CEO and more like... well, a man. A very attractive man who was enjoying their banter far too much.

Daniella rolled her eyes but couldn't help the small smile forming at the corner of her lips. Your entertainment is not my priority, Mr. CEO.

Pity, he replied. I find myself quite entertained by you, Ms. Marketing Director.

That's not my title yet, she reminded him. I haven't accepted the position.

A formality, he said with casual confidence. You will.

Nathaniel rested his elbows on the table, fingers loosely entwined as he studied her with those impossibly blue eyes. You want the truth?

The sudden shift in his tone caught her off guard. There was something almost vulnerable in the question, a brief crack in his polished exterior.

That would be nice, she said dryly. Though I'm starting to suspect you enjoy being mysterious.

Only when it serves a purpose, he admitted. Mystery has its uses in business. And occasionally in coffee shops.

The reason I want you for this role isn't just because of the numbers, he said, his tone shifting to something more serious. It's because I need someone who can think on their feet, someone who doesn't just follow the script. Someone who can handle... unexpected situations.

His gaze was steady, assessing, like he was seeing past the surface to something she wasn't even aware of herself.

Daniella tilted her head. And you got all that from what, a few reports? Or did my running away this morning really make that big an impression?

Both, he admitted. Your work speaks for itself—creative, bold, sometimes unconventional. But there's something else, something that can't be quantified in reports and presentations.

Nathaniel smirked. And from watching you panic in my office. It was quite the performance.

The waiter returned with their coffee, providing a brief intermission in their conversation. Daniella watched as Nathaniel thanked the server with genuine courtesy—not the performative politeness of someone who knew they should be nice to service workers, but the natural respect of someone who'd probably been on the other side of that interaction.

Daniella nearly choked on her water. Excuse me? Are you saying you enjoyed watching me malfunction?

Malfunction is a strong word, he replied, taking a sip of his black coffee. I'd call it... adapting under pressure. And yes, I found it fascinating.

Fascinating like a scientific specimen? she asked. Or fascinating like a car crash you can't look away from?

Nathaniel chuckled. You think I'd want a Head of Marketing who crumbles under pressure? No. You panicked, sure, but you didn't run. You questioned everything, challenged me, and still kept up with the conversation. Even managed to insult my entire executive lifestyle in the process.

I wasn't insulting, she protested. I was... making observations based on popular media representations of corporate America.

Observations that suggested I eat caviar for breakfast and bathe in champagne, he reminded her with a raised eyebrow.

Well, do you? she challenged.

Only on birthdays and major holidays, he deadpanned. The champagne makes my skin soft.

She crossed her arms. So, what? You like women who argue with you? Is this some sort of corporate version of pulling pigtails?

The question came out more flirtatious than she'd intended, veering dangerously close to acknowledging the strange chemistry between them. But something about him made her bold—or perhaps it was this new female body, with its apparently built-in capacity for verbal sparring.

Nathaniel's eyes darkened with amusement. I like women who have a spine. Who aren't afraid to tell the CEO he's being presumptuous. Even if they do it while blushing.

I'm not blushing, she lied, feeling the betraying warmth in her cheeks. It's just... warm in here.

Of course, he agreed, clearly not believing her for a second. The temperature in here is positively tropical.

Daniella's lips parted slightly, but no words came out. How did he make everything sound like both a compliment and a challenge?

This is unfair, she thought. Dave never had to deal with this kind of... whatever this is. Verbal fencing with sexual undertones? Flirtatious business negotiations? What is the protocol here?

He leaned in just slightly, lowering his voice. You're smart, Daniella. Quick-witted. You've got a certain fire in you. I'd be an idiot not to want that on my team. Though your tendency to run away might need some work.

The compliment, delivered in that rumbling baritone, hit her like a physical force. Dave had been complimented before—on his product knowledge, his bowling technique, his ability to unclog a sink without flooding the bathroom—but never like this. Never with this intensity, this focus, this... heat.

Daniella swallowed hard, feeling strangely vulnerable under his intense gaze. Like he could see right through her carefully constructed professional facade to the chaos underneath.

If only he knew just how chaotic, she thought. He'd be running for the hills if he knew I woke up this morning with entirely different anatomy and absolutely no clue how to market anything more complicated than a two-for-one sale on power drills.

Luckily, the waiter returned with their food, breaking the tension like a merciful angel with plates.

Perfect timing, Daniella murmured, grateful for the interruption. I was starting to forget this was supposed to be a business lunch.

Was it? Nathaniel asked innocently, accepting his sandwich. I don't recall specifying the nature of our meeting.

You offered me a job, she reminded him. That generally makes it business.

I offered you a job in my office, he corrected. This is... supplementary.

They ate, talked, and somewhere along the way, the conversation drifted away from business into dangerous territory--personal lives.

The food was surprisingly good for a small café—her panini perfectly grilled, the melted cheese stretching in satisfying strings as she took each bite. Nathaniel ate with the same effortless elegance he seemed to apply to everything, somehow managing to consume a messy sandwich without getting so much as a crumb on his impeccable suit.

So where did you grow up? he asked between bites, watching her with genuine interest.

Daniella hesitated, suddenly realizing she had no idea what this version of herself had experienced. Small town, she hedged, deciding to stick as close to Dave's truth as possible. The kind of place where everyone knows your business before you do.

They discussed everything--her background (what little she could piece together from this new reality), his rise from nothing to CEO (So you weren't born wearing a three-piece suit?), their favorite movies (Die Hard is absolutely a Christmas movie), their most embarrassing moments (No, I will not tell you about the incident with the copy machine).

You can't just mention a copy machine incident and then refuse to elaborate, Nathaniel protested, his eyes dancing with mischief. That's cruel and unusual punishment.

I can and I will, she insisted. Some stories are meant to stay buried. Deep, deep in the corporate archives, never to see the light of day.

I could make it a condition of your promotion, he suggested, his tone playful but with an undercurrent that made her pulse quicken.

You wouldn't, she challenged.

Try me, he replied, holding her gaze with a smirk that suggested he was enjoying this far too much.

They bantered, they flirted, and Daniella found herself laughing more than she had in years. Nathaniel, it turned out, had a wickedly dry sense of humor hidden behind that corporate facade.

Wait, she said, nearly choking on her latte. You seriously told the board their idea was 'as innovative as a pet rock without the pet'?

Their faces were priceless, he confirmed, his eyes crinkling with amusement. Especially Henderson's. I thought his eyebrows might actually achieve liftoff.

His laugh was genuine and warm, transforming his features from intimidatingly handsome to approach-ably charming. It was a dangerous combination—the CEO who could discuss quarterly projections one minute and make her laugh the next.

You're not what I expected, she admitted, echoing her earlier sentiment.

In what way? he asked, leaning back slightly, his posture open and relaxed.

You're... real, she said, struggling to articulate it. Not just some corporate robot in an expensive suit. You have opinions and stories and a sense of humor that doesn't exclusively involve golf analogies.

Golf analogies? he repeated, amused. Is that what you think CEOs do? Stand around comparing business to golf?

That and yacht shopping, she confirmed solemnly. With the occasional hostile takeover for entertainment.

Hours passed without her even realizing it, lost in conversation and increasingly heated looks.

The café gradually filled as the lunch crowd arrived, then emptied again as they returned to their offices. Through it all, Daniella and Nathaniel remained in their corner booth, coffee cups refilled multiple times, their conversation flowing as easily as if they'd known each other for years rather than hours.

There were moments—brief, electric moments—when his hand would brush hers as they both reached for the sugar, or when his gaze would linger on her lips as she spoke, or when she'd catch herself staring at the way his throat moved when he swallowed. Small, seemingly innocent interactions charged with an undercurrent that was anything but professional.

This is insane, she thought during one such moment, watching as he absently traced the rim of his coffee cup with one finger. Twenty-four hours ago, I was a man who'd never given another man a second thought. Now I'm sitting here counting how many times he's made eye contact and wondering if his hand brushed mine on purpose.

When she finally glanced at her phone, her eyes widened. Oh god, how is it already--

The time display showed 3:45 PM—they'd been sitting in the café for nearly three hours, their lunch extending well into the afternoon. The entire day had somehow evaporated in a haze of coffee, conversation, and increasingly obvious attraction.

Time flies, Nathaniel murmured, watching her reaction with that now-familiar intensity. When you're having fun.

The simple phrase, delivered in that rumbling baritone, carried implications that made her pulse quicken yet again. This wasn't just a business lunch. It hadn't been from the moment they'd stepped into the café together.

And judging by the look in Nathaniel's eyes as he signaled for the check, he knew it too.





Chapter 16


The Decision

Wait, have we really been sitting here for two and a half hours? she asked in disbelief, staring at her phone like it had personally betrayed her. That can't be right. I swear we just sat down.

She blinked at the time display, wondering if perhaps her phone had somehow gotten confused along with the rest of her life. But the evidence was undeniable—the lunch crowd had come and gone, replaced by afternoon coffee seekers and early happy hour escapees. The sunlight that had been streaming through the windows now cast long shadows across their table.

When did that happen? she wondered, glancing around at the changed atmosphere. Was I really that absorbed in conversation that I didn't notice three hours vanishing into thin air?

Nathaniel smirked, looking far too pleased with himself. Time flies when you're having fun. Or when you're trying to convince me you didn't run away this morning.

His eyes twinkled with that now-familiar mischief, making her heart do that annoying flutter thing again. He'd loosened his tie slightly during their conversation, the small concession to comfort somehow making him look even more attractive—less corporate robot, more actual human man with a devastating smile.

I did not run away, she insisted, straightening in her seat. I... made a strategic decision to remove myself from a potentially awkward situation.

At approximately twelve miles per hour, he added dryly. In heels, no less. I was impressed.

Daniella scoffed, trying to ignore how that smirk made her stomach flip. Flirting with your employees over sandwiches isn't exactly CEO behavior. I'm pretty sure that's covered in 'Corporate Ethics 101' under 'Things That Will Definitely End Up on Twitter.'

Twitter? he repeated, raising an eyebrow. Bold of you to assume I'd make it to Twitter. I was thinking more along the lines of company-wide email chains and furious HR meetings.

Is that your goal? she challenged. To become the subject of harassment seminars? 'And here's what NOT to do, as demonstrated by our very own CEO...'

Nathaniel took a slow sip of his coffee, watching her over the rim of the cup with those devastating blue eyes. Who said I was flirting? Maybe I just enjoy watching you blush every time I look at you.

The directness of his statement caught her off guard. She'd expected him to deny it, to maintain the polite fiction that this was strictly professional—not to double down with even more blatant flirtation.

That's—you can't just— she spluttered, feeling the predicted blush creeping up her neck right on cue. That's basically the definition of flirting!

She gaped at him. Are you--? You absolutely were. Unless 'I like women with fire' is your standard business pitch. In which case, HR would like a word.

HR reports to me, he reminded her casually. Though I'm sure they'd have several colorful words if they could hear this conversation.

Several? Try an entire thesaurus worth, she muttered. Followed by my immediate reassignment to a windowless office in the basement.

He set his cup down with deliberate slowness. Maybe. Or maybe you're just projecting your own thoughts onto innocent business conversation.

His tone was light, but there was challenge in his eyes—a dare for her to acknowledge what was happening between them. The air between them seemed to crackle with unspoken tension, like static electricity before a storm.

Innocent? she repeated incredulously. You called me beautiful. In an elevator. After meeting me in a coffee shop where you caught me in your arms like some romance novel hero. There's nothing 'innocent' about any of this.

Romance novel hero? he echoed, looking far too pleased with the comparison. Is that how you see me? I'm flattered. Though I hope I have more personality than those brooding types on the covers.

That is so not the point, she insisted, though she could feel her resolve weakening under the full force of his charm. The point is... the point is...

What was the point? That she was attracted to him? That was obvious to anyone with functioning eyeballs. That he seemed attracted to her? Also increasingly apparent. That the whole situation was professionally complicated and personally terrifying given that she'd been a man yesterday morning? That part was a bit harder to articulate.

Daniella opened her mouth to retort, but before she could point out that nothing about his looks had been 'innocent,' Nathaniel's expression shifted slightly, becoming more serious. The playful CEO vanished, replaced by something more intense.

So, he said, watching her closely. Have you thought about it? About taking that corner office and making my life more... interesting?

The way he said interesting carried so many layers of meaning that Daniella felt her breath catch. This wasn't just about a job offer—it was about something more. Something neither of them was quite ready to name.

Daniella knew exactly what he was asking. And what he wasn't saying.

This is crazy, she thought, studying his face. Twenty-four hours ago, I was a completely different person. Literally. And now I'm considering taking an executive position I know nothing about, working directly with a man who makes my new hormones do somersaults.

She exhaled, running her fingers along the edge of her cup, buying time. You mean, have I thought about whether I want to work directly with a man who thinks 'sweetheart' is an appropriate nickname for a business associate?

Business associate? he repeated, looking amused. Is that what we are?

What would you call it? she challenged.

He considered for a moment, his eyes never leaving hers. Colleagues with... potential.

Potential for what? she asked, immediately regretting the question when his eyes darkened appreciatively.

That, he said softly, depends entirely on you.

Taking this job meant committing to an entirely new life--one she had barely begun to understand. One that apparently came with a devastatingly handsome boss who enjoyed making her blush.

I should say no, she thought. I should walk away, find a nice, simple job where I understand the requirements and no one looks at me like I'm dessert. Maybe go back to hardware. Learn to be a woman without adding 'workplace romance' to my already complicated situation.




But then she thought about today.




About how she had woken up as a completely different person.




About how she had somehow ended up here.




About how, despite the insanity, she had never felt more alive.




About how Nathaniel looked at her like she was a puzzle he couldn't wait to solve.




There was something thrilling about all of it—the challenge, the unknown, the electricity that seemed to spark between them whenever their eyes met. It was terrifying and exhilarating all at once.

When did I become an adrenaline junkie? she wondered. Was it when I grew breasts? Is estrogen just courage in hormone form?

She looked up, meeting Nathaniel's gaze with newfound confidence.

And made her decision.

I'll take the job. But on one condition.

Nathaniel's smirk returned in full force. And what's that?

His eyes lit up with interest, clearly intrigued by her attempt to negotiate. It occurred to her that this might be another thing he enjoyed—a woman who pushed back, who didn't simply accept whatever he offered.

No more 'sweetheart' in the office. Save it for coffee shops.

Where had that come from? She'd meant to establish professional boundaries, to create a clear line between work and... whatever this was. Instead, she'd essentially told him that the nickname was acceptable outside the office—implying future coffee shop meetings that weren't strictly professional.

His smile widened, slow and dangerous, like he'd just won something she hadn't realized was being contested.

Good, he said smoothly, his eyes twinkling. That's great news. Though I make no promises about the nicknames.

I'm serious, she insisted, trying to sound firm despite the flutter in her stomach. Professional workplace conduct is non-negotiable.

Of course, he agreed too easily. Absolute professionalism. Within the office walls.

The implication that outside those walls was a different matter hung in the air between them.

Daniella inhaled, still processing what she had just agreed to. Had she really just negotiated nicknames with her CEO?

I've lost my mind, she thought frantically. Completely lost it. Somewhere between waking up female and colliding with him this morning, my sanity packed its bags and left without a forwarding address.

Nathaniel pulled out his wallet, paid for the meal despite her protests (Consider it a signing bonus), and then stood, offering his hand to her once more.

I can pay for my own lunch, she argued, reaching for her purse.

I'm sure you can, he replied easily. But I'm the one who invited you. And technically, this is still a business expense.

Oh really? she challenged. What part of expense reports covers 'CEO flirts with new marketing director over paninis'?

Professional development, he said without missing a beat. Team building. Strategic planning.

Strategic planning for what? she asked suspiciously.

His eyes met hers, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. The future.

Daniella hesitated for only a moment before taking it, letting him help her up. His hand was warm, steady, and lingered just a moment too long to be purely professional.

The contact sent that now-familiar current through her, like low-voltage electricity humming just under her skin. His thumb brushed over her knuckles in a gesture too deliberate to be accidental, too subtle to be called out.

You have the rest of the day off, he told her as they made their way out of the café. I'll text you later with your new office location, and we can handle moving your things tomorrow. Try not to run away before then.

Day off? she repeated, blinking in surprise. But it's barely four. Don't normal people work until five or six?

Normal people, perhaps, he agreed. But new executive team members being personally onboarded by the CEO? They get special privileges. Unless you'd prefer to go back to the office?

The thought of returning to that desk—with its mysterious projects and color-coded files she didn't understand—made her internally cringe.

No, she said quickly. Day off sounds perfect. I have... things to do.

Things? he repeated, looking amused.

Important female things, she improvised wildly. Very time-consuming, complicated female things that you, as a man, wouldn't understand.

His eyebrow arched. Is that so?

Absolutely, she nodded firmly. Mysterious lady business. Very hush-hush.

Daniella nodded, still feeling like she was floating through a dream. I'll do my best. Though no promises if you show up with more surprises.

Like accidentally being your boss? he suggested. Or offering you a promotion over lunch? Or watching you try to convince me that you need the afternoon off for 'mysterious lady business'?

Exactly like that, she confirmed. Though I actually do have things to figure out. Like how to be a woman for longer than twenty-four hours without having a complete meltdown.

Nathaniel reached forward, pulling the door open for her. I always have surprises, Daniella. It's part of my charm.

The bell above the door jingled as he held it open, the same bell that had announced their arrival hours earlier. Sophie the barista gave them a knowing look as they prepared to leave, her expression suggesting she'd been watching their interaction with great interest.

You two have a good day, Sophie called out with a conspiratorial wink that made Daniella want to sink through the floor.

Does everyone always assume...? Daniella muttered under her breath as she stepped through the doorway.

Assume what? Nathaniel asked innocently, following close behind.

That we're... you know, she gestured vaguely between them. That this is something other than professional.

And what would that be? he prompted, clearly enjoying her discomfort.

You know exactly what I mean, she hissed. Stop making me say it.

As she stepped through, she turned back, realizing he was lingering, watching her with an unreadable expression that made her pulse quicken.

The afternoon sunlight caught his features, highlighting the sharp angles of his jawline and the intensity in his blue eyes. For a brief moment, she could almost forget he was her boss—he was just a ridiculously attractive man looking at her like she was the most fascinating thing he'd seen all day.

For a moment, they just stood there, neither moving nor speaking, the air charged with something that definitely wasn't in the employee handbook.

This is the part in movies where he'd kiss me, she thought wildly, then immediately chastised herself. Which would be completely inappropriate and unprofessional and... and...

And something she couldn't stop thinking about.

Then Nathaniel broke the spell.

I'll see you in the morning, Daniella. The way he said her name should be illegal in at least three states.

Low and intimate, like he was savoring each syllable, his voice wrapping around her name like a caress. It wasn't just the sound—it was the intent behind it, the promise of something more.

Tomorrow, she managed, her voice slightly breathless. Bright and early. With coffee. Lots of coffee.

I look forward to it, he replied, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

And just like that, he stepped past her, heading back toward the office, leaving Daniella standing on the sidewalk, watching him go and definitely not staring at how well that suit fit him.

That should be considered a workplace hazard, she thought, unable to tear her eyes away from his retreating form. No one should look that good walking away. There should be warning signs. Caution: Dangerous Curves Ahead.

She continued to watch until he disappeared around the corner, realizing only then that she was standing in the middle of the sidewalk like a lovestruck teenager.

Get it together, she muttered to herself, shaking her head. He's your boss. Your very attractive, very interested, very complicated boss.

As she started walking toward her apartment, her mind whirled faster than a tornado in Kansas.




This morning, she had woken up as a completely different person.




She had flirted with a stranger who turned out to be her boss.




She had been offered a high-profile executive position.




And somehow... she had just accepted it.




All while developing what might be the world's most inappropriate crush on her CEO.




If this is a dream, she thought, dodging a group of tourists blocking the sidewalk, it's the most elaborate one I've ever had. If it's reality... well, I'm not sure which is more terrifying.

The city bustled around her as she walked, her heels clicking against the pavement in a rhythm that was starting to feel almost natural. She found herself noticing things she never would have as Dave—the way other women's eyes lingered appreciatively on well-dressed men, the subtle dance of avoiding contact on crowded sidewalks, the freedom of switching from professional smile to neutral expression when no one was watching.

She was no longer just trying to survive in this new life--she was embracing it. Even if it came with complications in the form of blue eyes and perfect suits.

I must be insane, she thought, waiting at a crosswalk. I've accepted a job I know nothing about, working for a man who makes my knees weak, in a body I've had for less than a day. This isn't embracing life—this is skydiving without checking if the parachute is packed properly.




And maybe... just maybe...




Becoming a woman hadn't been such a bad thing after all.




Especially when it came with view like that.




Did I just objectify my boss? she wondered with a mixture of horror and amusement. Is this what women deal with all the time? These... thoughts? No wonder romance novels are a billion-dollar industry.

A small smile tugged at her lips as she picked up her pace, realizing there was one more thing she needed to do.




She needed to call her mother.




Because if anyone could help her navigate the murky waters of attraction and professionalism, it would be the woman who had probably written the book on it.




The thought of speaking to her mother—someone who knew her only as Daniella, never as Dave—was both terrifying and oddly comforting. Here was someone who might have answers, who might understand this new body and these new feelings without the complication of explaining a gender transformation.

Mom, she practiced under her breath, quick question—is it normal to want to simultaneously run away from and make out with your boss? Asking for a friend.

She snorted at the absurdity of it. There was no handbook for this situation, no So You've Changed Genders and Developed a Crush on Your CEO support group she could join.

Well, she thought, pulling out her phone, at least I'll have something interesting to tell her about my day at work.

As she scrolled to find her mother's contact information, she couldn't help but wonder what other surprises this new life had in store for her. If the first day had included a complete physical transformation, a meet-cute with her future boss, and a promotion to the executive team, what on earth could tomorrow bring?

One thing was certain—life as Daniella was proving to be anything but boring.




Chapter 17


A Much-Needed Call

Daniella let out a long sigh as she stepped into her apartment, dropping her bag by the door with all the grace of someone who'd just run an emotional marathon.

Home sweet... she started, then paused, looking around the unfamiliar space with fresh eyes. ...totally not my home, but apparently where I live now.

The apartment was beautiful—spacious and stylish in a way Dave's cramped bachelor pad never had been. Sunlight streamed through large windows, highlighting tasteful furniture and artwork that suggested Daniella-the-woman had both money and taste. A far cry from Dave's décor philosophy of if it holds beer and/or me, it works.




Today had been unbelievable.




The kind of day that felt like a dream, except she had absolutely no chance of waking up from it. And her dreams usually didn't include CEOs with devastating smirks.




My dreams usually involved power tools and occasionally being able to fly, she thought, wandering deeper into the apartment. Not looking into blue eyes that make my insides feel like melted butter.

Slipping off her shoes (and silently cursing whoever invented heels), she padded toward her bedroom, pulling open her dresser and grabbing the comfiest things she owned--a pair of black leggings and an oversized hoodie. The unofficial uniform of women processing life-altering events.

Sweet freedom, she muttered, wiggling her toes on the plush carpet. How do women wear these torture devices all day? I'd rather walk barefoot across hot coals. Or Legos.

She changed quickly, still not entirely comfortable with her new body—though she was gradually getting used to the mechanics of bras and the strange sensation of fabric against her newly sensitive skin. The soft material of the hoodie felt like a warm hug after a day of structured business attire.

So this is why women are always stealing men's hoodies, she realized, sinking into the oversized garment with a contented sigh. It's like wearing a cloud. Dave never understood the appeal, but I get it now. I totally get it.

As soon as she changed, she flopped onto the couch with all the elegance of a deflating balloon, grabbing her phone and staring at the screen for a moment. Several missed calls from her mom glared back at her accusingly.

Crap, she muttered, scrolling through the notifications. Four missed calls and... yep, seven text messages. Ranging from mildly concerned to 'I'm calling the National Guard if you don't respond in five minutes.'

Her mom had called earlier, clearly worried about whatever strange conversation they had in the morning. Daniella had been so out of it at the time, still trying to process her entire existence, that she hadn't even thought about how her mom must have taken it. Hey Mom, just having an existential crisis, no biggie probably wasn't the best way to start a day.

She vaguely remembered making that call—fumbling with her phone in a state of panic, hearing her mother's voice, and babbling something incomprehensible before hanging up abruptly. Not exactly daughter-of-the-year behavior.

Dave never had heart-to-hearts with Mom, she thought, her fingers hovering over the call button. Our conversations consisted of 'Yes, I'm eating vegetables' and 'No, I haven't burned the house down.' But Daniella clearly has a different relationship with her...

She took a deep breath, then hit dial, bracing herself for the incoming maternal interrogation.

It barely rang twice before her mom picked up, like she'd been sitting by the phone waiting.

Daniella! Sweetheart, are you okay? You sounded like you were having a stroke this morning!

The voice was instantly familiar—warm, slightly dramatic, with that unique cadence that could only belong to a woman who had spent decades perfecting the art of expressing concern and exasperation in the same breath. This was definitely her mother, though the dynamic already felt different from what Dave had experienced.

Daniella winced. Yup. Definitely worried. And definitely not sugar-coating it.

Yeah, Mom, she said, forcing a light laugh. I'm fine. I just... I had a really weird morning. Like, 'questioning everything I know about reality' weird.

Understatement of the century, she thought. Waking up in a different body tends to qualify as 'weird' on any scale.

Her mom sighed in relief. You sounded so strange when you called earlier. I was worried something happened. Or someone slipped something in your coffee.

Well, technically something did happen with coffee, Daniella thought wryly. Just not the kind of substance you're thinking of. More the kind that comes with blue eyes and a devastating smile.

Daniella bit her lip. Oh, you have no idea. Though technically, something did happen with coffee...

I was just, uh... having a bit of an identity crisis, she joked weakly. You know, the usual Tuesday morning breakdown.

If only you knew how literal that 'identity crisis' was, she thought. Less 'Who am I?' and more 'WHAT am I?'

Her mom paused. ...What kind of identity crisis? The 'I need a haircut' kind or the 'I'm joining a circus' kind?

The question was delivered with such mom-like precision that Daniella almost laughed. It was so perfectly balanced between humor and genuine concern, the kind of question only a mother could ask.

The circus option is actually starting to sound pretty appealing, Daniella thought. At least there, waking up as a different person would be considered a career advantage.

The kind where you wake up, have no idea what's going on, and then completely spiral in a coffee shop, she said dryly. Though the circus is starting to sound like a viable career option.

She fidgeted with a throw pillow, wondering how much she could safely reveal without sounding completely insane. Hey Mom, random question—have you always had a daughter, or is this new information to you too? probably wouldn't go over well.

Her mom made a sympathetic noise. Oh, honey, I told you to stop skipping breakfast. Low blood sugar does that to you. Remember that time you thought your cat was plotting against you?

I have a cat? Daniella thought, suddenly alert. She glanced around the apartment, but saw no signs of feline habitation. Or had a cat? Past tense? Did I neglect a pet during my identity crisis?

Daniella almost choked. Sure. Let's go with that. Much easier than I woke up as a woman and then my hot boss offered me a promotion.

You're right, she agreed, deciding to roll with it. Skipping breakfast. Terrible idea. Won't happen again. Though in my defense, if you'd seen the look that cat gave me, you'd be suspicious too.

Her mom chuckled. That's why I've always been a dog person. Dogs might eat your shoes, but at least they're honest about their intentions.

Wanting to shift the conversation before her mom started listing her greatest breakfast-skipping hits, she took a deep breath and launched into the real story--starting from the moment she stepped into the coffee shop that morning.

So, something kind of crazy happened today, she began, settling deeper into the couch. And before you start, no, I didn't skip breakfast. I just... forgot to eat it before I left. Technicality.

Her mom made a noise that clearly communicated I knew it, but let her continue.

She told her mom about the ridiculously handsome man who had flirted with her. (He called me 'sweetheart' and I nearly died.)

It wasn't just the 'sweetheart,' she elaborated, warming to her story. It was HOW he said it. Like he was tasting the word. And then he looked at me with these blue eyes that should require a permit to be legal in public spaces.

Blue eyes, hmm? her mom hummed appreciatively. You always did have a weakness for blue eyes. Remember that lifeguard from your sophomore year? What was his name—Brad? Chad?

Mom, focus, Daniella urged, though she made a mental note to investigate this apparent romantic history later. This is way more dramatic than some lifeguard.

She told her about running away like a fool. (Yes, Mom, literally ran. In heels. It was not graceful.)

I'm talking full-on gazelle fleeing a predator, she detailed, cringing at the memory. Except less graceful and with more wobbling. I think I set a land speed record for 'panicked woman in inappropriate footwear.'

Did anyone film it? her mom asked, barely containing her amusement. Because that sounds like viral video material.

Mom! Daniella protested. You're supposed to be on my side!

I am, sweetie, her mom assured her. But a mother's love doesn't preclude enjoying a good slapstick moment. Continue.

She told her about walking into an office meeting and realizing that very same man was Nathaniel Carter, the CEO of the company she worked for. (I think I stopped breathing for a full minute.)

The look on his face, Mom, she groaned, covering her eyes as if she could block out the memory. Like he couldn't decide whether to be shocked or amused. And then he just... recovered. Like flipping a switch. Meanwhile, I'm standing there wondering if spontaneous human combustion is actually possible.

It's not, her mom supplied helpfully. Though I once knew a woman who claimed her husband burst into flames after she caught him cheating. Turned out she'd just set his clothes on fire in the backyard, but the story grew with each telling.

Not the point, Mom, Daniella sighed.

She told her about the job offer, the lunch, the conversation, and how she had just agreed to become the new Head of Marketing. (And yes, before you ask, he paid for lunch.)

We talked for hours, she said, still somewhat disbelieving. Not just about work, either. Movies, books, childhood stories... He's actually funny, Mom. Not just CEO-humor funny, where everyone laughs because they have to, but actually witty.

Handsome AND funny? her mom interjected. Be still my heart. Or rather, yours.

And successful, Daniella added, then immediately regretted it when her mother made an excited sound.

By the time she finished, her mother was practically squealing on the other end of the phone like a teenager at a concert.

Oh my God, Daniella! This is incredible! It's like a romance novel come to life!

Minus the bodice-ripping, Daniella muttered. So far, anyway.

What was that? her mother asked sharply.

Nothing! Daniella replied quickly. Just... commenting on the genre.

Daniella sighed. Yeah, I guess so. If romance novels usually include public humiliation and career-threatening attraction.

She absentmindedly tugged at a loose thread on her hoodie, wondering when exactly her life had veered into fictional territory. I'm pretty sure most heroines in romance novels don't trip over their own feet or babble about 'corporate ethics' when they're nervous.

You guess? her mom scoffed. Sweetheart, you just got a huge promotion! A life-changing opportunity! And on top of that, you met a handsome, charming man who clearly sees something special in you! When's the wedding?

The WHAT? Daniella spluttered, nearly dropping her phone. Mom! I met him TODAY. As in, less than twelve hours ago. As in, the ink isn't even dry on my theoretical job acceptance!

So? her mom countered. Your father proposed to me after two weeks. When you know, you know.

I don't KNOW anything except that he's my boss and I'm apparently having some kind of hormonal meltdown every time he looks at me! Daniella protested.

Daniella's face burned hotter than her morning coffee. Mom--

Speaking of which, her mom said coyly, just how hot is he? Like, George Clooney hot or Chris Hemsworth hot?

Are those my only options? Daniella asked, momentarily distracted. Because he's more of a... I don't know, 'successful businessman who moonlights as a model' hot. Like someone who should be on the cover of Forbes, but could easily switch to GQ without anyone questioning it.

She hadn't meant to elaborate quite so enthusiastically, but once she started, the words just tumbled out of their own accord. Apparently, this new body came with an enhanced ability to wax poetic about attractive men.

Daniella groaned, covering her face with her hands. Mom, stop. This is not helping my professional mindset.

Professional mindset, her mom repeated with audible air quotes. Is that what the kids are calling it these days?

I'm serious! Daniella insisted. I need to focus on the job, not on how his voice sounds when he says my name or how his hand felt on my back or— She cut herself off, realizing she was only making things worse.

Yes, clearly you're all about the professional aspects, her mom said dryly. The job responsibilities. The corporate strategy. Nothing at all to do with backs or voices or hands.

Oh, come on, humor your mother, she teased. You've been single for way too long. And CEOs make excellent son-in-laws.

Son-in-law?! Daniella choked. We haven't even had dinner yet! Or, well, we had lunch, but that doesn't count. That was business. Sort of. Mostly. Besides, how do you know I've been single 'too long'? Maybe I've been living my best life as a fabulous bachelorette!

Because you're my daughter, her mom replied matter-of-factly. And I know that look you get when you're interested in someone. Even over the phone, I can practically hear you blushing.

Daniella grumbled, but then, before she could stop herself, she started ranting like a broken dam.

Look, yes, he's insanely attractive, okay? He's tall, ridiculously confident, and has this smirk that makes you feel like he knows all your secrets and several you haven't even thought of yet. But, Mom, he's a CEO. Do you know what that means? He has options. Like, actual models, businesswomen, heiresses--whatever kind of women men like him go for. And I'm just... I don't know. A normal girl who happened to be in the right place at the right time and made a fool of herself twice before noon.

She paused for breath, surprised by her own outburst. Where had all that come from? Since when did she care about competing with models or heiresses? This was getting dangerously close to actual feelings territory.

And to top it all off, she continued, unable to stop now that she'd started, I'm going to be working directly with him. Every day. In close proximity. While trying to pretend I don't notice how good he smells or how his eyes crinkle when he actually smiles—not that corporate smirk, but a real smile.

Her mom was silent for a second before she laughed softly.

Oh, sweetheart, she said, voice warm, you have no idea what the future holds. Though I'm pretty sure it holds grandchildren.

The absurdity of that statement—given that less than 24 hours ago, Daniella had been anatomically incapable of providing said grandchildren—was so overwhelming that she couldn't help but laugh.

Daniella bit her lip, trying not to smile. Mom!

Just stating facts, her mom said innocently. A mother knows these things. It's like a sixth sense. Or maybe just wishful thinking, but either way, I'm putting my money on grandchildren.

Her mom always said things like that. Always told her to stop worrying and just let life happen. Usually while planning weddings that didn't exist.

Just enjoy the moment, her mom continued. Enjoy the new job, the new people in your life... and if something more happens, then let it happen. Just maybe try not to run away next time. It's hard to catch a man while sprinting in the opposite direction.

Unless he likes the chase, Daniella muttered before she could stop herself.

Oho! her mom crowed triumphantly. And does Mr. CEO like the chase? Did he mention that specifically?

No! I mean, not in those exact words, Daniella backpedaled quickly. Just... he made a comment about my 'strategic retreat' being memorable.

I bet he did, her mom said knowingly. Men like that always appreciate a woman who doesn't just fall at their feet.

I didn't fall at his feet, Daniella protested. I fell into his chest. Completely different scenario.

Her mom's laughter was warm and genuine. Well, that's one way to make an impression. Better than my first meeting with your father—I spilled an entire pitcher of margaritas on his lap. He still married me, though, so there's hope for you yet!

Daniella let out a breath, her shoulders relaxing slightly.

...Yeah. Okay. Though I make no promises about the running. It's becoming my signature move.

Like a trademark, her mom agreed. Though most people go for a catchphrase or a distinctive accessory, not 'fleeing in terror.'

It's not terror, Daniella clarified. It's... strategic confusion management.

Her mom hummed approvingly. That's my girl. Now, what are you wearing tomorrow?

The abrupt change of subject caught Daniella off guard. Wearing? Uh... clothes? Hopefully matching ones?

Daniella Marie, her mom said sternly, this is your first day in your new position. Working directly with a man who makes your heart do gymnastics. You cannot just wear 'clothes.'

Marie? Daniella thought, filing away this new information about her middle name. Good to know.

I was thinking that black pantsuit, she ventured cautiously, trying to recall what she'd seen in her closet earlier.

Absolutely not, her mom declared with the certainty of someone delivering a Supreme Court verdict. That funeral suit? For your first day as an executive? Over my dead body.

It's not a funeral suit, Daniella protested weakly. It's... professional.

It's boring, her mom countered. And you are many things, my dear, but boring isn't one of them. What about that navy dress with the subtle pinstripe? The one with the little kick pleat? Professional but with just enough personality.

How do you even know what's in my closet? Daniella asked, genuinely baffled. Do you have spies? Hidden cameras?

I was with you when you bought it, her mom replied patiently. For your cousin's rehearsal dinner last year. You said it made you feel like, and I quote, 'a boss bitch who could conquer the world before breakfast.'

I said that? Daniella wondered, trying to imagine Dave ever using the phrase 'boss bitch' in any context. Maybe I've been a woman too long already. That actually sounds like good advice.

After a few more minutes of chatting--mostly her mom making her promise to give updates and absolutely not wear that boring black pantsuit--Daniella finally ended the call.

Yes, I promise to call you tomorrow. No, I will not propose to him on my first day. Yes, I'll wear the navy dress. No, I don't need to bring up grandchildren in casual conversation. Love you too, Mom. Bye.

She stared at her phone, a small smile playing on her lips. Trust her mom to turn an existential crisis into a rom-com plotting session.

Well, she murmured, setting her phone aside and leaning back into the couch cushions, at least someone's enjoying this bizarre situation. Though I'm pretty sure 'gender-swapped daughter falls for CEO' wasn't on her bingo card for this year.

She closed her eyes, replaying moments from the day—the elevator confrontation, Nathaniel's intense gaze across the café table, the way his hand had felt on her lower back. It was all so new, so overwhelming, and yet somehow... not entirely unwelcome.

Maybe Mom's right, she thought, her smile growing despite herself. Maybe I should just enjoy the moment. See where this goes. After all, how much weirder can life get after waking up as a woman?

The universe, of course, took that as a challenge.




Chapter 18


Settling In for the Night

Still processing everything (and trying not to obsess over every smirk, glance, and loaded comment from a certain CEO), she made herself a small dinner, pouring a generous glass of wine as she moved around the kitchen. The wine wasn't exactly a necessity, but after a day like today, it felt medicinal.

This kitchen is way too nice for someone who apparently lives on takeout, she mused, running her fingers over the gleaming granite countertops. The kitchen in Dave's apartment had been a sad affair—a miniature refrigerator that struggled to keep beer cold, a microwave that occasionally made concerning buzzing noises, and a stovetop that had seen more pizza boxes than actual cooking pots.

This kitchen, however, looked like something out of a home design magazine. Stainless steel appliances, a refrigerator large enough to hide a body in, and actual matching dishware. Either Daniella was secretly a chef, or she had excellent taste in apartments.

She opened a few cabinets, trying to orient herself. Let's see... glasses, plates, wine glasses—jackpot.

To new beginnings, she muttered to herself, taking a sip. And to not making a complete fool of myself tomorrow.

The wine was rich and smooth—clearly not the boxed variety Dave had occasionally splurged on. This was proper adult wine, the kind with a cork and everything. She took another appreciative sip, letting the warmth spread through her body.

And to transformative experiences, she added with a wry smile. Both figurative and extremely literal.

She rummaged through the refrigerator, surprised to find it reasonably well-stocked. At least Daniella believes in groceries, she remarked, pulling out ingredients. Dave's idea of food shopping was grabbing whatever chips were on sale.

Nothing fancy for dinner--just a simple salad and some toast. Something easy. Something grounding. Something that didn't require her to actually think, because her brain had already exceeded its daily quota of life-altering revelations.

Let's not push our culinary luck, she told herself, washing lettuce with exaggerated care. One major transformation per day is enough. No need to add 'suddenly became a gourmet chef' to the list.

As she assembled her modest meal, she found herself humming—a habit Dave had never indulged in. The tune was unfamiliar, something poppy and upbeat that she couldn't quite place but somehow knew. Another memory from this life she'd stepped into.

Great, she muttered, slicing a tomato. Not only do I have a new body, but I apparently have new musical tastes too. What's next? A sudden passion for needlepoint? An encyclopedic knowledge of Renaissance art?

She glanced at her phone, half expecting (hoping?) to see a message from Nathaniel about tomorrow. Instead, she just saw her mom had texted: Wear that blue dress tomorrow. You know the one. 😉

Subtle, Mom, she snorted, setting the phone down. Why not just text 'Go get 'em, tiger' with some eggplant emojis while you're at it?

Thanks, Mom, she muttered, rolling her eyes. Because that's exactly what I need--to look like I'm trying to seduce my boss on my first day.

She took another long sip of wine, leaning against the counter. Though let's be honest, showing up in a potato sack wouldn't stop him from looking at me like... well, like he's been looking at me all day.

The memory of those blue eyes tracking her movements, of that voice dropping to a lower register when they were alone, sent an involuntary shiver down her spine.

Though the blue dress did look good...

No, she told herself firmly. You are a professional. A professional who happens to have inexplicably turned into a woman overnight, but a professional nonetheless.

She carried her plate to the couch, then doubled back for the wine bottle. Oh, who am I kidding? This day deserves more than one glass.

After a moment's consideration, she grabbed the entire bottle. It had been that kind of day.

By the time she curled up on the couch with her food, her second glass of wine (because the first one needed moral support), and a romantic comedy playing in the background (because apparently her life wasn't enough of one), she finally felt a sense of calm settling in.

The movie was predictable—attractive but clumsy woman meets arrogant but secretly sweet man, they hate each other, then they don't. Standard fare, but somehow more relatable than it had been yesterday. Dave would have rolled his eyes at such a plot; Daniella found herself actually invested.

Look at her, she commented to her empty living room, gesturing at the screen with her wine glass. Tripping over nothing, blushing at inappropriate moments—I feel you, sister. Though at least you didn't change genders before your meet-cute.

At least I can't possibly embarrass myself more than I did today, she mused, then immediately knocked on wood. No need to tempt fate.

Though if anyone could find a way, it would be me, she added, taking another sip. Maybe I'll spill coffee on his lap tomorrow. Or call him 'Dad' in a meeting. Or accidentally send the entire company an email about how his smirk makes my knees weak.

She groaned, burying her face in a throw pillow. Stop. Thinking. About. His. Smirk.

The wine was starting to work its magic, softening the edges of her anxiety and lending everything a pleasant, warm glow. She settled deeper into the couch, enjoying the simple luxury of comfortable furniture—another upgrade from Dave's life.




Tomorrow would be a new beginning.




A new office (hopefully with a view), a new position (that she was only slightly terrified about), and a new dynamic with a man who might end up being the most dangerous distraction of her life (and who definitely knew it).




What if I'm terrible at it? she wondered aloud, staring at the ceiling. What if I can't market anything more complicated than two-for-one socket wrenches? What if everyone immediately realizes I have no idea what I'm doing?

She took another fortifying sip of wine. Or worse, what if I'm actually good at it? What does that say about Dave's wasted potential? Or about gender roles and societal expectations? She paused, frowning. And why am I getting philosophical after only two glasses of wine? Dave could drink a six-pack before having a deep thought.

Note to self, she mumbled into her wine glass, find out if the company has a policy against swooning in meetings.

She pictured herself fainting dramatically during a presentation, Nathaniel catching her with those strong arms while the entire marketing department looked on in scandalized fascination. The mental image was both mortifying and oddly appealing.

Second note to self, she added, never drink wine while fantasizing about your boss. It only encourages more inappropriate thoughts.

The movie reached its predictable climax—the protagonists finally admitting their feelings during a conveniently dramatic rainstorm. Daniella found herself inexplicably misty-eyed.

This never affected Dave, she muttered, wiping at her eyes. Is this an estrogen thing? Or just a 'my life has become a romantic comedy' thing?

Daniella sipped her wine, shaking her head with a small chuckle as the movie's protagonist made yet another terrible romantic decision. At least she wasn't alone in her questionable life choices.

At least she knows she's a woman, Daniella pointed out to the empty room. She's not trying to figure out how bras work while also learning a new career and avoiding inappropriate thoughts about her boss.

The heroine on screen was now running through an airport, desperate to catch her love interest before he boarded a plane to somewhere exotic and plot-convenient.

Amateur, Daniella scoffed. Try running in heels after colliding with a CEO in a coffee shop. That's a real cardio workout.

She polished off her glass, considering a third but deciding against it. Tomorrow was a big day, and showing up hungover to her first day as an executive seemed like a poor career move.




Maybe waking up as a completely different person hadn't been so bad after all.




Even if it came with complications in the form of impossible blue eyes and career-threatening attraction.




At least she had good wine.




And a mother who was probably already planning her wedding.




Mom's probably on Pinterest right now, she mused, setting her empty glass on the coffee table. Creating a board called 'My Daughter and the CEO: A Corporate Love Story.' Complete with color schemes and reception venue ideas.

The thought was both amusing and oddly comforting. Whatever else had changed in this new reality, her mother was still her mother—overly enthusiastic, slightly meddlesome, and absolutely convinced of her daughter's irresistibility.

I wonder if Dave's mom was like this, she pondered, trying to remember. Or if this is new too.

And with that thought, she sat back, watching her movie (and definitely not imagining certain scenes with a tall, dark-haired CEO in the lead role), and let the rest of the night pass in peaceful uncertainty.

As the credits rolled, she stood and stretched, surprised by how different even that simple movement felt in this new body. Everything had a different center of gravity, a different distribution of weight. Even the way her arms extended above her head felt foreign yet somehow natural at the same time.

Tomorrow's going to be interesting, she mused, finishing her wine. At least I know how to run in heels now.

She collected her dishes, rinsing them and placing them in the dishwasher with the careful precision of someone still not entirely comfortable in their own kitchen. The domesticity of the action felt strangely soothing after a day of constant surprises.

One day at a time, she told herself, wiping down the counter. First objective: get through tomorrow without making a complete fool of myself. Secondary objective: figure out what the hell 'market segmentation' actually means before someone asks me to explain it.

She paused, adding: Tertiary objective: stop staring at Nathaniel's mouth when he talks. Or his hands. Or basically any part of him.

The romantic comedy played on, but honestly? Her life was starting to feel like a better story.

Though hopefully with fewer airport chases and more dignity, she amended, glancing back at the screen. And definitely fewer rain-soaked confessions. My makeup would run, and I have no idea how to fix it.

As she headed toward the bedroom, she caught sight of her reflection in a hallway mirror—still startlingly unfamiliar, yet increasingly less shocking. Dark hair, bright eyes, a face that was pretty without being intimidating. The kind of face that could sell hardware or marketing strategies with equal conviction.

Goodnight, Daniella, she said softly to her reflection. Let's see what tomorrow brings.

And with that, she turned off the lights and headed to bed, leaving the wine glass, the movie, and the remnants of Dave's confusion behind. Tomorrow was a new day, with new challenges and new opportunities.

And possibly a blue dress that her mother was suspiciously insistent about.




Chapter 19


Four Months Later -- A Resolution is Made

Daniella sat at her desk, staring out the wide glass window of her corner office, the city skyline stretching far into the horizon like a concrete canvas. Her reflection smirked back at her--God, she was even picking up his habits now.

Great, she muttered, schooling her features back into neutrality. Next thing you know, I'll be making dramatic pauses in conversations and ordering black coffee just to intimidate the interns.

The corner office was everything a corporate climber could dream of—spacious, elegant, with views that made visitors pause mid-sentence when they walked in. The kind of office that said I've arrived without needing to actually say it. A far cry from her previous cubicle, which had said nothing except perhaps I hope no one notices I'm playing solitaire.




Four months.




That's how long it had been since her life had completely flipped upside down.




And what a whirlwind it had been.




Like being caught in a tornado of expensive suits and loaded glances.




She absently twirled a pen between her fingers—another habit she'd picked up from a certain CEO when he was deep in thought. Four months since waking up as Daniella. Four months of learning to navigate not just a female body, but an executive role, a corporate hierarchy, and the most infuriating attraction she'd ever experienced.

Four months of playing this ridiculous game of corporate chicken, she muttered, tapping the pen against her desk. Four months of 'accidental' touches and lingering looks that are about as accidental as tax season.

She thought back to her first official day as Head of Marketing, stepping into her new executive-level office, feeling the weight of every single whisper as she passed by. The office itself was gorgeous--all sleek lines and modern furniture. Though she suspected Nathaniel had something to do with the fresh flowers that appeared on her desk every Monday morning.

That first day had been a crash course in executive existence. She'd arrived wearing the blue dress her mother had insisted on (which had earned a visible double-take from Nathaniel when she'd stepped off the elevator), only to find her office already set up with everything she could possibly need—and several things she hadn't even known she'd want.

Your office, Ms. Reynolds, Nathaniel had said, gesturing to the door with her name already emblazoned on a sleek nameplate. I hope it meets your expectations.

It exceeds them, she'd replied, trying to maintain some semblance of professional composure while inwardly gaping at the sheer luxury of the space. Though I'm afraid all this glass means people will see me when I inevitably spill coffee on important documents.

I prefer to think of it as transparency in leadership, he'd countered, that familiar smirk playing at his lips. Besides, I've found your coffee-spilling to be rather... endearing.

The way he'd said endearing—like he was savoring the word, testing its weight—had made her stomach flip in a now-familiar way.

People had talked. Of course they had--nothing entertained corporate America more than office gossip.

The whispers had started immediately—hushed conversations that mysteriously stopped whenever she approached, sidelong glances that followed her down hallways, emails with just a few too many people cc'd.

Some had been genuinely happy for her, congratulating her on the unexpected but well-deserved promotion. You're perfect for this role, they'd said. Though she noticed they always checked over their shoulders first, as if making sure certain blue eyes weren't watching.

Daniella! Sandra from graphic design had gushed during her first week, appearing at her office door with a congratulatory muffin. I just had to come tell you how thrilled we all are about your promotion. Well, most of us, anyway, she'd added with a meaningful look.

Most of you? Daniella had asked, accepting the muffin with a raised eyebrow.

Well, you know how it is, Sandra had whispered, leaning forward consiprationally. Some people think... well, they think there might be... other reasons for your rapid advancement.

Other reasons? Daniella had repeated, already feeling her cheeks heat with equal parts embarrassment and indignation. Like what, exactly?

Sandra had the decency to look uncomfortable. Oh, you know, just office politics. Nothing worth repeating. Anyway, enjoy the muffin! Blueberry—to match your, um, dress from yesterday.




Others? Not so much.




The bitter pills of corporate ladder-climbing had plenty to say.




She still remembered the trip back down to her old department to collect her things. It felt like walking into a snake pit in Louboutins.

Here lies my dignity, she'd thought as she'd stepped off the elevator onto the marketing floor, feeling every pair of eyes immediately lock onto her. Cause of death: vicious office politics and a surprising inability to blend into walls.

The gossip had been relentless, whispered behind manicured hands and computer screens.




Who is he?




Where is she going?




She moved up the ladder so fast.




There's no way she got that job on merit.




She probably slept her way to the top.




That last one had stung like a paper cut soaked in lemon juice.

She'd been packing her meager belongings into a box—a coffee mug with a chipped handle, a half-dead plant she'd somehow kept alive through sheer stubbornness, a collection of pens she'd inadvertently stolen from the supply room—when she'd overheard Madison and Tyler by the coffee maker.

I mean, come on, Madison had hissed, not bothering to lower her voice as much as she should have. She's been here what, a year? And suddenly she's running the entire department? Please. We all know what that means.

Sleeping with the boss is such a cliché, Tyler had agreed, stirring his coffee with theatrical disapproval. Though I can't say I blame her. If Carter looked at me the way he looks at her, I'd probably—

Daniella had loudly dropped a stapler into her box, silencing them both. When she'd turned around, they'd been staring at her with identical expressions of deer-in-headlights panic.

Don't mind me, she'd said with artificial sweetness. Just collecting my things before I head back to my new office. You know, the corner one? With the view? But please, don't let me interrupt whatever fascinating analysis of my career trajectory you were conducting.

At the time, she had chosen to ignore it, pretending the words didn't bother her--but she had noticed something strange the other day.




Those people?




The ones who had spread those rumors?




They didn't work there anymore.




Poof. Gone like last season's fashion trends.




Madison and Tyler had both disappeared within a week of her promotion. So had Jeremy from accounting, who'd made a particularly crude joke about performance reviews in the breakroom. And Alicia from HR, who should have known better than to forward those speculative emails.

She hadn't thought much of it at first, assuming maybe they had moved on or been let go for underperformance. Corporate Darwin at work.

Strange coincidence, she'd mentioned casually to her assistant, Megan, when she'd noticed Madison's empty desk. Lots of turnover lately.

Megan, a sharp-eyed young woman who seemed to know everything about everyone, had given her a look that was half-amusement, half-reverence. Not really a coincidence, Ms. Reynolds. Not according to what I heard, anyway.

What do you mean? Daniella had asked, intrigued despite herself.

Megan had glanced around before leaning closer. Let's just say Mr. Carter doesn't appreciate certain... narratives about his executive team. Especially when those narratives involve you.




But what she didn't know was that Nathaniel had heard those rumors too.




And he had been furious.




The kind of fury that came wrapped in a three-piece suit and wielded with surgical precision.







Unknown to her, he had tracked down exactly who had started the whispers and fired them on the spot.




No warnings.




No second chances.




Just security escorts and cardboard boxes.







His reasoning?




This company has no place for ungrateful people who try to downplay others' success just to make themselves feel better.




Though she suspected his actual words had been considerably less... publishable.




According to Megan, Nathaniel had called Madison and Tyler into his office separately, played recordings of their coffee maker conversation (apparently the office security system was more sophisticated than anyone realized), and informed them that they had exactly thirty minutes to clear out their desks.

I heard he told Madison that the only person sleeping their way to anything was her, with how often she disappeared for 'meetings' with Jeremy from accounting, Megan had whispered, clearly relishing the gossip. And that at least you had actual talent to justify your position.




Daniella had no clue about this.




But if she did, she probably wouldn't have been able to hide the way that knowledge made her feel.




Because Nathaniel Carter was always in her corner.




From day one.




Like some sort of corporate guardian angel with a dangerous smirk.




The thought sent an involuntary shiver down her spine. There was something undeniably appealing about a man who quietly defended her honor without expecting recognition for it. Especially when that man looked like he'd been custom-ordered from the devastatingly handsome CEO catalog.




The job itself had been a shock at first--like being thrown into the deep end wearing designer heels.




But somehow, someway, she had flourished in it.




It was almost like muscle memory--as if the skills had always been there, just waiting to be unlocked.




Like riding a bike. If the bike was worth several million dollars and came with stockholder expectations.




It's incredible, her mother had marveled during one of their weekly phone calls. You've always been smart, honey, but this new confidence? This drive? It's like you were born for this role.

Born for it might be stretching it, Daniella had replied dryly, thinking of just how recently she'd been born into this particular life. But I have to admit, it feels... right.

And it did. Somehow, against all odds and logic, she'd taken to marketing like she'd been doing it her entire life. The strategies, the campaigns, the pitches—they came to her naturally, as if Dave's practical knowledge of selling hardware had somehow translated into an executive's understanding of corporate marketing.

She revamped entire campaigns, led groundbreaking initiatives, and helped secure deals that even Nathaniel admitted were game-changing. Though his admissions usually came with that infuriating smirk and some comment about expectations that made her blush.

The Richardson account is impressed, he'd told her just last week, leaning against her doorframe in that casual way that somehow made him look even more attractive. They specifically mentioned your presentation as the reason they signed with us instead of Cooper & Wright.

Just doing my job, she'd replied, trying to sound modest while inwardly doing cartwheels of pride.

Exceeding expectations, as usual, he'd countered, his eyes lingering on her just a beat too long. Though I can't say I'm surprised. I knew you were special from the moment you crashed into me.




And speaking of Nathaniel...




That was another problem entirely.




A six-foot-something problem in tailored suits that haunted her dreams.







They were constantly in each other's gravity.




Like binary stars, always orbiting, never quite colliding.




Every meeting, every elevator ride, every company function—it was the same dance. Moving closer, pulling back, circling each other with an awareness that made the air between them practically crackle with tension.

This is getting ridiculous, she'd complained to her mother last week. It's like we're teenagers playing some elaborate game of chicken, except instead of cars, we're using careers and professionalism.

So who's going to swerve first? her mom had asked, clearly enjoying her daughter's predicament far too much.

That's the problem, Daniella had sighed. Neither of us wants to be the one to break first.




Nathaniel always wanted her opinion.




Nathaniel always made sure she had everything she needed.




Nathaniel always found ways to be around her.




Always with that look in his eyes that made her forget basic math.




I need your perspective on this, he'd say, appearing in her office doorway without warning, like a mirage in an Italian suit.

Or: I was thinking about your suggestion during dinner last night. (He hadn't been at dinner with her, which meant he'd been thinking about her during his own dinner, which meant...)

Or her personal favorite: That dress is very... effective. (Said while his eyes performed a slow, thorough inventory that made her feel like she was wearing significantly less than a professional sheath dress.)




And then there were the late nights.




Oh God, the late nights.







The ones where they both stayed back, buried in work, trying to solve a company crisis together.




The ones where they ordered late-night takeout and sat in his office, eating dinner over stacks of reports.




The ones where the flirting and innuendos became more and more frequent.




Where professional distance became a joke they both pretended to believe in.




Just last week, they'd been working past midnight on a critical proposal. The office had been deserted, the silence broken only by the hum of the air conditioning and the occasional rustle of papers.

You know, Nathaniel had said, loosening his tie in a way that should be illegal after hours, most marketing directors would have delegated this to their team.

Well, I'm not most marketing directors, she'd replied, struggling to keep her eyes on the spreadsheet instead of the exposed column of his throat.

No, he'd agreed, his voice dropping to that lower register that made her stomach flip. You're certainly not. Most marketing directors don't make me want to—

He'd stopped himself, clearing his throat. To extend office hours, he'd finished lamely.

The moment had hung between them, heavy with implication and unspoken desire.




It had started subtly.




A teasing comment here.




A lingering touch there.




The way he'd lean just a bit too close when looking at her computer screen.




You have a way with words, he'd told her after her first successful pitch, his hand resting on her shoulder just a fraction longer than necessary. Very... persuasive.

I find getting what I want is all about the approach, she'd replied, immediately regretting the double entendre when his eyes had darkened appreciatively.




And then it had escalated.




Like a slow-burning fuse reaching dynamite.




The accidental touches became deliberate—his hand on her lower back as they walked, her fingers brushing his when she handed him documents, knees touching under conference tables during meetings.

The innocent comments transformed into loaded remarks that left both of them slightly breathless.

That color looks good on you, had evolved into, Every time you wear that dress, I can't focus on anything else.

Good job on the presentation, had morphed into, Watching you command a room is incredibly... distracting.

And somewhere along the way, they'd developed a private language of looks and gestures that communicated volumes without saying a word. A raised eyebrow from him during meetings that only she understood. A certain smile from her that made his eyes darken instantly.




Last night had been the closest they had ever come to crossing the line.




She had been leaning over his desk, trying to get a better look at a document--when suddenly, she realized just how close she was to him. Close enough to smell his cologne, to see the flecks of darker blue in his eyes.




I think we're missing something in section three, she'd said, acutely aware of the mere inches separating them as she pointed to the page. The language is too vague.

Is it? he'd murmured, though his eyes weren't on the document at all. They were on her face, her lips, the curve of her neck where it disappeared into her blouse.

The air between them had felt charged, electric, like the moment before lightning strikes.




Nathaniel had looked up at her, his blue eyes dark and unreadable, and for a split second--




Time had stopped.




The air had crackled.




She had thought he was going to kiss her.




She had wanted him to.




Desperately.




Like she needed it more than air.




His gaze had dropped to her lips, his own parting slightly. He'd shifted forward, almost imperceptibly, and she'd felt herself drawn toward him like a magnet finding its opposite pole.

But at the last second, she had pulled away, making an excuse about needing water or air or something equally ridiculous. She couldn't even remember what she'd said--just that it probably hadn't made sense.

I should probably... it's getting late... reports to finish... early meeting tomorrow, she'd stammered, backing away like she'd been burned.

Something had flashed in his eyes—disappointment? Frustration? Relief? She couldn't tell. But he'd nodded, straightening his already impeccable tie.

Of course, he'd said, his voice controlled once more. We've made good progress. We can continue this tomorrow.

They both knew he wasn't just talking about the document.




At home last night, she had laid awake for hours, thinking about it.




Thinking about him.




About how close they'd been.




About how much she wanted to know if his lips felt as good as they looked.




This is insane, she'd told her ceiling at 2 AM. I'm the head of marketing for a major corporation. I've given presentations to rooms full of executives without breaking a sweat. I've negotiated million-dollar deals. And I can't even tell a man I want to kiss him?

But it wasn't just any man. It was Nathaniel. Her boss. The CEO. The man who held her career in his very capable, very distracting hands.

Talk about a power imbalance, she'd groaned, burying her face in her pillow. HR would have a collective aneurysm.




And she had come to a decision.




This couldn't keep going like this.




The tension was thick enough to cut with a knife.




Something has to give, she'd decided, staring at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Before we both spontaneously combust in the middle of a budget meeting.




Nathaniel wasn't going to make a move.




She could see it in the way he held back, always stopping just short of something more.




Always the gentleman.




Always so damn controlled.




Always so frustratingly, infuriatingly professional, she muttered now, spinning her chair to face the window fully. Even when he looks at me like he's imagining very unprofessional scenarios.

It was clear to her now. For all his flirting and lingering looks, Nathaniel would never be the one to cross that line. He would never risk putting her in a position where she might feel pressured or obligated because of his authority.

Which meant one thing—if anything was going to happen, it would have to be her initiative.




So if he wasn't going to do it?




Then she would.




Time to show him that Head of Marketing wasn't her only talent.




Enough is enough, she declared to her empty office. Four months of this... this torture. This will-they-won't-they nonsense. We're adults, not characters in some teenage drama.

Daniella stood up, smoothing down her dress (the blue one--thanks, Mom), her heart pounding with determination.

The dress was a calculated choice—the same one she'd worn on her first day, the one that had made Nathaniel momentarily lose his train of thought mid-sentence. Her mother had been right (not that she'd ever admit it aloud)—the dress was perfect. Professional enough for the office, but with just enough curve-hugging fabric to make certain CEOs struggle to maintain eye contact.

Weaponizing fashion, she murmured, checking her reflection in the glass wall. Mom would be so proud.




No more dancing around it.




No more waiting for him to act.




No more excuses.




No more pretending she didn't see the way he looked at her when he thought she wasn't paying attention.




Like last week, during the quarterly meeting, when she'd caught him watching her with such intensity that she'd lost her place in her own presentation. Or yesterday in the elevator, when their eyes had met in the reflective doors and neither had looked away until the soft ding announced their floor.




She wanted Nathaniel Carter.




All of him.




The smirks, the intensity, the control--everything.




And I'm going to have him, she decided, grabbing a folder from her desk. She didn't actually need it, but props were important for maintaining the illusion of business purpose. No one needed to know the folder contained nothing but lunch menus and a doodle of what might have been Nathaniel's eyes (she wasn't an artist, but she'd tried).




And today?




She was going to make him hers.




Even if she had to tie him to his ergonomic office chair to do it.




The mental image of Nathaniel tied to his chair, that perfect composure finally broken, made her breath catch and her cheeks flush. Focus, Daniella, she muttered. One step at a time. Seduction first, bondage later.

With that resolution firmly in place, she strode out of her office, her heels clicking against the polished floors like a countdown, her mind set on one thing and one thing only.

Ms. Reynolds? Megan called as she passed. You have a call on line two—

Take a message, Daniella replied without breaking stride. I have an urgent meeting with Mr. Carter.

But it's the Hendrickson account—

They'll wait, Daniella said with a confidence she didn't know she possessed until that moment. Some things are more important than Hendrickson.

Her assistant's eyebrows shot up in surprise—nothing was more important than Hendrickson, according to all previous corporate protocol—but she nodded, a knowing smile playing at her lips. Of course. Good luck with your... meeting.

Daniella continued her determined march toward Nathaniel's office, her heartbeat accelerating with each step. She nodded at his assistant, a formidable woman named Janet who guarded his schedule like a dragon guarding treasure.

I need to see him, Daniella said simply. It's important.

Janet's eyes flicked to the blue dress, then back to Daniella's face, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. Yes, I imagine it is. Go right in, Ms. Reynolds. He's alone.

Perfect.




Nathaniel Carter had no idea what was coming for him.




But he was about to find out.




And something told her he was going to enjoy every minute of it.




As she reached for his door handle, she took one final deep breath. Four months of tension, of looks, of almost-moments—all leading to this. No more waiting. No more wondering. Just action.

And with that thought, she pushed open the door to his office, stepping into the lion's den with every intention of taming the beast within.




Chapter 20


Crossing the Line

Daniella marched with determination down the hall, her heels clicking against the polished floors of Harper & Co. Headquarters like a countdown to destiny. Or disaster. At this point, she wasn't picky.

Third door on the left, third door on the left, she repeated silently to herself, as if she might somehow forget the location of an office she'd visited approximately three hundred times in the past four months. Walk in, say what you need to say, and don't chicken out this time. Simple. Like ripping off a Band-Aid, except the Band-Aid is professionalism and what's underneath is four months of barely contained sexual tension.

Each step brought her closer to the point of no return, her heart rate accelerating with every click of her heels. The blue dress swished against her legs, a constant reminder of her carefully orchestrated appearance. She'd even reapplied her lipstick in the elevator—a bold red that her mother swore was CEO kryptonite.

She had spent four months dancing around this man. Four months of tension, of stolen glances, of almosts. Four months of watching him run meetings like a corporate god while she pretended her thoughts were purely professional. They weren't.

Not even remotely professional, she admitted to herself, remembering how just yesterday she'd completely lost her train of thought mid-presentation when Nathaniel had rolled up his sleeves, revealing forearms that should have their own insurance policy. Forearms, for God's sake. I'm lusting after forearms like some Victorian heroine who's glimpsed an ankle.

The past four months had been an exercise in restraint—both his and hers. Every accidental touch, every late-night working session, every elevator ride had felt like another thread in a tapestry of tension that was about to unravel spectacularly.




Today, that was going to change.




No more pretending.




No more what-ifs.




Just her, him, and four months' worth of tension about to explode.




Like a pressure cooker, she thought, except instead of pot roast, it's pure, unfiltered desire that's been simmering since that first coffee shop collision.

As she approached Nathaniel's office, she saw him seated behind his desk, going over some documents with Sophie, his secretary. He looked particularly devastating today in a charcoal grey suit that probably cost more than her car. Not that she was keeping track of his suits. Much.

Charcoal today, she noted, adding to her mental catalog of Nathaniel's Suits And Their Effects On Her Nervous System. The charcoal was particularly lethal—something about the way it contrasted with his eyes, making them appear even more intensely blue. Like a tropical ocean you could drown in. Willingly.

His hair was slightly mussed, as if he'd run his fingers through it in concentration—another habit she'd noticed and cataloged like the lovesick executive she apparently was. His jawline could cut glass, especially when he clenched it during tense negotiations, which he was doing now as Sophie pointed to something on the document before him.

Sophie had become one of Daniella's closest friends since she had taken on her new role. The woman was sharp, effortlessly efficient, and--most importantly--incredibly perceptive. She had also developed an annoying habit of wiggling her eyebrows every time Nathaniel and Daniella were in the same room.

Subtle as a freight train, Daniella had told her once after a particularly egregious eyebrow waggle during a budget meeting.

Subtlety is for people who haven't spent four months watching the world's most frustrating slow-burn romance unfold in real time, Sophie had replied. I've seen less tension in thriller movies.




Which meant she definitely knew what was about to happen.




The knowing glint in her eyes said everything.




As Daniella approached the open door, Sophie looked up first, her expression transforming from professional attention to barely concealed glee in a nanosecond. The switch was so fast it would have given a lesser woman whiplash.

Well, well, well, Sophie's eyes seemed to say. Look who finally decided to woman up and do something about this situation.

Daniella stepped forward, keeping her voice polite but firm, channeling her inner CEO. Sophie, can I have a few minutes alone with Nathaniel? There's something private I need to discuss with him. Like how his habit of rolling up his sleeves during late-night meetings should be illegal.

Or how his voice drops an octave when we're alone, she added mentally. Or how I've spent approximately fourteen sleepless nights imagining what would have happened if I hadn't pulled away yesterday.

Sophie's eyes flicked between the two of them, her lips curling into a knowing smirk that belonged in a romance novel. Private, hmm? Her tone suggested she knew exactly what kind of 'discussion' was about to happen.

Yes, private, Daniella emphasized, trying to communicate please don't make this more awkward than it already is with just her eyes.

Absolutely private, Sophie repeated, her voice practically dripping with implication. The kind of private that requires closed blinds and silenced phones, I imagine.

Daniella felt a warm blush creep up her neck. So much for playing it cool.

Is my agenda clear for the next...hour? Nathaniel asked Sophie, not breaking eye contact with Daniella.

An hour. Not the fifteen minutes a standard meeting would require. An hour. The implication hung in the air like expensive cologne.

The next three hours, actually, Sophie replied with suspicious promptness, as if she'd already cleared his schedule in anticipation of this very moment. I took the liberty of rescheduling your 2 PM with Mr. Henderson. Told him you had an emergency... situation... to handle.

The emphasis she placed on situation should have been classified as a lethal weapon.

Nathaniel looked up, his blue eyes catching hers with that intensity that made her forget basic English. Everything alright, Daniella? His voice had that edge to it--the one that made her name sound like sin.

The way he said her name—like he was tasting it, savoring each syllable—sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the office air conditioning and everything to do with the heat in his gaze.

Oh, everything's fine, she managed, proud that her voice didn't shake. Just need to... clear up a few things.

A few things that have been building for, oh, I don't know, exactly four months? her brain supplied helpfully. Like how your smirk should be registered as a lethal weapon? Or how watching you give orders in meetings makes me wonder what you'd be like in—

She cut off that dangerous train of thought before it derailed her completely.

Sophie gave a slow nod, gathering the documents into a neat pile with the efficiency of someone who had been waiting for this moment for approximately four months. As she walked toward the door, her heels making a suspiciously victorious sound, she leaned slightly toward Daniella and--just before slipping out--whispered under her breath:

Go get him, girl. And maybe lock the door this time.

The reference to their near-miss yesterday—when Sophie had almost walked in on them during That Moment—made Daniella's face heat to temperatures that probably violated several safety codes.

Daniella's blush deepened to nuclear levels, but she quickly shut the door behind Sophie, sealing them in alone. The click of the lock echoed like a gunshot in the suddenly very warm office.

Was it always this warm in here? she wondered, resisting the urge to fan herself. Or is it just the combined effect of anxiety, desire, and a dress that's suddenly feeling way too tight?

The office seemed to shrink around them, the vast space with its floor-to-ceiling windows and designer furniture suddenly feeling intimate. Too intimate. Like they were the only two people left in the building. In the world.

The silence stretched between them, electric and loaded with four months of unspoken possibilities.

Nathaniel raised an eyebrow, that infamous smirk playing at his lips. Something on your mind, sweetheart?

There it was. The sweetheart that had started it all. The one he'd promised to save for coffee shops but had gradually reintroduced into their private conversations, each utterance more intimate than the last.

The way he was looking at her now—like he knew exactly why she was here, like he'd been expecting this moment as much as she had—made her breath catch. He leaned back in his chair, those blue eyes never leaving hers, his posture deceptively relaxed while the tension in the air between them could power a small city.

Actually, yes, she replied, surprised by the steadiness in her voice. I have something I need to say to you. Something that's been... pending for a while now.

Pending, he repeated, the word sounding far more suggestive than it had any right to. An interesting choice of words. Like unfinished business.

Exactly like unfinished business, she agreed, stepping closer to his desk. Very unfinished.

His eyes darkened at her approach, tracking her movement like a predator. But there was something else there too—a carefully maintained control, a restraint that was fraying at the edges but still holding. Barely.

I'm all ears, he said, his voice dropping to that lower register that made her stomach flip. What's on your mind, Daniella?

The way he said her name—stretched out, savored—made her almost forget the speech she'd rehearsed in her head all morning.




Oh, he had no idea.




But he was about to find out.




What's on my mind, she began, moving around his desk with deliberate slowness, is that we've been dancing around this for four months now.

His eyes widened fractionally—the closest thing to surprise she'd ever seen on his perfectly controlled face. Dancing around what, exactly?

She was standing next to him now, close enough to catch the scent of his cologne—something expensive and masculine that made her want to lean in closer.

This, she said simply. Us. Whatever is happening between us that we both pretend isn't happening when other people are around.

His jaw tightened, a muscle ticking just below the surface. Daniella—

No, she interrupted, surprising both of them with her boldness. Let me finish. For four months, we've been pretending. Pretending that this is just a professional relationship. Pretending that we don't both feel it every time we're alone together. Pretending that yesterday didn't almost happen.

She leaned against his desk, partly for dramatic effect and partly because her knees were threatening to give out under the intensity of his gaze.

And I'm tired of pretending, she continued, her voice dropping lower. Aren't you?

The question hung between them, a challenge and an invitation all at once.

Nathaniel stood slowly, like a great cat uncoiling, his height and proximity suddenly overwhelming in the best possible way. They were close now—closer than they'd been yesterday, closer than they'd ever allowed themselves to be outside of accidental touches and contrived work situations.

What are you suggesting, Daniella? he asked, his voice a dangerous rumble. Because if you're saying what I think you're saying...

His eyes searched hers, looking for confirmation, for certainty. Always the gentleman, even now—making sure she was sure.

I'm saying, she said, her heart pounding so loudly she was certain he could hear it, that I've spent four months wondering what would happen if we stopped pretending. If we just... gave in.

The tension in the room thickened like honey, sweet and dangerous and absolutely inevitable.

And if we did? he asked, his control slipping just enough for her to see the raw want beneath. What then?

Then we find out if reality lives up to the fantasy, she replied, surprising herself with her boldness. Dave had never been this forward, this confident—but Daniella was discovering strengths she never knew she had.




Four months of waiting.




Four months of wanting.




Time to see if reality lived up to the fantasy.




Nathaniel's hand came up slowly, deliberately, giving her every chance to step away, to change her mind. When she didn't move—couldn't move, rooted to the spot by desire and determination—his fingers gently brushed a strand of hair from her face, the touch feather-light but electric.

Are you sure? he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. Because once we cross this line, Daniella, there's no going back.

The warning in his voice was genuine—not a challenge but a final chance to retreat, to maintain the status quo. The last gasp of his ironclad control before it shattered completely.

But Daniella was done retreating. Done waiting. Done wondering.

Their faces were inches apart now, his breath warm against her lips, the moment suspended in a crystalline bubble of anticipation. Four months of tension, of almost-moments, of professional pretense—all coming down to this.

One moment. One decision. One line about to be irrevocably crossed.




Chapter 21


No More Waiting

Nathaniel had gone silent, watching her with curiosity--and something else beneath the surface. Something dark and hungry that made her pulse quicken.

His expression was unreadable, that perfect CEO mask firmly in place, but she could see the cracks forming at the edges—the slight tightening around his eyes, the almost imperceptible flex of his jaw, the way his breathing had changed from steady and controlled to something just a fraction deeper.

He's waiting, she realized. Waiting for me to back down, to make an excuse, to retreat like I've done a dozen times before.

The thought ignited something within her—a determination, a recklessness, a hunger that matched the one she saw flickering in his eyes.




Daniella didn't say anything just yet.




Words were overrated anyway.




Instead, she walked toward his desk, deliberately adding a little extra sway to her hips. Four months of tension had taught her exactly what that did to him.




She'd noticed it first during a company gala two months ago—the way his eyes had tracked her movement across the room, how he'd completely lost track of his conversation with the CFO when she'd walked past. At the time, she'd convinced herself it was coincidence. But then she'd tested her theory during a board meeting, deliberately taking the long way around the table when delivering handouts. His sentence had trailed off mid-word.

Powerful knowledge, that.




She saw the exact moment he noticed.




His grip on his pen tightened until his knuckles went white.




His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed, like he was struggling to maintain that famous control.




His blue eyes darkened, following her every step like he was utterly entranced, like she was the only thing in his universe worth watching.




Good.




So much for that professional distance he was always preaching about.




Eyes up here, Mr. CEO, she thought smugly, enjoying the reversal. After months of his deliberate touches and lingering glances that left her flustered and stammering, it was deeply satisfying to see him affected—to know she held this power over him.

The pen in his hand looked dangerously close to snapping as she approached, his knuckles white with tension. She'd seen those hands sign multi-million dollar contracts without so much as a tremor, yet now they were betraying every ounce of his carefully maintained composure.

Daniella, he said, her name a warning and a plea all at once. His voice had dropped to that dangerous register that seemed reserved solely for moments when they were alone—slightly rougher, slightly deeper than his boardroom voice.




When she reached his chair, she didn't stop.




No more playing safe.




No more respecting boundaries that neither of them actually wanted.




This is it, she thought, her heart hammering so loudly she was certain he could hear it. Cross the line. Burn the bridge. Close the door. Pick your metaphor and commit to it.

She rounded the desk, moving into his space, invading the carefully maintained bubble of CEO authority he wore like armor. And before he could react--before he could throw up those walls he was so fond of--she placed her hands on the armrests of his chair and turned it to face her.

The expensive leather chair swiveled smoothly beneath her touch, bringing them face to face in an almost dizzying shift of power dynamics. For once, she was the one looking down at him, the one in control, the one making him react instead of the other way around.

Now, Nathaniel was trapped beneath her, his chair tilted back slightly, his body tense as she leaned in. That thousand-dollar suit wasn't helping him now.

Four months, she thought. Four months of pretending this isn't exactly where we've been heading since that first coffee collision.

The air between them seemed to crackle with electricity, heavy with anticipation and possibility. His cologne—something expensive and masculine that she'd come to recognize even with her eyes closed—enveloped her, making her head swim slightly.




Their faces were only an inch apart.




Close enough to count his eyelashes.




Close enough to see the flecks of darker blue in his eyes.




Close enough to feel the heat radiating off him.




Seven, she thought absently, noticing a tiny scar near his left eyebrow she'd never seen before. Seven freckles across his nose. How have I never noticed those before?

It was strange seeing him this close—seeing the imperfections that his carefully maintained CEO image usually obscured. The tiny lines at the corners of his eyes. The almost invisible stubble starting to show along his jaw, despite his morning shave. The slight asymmetry of his left eyebrow that somehow made him more devastatingly handsome, not less.




She could feel his breath against her lips, slightly uneven now.




Could see the way his eyes flickered down to her mouth, lingering there like a man starving.




Could practically hear his legendary self-control cracking.




It was the most exhilarating sound she'd never actually heard—the metaphorical snap of restraint, of professionalism, of carefully maintained boundaries. Like ice breaking on a frozen lake after months of winter.

Daniella, he murmured, her name more breath than sound. What are you doing?

His hands remained firmly on the armrests of his chair, not touching her—still maintaining that last thread of control, even as every other part of him screamed surrender.




And then, in a voice low and husky that she barely recognized as her own, she murmured:




Are you ever gonna actually kiss me, Nathaniel? Or do I need to submit a formal request to HR?




The words hung in the air between them, bold and unapologetic and impossible to misinterpret. No more games. No more pretending. Just honest desire laid bare.




Nathaniel Carter--the man who was never caught off guard, who always had a quick remark, who always had control--




Completely. Short-circuited.




Like someone had unplugged his brain and forgotten to restart it.




She'd seen him handle hostile takeovers without breaking a sweat. Had watched him dismantle arrogant board members with a single well-placed comment. Had witnessed him navigate PR crises with the calm precision of a surgeon.

But this—her, them, this moment—had accomplished what countless business rivals had failed to do: it had rendered the great Nathaniel Carter utterly speechless.




His brain shut down.




Windows error message. Blue screen of death.




He just stared at her, his lips slightly parted, his entire body frozen in shock.




The great CEO, rendered speechless by five words and some lipstick.




I've broken him, she thought, somewhere between amusement and alarm. Four months of strategy and corporate negotiations, and all it took was being direct. Who knew?

The silence stretched between them, expanding to fill the entire office until it seemed to press against the windows, threatening to shatter the glass with its intensity.




Daniella's confidence wavered slightly when the silence stretched past thirty seconds.




Crickets could have started chirping and it wouldn't have been more awkward.




Say something, she thought desperately. Anything. Reject me, accept me, call security—just react.

She'd prepared for many scenarios—had rehearsed comebacks for his potential responses, had braced herself for rejection, had even fantasized about immediate acceptance. But she hadn't planned for... nothing. For this complete shutdown of the man whose verbal agility was legendary in corporate circles.




Had she... misread this?




Had she just crossed a line she couldn't come back from?




Had she completely misinterpreted four months of heated glances and late-night meetings?




Doubt began to creep in, cold and insidious, undermining the confidence that had carried her into his office. Maybe those lingering looks had been something else entirely. Maybe his flirtation had been merely his natural charisma, not specific to her. Maybe she'd constructed an entire romantic narrative from nothing more than professional courtesy.

Oh God, she thought, mortification washing over her in a hot wave. I've just sexually harassed my boss. I've become a cautionary tale for workplace conduct seminars.




Her stomach tightened with nerves, and she began to pull away, retreating before she completely embarrassed herself--




Already composing her resignation letter in her head--




Dear Mr. Carter, Please accept my immediate resignation and also my sincere apologies for attempting to seduce you in your office. I promise to vacate the premises within the hour and never show my face in corporate America again. Sincerely, The Former Head of Marketing Who Is Now Moving to Antarctica...




But as soon as she moved, Nathaniel snapped back to life.




Like someone had finally hit his reset button.




And then, with zero hesitation, he grabbed her face.




Those large hands framing her jaw like she was something precious.




Something he'd been dying to touch.




His touch was electric—warm and firm and surprisingly gentle despite the urgency behind it. His palms cradled her cheeks while his fingers threaded into her hair, holding her with a reverence that made her heart stutter in her chest.




And kissed her.




Like a man breaking surface after being underwater.




Like he'd been waiting four months, three weeks, and two days to do exactly this.




(Not that she'd been counting.)




The first press of his lips against hers was surprisingly gentle, almost questioning—a stark contrast to the intensity in his eyes. But then, as if confirming she was real, that this was happening, something shifted. The careful restraint that had characterized their every interaction shattered completely.

The kiss deepened, transformed from tentative to consuming in the space of a heartbeat. All those months of tension, of carefully maintained distance, of professional pretense—gone in an instant, replaced by raw, unfiltered need.

His lips were firm against hers, insistent but not demanding, giving as much as taking. One hand slid from her face to the back of her neck, fingers tangling in her hair, drawing her closer as if he couldn't bear any distance between them.

She felt herself responding with equal fervor, her hands moving from the armrests of his chair to his shoulders, feeling the solid strength beneath that perfectly tailored suit. The fabric was smooth beneath her fingertips, but the man underneath was all hard angles and barely restrained power.

Time seemed to stretch and compress simultaneously—seconds feeling like hours while minutes passed in heartbeats. The outside world faded away until there was nothing but this moment, this man, this kiss that was rapidly destroying every notion of professional boundaries she'd ever held.

When they finally broke apart, both gasping for air, Nathaniel's eyes were darker than she'd ever seen them—midnight blue instead of their usual cerulean, pupils blown wide with desire. His perfectly styled hair was now mussed where her fingers had run through it, his immaculate tie slightly askew.

He looked thoroughly, wonderfully disheveled. And utterly magnificent.

Well, he said, his voice rougher than usual, a slight smile playing at his lips. That was... not on my calendar for today.

Maybe Sophie should pencil it in for tomorrow, she suggested, breathless and giddy with the realization that she hadn't misread anything. And the day after.

His smile widened into something dangerous and promising. I think we're going to need more than a pencil for what I have in mind.

The implication sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the office air conditioning.




Sometimes crossing lines was worth it.




Especially when they led here.




In the space of five minutes, they'd demolished four months of carefully maintained professionalism. And based on the way Nathaniel was looking at her now—like she was something to be devoured slowly, thoroughly, repeatedly—they were just getting started.

So, she said, attempting casualness despite her racing pulse, I take it HR won't be receiving that formal request?

His laugh was low and warm, rumbling through his chest where her hands still rested. I think we can handle this particular... situation... without involving Human Resources.

Handle it how, exactly? she asked, emboldened by the undeniable evidence that her attraction was very much reciprocated.

His answer came in the form of his hands tightening on her waist, drawing her even closer until she was practically in his lap, the expensive leather chair creaking slightly beneath their combined weight.

Very thoroughly, he promised, his voice dropping to that register that made her toes curl in her heels. Starting right now.

And as his lips found hers again, more demanding this time, more certain, Daniella had one last coherent thought before surrendering completely to sensation:

Four months had been worth the wait.




Chapter 22


Losing Control




The moment their lips met, it was fire.




Pure, uncontrolled, four-months-of-tension-fueled fire.




So much for that cool, corporate facade they'd both been hiding behind.




It was like a match thrown onto gasoline—instant combustion, impossible to contain, dangerous in all the right ways. Four months of restraint, of pretending, of carefully maintaining professional distance—all of it vaporized in a single heartbeat.

Oh, she thought dizzily as his mouth moved against hers. This is what all those romance novels were talking about.

There was nothing tentative about this kiss—nothing cautious or questioning. It was certainty incarnate, pure undiluted want translated into action. His lips were firm against hers, demanding and giving in equal measure, like he'd spent months choreographing this moment in his mind.

Nathaniel stood abruptly, pulling her with him, his arms locking around her waist as he deepened the kiss. Gone was the controlled CEO--in his place was a man who'd clearly reached his limit of restraint.

The movement was so sudden that she gasped against his mouth, her hands instinctively gripping his shoulders for balance. The expensive leather chair rolled backward, abandoned, as he lifted her effortlessly, his strength catching her off guard.

How is he even real? she wondered wildly as his arms tightened around her. Men like this don't exist outside of books with shirtless men on the covers.

But he was real—undeniably, overwhelmingly real. From the solid warmth of his chest against hers to the slight scratch of evening stubble against her chin, every sensation confirmed that this wasn't another late-night fantasy. This was happening.

Daniella barely had a chance to react before she found herself pushed back against the desk, his body pressing into hers, his mouth moving against hers with a hunger that had been building for months. That expensive desk was finally being put to good use.

The polished mahogany surface was cool and hard against her thighs, a stark contrast to the heat of his body against hers. The desk that had witnessed countless business deals, strategy sessions, and corporate decisions was now the stage for something decidedly unprofessional.

If this desk could talk, she thought giddily. The board would need therapy.




She loved every second of it.




Loved the way his control finally snapped.




Loved how those perfect suits couldn't hide his want anymore.




His impeccable charcoal suit—the one that had intimidated executives and clients alike—was now rumpled beneath her fingers as she clutched at his shoulders, his back, anywhere she could reach. The crisp white shirt that had started the day perfectly pressed was now wrinkling under her touch.

She felt a savage thrill at being the one to disrupt his flawless appearance—at being the reason Nathaniel Carter, who could stare down hostile takeovers without blinking, was now breathing hard against her neck, his composure thoroughly shattered.

She gasped softly as his hands wandered, sliding down her waist, pulling her closer. Those hands that usually signed million-dollar contracts were now mapping every curve like they were memorizing territory.

I've imagined this, he murmured against her mouth, the confession seemingly dragged from him against his will. For months. Every meeting. Every elevator ride. Every time you walked into a room.

Show me, she challenged, her voice barely recognizable—breathless and bold in a way she'd never heard herself sound before. Show me exactly what you imagined.

His fingers tightened on her hips in response, drawing her impossibly closer until not even a whisper could pass between their bodies. One hand slid up her back, the other remained firmly on her hip, possessive and steadying.

Her fingers tangled in his dark hair, tugging slightly, which earned her a low groan from deep in his chest. So much for his perfectly styled CEO hair. She'd been wanting to mess it up for months.

I knew it, she thought triumphantly. I knew that perfect hair was begging to be ruffled.

The dark strands were surprisingly soft between her fingers, silky and thick. She'd spent countless meetings imagining how it would feel, and the reality didn't disappoint. She tugged again, harder this time, and was rewarded with another groan—deeper, almost primitive.

Careful, he warned against her lips, his voice a dangerous rumble. You're playing with fire.

Maybe I like getting burned, she countered, pulling back just enough to see his eyes—those impossibly blue eyes now dark with desire, pupils blown wide.

God, you're going to ruin me, he muttered before capturing her mouth again, more urgently this time.

She felt completely consumed--as if the tension between them had finally exploded into something neither of them could control. Like a champagne bottle finally popping after being shaken for far too long.

Every nerve ending seemed hyper-aware—the pressure of his lips, the warmth of his hands through her dress, the solid strength of his body against hers. Four months of accidental touches and lingering glances had been merely the prelude to this symphony of sensation.

His mouth moved from her lips to her jaw, then down to the sensitive skin of her neck, leaving a trail of heat in its wake. Each press of his lips against her pulse point made her gasp, each gentle scrape of teeth made her fingers tighten in his hair.

I've thought about this, he confessed against her skin, his breath hot against her neck. Thought about you. Here. On this desk. Until I couldn't focus on anything else.

During meetings? she asked breathlessly, her head tilting back to give him better access.

Especially during meetings, he confirmed, his teeth grazing her earlobe in a way that made her shiver. Do you have any idea how distracting you are when you're presenting budget reports?

She laughed, the sound quickly transforming into a gasp as his hands slid higher. Budget reports? Really? That's what does it for you? I'll have to remember that for my next presentation.

It's not the reports, he clarified, pulling back to look at her with those devastating eyes. It's you. Your confidence. Your intelligence. The way you command attention without even trying.

At some point, her legs wrapped around his waist, anchoring herself to him as he tipped her back against the hard surface of his desk. Several important-looking papers fluttered to the floor. She had a feeling neither of them cared about quarterly reports right now.

Your desk organization system is terrible, she managed to tease between kisses, hearing the distinct sound of a pen rolling off the edge to join the scattered documents. Does your assistant know you're this messy?

I'll send a memo, he replied dryly, his hands sliding down to her thighs, fingers digging slightly into the fabric of her dress. Right after I finish thoroughly kissing my Head of Marketing.

Very thorough, she agreed, gasping as his mouth found a particularly sensitive spot on her neck. Very... detailed work.

I like to be comprehensive, he murmured against her skin, his voice a vibration she could feel through her entire body. Leave no stone unturned. Or in this case... His hand slid higher, making his meaning abundantly clear.




The kiss turned hotter, deeper, more desperate--




Like they were trying to make up for four months of restraint in one moment--




And then--




Reality crashed down on them.




A phone rang—his desk line, the shrill sound cutting through the heated fog like a bucket of ice water. Then, almost simultaneously, they became aware of voices just outside the door—the marketing team returning from their lunch meeting, their chatter muffled but unmistakable.




They were at work.




In his office.




With people just outside the door.




Including Sophie, who was probably taking bets on how long this would take.




Sophie's going to be insufferable, Daniella thought, the real world crashing back with alarming speed. She's probably already ordered 'I told you so' t-shirts.

Nathaniel was the first to break away, his breathing ragged, his forehead resting against hers as they both tried to compose themselves. His usually perfect hair was a mess, his tie askew, and his eyes were darker than she'd ever seen them.

Timing, he muttered, his voice still rough with desire. Has never been my enemy until now.

The phone continued to ring, insistent and oblivious to the moment it was interrupting. Nathaniel made no move to answer it, his gaze still locked with hers, his hands still firmly on her waist.

You should probably get that, she said, not making any effort to disentangle herself from him. It could be important.

It's not, he replied with absolute certainty. Nothing is more important than what just happened.

The sincerity in his voice, the raw honesty—it was almost more intimate than the physical passion they'd just shared. This wasn't just desire; it was something deeper, something that had been building alongside the tension for the past four months.

Daniella let out a breathless laugh, smoothing her hands down his chest before she glanced up at him with mischief dancing in her eyes. Well, she quipped, that answers that. Though I might need a few more data points to be sure.

Data points? he repeated, a slow smile spreading across his face. Is that your professional assessment? That we need more... research?

Thorough research, she confirmed, enjoying the way his eyes darkened at her implications. Multiple trials. Different variables. It's the only scientifically sound approach.

I've always appreciated your commitment to thoroughness, he said, his voice dropping to that dangerous register that made her toes curl. Though I'm thinking we might need a more private laboratory for these... experiments.

The phone finally stopped ringing, leaving them in silence broken only by their still-uneven breathing and the muffled sounds of office life beyond the door.

Nathaniel let out a gruff chuckle, running a hand through his disheveled hair. You're going to be the death of me, he muttered, his voice rough in a way that made her want to forget about work entirely.

He looked thoroughly wrecked—his hair sticking up where she'd run her fingers through it, his tie hanging loose around his neck, the top button of his shirt somehow undone. There was a smudge of her lipstick at the corner of his mouth, a vibrant red against his tanned skin.

But what a way to go, she teased, her lipstick now definitely ruined and definitely all over his collar. That would be fun to explain to his dry cleaner.

She reached up to wipe away the lipstick from his face, but he caught her wrist, bringing her hand to his mouth instead and pressing a kiss to her palm that was far too tender for the heated moment they'd just shared.

Leave it, he said quietly. I want to remember this moment.

Something squeezed in her chest—something warm and dangerous and far too complicated to examine in a disheveled office with half the marketing department outside.

Pretty sure neither of us is going to forget, she replied, trying to lighten the suddenly weighted atmosphere. Though your assistant might need therapy after seeing you like this.

He chuckled, reluctantly releasing her and stepping back. The loss of his warmth was immediate and unwelcome, but necessary if either of them was going to be able to function for the rest of the workday.

Daniella straightened her clothes, her lips still swollen from his kiss, and turned on her heel, heading toward the door. Her legs were only slightly shaky. A minor victory.

How do I look? she asked, turning back to him with a gesture that encompassed her entire disheveled appearance.

Nathaniel's eyes traveled over her slowly, thoroughly, in a way that made her want to lock the door and forget about the rest of the day entirely.

Like a woman who's been thoroughly kissed, he said finally, his voice still carrying that rough edge. And beautiful. Impossibly beautiful.

She felt the warmth of a blush spreading across her cheeks, which seemed ridiculous after what they'd just done on his desk. Smooth talker, she accused. No wonder you're so good at negotiations.

I'm only stating facts, he countered, making a halfhearted attempt to straighten his tie. Though if I were negotiating, I'd be trying to convince you to stay.

Before she stepped out, she tossed over her shoulder: I'll head back to work. We can discuss this more later. She paused, then added with a wicked grin, Maybe somewhere with fewer... witnesses?

The promise hung in the air between them, charged with possibilities and implications that sent a fresh wave of heat through her body.

My place, he said simply. Not a question, not quite a command—somewhere in between. Eight o'clock. I'll text you the address.

Bold of you to assume I'm free tonight, she replied, raising an eyebrow. I might have plans.

Cancel them, he suggested, that familiar CEO authority creeping back into his voice. Then, softening slightly: Please.

The please was what did it—that small acknowledgment that for all his confidence, he wasn't taking this for granted. Wasn't taking her for granted.

Eight o'clock, she confirmed with a nod. I'll bring wine.

Just bring yourself, he countered, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her heart skip. That's all I want.

And then, with one last smirk that would have made his famous one proud, she disappeared into the hallway, leaving a completely wrecked Nathaniel Carter standing in his office, watching her go.




She couldn't see his face, but she was pretty sure that famous CEO composure was thoroughly shattered.




Good.




The satisfaction of having finally broken through that perfect control, of having made Nathaniel Carter—the man who could stare down corporate rivals without blinking—completely lose his composure, was almost as intoxicating as the kiss itself.




A Line Had Been Crossed.




Several lines, actually.




And a desk.




And probably some very important paperwork.







Chapter 23


Aftermath of a Kiss

Daniella closed the door behind her, stepping out of Nathaniel's office and into the hallway, her legs feeling distinctly less stable than they had four minutes ago.

Keep it together, she commanded herself silently. One foot in front of the other. Act normal. Pretend you weren't just sprawled across your boss's desk doing things that would make HR spontaneously combust.

And then she just stood there--back against the door, heart pounding in her chest, her breath coming in short, uneven bursts. Like she'd just run a marathon in heels. Which, considering what had just happened on that desk, wasn't far off.

The hallway seemed unnaturally bright after the heated dimness of Nathaniel's office. The overhead lights felt almost accusatory in their fluorescent intensity, as if specifically designed to highlight every rumpled inch of her formerly presentable appearance.




Holy. Hell.




She had actually done it.




She had kissed Nathaniel Carter.




Correction--Nathaniel Carter had kissed her.




Like she was water in a desert.




Like he'd been thinking about it for exactly as long as she had.




Maybe longer, she thought, remembering the intensity in his eyes when he'd finally snapped, the barely leashed control in his hands as they'd pulled her closer. That wasn't the response of a man caught off guard—that was the response of a man who'd been restraining himself for far too long.

Her lips still tingled from the pressure of his, sensitized and slightly swollen in a way that would be difficult to explain if anyone looked too closely. Which, given the gossip mill at Harper & Co., was practically guaranteed to happen within the next thirty seconds.

And not just a kiss. That had been... something else entirely. Something that probably violated several workplace conduct policies and definitely ruined his perfectly organized desk.

Reports were scattered everywhere, pens knocked to the floor, his leather blotter askew. She'd even heard the distinct sound of a paperweight hitting the carpet at one point, though she'd been far too distracted by his mouth on her neck to care about office supplies at the time.

I just made out with the CEO, she thought, a bubble of hysterical laughter threatening to escape. On his desk. During office hours. Is this a fireable offense? Or a promotion? Is there a corporate policy for 'desk activities with your direct superior'?

She bit her lip, trying to compose herself, but the warmth still lingered--the feel of his hands on her waist (those hands that usually signed million-dollar deals), his breath against her skin (making promises without words), his body pressing against her like he had completely lost control (goodbye, Mr. Always-In-Control CEO).

Her body still hummed with awareness, electric currents running just beneath her skin where he had touched her. She could still feel the phantom pressure of his fingers digging into her hips, the weight of his body pressing her against the unyielding surface of the desk, the warmth of his breath against her ear when he'd whispered things that made her blush just remembering them.




She was in so much trouble.




The kind of trouble that came with blue eyes and designer suits.




The kind of trouble that made her want to march right back into that office.




Because as earth-shattering as that kiss had been, it had only whetted her appetite for more. It was like taking a single bite of the most decadent dessert imaginable and then being told to walk away. Impossible. Unthinkable.

Eight o'clock, she reminded herself, forcing her hand away from the doorknob it was instinctively drifting toward. Just make it until eight o'clock. Then you can... continue this discussion. In private. Without an entire company of witnesses.




A throat cleared nearby.




The sound might as well have been a bucket of cold water.




Reality crashed back with humiliating force. She wasn't alone in this hallway. This very public hallway. In a corporate office. Where she was supposed to be a professional.

Oh God, she thought, feeling heat crawl up her neck that had nothing to do with Nathaniel's kisses and everything to do with mortification. Please let it be a maintenance worker. Or the mail guy. Someone who won't recognize me or notice the fact that I look like I've been thoroughly kissed.

Daniella's head snapped up just in time to see Sophie standing at her desk, arms crossed, giving her a look that was far too entertained. Like she'd just watched her favorite rom-com play out in real time.

Of course it's Sophie, she thought with resignation. The woman who's been running an office pool on our love life. Who probably has a 'Nathaniel and Daniella' scrapbook hidden in her desk drawer. Perfect.




The woman raised an eyebrow, then subtly pointed to her own lips before mouthing:




Fix your lipstick. Unless you want the entire office to know exactly what kind of 'meeting' you just had.




Sophie's expression was a masterpiece of barely contained glee mixed with genuine concern. The kind of look that said I've been waiting for this forever but also you might want to handle the evidence before someone less supportive notices.




Daniella's eyes widened in horror.




Her hands flew to her mouth, realizing that--oh God--her lipstick was probably smeared all over the place. And if it was all over her...




Oh no, she thought with dawning horror. My lipstick. My very red, very obvious, very much not on my lips anymore lipstick.

She hadn't even thought about it in the heat of the moment—hadn't considered the fact that the bold red she'd applied so carefully this morning would leave evidence of their activities. Very visible, very incriminating evidence.

It's on his collar, isn't it? she whispered desperately to Sophie.

Sophie glanced toward Nathaniel's closed door with a knowing look, then back to Daniella with undisguised amusement.

Sophie's grin widened. Let's just say his dry cleaner is going to have some questions. Red really isn't his color.

Though it looks surprisingly good on his jawline, she added with a wink. Very festive. Like Christmas came early. Which, based on the sounds coming from that office, it did.

Sophie! Daniella hissed, mortified.

What? Sophie shrugged innocently. I'm just making observations. Very quiet, very discreet observations. Unlike whatever was happening in there, she added, nodding toward the office door.

Daniella groaned. This isn't happening.

The full reality of the situation was beginning to sink in. She had just had an extremely unprofessional encounter with her boss—her incredibly visible, incredibly high-profile boss—in his office, during working hours, with only a locked door between them and the entire corporate gossip mill.

And based on Sophie's reaction, it hadn't been the subtle, deniable encounter she might have hoped for in retrospect.

Oh, it definitely happened, Sophie smirked, pulling a compact mirror from her desk drawer and sliding it across to her. And based on your hair, it happened several times.

Daniella snatched the compact and flipped it open, immediately wincing at her reflection. Her carefully styled hair now looked like she'd been caught in a windstorm—or, more accurately, like someone had been running their fingers through it repeatedly. Her lipstick was indeed a disaster, smeared beyond the outline of her lips in a way that left little doubt about what she'd been doing.

I look like I've been mauled, she muttered, attempting to smooth her hair.

By a very handsome, very expensive predator, Sophie agreed cheerfully. The kind that wears Armani and signs paychecks.

Not helping, Daniella groaned, frantically trying to fix her appearance with just the tiny mirror and her fingers. It was like trying to repair a car crash with a band-aid.

Sophie, ever the supportive friend, simply grinned, shot her a thumbs up, and returned to her work. But not before adding under her breath, About time someone messed up that perfect hair of his.

You knew? Daniella asked, pausing in her desperate grooming efforts.

Honey, Sophie replied with an eye-roll worthy of an Olympic medal, everyone knew. The only people who didn't know were you two—and even that's debatable. The tension between you could power the entire eastern seaboard.

It wasn't that obvious, Daniella protested weakly.

Sophie's expression was pitying. Last week, he walked into a door because you bent over to pick up a pen. A door. The man who negotiates billion-dollar deals without breaking a sweat couldn't navigate basic architecture because of your pencil skirt.

That was—he was distracted by... work stuff, Daniella insisted, though she distinctly remembered the incident—and the heated look Nathaniel had given her before his collision with the conference room door.

Sure, Sophie drawled. Work stuff. Very important CEO work stuff that just happened to coincide with you bending over.

Daniella whipped around and practically sprinted to the bathroom, her heels clicking a frantic rhythm against the floor. Though not as frantic as her heartbeat.

Fix yourself, she muttered as she speed-walked down the hallway, nodding with forced casualness at a passing colleague who definitely gave her disheveled appearance a double-take. Fix your face, fix your hair, fix your dignity—though that last one might be a lost cause.

Oh, and Daniella? Sophie called after her, voice dripping with amusement. You might want to straighten your skirt. Unless you want everyone to know exactly what happened to those quarterly reports.

Daniella froze mid-step, glancing down at her skirt which had, indeed, twisted around nearly 90 degrees from its original position. How had she not noticed that?

Because you were too busy remembering his hands on your thighs, her brain supplied helpfully. And his mouth on your neck. And his—

Thank you, Sophie, she called back without turning around, her voice strained. What would I do without you?

Probably get caught making out with the CEO more often, Sophie replied cheerfully. Though based on today's performance, I'd say that's still a distinct possibility.




Daniella's face burned hotter than the kiss that had gotten her into this mess.




Though 'mess' was relative.




Some messes were worth making.




Especially ones that involved CEO's and desktop activities.




Worth it, she decided, quickly adjusting her skirt as she continued her bathroom-bound mission. Completely, utterly worth it.

Because for all the embarrassment, for all the potential complications, for all the office gossip that was undoubtedly already spreading like wildfire—nothing could diminish the reality of what had happened in that office. The heat in his eyes, the urgency in his touch, the way he'd looked at her like she was everything he'd ever wanted.

Worth any amount of disheveled hair and smeared lipstick.




She just hoped Nathaniel was having as much trouble composing himself as she was.




Based on the sound of something dropping in his office, followed by a muffled curse, she'd say that was a yes.




She couldn't help the small, satisfied smile that tugged at her lips at that thought. The great Nathaniel Carter, master of boardrooms and corporate negotiations, was currently fumbling with office supplies and cursing like a sailor. Because of her. Because of what they'd done.

There was something deeply gratifying about that knowledge—about having been the one to finally crack that perfect CEO facade.




At least Sophie was on their side.




Even if she was never going to let them live this down.




Ever.




Till death do us part, Daniella muttered, picturing the teasing she would endure for the foreseeable future. Or at least until some bigger office scandal comes along.

Though, given what had just transpired on that desk—and what was likely to happen at eight o'clock tonight—she suspected their scandal would hold the top spot for quite some time.

And honestly? She couldn't bring herself to mind.




Chapter 24


A Moment of Panic

Inside the women's restroom, she rushed to the mirror, gripping the sink as she took in her reflection like she was examining a crime scene. And in a way, she was--the crime being what they'd just done to several important corporate documents.

Evidence of misconduct, Exhibit A: one completely disheveled marketing director, she thought grimly, leaning closer to assess the damage.

The bright fluorescent lighting of the executive bathroom was merciless, highlighting every smudge, every stray hair, every hint of what had just transpired in the CEO's office. It was like being interrogated by lightbulbs.




Her lipstick was, in fact, a mess.




Definitely not the executive chic look she'd started the day with.




More like just made out with the CEO chic.




Which, technically, she had.




The bold red that had been so carefully applied that morning was now smeared beyond the borders of her lips, with noticeable gaps where it had transferred to... other surfaces. Like Nathaniel's mouth. And jaw. And collar. And possibly several quarterly reports that would now be decorated with crimson evidence of corporate indiscretion.

Note to self, she muttered, wetting a paper towel, invest in kiss-proof lipstick if this is going to become a regular occurrence.

The thought of it becoming regular sent a fresh wave of heat through her body, followed immediately by a surge of panic. Was this going to be regular? A one-time thing? Something in between? They hadn't exactly discussed the parameters of their relationship before she'd practically attacked him in his office.




Her hair was slightly tousled.




Those perfectly styled waves now looked decidedly... well, handled.




By very specific hands.




Very talented hands.




(Stop thinking about his hands, Daniella.)




Her carefully arranged hair—which had taken twenty minutes and half a can of hairspray to perfect this morning—now looked like she'd been caught in a very localized windstorm. Or, more accurately, like someone had been running their fingers through it repeatedly, gripping it at moments of particular... intensity.

His hands should be registered as lethal weapons, she thought, attempting to smooth down a particularly rebellious section. Along with his mouth. And that thing he did with—nope, not going there. Not while trying to fix myself in a public bathroom.




And her cheeks were still flushed pink.




Like she'd just run a marathon.




Or been thoroughly kissed against a mahogany desk.




(Also stop thinking about the desk.)




The flush extended down her neck and disappeared beneath the neckline of her dress, a roadmap of where his lips had traveled. It was the kind of color that couldn't be faked with makeup—a genuine, physical response to what had just happened. The kind that announced I've just been thoroughly kissed to anyone with functioning eyesight.

Great, she muttered, fanning her face futilely. I look like I'm either having an allergic reaction or coming down with a fever. Or like I've just been pressed against imported mahogany while the CEO of Harper & Co. did things that would make the board of directors collectively faint.

She groaned, grabbing a tissue and fixing the damage, trying to restore herself to some semblance of professionalism. Though professional felt like a joke after what had just happened in that office. That very expensive, very solid office furniture would never be the same.

Poor desk, she thought as she scrubbed at her smeared lipstick. You've probably witnessed strategy sessions and corporate takeovers, and now you've been defiled by a marketing director with questionable impulse control.

She wet another paper towel and carefully removed the last traces of her lipstick, deciding it was safer to go bare-lipped than to attempt a hasty reapplication. Her hands were still too shaky to trust with anything requiring precision.

Okay, hair next, she muttered, pulling a small brush from her purse. Though I'm pretty sure 'thoroughly kissed' isn't a hairstyle featured in any corporate handbook.

It took several minutes of determined brushing, strategic bobby pins, and a silent prayer to whatever deity oversaw workplace indiscretions before her hair looked somewhat presentable again. Not perfect—nothing short of a professional stylist could undo the aftermath of Nathaniel's enthusiastic attention—but passable for someone who might have, say, gotten caught in a strong breeze. During an indoor meeting. With no windows open.

Plausible deniability, she told her reflection. That's what we're going for here.

As she fixed the last strands in place, the bathroom door swung open, sending her heart rate skyrocketing as Megan from accounting walked in.

Megan paused, taking in Daniella's flustered appearance with raised eyebrows. Rough meeting? she asked, her tone suggesting she had a pretty good idea what kind of meeting it might have been.

You could say that, Daniella replied, aiming for casual and missing by several miles. Budget discussions. Very... heated.

Mmhmm, Megan nodded knowingly. With Mr. Carter, I'm guessing? He tends to get very... passionate about budgets.

The emphasis she placed on passionate made it clear the corporate grapevine was already working overtime.

Is it that obvious? Daniella groaned, abandoning the pretense.

Megan grinned. Only to those of us who've had a front-row seat to the Nathaniel-and-Daniella show for the past four months. Don't worry, most people are just relieved you two finally did something about all that tension. It was making meetings uncomfortable.

With that reassuring (?) comment, Megan disappeared into a stall, leaving Daniella to contemplate the apparently public nature of her supposedly private attraction.

By the time she returned to her own office, she finally had a moment to breathe. And think. Which, as it turned out, might not have been the best thing.

Her office—usually a sanctuary of organization and professional accomplishment—now felt like an interrogation room. The silence pressed in around her, giving her traitorous brain the perfect opportunity to replay every detail of what had just happened in Nathaniel's office. The heat of his mouth. The pressure of his body. The sound he'd made when she'd tugged his hair.




Only... now that she had a second to think, something else started creeping in.




A small, nagging worry at the back of her mind.




Like a hangover after really good champagne.




Oh no, she thought, the first tendrils of doubt threading through her post-kiss euphoria. What have I done?

She paced the length of her office, heels clicking against the hardwood in a rhythm that matched her racing thoughts. Three steps one way, pivot, three steps back. Like a caged animal suddenly aware of its confinement.




Things were going to be different now.




That was an understatement.




You don't just kiss your boss like that and go back to normal water cooler chat.




Hey Bob, how was your weekend? Mine was great. By the way, I made out with the CEO on his desk yesterday. Pass the creamer?

The absurdity of attempting normal workplace interactions after what they'd done made her almost laugh, but the sound died in her throat as more serious concerns took hold.




She had crossed a line, and as much as she had wanted to do it (God, had she wanted to), she couldn't help but wonder--




Had she moved too fast?




What if she had misread everything?




What if Nathaniel regretted it?




What if he was in his office right now, arranging for her transfer to their Antarctica branch?




It's an extreme reaction, she admitted to herself, but then again, the man owns the company. If anyone can create an Antarctica branch overnight, it's Nathaniel Carter.

She sank into her chair, the expensive leather offering little comfort as her mind raced through increasingly catastrophic scenarios. She pictured herself clearing out her desk, Sophie's pitying looks, the water cooler whispers following her to the elevator. The corporate equivalent of a walk of shame.

Maybe I've watched too many workplace drama shows, she muttered, reaching for her water bottle with unsteady hands. Not every office romance ends in disaster and public humiliation.

Though the statistics weren't exactly encouraging. Especially when one party was the literal head of the company and the other was a recently promoted executive who'd just demonstrated questionable judgment by mauling said head of company on his own desk.

And then, there was another worry entirely--one that made her stomach twist uncomfortably like she'd eaten month-old sushi.




Since she had magically transformed into her current self four months ago, she hadn't been on a single date.




Not one.




Zero.




Nada.




The realization hit her like a bucket of ice water. She'd been so busy adjusting to her new life, new body, new career that dating had been the furthest thing from her mind. Until Nathaniel. Until those blue eyes and that infuriating smirk had commandeered her every thought.




Hell, even in her past life as a man, she had never really been with anyone.




No relationships.




No past experience.




Nothing.




Not even a fumbled kiss behind the bleachers in high school.




Dave's romantic history had been spectacularly unspectacular—a series of awkward almost-relationships that never quite materialized into anything substantial. A few dates that went nowhere. One disastrous attempt at online dating that had ended with him being ghosted after spilling beer on his date's designer shoes.

Nothing in either of her lives had prepared her for this. For him.

And now she had just thrown herself headfirst into something with a man like Nathaniel Carter--a man who exuded confidence, charm, and raw sexual energy like it was second nature. A man who probably had more experience in his little finger than she had in her entire body.

He's dated models, she reminded herself, the thought making her sink lower in her chair. Actual models. And probably socialites. And heiresses. Women who know what they're doing. Women who don't panic in office bathrooms and question every life decision they've ever made.




What the hell was she doing?




Besides apparently trying to recreate every office romance novel ever written.




Even fictional secretaries have more experience than I do, she thought miserably, her initial confidence evaporating faster than spilled coffee on hot pavement. At least they've read the instruction manual on how to seduce a CEO without looking like a complete amateur.

She grabbed a pen from her desk, clicking it nervously as her anxiety spiraled. Click, click, click—a metronome for her mounting panic.




What if she had just started something she had no idea how to handle?




Like trying to drive a Ferrari when you've only ever played Mario Kart.




The analogy was painfully apt. Nathaniel Carter was definitely a Ferrari—sleek, powerful, high-maintenance, and built for performance. And she was... what? A fumbling novice who could barely parallel park a compact car.

He's going to expect me to know what I'm doing, she realized, the pen clicking faster. He's going to expect experience, confidence, skill—all the things I absolutely do not have.

What if, later tonight, when they inevitably talked--or worse, when something else happened--she completely froze and ruined everything? What if she turned out to be as experienced at this as she was at operating the office coffee machine (which she'd broken twice this week)?

The memory of the coffee machine incidents only heightened her anxiety. On Monday, she'd somehow managed to flood the break room trying to make a simple espresso. On Wednesday, she'd pressed the wrong combination of buttons and created what the IT department had described as a caffeine bomb.

If she could catastrophically fail at something as simple as making coffee, what disasters awaited in the far more complex realm of intimate relations with Nathaniel Carter?




Her fingers tightened around the edge of her desk, her heart thudding hard in her chest like it was trying to escape.




Maybe it had the right idea.




Run, a panicky voice in her head suggested. Call in sick for the rest of the day. Change your name. Move to a different country. Become a shepherd in the mountains where no one will find you.

The dramatic suggestions would have been funny if they didn't seem increasingly reasonable with each passing second.




For the first time since she had stormed into his office with absolute certainty (and apparently temporary insanity), she felt something she hadn't expected to feel.




Fear.




The kind that made her want to hide under her desk and pretend the last hour hadn't happened.




I am way out of my depth, she acknowledged, dropping the pen and pressing her hands to her heated cheeks. I have no idea what I'm doing. None. Zero. Negative amounts of knowledge.




Because this wasn't just some casual flirtation anymore.




This wasn't just heated glances over boardroom tables.




This wasn't just Sophie's knowing smirks and office gossip.







This was real.




As real as the lipstick still probably on his collar.




As real as the papers currently scattered across his office floor.




As real as the way he'd looked at her right before everything exploded.




That look—the one that had been equal parts hunger, adoration, and something deeper she couldn't quite name—that had been real. Too real. The kind of real that couldn't be dismissed as office flirtation or professional tension. The kind of real that meant something.




And Daniella had never been more terrified in her life.




Not even that time she'd accidentally sent the wrong email to the entire board of directors.




(Though that had been pretty terrifying too.)




She'd meant to send a draft marketing plan with placeholder text, but had instead sent an early version that included her personal notes. Notes that had featured phrases like this idea is stupider than a pet rock convention and if we present this to the board, we deserve to be laughed out of the building. The damage control had taken weeks.

But this? This made that email disaster look like a minor hiccup. This had the potential for emotional carnage on a scale her newly female heart wasn't prepared to handle.




The question was: what the hell was she going to do now?




Besides possibly booking a one-way ticket to Antarctica.




At least polar bears wouldn't judge her kissing technique.




She pulled out her phone, briefly considering calling her mother for advice before immediately rejecting the idea. Her mother would be far too enthusiastic, probably already planning wedding centerpieces based on the mere existence of a kiss.

Okay, options, she muttered, forcing herself to think logically despite the emotional hurricane swirling inside her. Option one: pretend it never happened and avoid Nathaniel for the rest of my natural life.

She immediately crossed that off the mental list. For one thing, she worked directly with him. For another, they had already made plans for eight o'clock. Plans that likely involved more of what had happened on that desk, possibly with fewer clothes and more horizontal surfaces.

The thought sent another rush of heat through her body, immediately followed by a fresh wave of panic. How was she supposed to navigate the evening ahead when she had the romantic experience of a particularly sheltered nun?

Option two: fake experience. Pretend I know what I'm doing until I figure it out.

That seemed marginally better, though the potential for humiliating failure remained high. Especially given how observant Nathaniel was—the man could spot a decimal point error in a hundred-page financial report. He'd definitely notice if she had no idea what she was doing in more intimate settings.

Option three: be honest. Tell him the truth.

The thought made her stomach clench with mortification. Just picture it: Hey, so before we continue what we started on your desk, I should probably mention that I have approximately zero experience with this sort of thing. Also, I used to be a man named Dave, but that's a conversation for another time.

Yeah, that would go over well. Nothing killed the mood like admitting you were a romantic amateur who'd recently undergone a spontaneous gender transformation.

She dropped her head into her hands with a groan of pure frustration. How had her life become this complicated? Four months ago, she'd been Dave—a man whose biggest concern had been whether the hardware store was getting a new shipment of power drills.

Now she was Daniella—Head of Marketing at Harper & Co., currently panicking about her upcoming date with the CEO after making out with him on his desk with the enthusiasm of someone with far more confidence than experience.

I am so screwed, she muttered into her palms.

Then she paused, the unintentional double entendre hitting her. Or maybe not, if I completely botch this evening.

A hysterical giggle escaped her at the absurdity of the situation. Here she was, a grown woman—albeit a very new one—hiding in her office, having a complete meltdown over a kiss. A mind-blowing, earth-shattering, desk-clearing kiss, but still just a kiss.

Get it together, Daniella, she told herself firmly. You're the Head of Marketing. You closed the Richardson account. You can handle one night with Nathaniel Carter without completely falling apart.

The pep talk was marginally effective—at least enough to stop the room from spinning. But as she glanced at her computer clock and realized she had exactly seven hours and twenty-three minutes until their scheduled... meeting... the panic threatened to return full force.

Seven hours to figure out how to be a confident, experienced woman worthy of Nathaniel Carter's attention.

Seven hours to prepare for what would inevitably be the most intimidating evening of her life.

Seven hours to either come up with a plausible excuse to cancel or develop the acting skills of a Hollywood star.

Maybe I should just fake food poisoning, she muttered, reaching for her phone again. Or claim a family emergency. Or—

Before she could finish the thought, her phone buzzed with an incoming text. Her heart nearly stopped when she saw the name on the screen.

Nathaniel.




Chapter 25


A Much-Needed Girl Talk




Hours passed, but Daniella barely got anything done.




Her mind was a mess, her heart a whirlwind of emotions.




And her inbox? A disaster zone she couldn't even begin to tackle.




The afternoon had dragged on with excruciating slowness, each minute ticking by like it was deliberately prolonging her agony. The clock on her computer seemed to be moving in slow motion, as if time itself had decided to punish her for her momentary loss of professional judgment.

She stared blankly at her computer screen, the words blurring together into an incomprehensible jumble. She'd been looking at the same marketing proposal for forty-five minutes and couldn't have summarized its contents if her job depended on it. Which, technically, it did.

Focus, she muttered, blinking hard and repositioning her hands on the keyboard. You are a professional. Act like one.




She tried to focus on work, tried to drown herself in emails, reports, and marketing strategies, but every time she stilled for even a second, her thoughts went right back to Nathaniel.




To the kiss.




To the way he had grabbed her like he couldn't help himself.




To the absolute hunger in his touch.




To the way his perfect CEO composure had completely shattered.




(Stop thinking about the desk incident, Daniella. Focus.)




The desk incident, she thought with a mixture of mortification and exhilaration. Like it was a minor workplace accident and not me throwing myself at my boss like some romance novel heroine.

Every time she managed to wrangle her thoughts back to work, some small detail would ambush her—the memory of his hands tightening on her waist, the sound of his breath catching when she'd tugged his hair, the intensity in his eyes right before he'd pulled her against him.

She'd tried three different tactics to regain control of her wandering mind. First, she'd attempted to analyze the quarterly marketing reports—numbers should be emotionless and grounding, right? But somehow her brain had transformed the climbing statistics into metaphors for escalating tension, and she'd found herself blushing at a particularly impressive growth chart.

Next, she'd tried answering emails, thinking the rote task might occupy her overactive imagination. But the standard corporate phrases kept transforming in her mind: Let's circle back to this later became laden with innuendo; I'm looking forward to your input took on entirely new meanings; even Please see attached somehow sounded suggestive.

Finally, she'd attempted to draft next month's campaign strategy, only to realize she'd unconsciously titled the document Strategies for Seduction instead of Strategies for Success and had to delete the entire thing before anyone noticed.




And then... to the fear that had settled in her chest after.




Had she moved too fast?




Had she made a mistake?




What if he regretted it?




What if his perfectly organized mind was currently organizing her transfer papers?




What if--




The spiral of anxiety had only gained momentum as the afternoon progressed. Each passing hour without a word from Nathaniel had fed her growing certainty that she'd made a catastrophic error in judgment—one that couldn't be fixed with an apology email or a carefully worded memo.

Maybe he's just busy, she reasoned, checking her phone for the fifteenth time in ten minutes. He is the CEO. He has responsibilities. Important, CEO-type responsibilities that don't include reassuring the marketing director who mauled him in his office.

But the longer the silence stretched, the more her doubts multiplied. She'd gone from wondering if she'd been too forward to practically drafting her resignation letter in her head.




A soft click interrupted her spiral.




The kind of click that usually preceded either very good news or very bad news.




Her head jerked up at the sound, adrenaline spiking through her system. Was it Nathaniel? Had he finally emerged from his office to either continue what they'd started or to regretfully inform her that her services would no longer be required at Harper & Co.?




Daniella looked up just in time to hear the sound of her office door locking.




Her brows furrowed until she spotted Sophie, standing by the door with her arms crossed, a concerned expression on her face.




Like a relationship interventionist about to stage a rescue.




Oh thank God, Daniella thought, relief washing through her. Not Nathaniel. Though whether that's good or bad remains to be seen.

Sophie looked like a woman on a mission, her usual professional demeanor replaced by the determined focus of someone who'd witnessed one too many romantic comedies and had decided to take matters into her own hands.

Daniella blinked. Uh... Sophie?

She tried for casual, as if being caught mid-panic attack by the CEO's assistant was a normal Tuesday occurrence. As if her office wasn't currently a shrine to overthinking and professional anxiety.

The secretary tilted her head. Alright, spill.

The demand was direct, bordering on bossy—typical Sophie. In the four months since Daniella had taken on her executive role, Sophie had become more than just a colleague. She'd become a confidante, a guide through the corporate landscape, and occasionally, as now appeared to be the case, an unwanted but probably necessary voice of reason.

Daniella hesitated. Spill... what?

She knew exactly what Sophie meant, but some small, desperate part of her still clung to the hope that maybe, just maybe, the entire office didn't know about her desk adventures with the CEO.

Sophie gave her a pointed look, moving to sit on the edge of Daniella's desk. Don't play dumb. You've been walking around like you just saw a ghost. And given what I saw when you walked out of Nathaniel's office earlier--not to mention that impressive lipstick artwork you left on his collar--I'm guessing this has something to do with a certain devastatingly handsome CEO who's currently sitting in his office looking like someone short-circuited his brain.

Sophie's voice was a mixture of amusement and genuine concern, the tone of someone who was enjoying the drama but also worried about its protagonists.

Is it that obvious? Daniella wanted to ask, but the question felt redundant given Sophie's detailed assessment.

Daniella swallowed hard. I don't--

Denial, she thought. That's my strategy? Really? When Sophie literally saw me stumble out of his office looking like I'd been hit by a hurricane?

Sophie narrowed her eyes. Girl, I've seen security footage less obvious than whatever happened in that office.

The comparison startled a laugh out of Daniella despite her anxiety. Sophie had a way of cutting through tension with her particular brand of blunt humor.

I'm not sure if that makes me feel better or worse, Daniella admitted. Though if there actually is security footage, I think I'll need to tender my resignation immediately.

Don't be dramatic, Sophie scoffed. If we fired everyone who had an inappropriate moment in that building, we'd lose half the staff. Including Jenkins from Accounting, who thinks no one knows about his after-hours 'budget meetings' with his assistant.

Daniella sighed, deflating slightly like a balloon that had just realized it was afraid of heights.




She mulled it over for a second, debating whether or not she should say anything.




But then, with a deep breath, she decided to come clean--or at least, an altered version of the truth.




Because I magically transformed into a woman four months ago probably wouldn't go over well.




Definitely leaving that part out, she thought. Sophie's open-minded, but 'I used to be a man named Dave who sold hardware' might be pushing the boundaries of workplace confidence.

...I've never done this before, Daniella admitted, voice quiet.

The confession felt like jumping off a cliff—terrifying but somehow freeing. It was the first time she'd acknowledged her inexperience aloud to anyone besides her mother.

Sophie frowned. Done what? Sexually harassed office furniture?

The unexpected response caught Daniella completely off guard. Leave it to Sophie to cut through tension with the conversational equivalent of a chainsaw.

Daniella choked on air. Sophie!

She felt her face heating to temperatures that could probably melt steel, the blush spreading down her neck and across her chest. It was one thing to privately acknowledge what had happened on that desk, and quite another to have it so bluntly named by someone else.

What? I saw those papers on the floor. That desk has seen things.

Sophie's expression was the picture of faux innocence, but the twinkle in her eye betrayed her amusement at Daniella's discomfort.

Consider it workplace collateral damage, Daniella muttered, unable to maintain eye contact. Casualties of... corporate enthusiasm.

Is that what they're calling it these days? Sophie quipped. Because I'm pretty sure the official term is 'desk defamation.'




Daniella swallowed, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her blouse.




I mean--any of this, she murmured. I've never had a boyfriend. Never been on a date. Never... done anything.




Besides apparently turning office supplies into props for an impromptu romance novel scene.




The admission hung in the air between them, vulnerable and raw. It felt strange to verbalize something so personal to a colleague, even one who had become something of a friend. But the weight of her anxiety had become too much to bear alone, and Sophie—nosy and boundary-challenged as she might be—was perhaps the only person who might understand the unique predicament she found herself in.




Sophie's eyes widened slightly, but she didn't interrupt.




Which was probably a first for her.




The silence was almost more unnerving than any teasing comment might have been. Sophie was not known for her restraint when it came to commentary—the fact that she was holding back spoke volumes about how seriously she was taking this conversation.




Daniella took another breath and continued.




And now, suddenly, I've gone from nothing to... kissing a man like Nathaniel Carter in his office, she said, her voice rushing slightly as she started to spiral again. And I don't know if I've moved too fast, if he regrets it, if I'm just some regular girl and he's a CEO with a million options, and what if--




The words tumbled out in a rush of anxiety, each fear building on the last like a tower of panic about to topple. Once she started, she couldn't seem to stop—it was as if every worry she'd been harboring all afternoon was fighting to escape at once.

Sophie held up a hand. Okay, stop right there before you hurt yourself with all these mental gymnastics.

Her tone was firm but not unkind, like a coach calling a timeout before a player could injure themselves with overexertion.

Daniella's mouth snapped shut.

She took a deep breath, surprised by how much lighter she felt just having voiced her concerns aloud. Perhaps there was something to this whole talking about your feelings thing that women seemed to understand instinctively.




Sophie leaned forward, her expression serious.




Listen up and listen good, girl, she said firmly. That man in there? He is smitten. Like, teenage-boy-with-his-first-crush smitten. Like, can't-string-two-words-together-when-you-walk-by smitten.




The certainty in Sophie's voice was almost convincing—almost enough to quiet the doubts that had been plaguing Daniella all afternoon. But years of insecurity (both as Dave and as Daniella) couldn't be erased by a single reassurance, no matter how emphatic.

Daniella opened her mouth to argue, but Sophie didn't let her.

I saw him walk into a door once because you bent over to pick up a pen, Sophie continued, holding up a hand to forestall Daniella's objections. The most composed man in corporate America, with reflexes that could put a cat to shame, face-planted into solid wood because your skirt was fitted. That's not casual interest, that's full-blown, brain-melting attraction.

That was— Daniella began, but Sophie cut her off again.

He gets this look on his face when you enter a room, Sophie pressed on. Like someone just handed him the best present he's ever received. And don't even get me started on board meetings. The man can't keep his eyes off you. I've timed it—83% of any given presentation, he's looking at you instead of the slides. Jenkins thought we were having projection issues because Nathaniel kept nodding along to points no one had made yet.

He has been since the day you walked into this place. And unlike most guys who think a protein shake and a BMW make them God's gift to women, Nathaniel Carter is different.

The assessment was unexpectedly heartfelt coming from Sophie, who typically masked genuine emotion with sarcasm and office gossip. This was the most sincere Daniella had ever seen her.

Daniella felt her heart thump.

He doesn't care about your past. He doesn't care about your experience or lack of it. He doesn't care about anything except seeing you happy. And maybe destroying a few more office supplies in the process.

The man cleared his entire evening schedule when he saw you in that blue dress this morning, Sophie added. Canceled three separate meetings, including one with the board chairman that's been on the books for weeks. When I asked if he wanted me to reschedule, do you know what he said? 'Nothing is more important than tonight.'

Daniella inhaled sharply, her chest tightening.

Could it be true? Had she spent the entire afternoon panicking for nothing? The thought that Nathaniel might be as affected by her as she was by him seemed too good to be true—like the plot of one of those romance novels where the handsome billionaire falls for the ordinary girl for no apparent reason.

Except... she wasn't ordinary, was she? She was Daniella Reynolds, Head of Marketing, the woman who had landed the Richardson account when three previous executives had failed. The woman who had revitalized their entire marketing strategy in just four months. The woman who had marched into Nathaniel Carter's office and kissed him senseless on his own desk.

Perhaps she wasn't so unworthy after all.

Sophie smirked slightly. Also, fun fact? He hasn't gotten a single piece of work done since you left his office after the kiss. The great CEO can't even operate his stapler right now.

The image of composed, controlled Nathaniel Carter—the man who could negotiate million-dollar deals without breaking a sweat—struggling with basic office equipment was both endearing and hilarious.

Daniella's eyes widened. What?

Sophie laughed. I walked in to drop off some paperwork, and the man was just sitting there, staring at nothing like some lovestruck idiot. I had to call his name twice before he even noticed I was there. And his tie is still crooked. Nathaniel Carter with a crooked tie. That's like seeing Bigfoot riding a unicorn.

The mental picture was so absurd, so at odds with the Nathaniel she knew, that Daniella couldn't help but smile. The great CEO, undone by a kiss. Her kiss.

When I asked if he needed anything, he just said your name, Sophie continued, clearly enjoying the retelling. Not as a question or a statement—just 'Daniella,' like it was the answer to everything. Then he asked me if eight o'clock seemed too early, too late, or just right for dinner. Like I was some kind of dating Goldilocks.

Daniella felt a laugh bubble up, the first genuine one since she'd left Nathaniel's office hours ago. The thought of him being as discombobulated as she felt was oddly comforting—like they were both navigating this new territory with equal amounts of uncertainty.

Daniella felt her lips twitch.

Seriously, Daniella, Sophie added, her voice softer now. You don't have to be scared. You and Nathaniel? This was always going to happen. Like gravity. Or me eventually finding out what happened to that desk.

The comparison to gravity felt apt—inevitable, natural, beyond conscious control. Perhaps she'd been fighting against a force as fundamental as physics all this time, trying to maintain professional distance when everything in her had been pulling her toward him since that first coffee shop collision.




Daniella exhaled, a small smile forming.




Maybe she had been overthinking.




Maybe she had been panicking for nothing.




Because if what Sophie was saying was true...




Then Nathaniel Carter was just as wrecked by her as she was by him.




The realization was both terrifying and exhilarating—like standing at the edge of a cliff and realizing you had wings. The potential for disaster remained, but so did the possibility of something extraordinary.

He asked me what color were your eyes, Sophie added with a snort. The man has been staring into them for four months and suddenly can't remember if they're green or hazel. That's not the behavior of someone who regrets kissing you. That's the behavior of someone who can't think straight because he's too busy remembering kissing you.

After a moment, Daniella let out a small laugh, shaking her head. God, what am I even doing?

The question was rhetorical—a release of tension rather than a genuine inquiry—but Sophie answered anyway.

Sophie grinned. Falling for your hot billionaire boss, obviously. Very original. They should write a book about it. Oh wait--

She mimed opening a book, then fanned herself dramatically. Chapter 7: 'The Desk Incident.' Very steamy. Would recommend.

Daniella groaned, covering her face. When you say it like that, it sounds way more cliché.

Honey, clichés exist for a reason, Sophie countered. People like them. They work. And based on what I saw when you walked out of that office, this particular cliché is working very well for both of you.

Is he really... Daniella began, then hesitated. I mean, does he seem...

Like he's counting the minutes until eight o'clock? Sophie finished for her. Absolutely. He's checked his watch so many times in the last hour that I asked if it was broken. He said he was just making sure time was still moving.

The admission sent a flutter of butterflies through Daniella's stomach—not the anxious, panicky kind she'd been battling all afternoon, but something warmer, more pleasant. Anticipation rather than dread.

Sophie snickered. Cliché or not, you need to decide what you're doing next. Because if you think Nathaniel is going to be able to just pretend that kiss didn't happen, you're dead wrong. The man can't even look at his desk without blushing.

Is it really that obvious to everyone? Daniella asked, mortification creeping back in at the thought of the entire office witnessing their mutual discombobulation.

Only to those of us who've been watching this slow-motion train wreck of attraction for the past four months, Sophie assured her. To everyone else, you're just the marketing director who had a meeting with the CEO. A very long, very private meeting that resulted in scattered papers and smeared lipstick, but a meeting nonetheless.




Daniella bit her lip, her mind whirling again--but this time, not with fear.




With anticipation.




Because she had already made one decision today.




And now?




She was going to make another one.




The shift in her resolve must have shown on her face, because Sophie's expression transformed from concerned friend to co-conspirator in an instant.

There she is, Sophie said approvingly. That's the Daniella who marched into Nathaniel's office and turned his world upside down. Much better than the one who's been hiding in here having an existential crisis all afternoon.




She was going to see this through.




Nathaniel Carter would be hers.




And she was going to make damn sure of it.




Even if it meant replacing every piece of furniture in his office.




(Which, at this rate, might actually be necessary.)




I should probably apologize to the maintenance staff in advance, Daniella mused, a newfound confidence seeping into her voice. Or maybe send them a fruit basket as a pre-emptive thank you.

Make it a liquor basket, Sophie suggested. Considering what they might walk in on.

Sophie! Daniella exclaimed, though there was no real heat behind her objection. Something about having voiced her fears aloud and having them so thoroughly dismissed had lifted the weight from her shoulders. The panic that had been pressing down on her all afternoon had receded, replaced by a simmering excitement.

Eight o'clock suddenly couldn't come fast enough.




Sophie just grinned, clearly reading her thoughts.




That's my girl, she said, standing up. Now, maybe next time... try not to ruin quite so many quarterly reports?




She gestured to a small stack of papers on Daniella's desk—duplicates of the ones currently scattered across Nathaniel's office floor.

I had copies made, Sophie explained. Figured the originals might be... compromised. Consider it my contribution to office romance and corporate document preservation.




Daniella threw a pen at her.




Some friends were too perceptive for their own good.




But maybe that wasn't such a bad thing after all.




Thank you, she said sincerely. For the talk. And the copies. And for not judging me for turning the CEO's office into a scene from a romance novel.

Judging? Sophie echoed, feigning shock. Honey, I've been your biggest cheerleader. Why do you think I mysteriously disappeared right when you were marching toward his office this morning? Strategic retreat. I know when to make myself scarce.

With a final wink, Sophie unlocked the door and slipped out, leaving Daniella alone with her thoughts once more. But this time, those thoughts weren't spiraling toward disaster—they were building toward possibility. Toward eight o'clock. Toward Nathaniel.




Chapter 26


Dinner Invitations & Confessions




At 3 PM, Daniella's phone vibrated on her desk, nearly causing her to spill her third coffee of the day.




(The first two had been necessary after that morning's... activities.)




The sudden buzz against the polished surface sent her heart rate skyrocketing, the ceramic mug in her hand tilting dangerously before she managed to regain control. A few drops splashed onto the marketing report she'd been pretending to read for the past hour, creating small brown circles that looked suspiciously like bullet points of judgment.

Perfect, she muttered, dabbing at the stains with a tissue. Now even my coffee is critiquing my work performance. Or lack thereof.




She looked down and felt her stomach flip as she saw the name on the screen.




Nathaniel Carter.




The man who'd thoroughly destroyed her ability to look at office furniture the same way ever again.




Just seeing his name displayed on her phone was enough to send her system into overdrive—heart racing, palms suddenly damp, breathing shallow. It was like her body had developed a Pavlovian response to anything remotely connected to him.

Get it together, she told herself firmly. It's just a text. Not a marriage proposal. Not a firing notice. Just words on a screen from a man who's seen you professionally disheveled twice in one day.

With a quick inhale, she unlocked her phone and opened the message, trying not to think about how her hands were definitely not shaking.




Nathaniel: Join me for dinner in my office tonight. We have some things to discuss.




Like why there are still papers scattered across my floor.




And why my tie is ruined.




And how you managed to short-circuit my brain with one kiss.




The unexpectedly playful tone of the message caught her completely off guard. Based on his reputation for cool professionalism, she'd been expecting something far more formal—perhaps a carefully worded invitation that could be interpreted as either a date or a business meeting, depending on how the evening progressed.

Instead, he'd gone straight for flirtatious and direct, acknowledging what had happened between them with a confidence that made her cheeks warm. There was no mistaking his intentions, no corporate double-speak to hide behind. Just honesty wrapped in wit.

Short-circuit his brain? she thought, a small smile tugging at her lips despite her lingering anxiety. That's rich coming from the man who made me forget my own job title this morning.




Daniella stared at the words for a moment, her heart pounding.




He wanted to talk.




That could mean a lot of things.




Like let's discuss that incredible kiss or let's discuss your impending transfer to Siberia.




Despite Sophie's reassurances and the distinctly non-regretful tone of his message, a small part of her still worried. What if this was just his graceful way of letting her down? What if he wanted to explain why they couldn't pursue this further, why it had been a mistake?

Or what if, a more confident voice in her head suggested, he wants to continue exactly where you left off this morning? On that desk. Or maybe against that wall. Or perhaps on that rather sturdy-looking couch in the corner of his office...




But instead of letting herself spiral again (Sophie would be so proud), she smiled, quickly typing out her reply.




Daniella: I'd love to.




As long as your desk has recovered from this morning.




Her finger hovered over the send button for a heartbeat, a flash of doubt making her pause. Was that too forward? Too suggestive? Too... unprofessional? But then she remembered the way he'd looked at her as she'd left his office, the heat in his eyes, the slight dishevelment of his typically perfect appearance.

No, she decided. If anything, her response was restrained given the circumstance. Besides, he'd started it with his comment about scattered papers and ruined ties.

With a decisive tap, she sent the message, immediately experiencing the unique blend of exhilaration and terror that comes from digital flirtation with one's boss.

Well, she thought, watching the message status change to 'read,' at least if I get fired, I'll have an interesting story for my next job interview. 'Reason for leaving previous position? Oh, just some light desk defamation.'




As soon as she hit send, something inside her settled.




Her earlier fears? They were still there, lingering at the back of her mind--but now, they were drowned out by anticipation.




And maybe a little bit of pride at how thoroughly she'd managed to wreck his famous control.




The phone buzzed again almost immediately, surprising her with his quick response.




Nathaniel: The desk will survive. Though it might need therapy.




Bring your appetite. I've ordered from Maison.




Maison was one of the most exclusive restaurants in the city—the kind of place with a three-month waiting list and entrees that cost more than her weekly grocery budget. The fact that he could not only get takeout from them (did they even do takeout?) but had done so specifically for their dinner sent a clear message: this wasn't just a casual office meal. This was special.

Well played, Carter, she murmured, impressed despite herself. Very well played.




With renewed vigor, she focused on finishing her work for the day, making sure everything was wrapped up by the time 6 PM rolled around.




Though focused might be a stretch when every other thought involved certain CEOs and certain desk-related activities.




The afternoon crawled by with excruciating slowness, each minute feeling like an hour. She'd managed to respond to exactly three emails and approve one minor campaign adjustment—a far cry from her usual productivity. The rest of the time had been spent alternating between staring blankly at her computer screen and checking the clock with obsessive frequency.

Four hours and twenty-seven minutes until dinner, she'd noted at one point, then immediately wondered when she'd become the type of person who counted down to meetings with such precision. This is ridiculous. You are a grown woman, not a teenager waiting for prom.

But no amount of self-admonishment could quell the butterflies that had taken up permanent residence in her stomach. Each time she thought about seeing Nathaniel again—alone, after hours, with dinner and a locked door—her concentration evaporated like morning mist in summer heat.




By then, the office had emptied out.




Sophie had gone home (but not before throwing her a knowing wink that should be illegal).




Most of the staff had left for the day.




And now, it was just her and Nathaniel.




And probably several security cameras that were about to get an interesting show.




As the office gradually emptied, the atmosphere had shifted—the daytime bustle replaced by a quieter, more intimate energy. The overhead lights had dimmed to their evening setting, casting soft shadows across the deserted hallways. Even the usual mechanical hum of the building seemed subdued, as if the very structure was holding its breath in anticipation.

Sophie had been the last to leave, appearing in Daniella's doorway at precisely 5:55 PM with an expression that could only be described as delighted mischief.

Don't do anything I wouldn't do, she'd said, her eyebrows waggling suggestively. Which, admittedly, isn't much of a limitation.

Goodnight, Sophie, Daniella had replied pointedly, though she couldn't quite keep the smile from her voice.

Oh, I think it will be, Sophie had countered with a grin. A very good night indeed. Remember: office supply closet on the third floor doesn't have cameras. Just saying.

Before Daniella could respond to that highly inappropriate but potentially useful information, Sophie had disappeared with a final wave and that infamous wink.




Daniella made her way up to Nathaniel's office, her breath uneven as she pushed open the door.




The sight that greeted her made her pause.




She'd expected him to be waiting, perhaps seated behind his desk or standing by the windows—composed, in control, every inch the powerful CEO. Instead, what she found was something far more vulnerable and, somehow, far more appealing.




Nathaniel was sitting in his chair, facing the floor-to-ceiling windows, staring out at the city skyline, completely lost in thought.




His tie was still slightly crooked from this morning.




(She was oddly proud of that fact.)




The great Nathaniel Carter, whose appearance was typically so meticulously perfect that it seemed almost inhuman, was sitting in unguarded contemplation with visible evidence of their morning encounter still present. The crooked tie—a small, fabric testament to what had transpired between them—made something warm unfurl in her chest.

She'd done that. She'd been the one to disrupt his famous composure. To make him forget, even momentarily, about perfect Windsor knots and immaculate appearance.




The glow of the city lights was starting to take over, the sky shifting into the deep hues of twilight.




It was almost unfairly romantic.




Like something out of those romance novels Sophie was always reading.




The office was bathed in the warm golden light of sunset, transforming the sleek, modern space into something almost magical. The usual harsh lines of corporate architecture softened in the glow, creating a backdrop worthy of a cinematic moment. The scattered papers from their morning encounter had been cleared away, replaced by an elegant table setting on the low coffee table near his couch.

Of course he managed to turn an office dinner into something out of a magazine spread, she thought with a mixture of amusement and admiration. The man probably doesn't know how to do anything halfway.




For a second, she just watched him, taking in the rare sight of him looking so... unguarded.




So different from the powerful CEO who commanded boardrooms.




So different from the man who'd thoroughly kissed her senseless this morning.




There was something profoundly intimate about observing him like this—seeing a side of Nathaniel Carter that few were privileged to witness. His shoulders, usually held with such perfect posture, were slightly relaxed. His expression, visible in profile against the darkening sky, was thoughtful rather than calculating. Even the way he held himself seemed different—less the untouchable executive, more simply a man.

I could get used to this view, she thought, the realization both thrilling and terrifying. Both the skyline and the man enjoying it.




Then, slowly, she closed the door.




And locked it.




Because some lessons were worth learning twice.







The soft click of the lock pulled him out of his trance.




Like a spell breaking.




Or maybe beginning.




The sound seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet office, a deliberate announcement of her presence and, perhaps more significantly, her intentions. There was no mistaking the message conveyed by that simple action—this was to be a private evening, uninterrupted by the outside world.




Nathaniel turned, his blue eyes meeting hers, and then--




He smiled.




A real smile.




Not the calculated smirk he often used in meetings.




Not the polite expression he wore in public.




Not even the heated look from this morning that had made her forget how to breathe.




This smile transformed his entire face, softening the sharp angles and erasing the constant calculation that typically resided behind his eyes. It was genuine and warm and surprisingly boyish—as if years of corporate responsibility had momentarily lifted from his shoulders.




But a genuine, warm smile.




The kind that probably made his board members faint in shock.




The kind that made her wonder if anyone else got to see this version of him.




I've seen the man angry, focused, amused, and aroused, she thought with sudden clarity. But I've never seen him simply... happy. Until now.

The realization felt significant—like she'd been granted access to something precious and rare. A side of Nathaniel Carter that existed beyond corporate masks and professional personas. A glimpse of the man beneath the CEO title.




Something deep in Daniella's chest tightened.




Like someone had grabbed her heart and squeezed.




You came, he said, his voice softer than she'd ever heard it. As if he'd genuinely doubted she would show up, despite their messages earlier.

Did you think I wouldn't? she asked, moving further into the office, the sound of her heels muffled by the plush carpet.

I wouldn't have blamed you if you'd reconsidered, he admitted, standing to greet her properly. This morning was... unexpected. For both of us, I think.

Unexpected is one word for it, she agreed with a small smile. Desk-destroying might be another.

His laugh was warm and genuine, lacking the calculated edge his public chuckles usually carried. I think the desk will recover. Though it may never be the same.

If it helps, I don't think I will either, she replied, the words more honest than she'd intended.

Something shifted in his expression then—the lightness giving way to something more intense, more focused. The same look he'd given her right before everything had changed that morning.




He gestured to the couch, silently inviting her to sit.




At least it wasn't the desk this time.




Though given the look in his eyes, the night was still young.




The couch in question was a sleek leather affair, probably Italian and definitely worth more than her car. She'd sat on it during meetings before, but always with a respectful distance between herself and others—maintaining that bubble of professional space that corporate culture demanded.

Tonight, however, felt different. The very air seemed charged with possibility, making even this familiar space feel new and dangerous and thrilling.




She obeyed, settling onto the cushions beside him.




Close enough to feel his warmth.




Close enough to smell his cologne.




Close enough to see that his perfect hair was still slightly messed up from this morning.




His scent enveloped her as she sat—that distinctive blend of expensive cologne, fresh laundry, and something uniquely him that she'd first noticed during their desk encounter. It was intoxicating in its familiarity, triggering vivid flashbacks of his mouth on hers, his hands on her waist, his body pressing her against the unyielding surface of his desk.

I ordered dinner, he said, gesturing to the covered dishes on the coffee table. I hope you don't mind eating here rather than going out. I thought we might appreciate the privacy.

The implication hung in the air between them—that what they needed to discuss, what might happen afterward, wasn't suited for public viewing. That some conversations, some actions, required closed doors and intimate settings.

Privacy sounds perfect, she agreed, trying to ignore the way her pulse quickened at the thought. Though I have to wonder how you managed to get Maison to do takeout. I thought their waiting list was longer than most Hollywood marriages.

He smiled, that genuine one again rather than his practiced corporate version. Let's just say I know the chef. And that I may have mentioned it was for a special occasion.

And what occasion would that be? she asked, emboldened by his openness.

The beginning of something, he replied simply, his blue eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. At least, I hope so.




The air between them crackled with possibility.




And maybe a hint of property damage to come.




But that's what insurance was for, right?




The tension between them was palpable—a living, breathing entity sharing the space. Four months of restraint, of professional distance, of careful avoidance had created a pressure that had merely been vented, not released, by their morning encounter. If anything, that brief taste had only intensified the attraction, turning a slow burn into an inferno waiting to ignite.

I think, Daniella said carefully, her eyes never leaving his, that depends entirely on what 'something' entails. And whether it involves more ruined ties and scattered papers.

His smile shifted then, transforming from warm to decidedly wicked. I've been considering that very question all afternoon. In great detail.

And what conclusions did you reach? she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

Nathaniel leaned slightly closer, close enough that she could see the subtle variations of blue in his eyes, the slight shadow of evening stubble along his jaw, the faint mark of her lipstick still visible at the corner of his mouth despite his best efforts to remove it.

That perhaps, he said softly, deliberately, we should discuss those conclusions over dinner. Before we move on to... practical demonstrations.

The promise in his voice sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the office temperature and everything to do with the heat in his gaze.

Dinner first, she agreed, though food was the last thing on her mind. And then... whatever comes next.

His smile deepened, reaching his eyes in a way that made her heart perform gymnastics in her chest. I've always appreciated your strategic thinking, Ms. Reynolds. It's one of your many... talents.

As he reached forward to uncover the first dish, his fingers brushed against hers—a touch too deliberate to be accidental, too brief to be inappropriate, but charged with enough electricity to power the entire building.

Dinner would come first, yes. But they both knew it was merely the prelude to the main event. The appetizer before a much more satisfying main course.

And Daniella, despite her earlier fears, found herself very, very hungry indeed.





Chapter 27


The Confession




As soon as she sat down, she could feel herself tensing up.




Like a spring wound too tight.




Like someone about to jump out of a perfectly good airplane.




The plush leather cushion yielded beneath her weight, enveloping her in the kind of luxury that usually came with warning labels about not getting too comfortable. Under normal circumstances, sitting on a couch worth more than her monthly rent might have been intimidating enough. Add in the proximity of Nathaniel Carter and her own spiraling thoughts, and it was a wonder she hadn't spontaneously combusted.

This is fine, she thought, trying to project an outward calm that her internal organs weren't buying for a second. Just a casual evening dinner with the CEO whose office I desecrated this morning. Perfectly normal Tuesday activity.




Her hands fidgeted in her lap, her fingers twisting together as nerves began to creep in again.




(At least she wasn't near any important paperwork this time.)




She tried to keep her fingers still, but they seemed to have developed a mind of their own—twisting, untwisting, smoothing invisible wrinkles from her skirt, anything to channel the nervous energy coursing through her system. Four months of corporate meetings had taught her how to present a calm facade, but somehow those skills abandoned her the moment she was alone with Nathaniel.

So much for executive poise, she thought ruefully. I've gone from Head of Marketing to fidgeting teenager in under sixty seconds.




Nathaniel noticed.




He always noticed.




Like some kind of emotional radar in an absurdly expensive suit.




His eyes tracked the movement of her hands, missing nothing. It was the same attention to detail that made him so formidable in the boardroom—that ability to see beyond what was being presented, to catch the smallest tells, the tiniest signals. Except now, that laser focus was directed entirely at her, at her obvious discomfort.

Great, she thought. Not only am I nervous, but he knows I'm nervous. Might as well have 'AMATEUR' tattooed across my forehead.




He tilted his head, studying her with soft amusement.




The kind of look that made her want to simultaneously kiss him and throw something at him.




There was something about that particular expression—a blend of genuine curiosity and gentle teasing—that sent conflicting signals through her system. Part of her wanted to close the distance between them and finish what they'd started that morning. Another part wanted to grab one of those fancy imported water bottles on the coffee table and see if her aim had improved since high school dodgeball.




Are you nervous? he asked, his voice gentle.




As if he couldn't hear her heart trying to escape her chest.




His voice had softened to that private register—the one she'd only heard a few times before, during late-night work sessions when everyone else had gone home. Warm, slightly rough around the edges, devoid of the polished precision he used in professional settings. This was Nathaniel speaking, not CEO Carter.




Daniella inhaled sharply. ...Maybe.




Understatement of the century.




Right up there with the desk incident was mildly interesting.




She'd considered lying—saying something smooth and confident about how she was just thinking about work, or formulating some clever response to his earlier text. But something about his genuine tone made dishonesty feel impossible. Plus, given how her fingers were currently performing an interpretive dance of anxiety in her lap, denial seemed pointless.

Maybe? he echoed, his lips quirking slightly. Your hands are wrestling each other, and you haven't blinked in approximately forty-five seconds. I'd say that moves beyond 'maybe' and into 'definitely' territory.

Daniella let out a surprised laugh. Are you timing my blinks now? Is that a CEO superpower I wasn't informed about?

Only for certain marketing directors, he replied with that infuriating half-smile. It's very selective.




Nathaniel leaned back, one arm draping over the back of the couch. Why?




Looking unfairly attractive for someone who'd had his office thoroughly ransacked this morning.




The casual pose should have put her at ease—it was clearly intended to—but instead, it highlighted how comfortable he was in this situation. How in control. How utterly at home in his own skin. Meanwhile, she felt like she was wearing someone else's body, navigating someone else's life, making decisions that would impact someone else's future.

Which, in a very literal sense, she was.

Why am I nervous? she repeated, buying time while her brain frantically searched for a response that wouldn't make her sound completely unhinged. You mean besides the fact that I practically attacked you in your office this morning, traumatized your desk, ruined your tie, and am now sitting here wondering if you've scheduled my transfer to the Siberian branch between meetings?

The words tumbled out before she could filter them, a nervous rush of honesty that she immediately regretted.

His eyebrows shot up, genuine surprise flickering across his features before being replaced by something like concern. Siberian branch? Is that what you think is happening here?

Well, not specifically Siberia, she backpedaled. Maybe Antarctica. Or Mars. Wherever corporations send employees who commit egregious violations of workplace conduct policies.

We don't have a Martian branch, he replied seriously. Though I'll bring it up at the next expansion meeting if you're interested in extraterrestrial marketing opportunities.




And just like that, the dam burst open.




Like a champagne bottle that had been shaken too long.




Like every thought she'd been holding back all day.




Something about his gentle teasing, about the absurdity of discussing Martian branch offices while sitting inches away from the man she'd thoroughly kissed that morning, broke the final thread of her restraint. All the anxiety that had been building since she'd walked out of his office, all the doubts Sophie had temporarily quieted, all the fears that had been swirling in her mind—everything came rushing to the surface at once.




She couldn't stop herself.




She blurted out everything--




The words escaped in a torrent, like floodwaters finally breaking through a weakened dam. Once she started, she couldn't seem to stop—each admission leading to another, each fear connecting to a deeper worry, until she was practically gasping for breath between confessions.




That she had never been with anyone before.




That she had never been on a date.




That she had never even kissed someone before him.




(Well, technically true in this body at least.)




I have zero experience, she admitted, the words rushing out like she was afraid she'd lose her nerve if she slowed down. Not just limited experience. Not just 'it's been a while.' Literally none. You are the first person I've ever kissed. Ever. Which probably explains why I attacked you like some kind of office supply-destroying hurricane this morning.




That she had no idea what she was doing, and she was terrified that she had moved too fast.




That she worried he would regret what happened.




That she was just a regular girl and he was a CEO with a million options.




(And probably better furniture.)




And I know you're used to dating sophisticated women, she continued, unable to stem the flow of words now that they'd started. Models and socialites and people who know which fork to use at fancy dinners. People who don't panic in bathroom stalls after kissing someone. People who have actual dating histories and know how relationships work and don't risk corporate property in moments of hormonal insanity.

The last part came out in a rush, her hands gesturing wildly now as she abandoned all pretense of calm. She was vaguely aware that she probably looked deranged—eyes too wide, cheeks flushed, words spilling forth like water from a broken pipe—but she couldn't seem to rein herself in.




She unloaded it all, her voice rushing out in one long rant, not even stopping to breathe until--




Silence.




The kind of silence that made you want to book a one-way ticket to Antarctica.




Her verbal avalanche finally exhausted itself, leaving behind a stillness so profound it seemed to have physical weight. The only sound in the room was her slightly ragged breathing, her lungs finally catching up after her marathon confession.

Well, she thought with rising horror, I've managed to make an even bigger fool of myself than this morning. At least then I only destroyed office furniture. Now I've demolished any chance of being taken seriously as a human being.




Daniella finally looked up, realizing that Nathaniel hadn't said a single word.




Her stomach dropped.




Like an elevator with cut cables.




His expression was unreadable—not the carefully blank mask he wore in negotiations, but something else entirely. His blue eyes were focused entirely on her face, studying her with an intensity that made her want to squirm. Or possibly melt into the leather cushions and disappear forever.

Say something, she thought desperately. Even if it's 'security will escort you from the building.' Just end this silence before I actually expire from embarrassment.




Her worst fears started to creep in.




Sophie was wrong.




The desk incident was a mistake.




She should start packing for Siberia--




The seconds stretched like taffy, each one more excruciating than the last. All the confidence she'd built up after her talk with Sophie, all the anticipation she'd felt reading his text message—it all evaporated under the weight of his continued silence.




And then--




He moved.




The shift was so sudden it startled her—one moment he was perfectly still, the next he was leaning toward her with the kind of purposeful movement that made her breath catch.




Nathaniel reached forward, his fingers brushing against her cheek, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear.




The touch was so gentle, so deliberate, it sent a shiver down her spine.




(So much for maintaining composure.)




His hand was warm against her skin, the slight calluses on his fingertips creating a delicious friction that made her nerve endings sing. It wasn't the urgent, heated touch from that morning—this was something different. Something careful and measured and infinitely more intimate.

How does he make even tucking hair feel like a significant life event? she wondered dizzily. Is this another CEO skill they teach in business school?




Before she could even process it, he cupped her face--




And kissed her.




Deeply.




Passionately.




With so much heat and intensity, it stole the breath from her lungs.




(Good thing breathing was overrated anyway.)




This wasn't like the kiss in his office—that had been explosive, urgent, months of tension finally igniting. This was different. No less intense, but somehow more deliberate. More meaningful. His lips moved against hers with purpose, communicating without words what her anxious spiral had prevented her from seeing.

Her hands, which had been so fidgety in her lap, now found purchase on his shoulders, the expensive fabric of his suit smooth beneath her fingertips. She could feel the solid strength of him beneath the tailored exterior, the barely contained power in his frame as he leaned into her.




It wasn't rushed.




It wasn't desperate.




It was slow, purposeful--like he was trying to tell her something without words.




That none of it mattered.




That she was exactly who he wanted.




That he had never wanted anyone more.




That his office furniture budget was about to increase significantly.




His hands held her face with a reverence that made her heart ache, thumbs tracing gentle arcs along her cheekbones as his mouth continued its thorough exploration of hers. There was something almost worshipful in his touch—as if she were precious, valuable, something to be cherished rather than just desired.

Oh, she thought, the single syllable encompassing a universe of realization. This isn't just attraction. This is something else entirely.




When they finally pulled apart, Nathaniel rested his forehead against hers, his breath uneven.




Looking about as composed as she felt.




Which was not at all.




His usually perfect hair was mussed again—whether from her hands or from his own earlier distraction, she couldn't tell. His breathing was irregular, his eyes darker than their usual cerulean. Even his posture had changed—the rigid CEO bearing replaced by something more human, more vulnerable.

You've managed to dishevel him twice in one day, she thought with a flash of triumph. That has to be some kind of corporate record.




His voice was low and firm as he spoke.




None of that matters, he murmured. You are who I want, Daniella.




Her heart stuttered.




Like it had forgotten how basic functions worked.




The directness of his statement left no room for misinterpretation, no space for the doubts that had been plaguing her all day. Four simple words that somehow carried the weight of absolute certainty.

But— she began, unable to fully silence the insecurities that had been her companions since morning.




He pulled back just slightly, his blue eyes locking onto hers with absolute certainty.




You haven't been off my mind since the coffee shop, he admitted. Not once.




Not even during board meetings.




Especially not during board meetings.




The Richardson merger presentation? he continued. I agreed to terrible terms because you were wearing that blue dress and crossed your legs right when I was supposed to be negotiating the software transition timeline.

You didn't, she gasped, professional horror momentarily overriding personal butterflies.

I did, he confirmed with a wry smile. Cost the company about two million. Worth every penny for the view.




Daniella's lips parted in surprise.




Maybe Sophie's romance novel comparisons weren't so off after all.




The thought of Nathaniel Carter—corporate mastermind, negotiation wizard, the man whose business acumen was legendary throughout the industry—being distracted to the point of financial detriment was both flattering and slightly alarming.

That's... concerning from a fiduciary responsibility standpoint, she pointed out, though she couldn't keep the pleased note from her voice.

Completely irresponsible, he agreed. I should probably be removed from any meeting where you're presenting. For the shareholders' sake.




I don't care if you've never done this before, he continued. I don't care about experience or past relationships or any of that.




Though he might care about his insurance premiums after today.




His tone had shifted again, back to that rare earnestness she'd glimpsed only a few times before. The Nathaniel beneath the CEO mask, speaking truths rather than calculated statements designed to achieve specific outcomes.

Your inexperience isn't a drawback, he added softly. If anything, it's... special. That you would choose to share that with me. That you would trust me with it.

The sincerity in his voice made her throat tighten with emotion. This wasn't the reaction she'd expected—not pity or disappointment or even the polite understanding she'd braced herself for. This was something far more genuine, far more meaningful.




He exhaled, his fingers still caressing her cheek.




I haven't had a girlfriend since high school, he confessed. And even then, it wasn't serious. Work has always been my focus. I never let myself get involved with anyone because I thought it was a distraction.




The great Nathaniel Carter, admitting to being human.




Sophie would never believe this.




The admission stunned her into momentary silence. Nathaniel Carter—playboy CEO, corporate heartbreaker, the man whose dating history was the subject of tabloid speculation and office gossip—was essentially telling her he was almost as inexperienced as she was, at least when it came to actual relationships.

But the models, she blurted out before she could stop herself. The socialites. The women at galas and charity events.

PR appearances, he explained with a dismissive wave. Arranged by the company's image consultant. Good for business to be seen with the right people at the right events. Makes investors feel confident, competitors nervous. He paused, a shadow crossing his expression. But never real. Never anything that mattered.




His lips curled into a small, almost self-deprecating smile.




And then you happened.




Like a perfectly aimed wrecking ball to his carefully constructed walls.




And his desk.




The simple phrase contained multitudes—acknowledgment, wonder, perhaps even a touch of resignation, as if he'd fought against the inevitability of this connection and finally surrendered.

I happened, she repeated softly, still processing the enormity of his confession. By spilling coffee on you and then running away like I was being chased by wolves?

By being the first person in years who made me forget about quarterly reports and stock prices, he corrected. By challenging me in meetings instead of agreeing with everything I said. By looking at me like I was just a man, not a CEO or a corporate asset.




Daniella's chest ached.




In the best possible way.




The ache was physical—a tightness beneath her ribs that felt like her heart was simultaneously expanding and contracting. It was the kind of sensation poetry was written about, the kind she'd always assumed was fictional or at least greatly exaggerated. Turned out, it was alarmingly real.




I like you for who you are, Nathaniel told her, his voice softer now. Your intelligence. Your fire. Your stubbornness. The way you challenge me. The way you make me feel alive.




The way you make office furniture more interesting.




Each word was like another piece of a puzzle she hadn't known she was solving—the picture of them together becoming clearer with every syllable. This wasn't just attraction or convenience or proximity. This was something that had been building since that first collision in the coffee shop, something neither of them had been able to escape despite their best professional intentions.

You're the first person in years who's made me laugh genuinely, he continued. Not the polite chuckle I use in meetings or the strategic laugh during negotiations. Real laughter. Do you know how rare that is in my world? How valuable?

His eyes held hers, blue and intense and more open than she'd ever seen them. You're brilliant at your job. You see solutions where others see obstacles. You're not afraid to tell me when I'm wrong, which almost never happens, but when it does—




He started listing off more--




But Daniella didn't let him finish.




Because she threw herself at him.




Poor man never stood a chance.




(Neither did that couch.)




The movement was instinctive, unstoppable—a physical manifestation of the emotion that had been building with each word he spoke. One moment she was sitting beside him, processing his unexpected confession; the next she was in his lap, her arms around his neck, her mouth finding his with unerring accuracy.

This time, there was nothing careful or measured about their kiss. This was pure, undiluted need—months of tension, hours of anxiety, and the relief of mutual confession all channeled into physical connection.

His arms wrapped around her immediately, one hand spanning her lower back, the other threading through her hair to cradle the back of her head. The surprised sound he made against her mouth quickly transformed into something deeper, more primal—a growl of approval that reverberated through her entire body.

The expensive leather couch creaked beneath them as he shifted, adjusting their position without breaking the kiss. Her knees settled on either side of his thighs, the position intimate and precarious in equal measure. His hands steadied her, strong and sure, as they navigated this new arrangement.

Much better angle, she thought dizzily as his mouth moved from her lips to her jaw, then down to the sensitive skin of her neck. Definitely worth the potential furniture damage.




At least this time there weren't any important documents in the way.




Though Sophie might have questions about the state of the office tomorrow.




Again.




The thought of Sophie's knowing smirk tomorrow morning flashed briefly through Daniella's mind before being thoroughly displaced by the sensation of Nathaniel's teeth grazing her collarbone. Some concerns were simply more immediate than others.

We're going to destroy your entire office at this rate, she gasped as his hands slid lower, tracing the curve of her waist with a possessiveness that made her shiver.

Worth it, he murmured against her skin, his voice rough with desire. Every piece of furniture in this building is replaceable. You aren't.

The sentiment was so unexpectedly sweet, so at odds with their current activity, that it made her pull back slightly—just enough to see his face, to confirm the sincerity in his eyes.

What she found there stole her breath more effectively than any kiss. Desire, yes—that was evident in the darkness of his gaze, the slight flush across his cheekbones, the tension in his jaw. But there was something else too, something deeper and more meaningful. Something that looked suspiciously like tenderness.

I think, she said softly, her fingers tracing the strong line of his jaw, that Sophie was right after all.

About what? he asked, his thumbs drawing absent circles on her hips.

Daniella smiled, her earlier fears nowhere to be found. That this was always going to happen. Like gravity.

His answering smile was slow and devastating in its warmth. For once, he said, drawing her closer again, I find myself in complete agreement with my assistant's assessment.

And then there was no more need for words—only the continuing education of office furniture and the thorough exploration of possibilities four months in the making.




Chapter 28


Giving In to Desire




She kissed him, hard and desperate, emotion spilling out of her as she pushed him back onto the couch.




Apparently, desk demolition wasn't enough for one day.




The furniture budget was definitely getting an overhaul.




The force of her movement surprised even herself—this new, confident Daniella who didn't hesitate, who took what she wanted instead of overthinking every decision. One moment she was sitting beside him, processing his confession; the next she was launching herself at him with the kind of abandon that would have mortified her former self.

Who knew I had this in me? she thought fleetingly as she felt him yield beneath her unexpected assault, his body sinking back into the expensive leather cushions. Maybe being a woman comes with hidden reserves of boldness. Or maybe it's just him.

The couch groaned slightly in protest beneath their combined weight and momentum, the sound barely registering through the rush of blood in her ears. After spending all day fretting about her inexperience, about potentially embarrassing herself, she found that instinct took over with surprising ease. Her body seemed to know what to do even if her mind was still catching up.




Nathaniel let out a low groan, his hands immediately gripping her waist as she straddled his lap, her fingers tangling into his perfectly styled hair.




(Sorry, GQ photoshoot.)




That carefully maintained CEO appearance—the one that intimidated board members and impressed clients—was rapidly disintegrating under her touch. His hair, which had barely recovered from their morning encounter, was once again in complete disarray as her fingers raked through it, gripping and tugging in a way that seemed to produce particularly interesting sounds from deep in his chest.

I'm ruining Nathaniel Carter, she thought with a flash of triumph. Corporate America's most composed CEO is falling apart because of me.

The power of it—of reducing this controlled, powerful man to something raw and desperate—was intoxicating. It surged through her veins like the finest champagne, making her bolder, more demanding with each passing second.




This time, there was no hesitation.




No fear.




Just desire.




And possibly property damage.




Gone were the doubts that had plagued her all day, the worries about her inexperience, the fear of rejection. In their place was something primal and certain—a knowledge that this was right, that this was exactly where she was meant to be. On this couch. With this man. Creating what would surely be an interesting conversation with the furniture maintenance staff tomorrow.

Worth it, she decided as she felt his hands slide from her waist to her hips, gripping with a possessiveness that made her gasp against his mouth. Whatever form has to be filled out for 'improper use of office furniture' is absolutely worth signing.




She poured everything she had into the kiss, wanting him to feel how much she wanted this.




Wanted him.




Wanted to thoroughly destroy his reputation for being perfectly put together.




Their mouths moved together with increasing urgency, any pretense of restraint abandoned. She tried to communicate everything without words—her desire, her relief, her joy at his confession, her need to be closer still. Each press of her lips, each sweep of her tongue was a declaration, a promise, a demand.

More, she thought, or perhaps said aloud—she wasn't entirely sure anymore, her mind hazy with sensation. Need more.

Her body acted of its own accord, pressing closer, seeking greater contact, greater friction. The conservative sheath dress she'd worn to work that morning—chosen for its professional appearance rather than ease of movement—now felt like an unnecessary barrier, constricting and frustrating in equal measure.




Nathaniel responded in kind, his hands roaming, his grip tightening as he pulled her closer, their bodies pressed together in a way that made her shiver.




So much for that expensive suit staying wrinkle-free.




The impeccable charcoal fabric that had probably been freshly pressed that morning was now hopelessly rumpled beneath her eager hands. His jacket had been discarded at some point—she vaguely remembered pushing it off his shoulders with impatient hands—and his crisp white shirt was half-untucked, revealing tantalizing glimpses of skin when she tugged at the fabric.

The dry cleaner is going to have questions, she thought with a flash of humor that quickly dissolved as his teeth grazed her lower lip. So many questions.




His lips moved to her jaw, then her neck, and she gasped, her fingers clutching at his shoulders.




The man definitely knew what he was doing.




Which was more than could be said for his paperwork right now.




For someone who claimed to have limited relationship experience, Nathaniel Carter was remarkably skilled at finding every sensitive spot along her neck, every place that made her breath hitch and her grip tighten. Each press of his lips, each gentle scrape of teeth sent sparks shooting down her spine, pooling low in her abdomen in a way that made her squirm against him.

Where did you learn to— she began, the question dying on her lips as he found a particularly sensitive spot just below her ear.

Fast learner, he murmured against her skin, the vibration of his voice sending another shiver through her body. And you're very... responsive.

The words, combined with the heat of his breath against her neck, made her flush with a mixture of embarrassment and arousal. She was responsive—embarrassingly so, perhaps, for someone trying to maintain some semblance of control. But the way he said it, like her reactions were a gift rather than a betrayal of her inexperience, made the embarrassment fade into something like pride.




God, she had never felt like this before.




Never felt so wanted.




So cherished.




As if Nathaniel Carter had been waiting for this just as much as she had.




As if destroying office furniture was his new favorite hobby.




The intensity of it was almost overwhelming—the physical sensations combined with the emotional impact of his earlier confession created a perfect storm of feeling that threatened to sweep her away entirely. Each touch, each kiss felt amplified, carrying weight beyond the physical contact itself.

This wasn't just desire, though that was certainly present in abundance. This was connection, recognition, the culmination of four months of tension finally finding release. She felt seen in a way she never had before—valued not despite her inexperience but perhaps even because of it, cherished for exactly who she was rather than who she pretended to be.

I never thought— she gasped as his hands slid up her sides, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts through her blouse.

What? he prompted, pulling back just enough to meet her eyes, his own dark with desire but still focused, still present.

That it could feel like this, she admitted, the truth spilling out before she could consider its implications. Like... everything at once.

His expression softened for a moment, something tender flickering behind the heat. It doesn't, he said simply. Not usually. Not with anyone else.

The admission, so genuine and unguarded, made her chest tighten with emotion. But before she could respond, his mouth reclaimed hers, and coherent thought fled once more.




And now, neither of them were holding back anymore.




The insurance company was going to have questions.




So many questions.




Whatever restraint they'd been maintaining—whatever last vestiges of professional distance they'd been clinging to—dissolved completely in the heat between them. His hands grew bolder, mapping her curves with increasing urgency. Her own explorations became more daring, fingers slipping beneath fabric to find warm skin, tracing the solid planes of his chest, the firm muscles of his shoulders.

The couch creaked ominously beneath them as they shifted, seeking better angles, greater contact. The sound barely registered through the haze of desire enveloping them both.

If we break this, Nathaniel muttered between kisses, seeming to notice the protesting furniture, there will be paperwork.

Worth it, she breathed against his mouth. I'm good with paperwork.

His chuckle transformed into a groan as she rocked against him, the friction making them both gasp.




Daniella was lost in the heat of it.




Her hands were tangled in Nathaniel's thick, dark hair, her lips melded to his, and her body--God, her body--was pressed so tightly against him that she could feel every inch of him beneath her.




Every. Single. Inch.




(Sophie would need smelling salts if she knew.)




The physical evidence of his desire was impossible to ignore in their current position—hard and insistent against her inner thigh, making her simultaneously nervous and thrilled. This was uncharted territory for her, yet her body seemed to know exactly what it wanted, pressing closer, seeking more of that delicious friction.

If Sophie could see us now, she thought with a flash of humor that was quickly consumed by another wave of desire as Nathaniel's hands slid lower. She'd either faint or start selling tickets.




Her skirt had ridden up, bunched around her thighs as she straddled his lap, and his hands were everywhere--gripping her waist, sliding up her back, fingers teasing at the hem of her blouse as if he wanted it gone.




Professional CEO? More like professional tempter.




The conservative hemline that had started the day at a respectable knee-length was now barely covering the essentials, the fabric twisted and rucked up from their movements. His hands were warm against the newly exposed skin of her thighs, his touch alternating between gentle exploration and possessive gripping that left her breathless.

Is this okay? he murmured against her throat, his fingers tracing patterns on her skin that made coherent thought nearly impossible.

More than okay, she managed, surprised she could still form words at all. Much, much more than okay.

The verbal confirmation seemed to embolden him further, his hands sliding higher, thumbs tracing the sensitive skin of her inner thighs in a way that made her gasp and clutch at his shoulders for support.




And her?




She had completely lost herself, her hips instinctively moving against him, grinding just the slightest bit--




Because apparently, she wanted to kill him.




Death by desire. What a way to go.




Her body seemed to be operating on pure instinct now, seeking pleasure with single-minded determination. The slight rocking of her hips was unconscious at first, a natural response to the growing tension coiling inside her. But when she felt him harden further beneath her, heard the sharp intake of his breath, she realized the power of her movements and grew more deliberate.

You're going to be the death of me, he groaned, his forehead dropping to her shoulder as her movements grew more confident. The absolute death of me.

At least you'll die happy, she quipped breathlessly, surprised she could still manage humor when her entire body felt like it was on fire.




Nathaniel let out a deep, guttural groan, his grip on her tightening.




The kind of sound that probably violated several workplace conduct policies.




The noise reverberated through her, primitive and raw—nothing like the controlled, measured tones he used in business settings. This was Nathaniel stripped of corporate veneer, of practiced composure. This was pure, unfiltered reaction, and knowing she had caused it sent a thrill of satisfaction through her that rivaled the physical pleasure.

I'd like to hear that sound again, she thought, deliberately shifting against him to test her theory. For purely scientific research purposes, of course.

Her experiment yielded immediate results—another groan, deeper this time, accompanied by his fingers digging into her hips hard enough that she suspected she might find marks tomorrow. The thought was oddly thrilling rather than concerning.

The sound sent a thrill down her spine, a heat coiling in her stomach, and she was about to--

What exactly she had been about to do, she would never know, because at that precise moment, reality decided to make its unwelcome reappearance.




BEEP.




The intercom crackled to life, cutting through the haze of desire between them.




Worst. Timing. Ever.




The electronic sound was like a bucket of ice water, shocking and unwelcome. It pierced the bubble of intimacy they'd created, a harsh reminder that they were still in an office building, still technically at work, still subject to potential interruption.

No, she thought desperately as she felt Nathaniel tense beneath her. No, no, no. Not now. Not when things were just getting interesting.




A voice echoed through the office.




Mr. Carter, your dinner has arrived. Would you like us to send it up?




Though at this point, food was the last thing on either of their minds.




The security guard's voice was professional and completely oblivious to what he had just interrupted. Which was fortunate, really, because explaining why the CEO and Head of Marketing were breathless and disheveled on a corporate couch would have been awkward at best, career-ending at worst.

Dinner, Daniella thought dazedly, having completely forgotten about the meal Nathaniel had mentioned in his text. Right. Food. That thing normal people consume when they're not busy desecrating office furniture.




They both froze.




Like teenagers caught by their parents.




Except worse, because this was work.




And they'd already terrorized enough office furniture for one day.




For a moment, neither of them moved—twin statues of mortification and frustrated desire. Daniella was acutely aware of how they must look: her straddling his lap, skirt hiked indecently high, hair a wild mess; him with his shirt half-untucked, tie completely askew, lips swollen from her attention. It was the corporate equivalent of being caught with your pants down.




Daniella's eyes went wide, her breath still ragged as she realized just how far they had gone.




And how thoroughly destroyed Nathaniel's appearance was.




(She was oddly proud of that.)




The realization brought a fresh wave of heat to her cheeks—not the pleasant flush of arousal this time, but the burning embarrassment of nearly being caught in a compromising position. One glance at Nathaniel confirmed that he looked as thoroughly debauched as she felt—his hair sticking up at odd angles where her fingers had gripped it, his shirt rumpled beyond salvation, a faint trace of her lip gloss visible at the corner of his mouth.

Well, she thought with a mixture of horror and satisfaction, at least we've thoroughly established that I can affect him as much as he affects me.




Nathaniel cursed under his breath, his forehead dropping to rest against her shoulder for a second as he took a deep, steadying breath.




Looking about as composed as a CEO who'd just been thoroughly kissed could look.




Which wasn't very.




The string of expletives he muttered was impressively creative for a man who typically chose his words with such precision. The sound of Nathaniel Carter—corporate golden boy, board meeting virtuoso—swearing like a sailor because their makeout session had been interrupted was unexpectedly endearing.

Sorry, he murmured against her shoulder, his breath warm even through the fabric of her blouse. I forgot I ordered food. Though in my defense, you're very distracting.

Are CEOs allowed to say 'sorry'? she teased, trying to lighten the moment despite her own frustration. I thought that was against some corporate code.

Only on Tuesdays, he replied, a smile evident in his voice despite their predicament. Special dispensation for desk desecration days.




Then, reluctantly, he pulled away, his hands gently guiding her off his lap.




Like he was physically paining himself to do so.




(He probably was.)




The loss of contact was immediate and unwelcome, her body protesting the sudden distance after being so thoroughly entwined with his. His hands remained on her waist as he helped her up, steadying her on legs that felt embarrassingly unstable.

I don't think my motor skills are fully operational yet, she admitted as she wobbled slightly, her body still humming with unfulfilled desire.

Join the club, he muttered, adjusting his position on the couch in a way that made it clear he was experiencing similar difficulties. I'm not sure I can stand up right now without embarrassing myself.

The frank admission made her cheeks heat further, a strange mixture of pride and mortification flooding through her. She had done that to him—she, Daniella Reynolds, inexperienced and uncertain, had reduced Nathaniel Carter to this state.




Daniella bit her lip, her cheeks burning, and quickly stood up, smoothing her skirt down as she tried to compose herself.




Though compose was a relative term when your lips were swollen and your hair looked like it had been through a hurricane.




Her hands shook slightly as she attempted to restore some semblance of professional appearance, a task that felt both futile and absurd given what they'd just been doing. Her skirt was hopelessly wrinkled, the careful pleats crushed beyond repair. Her blouse had come partially untucked, revealing a sliver of midriff that would have been scandalous in a board meeting. And her hair—she could feel without seeing it that her carefully styled waves had transformed into something closer to bedhead.

I look like I've been thoroughly ravished, she thought, catching a glimpse of her reflection in the darkened window. Because I have been. Or at least, was well on my way to being.




I-I'll just... she motioned toward the bathroom, her voice slightly breathless.




To attempt to look less like she'd just been thoroughly ravished by her boss.




(Good luck with that.)




The bathroom seemed like sanctuary and escape route combined—a place to regroup, to restore some semblance of dignity before facing other humans. Though the thought of leaving Nathaniel's presence, even temporarily, was surprisingly difficult.

Take your time, he said, his own voice still rough around the edges. I'll... deal with this.

The vague wave of his hand could have meant the intercom, the pending food delivery, or his own disheveled state. Possibly all three. The fact that the typically articulate CEO was reduced to gestures and fragments was oddly satisfying.




Nathaniel nodded, already heading toward the intercom, his own voice a little rough when he responded.




Send it up.




Though food was clearly the last thing on his mind.




Unless she was on the menu.




The double entendre of his thoughts was written plainly across his face as he glanced back at her, his eyes still dark with desire despite the interruption. The heat in his gaze made her stomach flutter anew, her body responding as if he'd touched her physically rather than just looked at her.

Dangerous, she thought as she backed toward the bathroom door. The man is absolutely dangerous. One look and I'm ready to forget about dinner entirely.

But practicality prevailed—they needed a moment to compose themselves, to greet whoever was delivering their meal with at least a veneer of professionalism. Though given the state of them both, that veneer was going to be very thin indeed.




The couch looked about as disheveled as they did.




Sophie was never going to let them live this down.




Ever.




As she closed the bathroom door behind her, Daniella caught one final glimpse of the scene they were leaving behind—the rumpled couch cushions, the discarded suit jacket, Nathaniel's thoroughly tousled appearance as he ran a hand through his hair in a futile attempt to restore order. It looked exactly like what it was: the aftermath of two people who couldn't keep their hands off each other.

We're not even going to need to tell Sophie what happened, she thought with a mixture of horror and amusement as she faced her own reflection in the bathroom mirror. The evidence is written all over us. And the furniture.

Her reflection confirmed what she already knew—she looked thoroughly kissed, her lips swollen and slightly darker than usual, her cheeks flushed with a combination of desire and embarrassment, her hair a wild tangle that no amount of finger-combing was going to fix. The woman staring back at her was a far cry from the polished executive who had entered Nathaniel's office an hour ago.

But there was something else in her reflection too—a sparkle in her eyes, a softness to her expression that hadn't been there this morning. A happiness that couldn't be disguised by smoothing her skirt or fixing her hair.

Worth it, she decided as she reached for her compact, attempting to restore some semblance of professional appearance. Even if Sophie never lets us hear the end of it. Even if the entire security team watches the footage on loop. Absolutely worth it.

And as she heard Nathaniel moving around in the office, presumably trying to make himself presentable as well, she couldn't help but smile. Dinner might have interrupted them for now, but the night was still young. And based on the look in Nathaniel's eyes right before they'd separated, this was merely an intermission, not the end of the show.




Chapter 29


A Moment of Reflection




Daniella closed the door to Nathaniel's private bathroom, pressing her hands against the cool marble countertop as she stared at herself in the mirror.




(Of course his bathroom had marble. Even his bathroom screamed 'successful CEO.')




The bathroom was a testament to corporate luxury—all gleaming surfaces and understated elegance. The marble was a subtle gray with white veining, the fixtures brushed nickel rather than gaudy gold. Tasteful, expensive, and meticulously maintained, like everything else in Nathaniel Carter's domain.

Even his soap probably has a higher net worth than my car, she thought, noting the unmarked glass dispenser of what smelled like sandalwood and something exclusively available to people who made seven figures.

She took in the space with the slightly hysterical attention to detail that comes with avoiding one's own reflection. The recessed lighting was flattering without being dim, the towels were monogrammed with a discreet NC in the corner, and there wasn't a single water spot on any surface. Of course not. Water spots wouldn't dare form in Nathaniel Carter's bathroom.

Eventually, she ran out of bathroom fixtures to scrutinize and was forced to confront her own appearance in the expansive mirror.




Her lips were swollen.




Like she'd been thoroughly kissed.




Which she had.




Multiple times.




(Poor couch.)




The evidence was undeniable—her normally defined lips now looked like she'd had some kind of allergic reaction, puffy and darkened from the pressure of Nathaniel's mouth. Her carefully applied lipstick was completely gone, leaving behind only a faint stain that emphasized rather than disguised the effects of their activities.

I look like I've been stung by very targeted bees, she thought, leaning closer to examine the damage. Bees that only target people who make out with their bosses on corporate furniture.

She touched her bottom lip gingerly, feeling the slight tenderness there—a physical souvenir of Nathaniel's enthusiasm. It should have been embarrassing, this obvious marker of what they'd been doing. Instead, she felt an illicit thrill at the visible evidence of their passion.




Her hair was a mess.




The kind of mess that screamed hands have been here.




Specifically, Nathaniel Carter's very talented hands.




(Her hairdresser would be horrified.)




The carefully styled waves she'd spent twenty minutes arranging that morning were now a distant memory, replaced by what could only be described as passionate disarray. Strands stuck out at odd angles, sections were flattened where they'd been pressed against the couch, and the overall effect was less executive chic and more just rolled out of bed—or off a couch.

Maria would have a conniption, she thought, picturing her hairdresser's expression of professional dismay. Two hundred dollars for a cut and style, and I let a CEO use it as a handhold during a makeout session.

She attempted to smooth the worst of it, fingers combing through tangled strands with limited success. All she managed to accomplish was redistributing the chaos, not eliminating it.




Her cheeks were flushed.




A pink that no amount of expensive blush could replicate.




Though thoroughly kissed by hot CEO wasn't exactly a shade Maybelline made.




The color extended from her cheekbones down her neck, disappearing beneath the neckline of her blouse—a roadmap of excitement and exertion. It wasn't the delicate flush of demure romance; this was full-blown, no-hiding-it color that broadcast I was just straddling my boss in high definition.

They should bottle this, she mused, pressing cool fingers to her heated skin. Forget blush; they could market it as 'Post-Couch Session Glow' and make millions.




And her heart was still racing.




Like it was training for a marathon.




A very specific, Nathaniel-induced marathon.




She pressed a hand to her chest, feeling the rapid thump beneath her palm. Her pulse hadn't slowed despite the interruption, her body still buzzing with adrenaline and unfulfilled desire. If anything, the forced separation had only heightened her awareness of how much she wanted to return to the couch and continue what they'd started.

Get it together, she instructed her reflection sternly. You're about to have dinner with him. At least attempt to look like a professional who hasn't just been attempting to climb him like a tree.




She exhaled, reaching for a towel to freshen up, dabbing at her lips to fix her lipstick.




Though at this rate, she should probably just throw away the lipstick.




It was only going to end up on his collar again anyway.




The pristine hand towel came away with faint traces of her remaining makeup—concrete evidence of how thoroughly it had been kissed away. She rummaged in her purse for her compact, considering then rejecting the idea of reapplying her lipstick.

What's the point? she thought pragmatically. It'll just end up on his face again as soon as the dinner delivery guy leaves.

The thought sent another flush of heat through her body, anticipation curling low in her abdomen. The interruption was frustrating, yes, but there was something to be said for delayed gratification—for the tension that would simmer between them throughout the meal, building toward an inevitable conclusion.

At least I'm getting dinner out of this, she thought with a small smile. Seduction works up an appetite.




As she did, she found herself thinking.




Dangerous territory, that.




But better than thinking about what had just happened on that couch.




(Or maybe not.)




Her mind, given even a moment's respite from the overwhelming sensations of Nathaniel's touch, immediately began processing the enormity of what was happening. Not just the physical aspect—though that was certainly significant—but the broader implications, the shift in her reality that had occurred in the span of a single day.

This morning I was panicking about a kiss, she marveled. And now I'm in his private bathroom, fixing my appearance after what can only be described as second base on his office couch. Talk about accelerated relationship timelines.




Thinking about how different her life was now.




How much better it was.




How much more... interesting office furniture had become.




Her reflection smiled back at her, a knowing quirk of lips that would have been unfamiliar on Dave's face but looked perfectly at home on Daniella's. There was a gleam in her eye that spoke of secrets and satisfaction, of newfound pleasures and unexplored possibilities.

I'll never look at a couch the same way again, she thought with amusement. Board meetings are going to be particularly challenging if they involve that specific piece of furniture.




Four months ago, she had woken up in a completely different body, and at first, she had thought it was some kind of cruel joke.




Like the universe's version of an extreme makeover.




Without the TV crew or dramatic reveal.




The memory of that first morning—the confusion, the panic, the absolute disorientation of finding herself in an entirely new form—seemed almost dreamlike now, like something that had happened to someone else entirely. The shock had been all-consuming then, the adjustment period filled with mishaps and misunderstandings.

I couldn't even walk in heels, she remembered, glancing down at the stilettos she now wore with practiced ease. Now I'm practically performing acrobatics in them on executive couches. Talk about progress.




But now?




Now, she had a wonderful life.




A thriving career.




(And a growing reputation for destroying office supplies.)




The transformation had been more than physical. Somehow, through some twist of cosmic fate, she had ended up with not just a different body but a different life—one filled with opportunities and connections that Dave could never have imagined.

From stocking hardware shelves to executive office in four months, she mused, shaking her head at the absurdity of it all. If this were a novel, readers would call it unrealistic.




A circle of friends who genuinely cared about her.




Especially Sophie, who was probably already planning their wedding.




And definitely taking bets on which piece of furniture would survive longest.




She could picture Sophie's expression tomorrow all too clearly—the knowing smirk, the raised eyebrow, the inevitable comment about the state of Nathaniel's office. Their friendship had developed quickly over the past months, built on a foundation of shared humor and Sophie's unapologetic willingness to meddle in Daniella's love life.

She's going to be insufferable, Daniella thought with fond exasperation. Absolutely insufferable. Probably already has 'I told you so' t-shirts on order.

Sophie had been predicting this outcome since Daniella's first week, claiming she could sense sexual tension at fifty paces and that Nathaniel looked at Daniella like she was a merger deal worth billions. At the time, Daniella had dismissed it as office gossip. Now, she owed Sophie a very expensive bottle of wine and eternal bragging rights.




A stronger relationship with her mother than she had ever had before.




Though explaining the sudden gender switch had been... interesting.




(Surprise, Mom! I'm your daughter now!)




Her relationship with her mother had transformed alongside her body—evolving from Dave's somewhat awkward, infrequent calls to the close, sometimes overly involved bond she now shared with Daniella. Her mother had embraced this new reality with surprising ease, as if she'd always suspected a daughter might be hiding beneath Dave's flannel shirts and reluctant communication style.

She didn't even question it, Daniella thought, still amazed by her mother's acceptance. Just went straight from 'How are you, son?' to 'Have you tried that new mascara I recommended, sweetie?' without missing a beat.

And now that her mother knew about Nathaniel—or at least, about the attraction between them—she had become even more invested, sending links to wedding venues and not-so-subtle hints about her preference for grandchildren with blue eyes.

She's probably feeling a disturbance in the force right now, Daniella thought with amusement. Her mother-sense tingling because her daughter is in a CEO's bathroom after nearly christening his couch.




And now...




Now, she had a chance at something she had never thought possible.




A chance with Nathaniel Carter.




The man who made Forbes' Hottest CEOs list look like a high school yearbook.




Even in her wildest imagination, Dave had never envisioned a scenario where someone like Nathaniel Carter would look at him—or her—with desire, with genuine interest beyond professional obligation. The very idea would have seemed absurd, like dreaming of dating a movie star or being selected for a mission to Mars.

And yet here we are, she thought, smoothing her rumpled blouse. In his bathroom, after making out on his couch, about to have dinner in his office. Reality has officially surpassed fiction.




A man who was as good as they came.




Who apparently had a thing for employees who rearranged his office furniture.




With their bodies.




The thought made her smile despite her efforts to compose herself. There was something deeply satisfying about knowing she had affected him so profoundly—that the great Nathaniel Carter, master of boardrooms and business deals, had been reduced to groaning desperation because of her touch, her kiss, her presence.

Not bad for someone who wasn't even sure which gender they were four months ago, she thought wryly. From identity crisis to seducing CEOs in less than a semester. That's efficiency.




A man who saw her, who wanted her, who had been drawn to her from the very beginning.




Who looked at her like she was more interesting than quarterly reports.




(Which, given Nathaniel's usual priorities, was saying something.)




This, perhaps, was the most astounding part of all. Not just that they had physical chemistry—though they certainly did, as the state of his couch could attest—but that he seemed genuinely fascinated by her as a person. By her thoughts, her humor, her unique approach to problems.

He remembers everything I say, she realized, thinking back over their conversations of the past months. Even offhand comments about hating cilantro or loving old noir films. He actually listens.

In a world where most people were perpetually distracted, half-present at best, Nathaniel's focused attention was intoxicating. When he looked at her, he really saw her—not just her appearance or her position or what she could do for him, but her essence, her self, whoever that might be.




She let out a small smile, her heart swelling with something warm and unfamiliar.




Happiness.




True, unfiltered happiness.




The kind that made her want to skip through the office.




(Though that might be harder to explain than the destroyed furniture.)




The emotion caught her by surprise with its purity, its simplicity. Beyond the desire, beyond the excitement of new possibilities, beyond even the satisfaction of mutual attraction—this was genuine joy, uncomplicated by doubt or overthinking.

So this is happiness, she thought, somewhat amazed by the revelation. Not just contentment or satisfaction or momentary pleasure. But actual, sustained happiness.

It felt like floating and being grounded simultaneously, like certainty without complacency, like finding something she hadn't even known she was missing. It felt, she realized with a start, like coming home—if home were a place you discovered rather than returned to.




Her reflection looked back at her, thoroughly kissed and completely content.




Sophie was right.




Sometimes clichés happened for a reason.




Even if they involved compromising innocent office furniture in the process.




The woman in the mirror was still visibly disheveled—no amount of finger-combing or cold water could fully erase the evidence of what had transpired on that couch. But there was something different in her eyes now, a certainty that hadn't been there before. A knowledge that, whatever happened next, this was right. This was meant to be.

Maybe that's why clichés become clichés, she mused. Because sometimes, they're actually true. Sometimes the CEO really does fall for the ordinary girl. Sometimes opposites really do attract. Sometimes office furniture really does suffer in the pursuit of true connection.

The last thought made her grin, a flash of mischief lightening the moment of philosophical reflection. Poor, innocent furniture, becoming collateral damage in their personal romance novel.




Now she just had to figure out how to walk back out there and eat dinner.




Like a normal person.




Who hadn't just made out with their boss like teenagers.




(Good luck with that.)




Right, she said aloud to her reflection, squaring her shoulders with determination. Time to attempt a casual dinner conversation with the man who had his hands up my skirt five minutes ago. Totally normal. Completely doable.

She made one final attempt to smooth her hair, straighten her blouse, and restore some semblance of professional appearance. The results were marginally successful at best—she still looked thoroughly kissed, but perhaps now she could pass for enthusiastic greeting rather than couch seduction.

It'll have to do, she decided with a small shrug. Besides, he's seen me looking worse.

That wasn't strictly true—Nathaniel had only ever seen her looking polished and professional, or, more recently, passionately disheveled. But the man had confessed to wanting her since their coffee shop collision; surely a little post-makeout disarray wouldn't send him running.

With a deep breath and a final glance at her reflection, Daniella reached for the door handle. Dinner awaited. And after dinner... well, that couch had already seen the beginning. It seemed only fair to let it witness the conclusion as well.

Poor furniture budget, she thought with a smile as she opened the door. It never stood a chance.


Chapter 30


Dinner & a Movie




When she walked back out, she was greeted by the sight of dinner neatly set up on the table in front of the couch--




And what looked like Netflix playing on the massive TV across from them.




Because apparently, CEOs didn't believe in normal-sized screens.




(Or normal-sized anything, really.)




The transformation of the office in her brief absence was remarkable. What had been a corporate workspace minutes ago was now an intimate dining setup that would put most restaurants to shame. The coffee table had been cleared of its usual business reports and now hosted an elegant spread of sushi arranged on black lacquered plates. The lights had been dimmed slightly, creating a warm ambience that was decidedly un-office-like.

And dominating the far wall was a television screen so large it bordered on cinematic—at least seventy inches of high-definition display that had somehow emerged from behind a previously unnoticed panel in the wall.

Of course he has a hidden TV, she thought with amused resignation. Probably conceals a helicopter pad somewhere too.

The screen displayed the Netflix home screen, the familiar red logo glowing invitingly against the black background. It was such a normal, everyday sight in such an extraordinary setting that it struck her as faintly absurd—like finding a vending machine in a palace.




Nathaniel was already sitting on the couch, waiting for her, one arm draped casually over the backrest.




Looking unfairly composed for someone who'd been thoroughly disheveled minutes ago.




Though his hair was still slightly messed up.




(She was definitely proud of that.)




He had somehow managed to restore most of his CEO polish in the brief time she'd been in the bathroom—his tie was straightened (though not perfectly), his shirt mostly tucked back in, his posture once again conveying that effortless confidence that seemed to come as naturally to him as breathing.

But there were still delicious hints of their earlier activities visible to her knowing eye—the slight dishevelment of his hair where her fingers had gripped too firmly to be fully repaired, the faint trace of her lipstick still visible at the corner of his mouth, the way his usually impeccable shirt cuffs remained slightly rumpled.

I did that, she thought with a flash of pride that bordered on possessive. I messed up the perfect Nathaniel Carter. And I'll definitely do it again.




When he saw her, he gave her that soft, genuine smile again--the one that made her chest ache in the best possible way.




The kind that probably made his board members check for pod people.




The smile transformed his entire face, softening the sharp lines of his jaw, crinkling the corners of his eyes, revealing a warmth that his professional mask usually concealed. It was disarmingly genuine—an expression that felt like a gift rather than a calculated response.

His board probably thinks he's been replaced by an identical but much friendlier twin, she mused, warmed by the knowledge that this version of Nathaniel seemed reserved for her alone. The Invasion of the Corporate Body Snatchers: CEO Edition.




Daniella let out a small laugh, raising an eyebrow as she took in the screen.




...Are we watching a movie now?




Because making out and destroying furniture wasn't enough entertainment for one evening.




The question emerged slightly higher-pitched than she'd intended, betraying her surprise at this unexpected shift in their evening's agenda. After their passionate interlude on the couch, followed by the awkward interruption, she'd assumed they'd either continue where they left off or retreat into professional conversation as a buffer. A movie night hadn't been on her radar of possibilities.

Dinner and a movie? she added, moving further into the room. Very traditional for a first date. Though I think we might have done things a bit out of order.




Nathaniel smirked. Figured we might as well. I assume you'd rather eat than pick up where we left off?




The glint in his eyes suggested he wouldn't mind either option.




Or both.




Definitely both.




His voice carried that dangerous edge she was coming to recognize—the one that existed in the narrow space between professional CEO and whatever hungry, passionate version of himself he became when they were alone together. It was controlled heat, banked fire, promise wrapped in restraint.

Bold of you to assume I'd choose food over... she gestured vaguely between them, encompassing the electric tension still crackling in the air. Though I have to admit, I'm impressed by your ability to order gourmet sushi and set up a home theater in the time it took me to fix my lipstick.

Multi-tasking is an essential CEO skill, he replied smoothly. Though I should clarify that most of my multi-tasking doesn't involve balancing dinner arrangements with... he paused, his eyes deliberately dropping to her lips before returning to meet her gaze, ...couch activities.




Daniella's face burned, but she grinned, shaking her head as she made her way over to him.




Well, she murmured, sitting beside him and reaching for her plate, who says we can't do both?




Sophie would be so proud of her boldness.




And probably taking notes for her romance novels.




The words emerged with more confidence than she actually felt, a boldness born partly from the lingering effects of their heated encounter and partly from the genuine ease she was beginning to feel in his presence. This flirtatious banter—this verbal dance of suggestion and counter-suggestion—was new territory for her, yet somehow felt as natural as breathing.

Sophie would be demanding transcripts of this conversation, she thought with amusement. 'Tell me everything he said and how he said it,' she'd insist. 'For research purposes, of course.'

She settled onto the couch beside him, close enough that their thighs almost touched, the leather still warm from where they'd been entangled minutes earlier. The proximity sent her nerve endings into high alert again, her body apparently unwilling to forget what had been interrupted.




Nathaniel chuckled, handing her a set of chopsticks, his eyes dark with amusement.




Careful, Daniella, he murmured. I might take you up on that challenge.




His voice did things to her that should be illegal in at least three states.




The low timbre of his warning sent a pleasant shiver down her spine, the careful control in his tone suggesting that his composure was far more fragile than his outward appearance indicated. There was promise in those words—a guarantee that their earlier activities were merely postponed, not canceled.

Is that supposed to discourage me? she asked, accepting the chopsticks with deliberate slowness, allowing her fingers to brush against his longer than necessary. Because it's having the opposite effect.

His eyes darkened fractionally at the contact, proof that she wasn't the only one affected by even these casual touches. The knowledge gave her a heady sense of power—that she, Daniella Reynolds, could fluster the unflappable Nathaniel Carter with the mere brush of her fingers.




She examined the spread before them -- perfectly arranged sushi that probably cost more than her monthly grocery budget.




Fancy dinner in your office? Is this how you seduce all your employees?




The words were out before she could stop them.




The teasing question hung in the air between them, more pointed than she'd intended. She immediately wished she could recall it, worried that she'd introduced awkwardness into their newly established dynamic.

Spectacular timing, she thought with a mental grimace. Way to remind him of the professional boundaries we've thoroughly demolished. Along with his couch.




His eyes darkened further. No, this is how I seduce the ones who reorganize my office with their body.




She nearly choked on her water.




His swift, unabashed response caught her completely off guard. There was no hesitation, no careful consideration of professional propriety—just immediate, honest reaction delivered with that dangerous gleam in his eye.

I—you—that's not— she spluttered, water droplets clinging to her lower lip as she fought for composure.

Not what? he asked innocently, though the effect was somewhat undermined by the wicked curve of his mouth. Not reorganization? Because I distinctly remember several items being displaced by certain activities.




Besides, he added, reaching for his own chopsticks, most employees don't make it past security with their... creative furniture arrangements.




His tie was still crooked.




She definitely hadn't fixed that in the bathroom.




The casual way he referenced their encounter—treating it as a foregone conclusion rather than a potential HR nightmare—did more to ease her lingering insecurities than any earnest reassurance could have. This wasn't regret or awkward aftermath; this was comfortable acknowledgment, even celebration, of what had transpired between them.

The security team probably has a highlight reel by now, she quipped, forcing herself to maintain eye contact despite the heat creeping up her neck. Top Ten Office Furniture Incidents: You Won't Believe Number Four!

Security footage is wiped every 48 hours, he replied matter-of-factly, dipping a piece of sushi into soy sauce with practiced ease. Convenient policy, don't you think?

Suspiciously convenient, she agreed, eyeing him with new appreciation. Almost like someone planned for potential... incidents.

I prefer to think of it as strategic foresight, he corrected with a slight smile. Though I admit, couch-based activities weren't specifically on my risk assessment matrix.




So I'm special then? she teased, picking up a piece of sushi.




You've been special since you spilled coffee on me, he replied without missing a beat.




Most people would consider that a negative first impression.




Most people don't look that good covered in coffee.




The casual sincerity of his response caught her off guard again. There was something disarming about the way he delivered these statements—not as practiced flattery or strategic compliments, but as simple truths he saw no reason to disguise.

I was mortified, she admitted, recalling her panic that morning with newfound perspective. I thought I'd ruined my chances at a normal coffee shop experience forever. Though in retrospect, I suppose I did.

You certainly made an impression, he agreed, his expression softening at the memory. Most people either treat me with excessive deference or transparent calculation. You just... panicked, apologized, and ran away. It was refreshingly honest.

My specialty, she replied dryly. Panic and strategic retreat. Though I seem to be improving at the 'sticking around' part.

I've noticed, he said, his eyes warm with appreciation. And I approve of this development.




And just like that, the night continued--




With stolen glances that definitely weren't PG-rated.




With lighthearted teasing that carried more heat than the wasabi.




And with a different kind of intimacy that made her wonder if the couch could handle round two.




As they ate, the conversation flowed with surprising ease—moving from work anecdotes to childhood memories, from favorite films to embarrassing stories, all interwoven with a current of attraction that manifested in lingering looks and accidental touches.

She learned that Nathaniel had originally wanted to be an architect before the family business pulled him toward corporate leadership. He discovered her secret fondness for cheesy sci-fi movies and her inability to cook anything more complicated than pasta. They debated the merits of various coffee preparations, found common ground in their mutual dislike of pretentious food trends, and somehow ended up in a heated discussion about whether pineapple belonged on pizza (she was pro, he was vehemently against).

Through it all, the physical awareness between them remained constant—a background hum of attraction that occasionally surged to the foreground when their fingers brushed reaching for the same piece of sushi, or when she caught him watching her mouth as she spoke, or when his knee pressed against hers as he shifted position.

You're staring, she observed during a lull in conversation, caught between embarrassment and pleasure at his undisguised attention.

Observing, he corrected, not bothering to deny it. There's a difference.

And what observations have you made, Mr. CEO? she challenged, setting aside her empty plate.

His eyes traveled over her face with deliberate slowness. That you have a small dimple that only appears when you're genuinely amused. That you touch your hair when you're considering your response to something. That you've been intermittently glancing at my mouth for the past twenty minutes, suggesting your thoughts aren't entirely focused on dinner conversation.

The accuracy of his assessment made her flush. Very... thorough observations.

I pay attention to things that interest me, he replied simply.




One that felt just as thrilling as the kiss they had just shared.




Though maybe with less property damage.




(Maybe.)




There was something intimate about this sharing of themselves—this exchange of stories and opinions and observations—that matched, perhaps even exceeded, the physical connection they'd established earlier. It was vulnerability of a different kind, a willingness to be seen and known beyond the physical.

This is dangerous in an entirely different way, she realized as she watched him gesturing animatedly while explaining why documentary filmmaking had lost its edge in recent years. I expected the physical attraction. I didn't expect to genuinely like him as a person.

But she did. Beyond the undeniable magnetism between them, beyond his position and her newfound boldness, there was a genuine connection forming—a meeting of minds that complemented the attraction of their bodies.




Because now?




Now, there was no doubt left between them.




Just the question of how many pieces of furniture they'd destroy before HR intervened.




The uncertainty that had plagued her earlier in the day had evaporated completely, replaced by a certainty that felt both thrilling and grounding. Whatever this was between them—whether it had a name yet or not—was undeniably real and mutually desired.

We're going to make Sophie insufferably smug, she commented as Nathaniel's hand found hers on the couch between them, his thumb tracing idle patterns on her skin.

She's been running an office pool, he informed her casually. On how long it would take us to... what was her exact phrase? 'Stop eye-fucking across conference tables and do something about it.'

Daniella's eyes widened in scandalized delight. She told you about the pool?

She organized it, he corrected with a smirk. But Janet in HR has been the primary bookkeeper. I believe today was Sophie's predicted date, which means she just won approximately three hundred and forty-two dollars.

You knew about this the whole time? she demanded, caught between embarrassment and amusement.

He shrugged, the gesture elegantly casual. It's my company. Very little happens that I don't know about. Though I admit, I expected it would take you at least another week to march into my office and kiss me senseless.

So I surprised the great Nathaniel Carter, she said, unable to keep the satisfaction from her voice. I'll have to note that on my resume. 'Special skills: Keeping CEOs on their toes. And occasionally on their couches.'




This was happening.




Whether the office insurance policy was ready or not.




There was a delicious inevitability to what was unfolding between them—like a script they'd both been reading from without realizing it, leading them to this precise moment. The realization brought not anxiety but anticipation, not doubt but eager certainty.

I should warn you, Nathaniel said, his fingers still tracing patterns on her skin that made concentration increasingly difficult, that I've cleared my schedule for tomorrow morning.

Expecting a late night? she asked, aiming for casual but landing closer to breathless as his hand moved from hers to her knee.

Expecting to not want to let you leave, he corrected, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her heart race. And not wanting to rush what comes next.

The implication hung in the air between them, electric with possibility. This wasn't just about tonight—about satisfying the immediate attraction that had nearly consumed them earlier. This was about something more deliberate, more considered, more meaningful.




And Daniella couldn't wait to see where it led next.




Though Sophie might need to order more office supplies.




Just in case.




The thought of Sophie's reaction tomorrow—the knowing looks, the smug comments, the inevitable I told you so—should have been mortifying. Instead, Daniella found herself looking forward to it, to having something so wonderful that even teasing couldn't diminish her happiness.




You know, Nathaniel mused, his fingers brushing against hers as he reached for the soy sauce, we should probably watch the movie at some point.




Probably, she agreed, not looking at the screen at all.




The movie could wait.




The couch, however, was living on borrowed time.




The Netflix home screen had been patiently displaying its options for the past hour, completely ignored by both of them. The pretense of watching something had served its purpose—providing structure to their evening, giving them space to talk and connect without the pressure of immediate physical continuation.

But that pressure was building again, impossible to ignore as their conversation gradually gave way to longer silences filled with meaningful looks and increasingly bold touches. Nathaniel's hand had migrated from her knee to her thigh, his fingers drawing idle patterns that sent heat spiraling through her body. Her own hand had found its way to his forearm, tracing the defined muscle beneath his shirt sleeve.

Though I can't seem to focus on the screen, Nathaniel continued, his voice dropping to that lower register that made her stomach flip. Something keeps distracting me.

As if to emphasize his point, his fingers traced higher on her thigh, just skimming the hemline of her skirt. The touch was questioning rather than presumptuous—pushing boundaries while still respecting them, testing her reaction without demanding it.

Daniella's breath caught, her body remembering exactly where they'd left off before the dinner interruption. That's unfortunate, she managed, her voice impressively steady given the circumstances. Since you went to all the trouble of setting up this elaborate movie night.

Perhaps we could try again later, he suggested, his eyes never leaving hers as his hand continued its maddening exploration of her leg. After we address the... distraction.

The double meaning was unmistakable, the air between them charged with anticipation and mutual desire. The remains of their dinner sat forgotten on the table, the Netflix screen continued its patient display, and the office around them seemed to fade into insignificance—background details in a scene where only they mattered.

I think, Daniella said carefully, her hand moving from his arm to his chest, fingers splaying against the solid warmth of him, that might be the most sensible approach.

And as she leaned toward him, as his hand slid fully beneath her skirt, as the distance between them disappeared once more, she had one final coherent thought:

The poor couch never stood a chance.
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