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Nathaniel Carroway stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows of Carroway Industries’ top floor, staring down at the bustling city below. Morning sun caught in his jet-black hair, gleaming like polished obsidian against the crisp lines of his tailored charcoal suit. Dark brown eyes, almost black in this light, flicked over the streets with detached calculation. Anyone looking at him saw a powerful, handsome man: tall, broad-shouldered, impossibly composed. But Nathaniel saw none of that in himself. The tinted contacts that deepened the color of his irises itched slightly today, but he ignored the irritation. Underneath them lay his natural eyes: a paler, unremarkable brown that had once sat behind thick, coke-bottle glasses. Back in middle school, braces had twisted his mouth into a metal cage for nearly five years. He remembered it vividly – the sour metallic taste in his mouth, the acne blooming over his cheeks, the snide comments about his lisp, his nerdiness, his hopelessness.

“Mr. Carroway?” a trembling voice interrupted from behind. He didn’t turn to face it. “Get out,” he said flatly. “But... we’re waiting on your approval for the Henderson acquisition—” He spun, gaze sharp enough to draw blood. The young man flinched, gripping his tablet to his chest like a shield. Nathaniel stepped forward with controlled precision, each footfall echoing in the silent boardroom. “Do I look like I care if you’re waiting?” His voice was low, lethal. “If you need my permission to wipe your own ass in this company, quit now and save me the paperwork.” The employee’s throat bobbed in a nervous swallow. Nathaniel watched him scuttle away with silent contempt. Weak. Pathetic. Useless. Words that once carved scars into his own chest in locker rooms and cafeteria corners, but now he wielded them like blades, ensuring he would never be the victim again.

“Anyone else want to waste my time this morning?” he asked, sweeping his gaze over the frozen staff gathered by the conference table. No one moved. No one spoke. Good. Without another word, Nathaniel adjusted his cufflinks – platinum, monogrammed – and walked out, the hush behind him like a dying heartbeat. As he entered his office, the heavy door clicked shut with finality. Only here did he let his shoulders slump the slightest fraction. Rich. Hot. Successful. The cruel king of this high-rise castle. And utterly, irrevocably alone. He exhaled once, dismissing the flicker of memory – a scrawny boy with glasses slipping down his nose, braces cutting his lips raw. Then he straightened, hardened his eyes, and turned back to the empire he had built, the man he had forced himself to become.

After all, sympathy was for the weak. Nathaniel sank into his leather chair, the city skyline a silent witness beyond his office windows. The morning briefing still echoed in his ears – the fear, the compliance, the submission. It should have satisfied him. But instead, a dull, hollow ache gnawed at his chest. He reached for his desk drawer with practiced precision and pulled it open. Inside, tucked between sterile files and black Montblanc pens, lay his only weakness. A photograph. Madeline Sinclair’s senior portrait, glossy and preserved from the day he’d stolen it out of the yearbook office. Her dark brown hair fell in perfect waves over her slender shoulders, framing a face that could have been carved from ivory. Milky white skin, dark brown eyes that seemed almost black in certain light, full lips curved in the faintest, most arrogant of smirks. She was the queen bee back then. Untouchable. Untamed. Every guy in school wanted her, from the football captain to the scruffy stoner boys who smoked behind the bleachers. Including him.

Especially him. He’d watched her wherever she went – the cafeteria, the quad, the gym where she pretended to cheer for games she couldn’t care less about. He memorized her class schedule, learned which hallways she walked at what times, where she parked her pearl-white Lexus her daddy bought her. He’d find excuses to pass her locker, to stand behind her in the lunch line just to breathe in the sweet perfume she wore, some delicate vanilla scent mixed with roses. He followed her home more than once. Kept his distance, of course. Just to see where she lived. Just to see her. She called him a creep. Told her friends he was disgusting, mocked him publicly whenever he tried to speak to her. Once, when he finally found the courage to hand her a rose, she took it, sniffed it dramatically, and threw it straight in the trash while her friends cackled like hyenas around her. “Did you actually think you had a chance?” she’d sneered, eyes glimmering with hateful amusement. “You’re not even good enough to breathe the same air as me, Nathaniel.”

The words carved deep, deeper than any locker-room taunt or physics class insult. After that came the no contact contracts filed with the school, the meetings with guidance counselors, the restraining orders she filed after graduation. She made sure he understood exactly what she thought of him – nothing. Less than nothing. Now, all these years later, he sat in his empire, a kingdom built with blood and sleepless nights. And yet... he still looked at her picture. He sighed, his lips curling into a sneer as he traced her face with his gaze. Hatred burned low in his chest, mingled with something darker, something he despised himself for. He hated her. He hated her with every fiber of his being. But still... he wondered where she was now. What she looked like. If her hair was still as dark and glossy, if her skin still looked like polished moonstone under the sun. He’d hired private investigators. He’d searched every online database, social media account, public record. Nothing. It was like she’d vanished off the face of the earth. Changed her name, maybe. Married some faceless man and disappeared into his shadow.

His jaw tightened, and he slammed the drawer shut with a vicious snap. His heart was hardened now. He had no place for sympathy. No time for longing. Still, as he turned back to his towering windows, the question remained, haunting him like a ghost he couldn’t exorcise. Where are you, Madeline Sinclair? And why can’t I let you go? Nathaniel stood by the glass wall of the executive floor, watching his employees scurry below like insects. His tablet glowed with quarterly projections, but he wasn’t seeing them. His mind remained trapped in the drawer where her photograph lay, burning into his thoughts like a brand. He needed distraction. Work had always numbed the ache. He descended to the staff floor, silent as a shadow. As he passed the lounge area, voices drifted out – low, sleazy murmurs punctuated by the hiss of an opening energy drink can.

“—telling you, man, she’s something else,” one of the men was saying, his voice thick with vulgar glee. “Who?” another asked eagerly. “Madeline,” the first man said. Nathaniel’s pulse thudded painfully in his chest. “Madeline?” someone else chuckled. “What’s she look like?” “Oh man,” the first man breathed, sounding almost reverent. “Dark brown hair, real thick and shiny. Dark eyes, kinda black in the right light. Skin like... fuck, like milk or porcelain or something. She dresses all proper too. Little dresses and heels. Acts like she’s too good to even look at you.” They laughed, deep and filthy. “Makes it hotter when they act stuck up,” another said. “Where at?” “Rosewood Avenue,” the first man replied. “By the old Morrison Hotel. She only works nights. Real discreet. Expensive too.”

“How expensive we talkin’?” a fourth man asked, his tone dripping with lust. “Five hundred an hour if you want the whole deal,” the first man said, voice husky with memory. “But worth every goddamn cent. She talks all proper, speaks French or Italian or something. Plays piano too, apparently. Like some classy little whore from a movie.” The men cackled. “Bet she plays piano with her tongue,” one of them snickered, and the others erupted in laughter. “Does she let you do anything?” another asked. “Anything,” the first man said with dark satisfaction. “But she acts like it’s beneath her the whole time. Like you’re lucky to even touch her.” “Fucking hell,” one breathed. “I need to try that.” Nathaniel’s jaw tightened, the conversation slamming into him like a fist to the gut. Madeline. Dark hair. Dark eyes. Milky skin. Speaking French. Playing piano. Acting like she’s too good for them.

It was her. It sounded like her. His Madeline. The Madeline who once rejected him with a sneer in perfect French, who humiliated him for daring to breathe the same air. Something snapped inside him. “Enough.” His voice cut through the room like a blade. The men froze mid-laugh, heads whipping towards him. He stood in the doorway, tall and immaculate, dark eyes narrowed with lethal contempt. “This is a place of business, not a goddamn whorehouse locker room,” he said softly, dangerously. “If you have time to stand here talking about your pathetic little dicks and whores, you have time to pack up your desks and get the hell out. Is that clear?” “Yes, Mr. Carroway,” they stammered, faces paling as they scrambled to leave. Nathaniel watched them go, his chest heaving once before he forced himself still. His mind reeled, fury and disbelief twisting through him like poison.

Rosewood Avenue. He made a mental note, cold resolve settling over him like steel. He would drive out there tonight. Just to see. Just to prove to himself that his Madeline Sinclair wasn’t out there in the dark, degraded and alone. Because if she was— He didn’t let himself finish the thought. He turned back towards his office, each step echoing with silent, seething purpose. And all the while, beneath the ice in his veins, burned that same dark ache. Always her. The day dragged by like molasses over cold stone. Nathaniel barely heard the financial updates, barely registered the hum of printers or the quiet scuttling of his employees in and out of his office. His mind pulsed with only one name. Madeline. He clenched his pen so tightly it cracked, the ink seeping across his palm like blood. He didn’t even flinch. The only thing that made him move was the clock striking six. Work was done.

He rose from his chair, his broad shoulders rolling back as he adjusted his suit jacket with precision. Each movement was controlled, practiced, lethal. As he stalked out of his office, he surveyed the floor with narrowed eyes. Every cubicle was spotless. Phones docked neatly in their cradles, keyboards pushed flush against monitors, chairs tucked in without a single one out of place. Good. He moved down the rows like a panther, silent and powerful, making sure everything was impeccable. Even the faintest clutter was unacceptable. His reflection in a darkened monitor caught his eye – black hair perfectly styled, dark brown eyes cold and fathomless under the fluorescents. He hoped it was a different Madeline. It better be. Because if it was his Madeline out there, on her knees for filthy men in back alleys... if it was her letting them touch what was never theirs to touch...

A growl rumbled deep in his chest. She was mine. Always mine. Even if she never wanted me, she was still mine. He reached the end of the floor, satisfied with the pristine silence that followed his inspection. Unlocking his private office once more, he grabbed his wallet, phone, and keys from the polished mahogany desk. His movements were brisk and deliberate as he shut down his computer and turned off the lights. He stood for a moment in the doorway, eyes scanning the darkened empire he had built. Everything in its place. Just as it should be. He locked the door behind him, listening to the soft click echo through the marble lobby. It soothed something feral inside him. Order. Control. But beneath it all, molten fury burned. He stepped into the elevator, descending to the underground parking lot. His Italian leather shoes clicked with quiet dominance as he crossed to his black Aston Martin. Sliding into the driver’s seat, he exhaled once, his knuckles white as he gripped the wheel. He’d hit the ATM first. Withdraw enough cash. Then he’d drive down Rosewood Avenue to see for himself. Because if it was her...

If it was his Madeline out there, selling herself like some disposable whore to men who didn’t even know her worth... God help them. Because nothing on this earth would save her from him. And nothing would save them from what he’d do. The streets of Rosewood Avenue glowed under the sickly orange haze of streetlamps. Nathaniel turned off the main road, his black Aston Martin purring like a predator as he eased down the cracked asphalt. He’d only withdrawn five hundred. Just enough to flash if needed. He didn’t believe the filth his employees spewed, but if... if it was her, he needed enough to get her in the car. And once she was in... she would never leave again. Women swarmed toward his car instantly, drawn by the sleek engine and polished paint like flies to honey. They stumbled on tall plastic heels, their lingerie neon pinks and blues under the streetlights. One leaned down, pressing her bare breasts against his window, her nipples peeking from under a shredded lace bra.

“Hey baby,” she purred, lips smeared with cheap red gloss. “Fifty for a blowjob. Hundred for full.” Another pressed up on the passenger side, flicking her cigarette ashes away as she gave him a crooked grin. “Seventy-five gets you anal, sugar.” “Hundred and twenty and I’ll let you finish on my tits,” a third rasped, dragging her nails over his side mirror possessively. Numbers and filthy offers rained down around him, cheap and desperate. But he ignored them all, his dark eyes scanning past their painted faces and track-marked arms. Their whines turned into sharp insults as he didn’t acknowledge them, but he didn’t care. They weren’t what he was here for. Then... he saw her. At the end of the road, standing beneath a broken streetlamp, was a woman so out of place she looked carved from another world. She wore a fitted black dress that hugged her curves in a modest, elegant silhouette, paired with thin black heels strapped delicately around slender ankles. Her dark brown hair was twisted up in a classy chignon, a few glossy strands escaping to frame her pale, milky-white face.

She wasn’t trying to flaunt her body. She wasn’t calling out or lifting her skirt. She simply stood there, arms folded loosely over her stomach, staring out at the street with cool, dismissive eyes. Like she owned the block. Like it disgusted her. Nathaniel’s heart slammed against his ribs. Madeline. It had to be her. He gripped the wheel tighter, leather biting into his palms as he slowly pulled forward. The other women pawed at his windows and cursed him as he drove past, but he didn’t even blink. He needed to see her face. To be sure. Because if it was her... if it really was Madeline Sinclair, standing on a filthy corner selling herself for money— A dark, possessive rage coiled around his chest like barbed wire. She was his. She had always been his. And tonight, she would remember that. Nathaniel eased the Aston Martin to a slow stop beside her, the low growl of the engine reverberating through the cracked pavement. She didn’t rush over like the others. Instead, she turned her head, her dark eyes flicking over the car before settling on him with cool indifference.

Up close, his chest constricted painfully. It was her. Madeline Sinclair. Even under the harsh streetlamp glow, her milky skin was flawless, her dark brown hair swept into a polished chignon, lips painted a muted mauve. Time had only refined her beauty, turned it sharper, colder. He rolled down the passenger window, letting the humid night air swirl between them. “How much?” he asked, voice casual, almost bored. She glanced at the car again, taking in the sleek black paint, the understated elegance of its lines. When her gaze returned to him, her expression was unreadable. “A thousand,” she said smoothly. His brows lifted slightly, amusement glinting in his dark eyes. “A thousand? That’s double what I’ve heard.” Her jaw tightened just a fraction before she scoffed softly. “Whoever told you that is a liar. A thousand has always been my normal rate.”

He tilted his head, letting his gaze drift down her body, drinking in every curve outlined by that simple black dress. When his eyes returned to hers, there was a hint of teasing cruelty in his smirk. “Are you really worth that much?” Her eyes narrowed with icy pride. She folded her arms, posture regal despite the filth of the street. “I have a degree,” she spat, as if daring him to challenge her. “I speak five languages fluently. I play piano and violin. I know how to hold a conversation about international finance, classical art, politics. I’m not disease-ridden like these other street whores. I am clean. Educated. Discreet. That’s what makes me worth it.” He could hear the venom in her voice, the desperate pride she clung to. His chest burned with something dark and possessive as she continued. “And besides,” she added with a haughty smirk, glancing down the street like he bored her, “I see men from Carroway Enterprise all the time. Their executives, their finance boys, their lawyers. I could do better than some chump working for an unknown company with a borrowed luxury car.”

She didn’t recognize him. Didn’t even glance twice at his face. He chuckled softly, leaning back against the leather seat, watching her with cold amusement. “Is that so?” he murmured, his gaze locked on hers, dark and unblinking. “Men from Carroway Enterprise... Interesting.” She raised an eyebrow, shifting her weight impatiently in those delicate heels. “Are you buying or wasting my time?” He let the silence hang, savoring the storm of rage, desire, and possessiveness twisting through his chest. Finally, he asked, voice smooth as silk: “Tell me something, Madeline... do you know who owns Carroway Enterprise?” Her smirk faltered for half a second, confusion flickering in her dark eyes before her lips parted to answer. And he watched her, satisfaction coiling like a snake in his chest, knowing her entire world was about to change forever.
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Madeline’s dark eyes flickered with confusion, then narrowed as she tried to piece together his question. Her lips parted, and she stammered, searching for something clever to say. “I... I mean, Carroway Enterprise is a big company,” she said quickly, forcing confidence into her voice. “So it could be—uh—owned by anyone. You know, maybe a board member or some investor... not necessarily, uh, the owner himself.” Nathaniel laughed — a rich, cold sound that echoed through the quiet street. He leaned closer, letting the amusement curl like a venomous snake in his words. “My name is Nathaniel Carroway,” he said, voice low but unmistakable. “And I own Carroway Enterprise.” For a long moment, she just stared at him. Really looked at him — the sharp lines of his jaw, the dark brown eyes that seemed to bore straight through her, the black hair still styled like the boy she once knew.

“Nate?” she whispered, the name slipping out like a secret from the past. He nodded, eyes steady. “That’s what they used to call me.” Her mouth opened, then closed. The color drained from her face, leaving her pale and fragile beneath the streetlamp’s harsh glow. Her posture slackened, and she took a tentative step back. “I—” she began, voice barely above a whisper. “I was a bitch to you back then. I know that. I was cruel. I made sure everyone knew you weren’t worth my time.” She glanced down, biting her lip, before lifting her eyes to meet his once more. “And I know you came out here tonight just to flex your wealth. To remind me who’s on top now.” Nathaniel’s dark eyes flickered with something sharp — a mix of amusement and something darker, more possessive. He straightened in his seat, watching her carefully.

“Maybe I did,” he said softly. “But maybe I came because you’re still mine.” She hesitated, torn between retreat and something deeper, as the weight of their shared past settled over the empty street. Madeline’s eyes sparked with defiance, cutting through the night like a blade. Before Nathaniel could say another word, she shook her head, stepping back just enough to put space between them. “You’re still the same loser you were back in high school,” she said coldly, voice steady and fierce. “You just got your braces off and decided to play CEO now.” Nathaniel’s jaw tightened, his dark eyes narrowing. A slow, bitter smile curved his lips. “Playing billionaire now,” he corrected smoothly. Without warning, he reached out and took her wrist in a firm grip, his hold both commanding and unyielding. “You don’t get to reject me, Madeline,” he said quietly, the steel in his voice unmistakable. “Not this time.” Her breath hitched, but she didn’t pull away. He leaned in, voice low and urgent. “You’re mine. Always were. And tonight, you’ll remember that.”

Nathaniel’s grip tightened just slightly as she pulled back, her eyes blazing. “Fuck off,” she snapped sharply, voice hard and resolute. Without another word, she turned on her heel and strode away down the cracked sidewalk, heels clicking with purpose against the pavement. Nathaniel stood there, the streetlight casting long shadows, watching her retreating form. His jaw clenched, the dark fire in his eyes burning brighter. Nathaniel didn’t hesitate. He opened the car door with a sharp click and stepped out onto the cracked pavement. The cool night air wrapped around him as he crossed the few steps between the Aston Martin and Madeline’s retreating silhouette. His eyes locked on her, dark and unyielding. “Madeline,” he said firmly, his voice low but carrying over the quiet street. She paused, but didn’t turn around. “I’m not done with you. Not tonight.”

He took another step closer, closing the distance, his presence looming. Nathaniel stood behind her, so close he could see the tremble in her shoulders as she stiffened. His voice was low, almost gentle, but carried a lethal edge. “You’re mine, Madeline,” he murmured. “You’ve always been mine. Every no contact contract, every restraining order... none of it mattered. You were still my Maddy.” Her breath hitched. She turned to face him, and tears welled in her dark eyes, slipping down her pale cheeks. Her chest heaved as her resolve cracked. “Why?” she screamed, her voice breaking under the strain. “What do you want from me, Nate?” He tilted his head slightly, studying her tear-streaked face with a cold, unreadable gaze. “I want you to get in the car with me,” he said simply. Her lips quivered as she swallowed down a sob, glaring at him with helpless rage.

“Why?” she whispered hoarsely. “So you can torture me? Is this some sick incel revenge fantasy, Nate? Humiliate the girl who rejected you until you feel like a man?” His jaw flexed, but his eyes remained locked on hers, dark and fathomless. “Get in the car, Madeline,” he repeated softly, an unspoken promise of what would come if she didn’t. Madeline’s tears spilled freely now, streaking her flawless makeup as she trembled under the flickering streetlight. Her voice cracked as she screamed at him, raw and desperate. “Is that what this is, Nate?!” she shouted, her chest heaving with sobs. “You’re going to torture me? Kill me? Is that your plan?!” Nathaniel’s expression didn’t change. He reached out, brushing his fingers along her cheek to wipe away a tear. She flinched violently at his touch, but he didn’t pull away. “No,” he said softly, his voice steady and cold with resolve. “I’m not going to torture you. I’m not going to kill you.” His dark eyes locked onto hers with an intensity that made her knees buckle.

“My plan is to keep you forever,” he whispered. “To give you shelter. To make sure you never have to come out here again for money. You’ll never sell yourself to filthy men again. You’ll never stand on a street corner again. Because you’ll be mine. Only mine.” She sniffled, tears still dripping down her chin as she swallowed around the sob caught in her throat. Her voice was small, broken, but laced with defiant truth. “I still don’t like you, Nate,” she whispered. He smiled faintly, a cruel, satisfied glint in his dark eyes as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s okay, Maddy,” he murmured. “You don’t have to like me. You just have to stay.” Madeline’s shoulders shook with silent sobs, tears dripping onto the front of her elegant black dress. The quiet night was broken only by her ragged breathing – and then, suddenly, by a loud, hollow growl from her stomach. She stiffened, her face flushing with humiliation. Nathaniel chuckled softly, the sound dark and amused. His cold expression eased just slightly as he extended his hand toward her, palm open and waiting.

“Come with me,” he said, his voice low and almost gentle. “Let’s grab some food.” She stared at his hand, then up at his face, her eyes red and swollen. Slowly, reluctantly, she placed her trembling hand into his. As his strong fingers wrapped around hers, anchoring her to him, she let out a shaky sigh. “I hope you don’t expect me to stay with you for free,” she whispered hoarsely, her voice edged with weary defiance. “You’re still going to
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