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My name is Valerie Carlyle, and I’m an executive. 
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Yes, I’m fourty-eight. At this age, they expect you to be a mentor, and I suppose I am. Just not in the way any HR department would approve. Because I have appetites you can’t even begin to imagine.

And I like what I see in the mirror. I see a vintage model, perfectly aged, with all the right curves still in all the right places. It shows me a woman at the absolute peak of her power.

My face, framed by a severe, chin-length bob of silver-streaked dark hair, is the first order of business. I lean in, inspecting the territory. There’s a fine web of lines around my eyes, not from worry, but from squinting at spreadsheets and men, trying to decide which one to gut first. The lines bracketing my mouth? Those are from laughter, yes, but more often from the smirk after a successful hostile takeover, or a particularly satisfying... negotiation. I trace one with a fingertip. My face has closed billion-dollar deals and whispered things that have made boys half my age blush and tremble. It's a good face. It has authority.

My stomach is no longer the flat plane of my twenties. Good. It’s the softest part of me, a subtle swell of femininity that belies the steel in my spine. It’s a lure. It whispers comfort and warmth, a lie that has trapped more than one promising young man. They see a woman. They don’t see the wolf until its teeth are at their throat.

I turn, assessing my profile. The curve of my spine into the swell of my ass. Still firm. Still commanding. I’ve seen the way they look. The interns, the analysts, even the junior partners. They don’t understand that to me, they are simply... consumable. A fine wine, a good meal. Enjoyed, used, and then forgotten.

I button the silk blouse, the fabric hissing against my skin. It’s a whisper of the promises I keep to myself. Professional on the outside, a secret underneath. My breasts are full and soft. They press against the fabric, a subtle but firm statement in a boardroom full of flat-chested suits. Let the boys stare. Let them wonder. Their distraction is my advantage.

Last night still lingers on my skin, the faint scent of him. The new analyst from M&A. What was his name? Mark? Michael? It doesn't matter. He had that bright, earnest fire in his eyes. He thought he was impressing me with his ambition. So sweet. He had no idea he was just an appetizer.

I slide into the pencil skirt, a sheath of dark grey wool that’s both severe and suggestive. It hugs my hips, the curve of my ass. It’s a reminder that even in this corporate suit, I am fundamentally a creature of appetite. I have a hunger for seven-figure bonuses, for hostile takeovers... and for the desperate, grasping sounds a man makes when he finally understands he is utterly, completely out of his depth.

A final glance. A slick of deep red lipstick, the color of a fresh wound. A spritz of perfume behind my ears, something dark and woody with a hint of spice. 

And today I’m feeling particularly hungry.

***
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Monday

[image: ]


It’s the Diversity Week. 

And God, help me.

The name alone makes me roll my eyes. A full five days of panel discussions, acronym-stuffed slideshows, and fake clapping.

The name alone makes me roll my eyes. A full five days of panel discussions, acronym-stuffed slideshows, and fake clapping. This year’s theme: “Global Inclusion and Intercultural Empowerment.” Someone got paid to write that.

I sit front row, legs crossed, lipstick sharp, and utterly unamused. I’m wearing charcoal today—polished, precise, with a slit high enough to remind every man in the room who’s actually in charge. No one comments, of course. 

Up on stage, a woman from the Kuala Lumpur office is droning through a speech about female representation in tech. She means well. She’s articulate. She’s also profoundly boring. A flurry of stats, a few “as a woman of color” statements, and enough acronyms to make even me want to reach for a Xanax.

I stifle a yawn and shift in my chair, watching her chest rise and fall beneath a conservative blouse that does nothing to hide her... well, her assets. She’s droning about inclusion metrics, but I’m far more interested in the way her breasts fight against that poor, buttoned-up blouse. Massive, gravity-defying tits. Her husband must be a very happy man. Or a very exhausted one. I smirk to myself. Pity she’s wasting them on pie charts.

Next up is a man from Legal named Bryce. Or maybe Brad. He wears a beige suit and a brave little pin on his lapel—a rainbow triangle that looks like it was ironed on by an intern. He begins with a joke:

“As a cis white male, I know I should probably just sit down...”

Please do, I think. But of course, he doesn't.

He drones on about accountability audits, using phrases like "diversity scaffolding" and "inclusive outcomes architecture." It sounds like a thesaurus.

Next to him, a woman from HR who looks like she’s been dipped in lavender essential oil. Her talk: Empathy in the Workplace: Leading with the Heart. She brought a tambourine. She made the audience close their eyes and “feel the room’s emotional texture.” I nearly walked out.

It’s a circus. They might have good intentions, but their competence on the other hand...

I glance down the row. Carla from Legal is nodding earnestly. Stefan from Finance is on his phone, pretending to take notes, but he’s playing a game. Three junior analysts are watching the speaker like she’s about to solve sexism. Bless them. They still think the system can be fixed.

I cross my legs—deliberately—and tug my skirt a half-inch higher. I know the interns are behind me. I can feel their attention, hot and awkward. Let them look. Let them try to focus on intersectional equity while wondering what color my panties are.

The CEO opened the event this morning with a fifteen-minute apology for the company’s carbon footprint, despite having arrived in a private helicopter. He wrapped up by earnestly stating, “Diversity is our bottom line.” A bold choice of words, considering the board is still 92% white men named Greg.

I look toward the doors. I could still escape. I could fake a calendar conflict, an investor emergency. Hell, I could claim a death in the family. No one would question it. But I stay.

But then he walks onstage.

But I stay.

And then, the next speaker walks on stage.

Oh. Oh, my.

He’s tall—annoyingly so. The kind of tall that makes your thighs react before your brain catches up. Broad shoulders. Sharp jaw. And his skin—God. Deep and dark, like the best kind of trouble.

He takes the mic.

British.

Of course he’s British. That voice—smooth as poured bourbon, with just a hint of London edge. I feel it like a caress, sliding over my skin and pooling somewhere far less appropriate. “Good afternoon,” he says. And just like that, half the room exhales. A few women—maybe one man—cross their legs the same way I just did.

I do it again, slower this time.

He introduces himself—Malik something. Global compliance. I make a mental note to have his file pulled. Just for context, of course. Normally the most sexless department in the building. But Malik could recite tax code and I’d still be wet by clause seven. I study his mouth as he speaks. Full lips. A glint of teeth when he smiles. Confident, not cocky. He gestures once with those long fingers, and I imagine them on my skin. My throat. Deeper.

He begins with a story, something about navigating cultural expectations in the Nairobi office. Everyone else on stage today has spoken like they’re auditioning for tenure. Malik talks like a man who knows what happens in back rooms. Who’s seen how power actually works. There’s humor in his voice. Intelligence. That dangerous stillness of a man who has nothing to prove.

He pauses, scanning the audience, and our eyes meet. Just for a moment. But it’s enough. The corner of his mouth quirks, barely. Did he see the way I’m sitting? Did he notice how my skirt’s hitched a little too high now?

I hold his gaze. Don’t blink. Don’t smile.

Let him wonder who I am. Let him feel the pull.

Malik continues, something about integrating multilingual compliance protocols. The room’s nodding along, but I’m not listening to words anymore. I’m watching the way his throat moves when he swallows. The flex of his wrist as he changes slides. The faint shadow of his trousers where something thick and promising shifts when he turns.

This is going to be a problem. A delicious one. 

***
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The hallway is mercifully empty. Most of the crowd has dispersed, fleeing toward catered hors d'oeuvres or whatever limp networking reception Marketing has arranged











[image: ]







































[image: ]












































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





