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Rain lashed Seattle’s streets in relentless sheets, a cold, gray deluge that soaked through Lila Harper’s threadbare hoodie as she shoved open the coffee shop door, the bell above clanging like a gunshot piercing the damp murmur within. At thirty-four, she was a walking ruin—six months post-divorce, jobless, her brunette hair a wild, frizzy snarl plastered to her scalp, hazel eyes hollowed by sleepless nights wrestling her six-year-old, Max, through tantrums and nightmares. Her ex, Greg, had carved her open—his affair with a coworker a jagged blade, leaving her with a kid, a crumbling apartment, and alimony that barely covered diapers. She clutched a resume—creased and smudged from desperate fingers—her last gasp at clawing back some semblance of a life before the bank foreclosed her into oblivion.

The shop buzzed—espresso machines hissing, hipsters in flannel chattering, suits barking into phones—and she shuffled into the line, her sneakers squeaking on the wet tile, her wallet trembling in her grip. Coins spilled as she fumbled—nickels and dimes clattering like broken promises—and she hissed, “Shit,” dropping to her knees, the cold floor biting through her jeans. A hand—broad, sinewy, nails trimmed but rough—swept into view, gathering the scattered change with a scrape of calluses against wood. She looked up—Noah Vance towered over her, forty, a monolith in a charcoal suit tailored to every hard angle of his frame, dark hair slicked back with a sheen that caught the dim light, green eyes glinting like sea glass sharpened by a storm, his jaw a chiseled line that could split stone. “Rough day?” he asked, voice a deep, gravelly rumble that rolled through her bones, handing her the coins, his fingers brushing hers—warm, firm, a jolt sparking up her arm like a live wire.

“Yeah,” she muttered, hauling herself up, cheeks blazing as rain dripped from her hood onto her nose. “Life’s a goddamn meat grinder.” He smirked—faint, dangerous, a predator’s flicker—his gaze dropping to her resume as it slipped from her shaking grip, fluttering to the floor like a wounded bird. He snatched it up—long fingers curling around it, eyes scanning the faded ink—and rasped, “Admin experience?” His stare flicked back, pinning her, stripping her bare with a single, unrelenting look.

“Ten years,” she said, thrusting her chin up, voice cracking but defiant. “Before the shitstorm hit.” He nodded—executive at Vance Financial, his card proclaimed in stark black type—and slid the resume back, his touch lingering, wood-spice scent—cedar and musk—flooding her lungs like a drug. “I need an admin. Sharp as a tack, tough as nails. You in?” Her breath snagged—hope a fragile thread, fear a lead weight, his presence a magnetic pull tugging her gut. “You’re serious?” she asked, voice splintering, her pulse hammering in her ears.

“Dead serious,” he replied, green eyes steady as granite, unyielding. “Tomorrow, 8 a.m. sharp. Don’t fuck it up.” He turned—broad shoulders cutting through the crowd, rain swallowing his silhouette as he vanished into the downpour—leaving her swaying, drenched and reeling, a job and a man crashing into her wreckage like a storm she hadn’t braced for.
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Lila’s first day at Vance Financial roared in like a tsunami—the glass tower speared Seattle’s bruised skyline, its polished facade glinting cold and merciless under a shroud of drizzle, her thrift-store heels clattering on icy marble as she crossed the lobby, stomach twisting into knots beneath a cheap blazer stretched taut over a blouse that hugged her stress-softened curves. Max was at school, her mom a reluctant babysitter, and at thirty-four, she felt like a raw nerve—divorce scars festering, Greg’s betrayal a phantom ache, but Noah Vance’s offer a lifeline she’d grip with bloody knuckles. The elevator hummed—mirrors reflecting her frizzy brunette bun, strands escaping like tendrils of smoke, hazel eyes wide with dread and determination—and she stepped into the executive suite, the air thick with the sterile hum of wealth, leather, and power, a faint tang of espresso curling beneath it all.

Noah loomed behind his desk—suit crisp as a freshly printed bill, dark hair gleaming like polished obsidian, green eyes slicing through her like twin blades as he leaned back, arms crossed, biceps straining the fabric with a quiet, coiled strength that made her throat dry. “Harper,” he growled, voice a low, guttural rumble that vibrated her ribcage, “you’re mine now—admin, not some pity hire. Keep up or get out.” She nodded—pulse slamming against her skull like a caged beast—and he tossed her a tablet, its sleek surface cold against her trembling fingers—schedules sprawling like a spiderweb, emails piling like unpaid bills, a financial labyrinth she’d tame or be devoured by.

The day erupted—phones shrieking like wounded animals, meetings stacking up like a house of cards teetering on collapse, his voice barking orders—sharp as a whipcrack, steady as a drumbeat—her hands quaking but flying across keys, coffee scalding her throat in bitter gulps that burned all the way down. He prowled close—checking reports over her shoulder, breath a hot, ragged gust against her neck, wood-spice scent—cedar, musk, a hint of sweat—flooding her senses, drowning her in a haze as his fingers brushed hers on the desk—rough, warm, a searing jolt that clenched her thighs tight, her breath catching in her chest like a trapped scream. “Solid work,” he muttered, green eyes glinting with a predator’s approval, a smirk tugging his full lip—a slash of danger—and her skin prickled, heat pooling low, unbidden and fierce.

Lunch was a snatched sandwich—crumbs dusting her lap, his gaze heavy across the desk as he leaned back, suit jacket shed, shirt sleeves rolled to reveal forearms corded with muscle, veins pulsing beneath tanned skin. “Divorce brutal?” he asked—voice softer, a blade sheathed but still cutting—probing her open. “Hell on wheels,” she confessed, hazel eyes locking his, raw and unguarded, her voice trembling with the weight of it. “Kid’s my anchor.” He nodded—single, childless, his own shadows lurking in the tight line of his jaw—and the air thickened, a silent stakes-raising, their breaths syncing in the stillness. By dusk—city lights flaring through the glass like a galaxy aflame—she filed, his gaze raking her—blouse straining over her breasts, skirt hugging her hips—and he rasped, “Stay late tomorrow. Work’s a goddamn avalanche.” She nodded—heart thudding like a war drum—boundaries dissolving, the desk a smoldering bridge between them, crackling with unspoken heat.
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Night swallowed Vance Financial in a velvet shroud, Seattle’s skyline sprawling beyond the floor-to-ceiling glass like a glittering predator baring its teeth, the office a cavernous tomb where silence pressed heavy, broken only by Lila’s frantic key clacks and Noah’s low, guttural growls snarling into a phone across the room. Day two had bled into late hours—Max tucked away with her mom, her blazer flung over a chair, blouse unbuttoned two notches to reveal a sliver of sweat-damp cleavage, brunette hair spilling free in a wild cascade down her back, hazel eyes blazing with exhaustion and a hunger stoked by screens and him. At thirty-four, she’d clawed a foothold back into life, but Noah Vance—forty, suit jacket shed, shirt unbuttoned to expose a glimpse of dark chest hair, dark hair tousled in a reckless sweep—fanned a wildfire she’d thought Greg had snuffed out, her skin prickling with every shadowed glance.

He slammed the phone down—green eyes glinting like emeralds forged in a furnace, voice a rough, primal snarl that raked her nerves—“Reports done?” She nodded—tablet shoved across the desk with a trembling scrape, their fingers brushing—electric, scorching, his skin rough with a day’s stubble—his gaze raking her like a physical touch, blouse clinging to her sweat-slicked curves, skirt stretched tight over her hips, the fabric whispering against her thighs. “Good,” he rasped, voice thick with gravel, rising—broad shoulders rolling, a commanding beast unfurling—circling the
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