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Chapter 1: The First Meeting
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The elevators opened with a discreet chime, but Ivy Lane barely heard it over the pounding of her heart. Her heels clicked too loudly against the sleek marble floor, echoing like a countdown. In her hand, her leather portfolio felt heavier than it should have, every document inside meticulously arranged, annotated, and checked twice. She had rehearsed this moment. Over and over. But now, standing at the top floor of Cross Enterprises, staring at the frosted glass door with the initials “JC” in silver, her practiced confidence felt like a fragile shell.

She pushed the door open. The receptionist gave her a clipped nod before motioning her toward the inner office. “He’s expecting you. Don’t be late.”

“I’m not,” Ivy replied, her voice too perky, too bright. It bounced off the cold professionalism of the lobby like an unwelcome guest. She drew in a breath and stepped into the lion’s den.

Julian Cross stood at the far end of his office, back turned, hands in the pockets of a sharply tailored suit. The skyline framed him in golden dusk, the Empire State Building slicing the clouds like a blade. It should’ve been a romantic view. It wasn’t. It was austere. Regal. A throne room in glass and steel.

“Ivy Lane,” he said without turning. His voice was gravel dipped in scotch—low, polished, and emotionless. “You’re late.”

“It’s 4:59,” she said, breath catching as she approached. “The interview was at five.”

He turned.

God, pictures hadn’t done him justice. Julian Cross was tall in a way that made you straighten your posture instinctively. His face was sharp lines and hard judgment, a study in control. Salt-and-pepper hair perfectly styled, his beard trimmed but not too neat, as though perfection knew better than to insult his masculinity.

His eyes were gray.

Not silver. Not blue. Just gray—neutral, unreadable, cold.

“They told me you were mouthy,” he said, his gaze dragging over her like a scan. Not lewd, not interested—clinical. “They were right.”

Ivy blinked. “Is that a problem?”

“That depends,” he said, stepping behind his desk. “On how long you last.”

She squared her shoulders. “I’m not here to play games.”

His brow rose, just slightly. “Pity. I find the office full of them.”

He gestured to the chair across from him. She sat, clutching her portfolio in her lap like a shield. She wore her best navy blouse, her hair pinned in a bun that had taken two tries to get just right. She was determined. Smart. This was her shot.

He glanced at her résumé once. Just once. Then set it aside.

“You worked at Lancaster and Browne,” he said. “Two years. Why’d you leave?”

“They were restructuring. I was temporary support.”

His lip curved—barely. “Support. Not executive-level.”

“I was assistant to the CFO.”

“And yet you’re sitting here hoping to work for me.”

She tilted her chin. “I don’t hope. I prepare.”

He said nothing.

For a long moment, the silence stretched. Ivy resisted the urge to shift in her seat. He was testing her, and she refused to blink.

At last, Julian leaned back, folding his hands together on the desk. “Why do you want this job?”

“Because I’m good,” she answered. “Because I work harder than anyone else. Because I don’t cry in bathrooms, I don’t gossip in pantries, and I don’t ask for special treatment. I need experience at the highest level, and I’m willing to work for it.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “And the whispers that I go through assistants like water?”

“I’ve heard them.”

“And still?”

She met his gaze evenly. “I don’t scare easy.”

The corner of his mouth tugged upward. Not a smile. Just a flicker of something unreadable. “We’ll see about that.”

He rose suddenly. “Come. There’s a briefing at five-thirty. Let’s see if you can take notes without spelling errors.”

She stood. “I’m a better typist than your last three assistants combined.”

He opened the door. “They cried in the stairwell. You might last until Wednesday.”

“I’ll outlast your reputation,” she said, chin high.

Julian paused in the doorway. Just long enough for her to see the faintest glint of amusement in his steel eyes.

“Welcome to Cross Enterprises, Miss Lane. Let’s see what you’re made of.”



The meeting was a blur of acronyms and power plays. Ivy took notes with swift precision, her fingers flying across the keys. She sat beside Julian—just far enough to maintain formality, just close enough to feel the tension radiating off him. He didn’t speak often, but when he did, the room fell quiet. His presence was like a gravitational force. Men deferred. Women straightened. Even the CFO checked his tone when Julian glanced his way.

She didn’t speak. Just absorbed. Learned. Measured.

By the end of the meeting, she had already compiled bullet points, action items, and follow-ups.

Julian said nothing on the way back to his office. She followed in silence, unsure if she’d passed or failed some unspoken test.

He stopped in front of her desk. The cubicle just outside his office. Stark. Unwelcoming.

“This is your space,” he said.

She nodded. “Got it.”

“I don’t like distractions. No loud phone calls. No perfumes. No small talk.”

“Understood.”

“I don’t tolerate incompetence.”

“I’m not incompetent.”

He stepped closer, and her breath hitched. His tone dropped an octave.

“Don’t try to impress me, Miss Lane. Just do the job. Efficiently. Silently. Without trying to climb or charm or smile your way into promotions.”

She met his gaze squarely. “I’m not here to smile. I’m here to survive.”

Another pause. Then: “Let’s hope you mean that.”

He turned and disappeared into his office.

She exhaled slowly, only then realizing she’d been holding her breath.

Day one. Not fired. Not crying. Not broken.

So far, so good.



By Friday, she’d memorized the entire executive team’s preferences, mastered Julian’s brutal schedule, and learned to predict his moods before he spoke. He didn’t praise. He didn’t thank. But he hadn’t complained either.

She counted that as a win.

The office was a battlefield. Assistants whispered behind hands. Executives avoided Julian’s gaze. And through it all, Ivy remained steady. Focused. Untouchable.

Until the coffee incident.

She had double-checked the order—half-caff, two sugars, no cream—and yet when she placed the mug on his desk, he took one sip, paused, and looked at her as though she’d spit in it.

“Is this... vanilla?”

Her stomach dropped. “It shouldn’t be.”

“Try again.”

“I’ll go now.”

She grabbed the cup, mortified.

Behind her, he spoke. “Mistakes are natural. Repeating them is fatal.”

She nodded without turning. “It won’t happen again.”

It didn’t. But the tension between them lingered. Thick. Unnamed.

That night, as she passed his office, she glanced inside. He was at his desk, jacket off, shirt sleeves rolled, tie loosened. His jaw was set, one hand curled in his hair. Staring at a spreadsheet like it had personally offended him.

She hesitated.

He looked up.

Their eyes met.

Neither spoke.

She walked on.

But her pulse didn’t settle until she was halfway home.



Weeks passed. Routine took shape. Julian grew more demanding. Ivy became sharper. She handled his temper with grace, his sarcasm with fire, and his silences with silence.

But the stares... those became harder to ignore.

Late one night, they were the only two left. She brought in a report, and their hands brushed. Just a second. Just enough.

He looked up.

Her breath caught.

He didn’t speak.

Neither did she.

But the air between them changed.

And they both knew it.

Temptation, she realized, didn’t always start with a kiss. Sometimes, it started with silence.

And a look you weren’t supposed to return.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Ice and Deadlines
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The office was a glacier in disguise. Beneath the marble floors and floor-to-ceiling windows, beneath the slick smiles and designer suits, everything ran cold. It wasn’t just the temperature—though that was always set a few degrees below comfort—it was the way people moved, the way conversations were hushed, calculated. At Cross Enterprises, warmth was weakness, and Ivy Lane had learned that lesson quickly. No more cheery greetings, no more small talk in the breakroom. She kept her head down, her spine straight, and her face neutral. That was how you survived when your boss was Julian Cross.

By Monday morning, she had memorized the rhythms of the office. Julian arrived precisely at 6:45 a.m. The elevator dinged, he walked through with his coat already folded over one arm, and his phone pressed to his ear. He never said good morning. He never looked toward her unless she spoke first. But Ivy noticed the way his gaze lingered on her screen as he passed, the way he registered that her reports were open, her fingers already on the keyboard. He never commented, but she knew he noticed.

That morning, he had two board calls, one crisis meeting with a client’s legal team, and a thirty-minute block she had labeled “buffer” in his calendar—though she knew that meant “time for him to pace, curse under his breath, and review reports in a fury of red pen and narrowed eyes.”

She had coffee ready on his desk by 6:50, this time with zero chance of flavoring mishaps. She’d sourced the beans from the same café he once nodded at in passing, tracked down the exact roast, and tested the brew on herself three times before serving it. It was perfect. And when he sipped it that morning, he said nothing.

But she noticed he finished the whole cup.

By mid-morning, the tension had begun to rise. A problem with a merger. A misfiled report. A shareholder threatening to walk. Ivy moved like a shadow, anticipating his needs before he asked. Documents appeared on his desk within minutes. Schedules adjusted, calls rerouted. She typed with machine-like precision, emotions locked away.

But at 11:03 a.m., the ice cracked.

Julian stormed out of his office, his jaw tight, his phone clenched in one fist. “Get me the Loring file. Now.”

“It’s on your desk,” Ivy replied without looking up.

He paused, turned back.

“Top left corner,” she added, scrolling through a secondary inbox. “Tabbed and annotated.”

He turned, marched back inside. No thank you.

She didn’t need one.

An hour later, he appeared again, this time with three partners on his heels, all of them mid-argument. Julian’s voice sliced through the corridor like a scalpel. “We’ll reconvene in fifteen. I want three options on the table—real ones, not fantasyland projections.”

He stepped into her space. Close. Too close.

“I need lunch. Something that doesn’t come from a children’s menu.”

“I ordered from your shortlist,” Ivy said, handing over a paper bag.

He opened it. Chicken, arugula, no dressing. Still warm. Still fresh.

Again, nothing from him. Just a long glance, and a nod. Barely perceptible.

The day passed like a war zone. Reports exploded in inboxes. Clients called with demands. The markets dipped. By 3 p.m., most assistants looked like they wanted to melt into the walls. Ivy stood firm, shoulders back, breathing steady. She was the eye in the storm.

Then came the deadline.

Julian’s door opened. He didn’t speak—just held out a flash drive. She took it, plugged it in, and opened the document.

Five hundred pages of financial forecasting. He wanted it formatted, proofed, and reorganized by six p.m.

She looked up. “You want this in three hours?”

His face didn’t move. “You said you were good.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t say I was a magician.”

“Then it’ll take you two hours.”

He walked away.

And she got to work.



Time vanished.

She worked without break, without pause. Every table cross-checked, every graph recalibrated. She fixed misaligned formulas, restructured executive summaries, condensed bloated language. Her fingers never stopped moving. The office dimmed around her, lights flickering into evening mode, but Ivy didn’t slow. The sound of keys clacking became a rhythm in her blood. There was only the work. Only the drive.

Julian’s door stayed closed.

When the clock hit 5:55 p.m., she hit print.

Seven binders, each neatly tabbed, each with a corresponding summary sheet.

She placed them on his desk.

He didn’t acknowledge her. Just turned the page, scanned the index, and nodded once.

She went back to her desk.

Twenty minutes passed.

Then his voice.

“Lane.”

She stood immediately.

“Inside.”

She stepped in.

He didn’t offer a seat.

He held one of the binders in his hand. “You fixed the capitalization in Section 8B.”

“Yes.”

“And added projections for Q3 based on fiscal anomalies in 2022.”

“They were missing.”

“You adjusted the margin formatting.”

“It was inconsistent.”

His gaze lifted. “You went beyond what I asked.”

She swallowed. “That’s how I work.”

For a long beat, he said nothing.

Then, softly: “You don’t talk like the others.”

“Maybe I listen more.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “I thought you were here to survive.”

“I am.”

“Then stop impressing me.”

She stiffened. “Is that an order?”

“No,” he said, standing. “That’s a warning.”

She blinked. “Why?”

“Because the last person who tried became something she couldn’t control.”

He walked past her, leaving her with a thousand questions and not a single answer.



That night, Ivy didn’t go straight home.

She sat in the empty breakroom, staring at the vending machine, her thoughts a tangled knot. What had he meant? Was it a compliment? A threat? Something else entirely?

She remembered the look in his eyes—sharp, tired, almost... haunted.

This job was supposed to be a stepping stone. A line on her résumé.

But now, she wasn’t sure what it was anymore.

All she knew was that Julian Cross was more than a cold, demanding boss.

He was a man holding back a storm.

And somehow, she’d stepped right into the eye of it.



The next day began the same, but something had shifted. He was quieter. Still curt, still exacting—but his eyes lingered more often, his questions more pointed.

“Where did you go to school?” he asked during a rare lull.

“Georgetown.”

“What did you study?”

“Business. And statistics.”

He nodded. “Not communications.”

“No.”

“Good.”

She wasn’t sure why that made her chest tighten.

Later, he asked what her favorite book was. She told him it was The Art of War.

He didn’t smile, but something flickered in his gaze.

That afternoon, he called her into the office for a client pitch. She stood at his side, notes in hand, ready to back him up.

He didn’t need her. But when she chimed in once—with a minor correction, tactfully phrased—he didn’t scold her.

He let her.

And after the call, he simply said, “Noted.”

That one word meant more than any praise she’d ever received.



By Friday, the glacier began to thaw.

Not melt—never that. Julian was still sharp, still impenetrable. But Ivy could see the cracks. In the way he lingered over her coffee, in the way he paused when she walked in. In the way he spoke to her—not with warmth, but with something close to interest.

At 6:30 p.m., when most of the office had emptied, she was packing up when he called out.

“Lane.”

She turned. “Yes?”

He stood in the doorway. “Drinks.”

Her heart stuttered. “Excuse me?”

“There’s a bar downstairs. You earned one.”

She blinked. “That’s... unorthodox.”

“So decline.”

She hesitated.

He watched her.

Then she nodded. “Okay.”

The bar was dim, upscale, empty enough for privacy. He ordered scotch. She asked for red wine.

They sat at a corner table. No talk of work. No agenda.

“What do you see yourself doing in five years?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Running my own consultancy. Or advising at the board level.”

“Ambitious.”

“I don’t apologize for that.”

“Don’t. Just don’t expect shortcuts.”

“I never have.”

He nodded slowly. “Good.”

Silence settled.

Then, softly, he said, “You’re different.”

“So are you.”

He looked at her.

Long. Still. As if seeing something for the first time.

Then he drained the last of his drink and stood.

“Back to work Monday,” he said.

She followed.

But that night, lying in bed, Ivy couldn’t shake the feeling that something had started.

And it wasn’t just a job anymore.
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Chapter 3: Her Résumé, His Eyebrow
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Julian Cross had never been interested in résumés. They were, in his opinion, curated fiction—nothing more than a stack of embellished bullet points dressed in Helvetica and false humility. He preferred to form his opinions in real time. Observations. Pressure. Response. That was where character revealed itself. Not in where someone went to school or the sequence of their internships, but in the silence after being challenged, the way their eyes flickered when cornered, the steadiness—or tremble—in their voice when things went sideways.

So when he found himself sitting at his desk, Ivy Lane’s résumé open in front of him again, he was annoyed. With himself, mostly.

It was a Tuesday evening, and the office was empty save for a few late-night stragglers. The glass walls around him reflected the city lights, New York glowing like embers beneath a black sky. On his desk, Ivy’s file sat among quarterly reports and forecasts, the only thing out of place in a world otherwise meticulously arranged.

He read it again.

Georgetown University. Dual major. Business and statistics. Graduated with honors. Previous roles included temporary placements in high-pressure firms, executive-level support, data analytics, project coordination. Her references were strong, her trajectory upward.

But it wasn’t the credentials that pulled his focus.

It was the gap.

Nine months. A blank space with nothing but a line that said: “Independent Consulting.”

No clients listed. No metrics. No accolades.

Just... vague assertion.

He stared at it. Something about it didn’t sit right. People who took breaks from the corporate world did it for three reasons—family, failure, or fallout. And Ivy Lane didn’t strike him as the type to take sabbaticals for soul-searching. She was sharp. Calculated. Always moving forward. The kind of person who carried shadows in her smile and steel in her posture.

He leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking softly beneath him. His hand drifted to his temple, fingers brushing his beard. She was good—he couldn’t deny that. Efficient, fast, impossibly composed under pressure. She wasn’t intimidated by him. Which, in itself, was rare.

But there was something she wasn’t saying. And Julian hated secrets.

The elevator chimed.

He looked up, surprised. It was nearly ten. Who the hell—

The door opened, and Ivy stepped out, a manila folder in one hand, the other adjusting the lapel of her coat. Her hair was slightly windswept, cheeks flushed from the cold.

She didn’t flinch when she saw him.

“You’re still here,” she said.

“So are you.”

She approached his desk, placed the folder on it. “The revised metrics for the Kensington deal. You asked for them by morning, but I finished early.”

He looked at the folder, then at her. “That’s not your department.”

“You said you needed them.”

“I did.”

“I handled it.”

He tapped a pen against the desk. “You didn’t have to stay late.”

“I wasn’t doing anything else.”

That, somehow, irritated him more than he expected. “No plans?”

“No date,” she replied, tone casual. “No drinks. No friends with rooftop views and startup ideas. Just me, my apartment, and leftovers that expired two days ago.”

His brow lifted. “Charming.”

“I’m delightful,” she said, folding her arms. “Didn’t you know?”

He didn’t smile. Not fully. But something tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Sit.”

She hesitated for only a second before sliding into the chair opposite him.

He opened the folder, scanned the numbers. Flawless. She’d caught an inconsistency even his analysts missed.

“Impressive,” he said.

“Shocking,” she replied.

He glanced at her.

“Sorry,” she added, less flippant. “I’m working on my humility.”

“Don’t. It doesn’t suit you.”

Their eyes met.

A pause.

Then he asked, “Why the consulting period?”

She didn’t blink. “Excuse me?”

“Your résumé. The gap.”

She leaned back slightly, her fingers tightening around the armrest. “Is this an official review?”

“No.”

“Then maybe that’s not relevant.”

“It is to me.”

She stared at him. “I didn’t lie.”

“I didn’t say you did.”

“Then what are you implying?”

“That you’re leaving something out.”

She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she took a breath, steady and slow.

“I left a job I should have kept,” she said at last. “A team I respected. Because I made a mistake. A personal one. And it bled into my work.”

Julian’s eyes sharpened. “A mistake?”

She nodded once. “I got involved with someone. Someone I worked for.”

His jaw tensed, but he said nothing.

“When it ended,” she continued, voice even, “I chose to leave. Before the whispers started. Before the rumors turned into something worse.”

“And you think it’s behind you?”

“I think it doesn’t define me.”

He regarded her in silence. The edge in his eyes was unreadable, neither judgment nor approval. Just cool, exacting thought.

“Thank you for being honest,” he said finally.

She stood. “You’re welcome.”

She turned to leave.

“Ivy.”

She stopped.

“If I ever become a mistake on your résumé,” he said, “don’t wait nine months. Burn it all down.”

She looked over her shoulder, eyes steady. “I’m not the burning type.”

“You should be,” he replied. “It’s cleaner.”

She left without another word.

Julian sat back in his chair, staring at the spot where she’d stood. The city outside pulsed with light, the hum of a thousand choices, a thousand mistakes wrapped in ambition and desire. He didn’t like the way she lingered in his thoughts.

He didn’t like the weight of her honesty in the air.

But more than that—he didn’t like that he believed her.



The next morning, Ivy arrived at her desk at 6:30 a.m.

Julian was already in.

The Kensington file was open. Her notes highlighted. He didn’t acknowledge her immediately, but she could feel the charge in the room
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