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For every woman who was told she was too loud, too much, too soft, too messy... May you fall in love with yourself first—and then with a story that reminds you how powerful you truly are. 

And to my sister, Francisca— Your light still writes with me. Always.


Boss me Harder
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Chapter One: Fired, Wet & Flashing a Billionaire
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Some mornings announce themselves as disasters before you've even had coffee. Others sneak up on you like a cat burglar, quiet and unassuming, before systematically destroying everything you hold dear...including your dignity, your career prospects, and your favorite Target bra's anonymity.

Lana Carter should have known it was going to be one of those days when her phone died sometime during the night, taking her alarm with it into the digital afterlife.

She jolted awake to sunlight streaming through her studio apartment's single window like an accusation. The clock on her ancient microwave...the only timekeeper she had left...glowed an ominous 8:47 AM in nuclear green digits.

"No, no, no, no, no." She launched herself out of bed with the grace of a startled gazelle, her feet tangling in yesterday's discarded clothes. The interview was at nine-thirty. In Manhattan. She lived in Queens.

Physics and the MTA were not on her side.

Lana had three goals for today, written in purple ink on a sticky note that had been glaring at her from her bathroom mirror for the past week:

Get to the interview on time. Nail the job. Don't flash anyone.

By 9:15 AM, she'd already failed spectacularly at the first two and was well on her way to botching the third.

The shower was arctic...her landlord's idea of character building...so she endured thirty seconds of what felt like a baptism by ice water before giving up. Her hair dryer chose that exact moment to make a sound like a dying pterodactyl and emit one final puff of lukewarm air before surrendering to the appliance graveyard.

"Fine," she told her reflection, whose mascara had somehow migrated south. "We're going for the 'effortlessly tousled' look. Very editorial. Very 'I woke up like this.'"

Her reflection looked skeptical.

The blouse...her only interview-appropriate top that didn't have mysterious stains or holes...clung to her still-damp skin like a desperate ex-boyfriend. The pencil skirt she'd borrowed from her roommate Jess was a size too small, creating what she generously called "strategic body contouring" and what physics called "a lawsuit waiting to happen."

Her shoes were the final insult. The black pumps she'd found at a discount store in Chinatown looked professional enough from a distance, but up close revealed themselves to be held together by hope, superglue, and what might have been prayers from their previous owner.

Still, they had four-inch heels and made her legs look like they belonged to someone who had their life together. Fake it till you make it, right?

Wrong.

The heel snapped on the subway escalator at Union Square with a crack that sounded like a gunshot. Lana pitched forward, grabbing the handrail and the startled businessman in front of her, who clearly hadn't signed up for impromptu salsa lessons during his commute.

"Sorry!" she gasped, steadying herself on one good heel and one sad, broken nub. "Shoe malfunction!"

The businessman gave her the kind of smile New Yorkers reserved for tourists and the clearly unhinged. 

"Happens to the best of us," he lied kindly, straightening his tie and moving several steps away.

Lana hobbled off the escalator like a wounded flamingo, her confidence somewhere around her ankles along with her dignity. The streets of Manhattan stretched before her like a marathon she hadn't trained for, and she had exactly twelve minutes to traverse fifteen blocks in broken shoes.

She ran anyway.

Well, "ran" was generous. It was more like an aggressive limp punctuated by muttered curses and the occasional prayer to whatever deity handled career catastrophes. Her feet screamed protests with each step, but Lana had survived worse. She'd survived her mother's dating advice, her ex-boyfriend's poetry phase, and a summer working at a Renaissance fair where she'd had to say "huzzah" unironically at least thirty times a day.

She could survive this.

The KingTech building rose before her like a glass and steel monument to everything she wasn't...sleek, successful, and probably worth more than her entire neighborhood. She limped toward the entrance, checking her phone for the time.

9:28 AM.

She'd made it. Barely, but she'd made it.

That's when the universe decided she was getting too cocky.

The collision happened in slow motion, the way car crashes and relationship endings always do. One moment she was congratulating herself on her miraculous punctuality, the next she was careening into what felt like a very expensive, very solid wall of human.

The wall was wearing a suit that probably cost more than her rent and holding what had been a very large coffee before it became a very large problem.

The coffee hit her like a caffeinated tsunami, soaking through her blouse with the efficiency of someone who'd clearly had practice ruining people's days. The liquid was still hot enough to make her gasp, and cold enough to make her nipples immediately file a formal complaint.

"Oh my God, I am so sorry," the human wall said, and his voice was the kind of deep, smooth baritone that belonged in whiskey commercials or confessionals...the kind that made women do stupid things like agree to second dates or sign mortgages with men they barely knew.

Lana looked up, blinking coffee out of her eyelashes, and felt her already-fragile grasp on the morning slip entirely.

He was stupidly handsome. Not regular handsome, not even "he's attractive if you like that type" handsome. He was the kind of handsome that made evolutionary biologists weep and romance novelists quit their day jobs. Dark hair that looked like he'd run his fingers through it, eyes the color of expensive chocolate, and a jawline that could've been used as a blueprint for superhero movies.

He was also looking at her with something between concern and amusement, his large hands hovering near her elbows like he wanted to steady her but wasn't sure if touching would constitute assault.

"Do you always weaponize your beverages," Lana asked, "or is this a special Thursday morning tradition?"

His mouth twitched...a movement so small she almost missed it, but there it was. The tiniest crack in what she was beginning to suspect was a very carefully maintained facade.

"It's actually my first time assaulting strangers with coffee," he said gravely. "I'm usually more of a tea person."

Despite everything...the broken shoe, the ruined blouse, the fact that her bra was now on full display through the transparent fabric like some kind of polka-dotted beacon of humiliation...Lana almost smiled.

Almost.

"Well, congratulations on branching out," she said, trying to wring coffee out of her sleeve and failing miserably. "Really broadening your horizons."

He was staring at her chest, and she was about to deliver a scathing commentary on men and their predictable behavior when she realized he wasn't staring at her chest with appreciation. He was staring with what looked suspiciously like horror.

She looked down and understood why.

Her white blouse had achieved a level of transparency that would've made a wet t-shirt contest organizer weep with joy. Her bra...a cheerful polka-dotted number she'd bought in a three-pack because it was on clearance...was putting on the performance of its lifetime.

"Oh, for the love of..." She crossed her arms over her chest and felt heat flood her cheeks. "This is just perfect. Really. The cherry on top of my disaster sundae."

Without a word, he shrugged out of his suit jacket...a movement so fluid it looked choreographed...and held it out to her.

"Here," he said simply.

Lana stared at the jacket like it might bite her. It was beautiful, obviously expensive, and probably worth more than everything in her closet combined. The kind of jacket that belonged to men who owned yachts and collected art and definitely didn't spill coffee on broke twenty-somethings in broken shoes.

"I can't," she said. "It's...that's probably designer. I'll ruin it."

"It's already ruined," he pointed out reasonably. "I'm the one who spilled coffee everywhere."

He had a point. A good point. But accepting help from strangers felt too much like charity, and Lana had spent most of her adult life perfecting the art of self-reliance, even when it was clearly working against her.

"I'm fine," she lied, her teeth chattering slightly. The morning air was cruel, and wet fabric in October was basically nature's way of suggesting you should've stayed in bed.

He raised an eyebrow...just one, which was somehow more devastating than if he'd raised both. "You're shivering."

"I'm not shivering. I'm... vibrating. With energy. Very different thing."

That almost-smile appeared again, and Lana felt something dangerous flutter in her chest. Something that had nothing to do with caffeine and everything to do with the way he was looking at her like she was a puzzle he actually wanted to solve.

"Right," he said, his voice dry as expensive wine. "My mistake."

He stepped closer...close enough that she could smell his cologne, something woody and complex that probably had a French name and cost more per ounce than her grocery budget...and gently draped the jacket over her shoulders.

His fingers brushed against her collarbone as he adjusted the fabric, and Lana felt her breath catch. The jacket was warm from his body heat and smelled like cedar and something indefinably masculine that made her want to bury her face in the fabric and take a very long, very inappropriate inhale.

"Better?" he asked, and his voice was closer now, quieter.

Lana nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The jacket engulfed her, the sleeves hanging past her fingertips, and she felt like a child playing dress-up in her father's clothes. Except this felt nothing like childhood games and everything like the kind of romantic comedy meet-cute that happened to other people. People with better timing and intact footwear.

"I have to go," she said finally, because standing there drowning in his scent and his unexpected kindness was only going to end with her doing something mortifying like asking for his number or confessing that she'd been having a run of bad luck that would make Job feel sympathetic.

"Interview?" he asked.

She looked at him sharply. "How did you..."

"Lucky guess. You look..." He paused, seeming to choose his words carefully. "Determined. Like you're either heading into battle or a job interview."

"Same thing, really." She started to shrug out of the jacket, but he caught her hands, stilling the movement.

"Keep it," he said. "For the interview."

His hands were warm and slightly callused, like he did more than push papers around a desk, and Lana found herself staring at the way her fingers looked small and pale against his darker skin.

"I can't keep your jacket," she protested. "I don't even know your name."

"Then we'll have to fix that," he said, and extended his hand with the formal precision of someone who'd been raised on etiquette and old money. "Alexander."

She took his hand, hyperaware of the way his fingers closed around hers. "Lana."

"Lana," he repeated, and something about the way he said her name...carefully, like he was tasting it...made her stomach do something acrobatic and entirely unprofessional.

"I really do have to go," she said, but she didn't let go of his hand. "I'm already late, and this interview is..." She paused, realizing she was about to complain about her potential boss to a complete stranger. "Important."

"What company?" Alexander asked.

"KingTech." She finally pulled her hand free and immediately missed the warmth. "I'm interviewing for an executive assistant position. Apparently the CEO is some kind of... well, let's just say the job posting mentioned 'demanding work environment' and 'thick skin required,' which is basically corporate speak for 'your boss is a nightmare and we're legally required to warn you.'"

Alexander's expression shifted, something unreadable flickering across his features. "Sounds challenging."

"Sounds like a paycheck," Lana said pragmatically. "And I need this job. Desperately. Like, 'eating ramen for the third week straight' desperately."

She was oversharing. She knew she was oversharing. But something about Alexander...maybe it was the way he'd given her his jacket without hesitation, or the way he was listening like her words actually mattered...made her want to tell him everything. Her fears, her dreams, her complete and utter terror that she was twenty-six years old and still had no idea what she was doing with her life.

"You'll do fine," he said, and he sounded like he actually meant it.

"How can you possibly know that?"

"Because," Alexander said, his eyes crinkling slightly at the corners, "anyone who can make conversation after being attacked by a stranger's coffee clearly has excellent crisis management skills. That's basically the entire job description for working with difficult executives."

Lana laughed...actually laughed...for the first time all morning. "Is that your professional opinion, Dr...?"

"Just Alexander," he said quickly. "And yes. Completely professional assessment."

She was flirting. She was definitely flirting with a stranger on the street while wearing his jacket and her polka-dot bra as outerwear. This was either the beginning of a romantic comedy or the start of a cautionary tale, and she wasn't sure which one she preferred.

"I should really..."

"Go," Alexander finished. "I know. But Lana?"

She turned back, her name on his lips doing that dangerous fluttering thing to her chest again.

"Good luck."

The elevator ride to the penthouse floor of KingTech felt like ascending to Mount Olympus, if Mount Olympus had been designed by someone with unlimited funds and a serious minimalism fetish. Everything was glass and chrome and the kind of expensive simplicity that screamed "we have so much money we don't need to prove it."

Lana caught her reflection in the elevator's mirrored wall and winced. Alexander's jacket hung on her like a very expensive tent, her hair looked like she'd been electrocuted, and her makeup had achieved the "recently escaped from a hostage situation" aesthetic.

But she smelled like cedar and ambition, and somehow that made her feel more confident than she had all morning.

The receptionist was exactly what Lana expected from a company that probably had a budget line for "attractive employees to make visitors feel inadequate." Tall, blonde, and put-together in a way that suggested she'd never had a wardrobe malfunction or eaten cereal for dinner.

"Can I help you?" the receptionist asked, her smile bright and sharp as a blade.

"I'm here for the nine-thirty interview," Lana said, trying to project confidence despite the fact that she was pretty sure she had coffee in her hair. "Lana Carter."

The receptionist's fingers flew over her keyboard with the efficiency of someone who could probably type while performing brain surgery. "Ah yes, Miss Carter. You're..." She paused, her eyes flicking over Lana's appearance. "Punctual."

It was the kind of compliment that felt like an insult, but Lana had worked retail long enough to recognize passive aggression when she heard it.

"Traffic," Lana said simply, because explaining the morning's disasters would take longer than the interview itself.

"Of course. Mr. King will see you now."

Lana's blood went cold. "Mr. King?"

"The CEO," the receptionist clarified, like Lana was particularly slow. "He likes to personally interview all executive assistant candidates. Quality control, you understand."

No, Lana didn't understand. She didn't understand at all. CEOs of major tech companies didn't personally interview administrative staff. They had HR departments and layers of management and better things to do than chat with desperate twenty-somethings in borrowed jackets.

But she followed the receptionist through a maze of glass offices filled with beautiful people doing important-looking things on expensive computers. Everything was open concept and aggressively modern, the kind of workplace that belonged in magazines about innovation and the future of business.

The receptionist stopped in front of a door that was larger and more imposing than the others, made of dark wood that probably came from trees that had been personally blessed by environmental activists.

"He's waiting for you," she said, her smile never wavering.

Lana took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and knocked.

"Come in."

The voice was familiar. Impossibly, ridiculously familiar.

Lana opened the door and stepped into an office that belonged in architectural magazines, all floor-to-ceiling windows and carefully curated modern art. And behind a desk that looked like it had been carved from a single piece of granite sat the most beautiful man she'd ever seen.

Alexander.

Coffee-spilling, jacket-lending, impossibly-handsome Alexander.

Who was apparently the CEO of KingTech.

Who was apparently her potential boss.

Who was apparently looking at her with the same expression she imagined she was wearing...a mixture of surprise, horror, and something that might have been amusement if the situation weren't so completely, utterly insane.

"Miss Carter," he said, his voice carefully neutral. "Please, have a seat."

Lana stared at him. Then at the chair he was indicating. Then back at him.

"You're Alexander King," she said, because sometimes stating the obvious was the only way to make reality make sense.

"I am."

"The CEO of KingTech."

"Also correct."

"The demanding boss with the God complex."

His eyebrow rose again...that same devastating single eyebrow that had been making her stomach do gymnastics on the street. "I prefer to think of myself as detail-oriented."

Lana sat down heavily in the leather chair, which was probably worth more than her car. "This is not happening."

"I'm afraid it is."

She buried her face in her hands, which was a mistake because now she smelled like his cologne and her own humiliation. "I called you a nightmare. To your face. While wearing your jacket."

"You also said I had a God complex," Alexander pointed out helpfully. "Don't forget that part."

Lana looked up at him through her fingers. "Are you enjoying this?"

"More than I probably should," he admitted, and there was that almost-smile again, the one that made her forget why getting involved with her potential boss was a terrible idea.

"I should go," she said, starting to stand. "This is... I mean, there's no way you can hire me now. I've seen you in crisis mode. I know you're human. That's probably against company policy."

"Sit down, Lana."

The way he said her name...with quiet authority and something warmer underneath...made her sink back into the chair without thinking.

"Better," he said approvingly. "Now, let's discuss your qualifications."

"My qualifications?" Lana stared at him. "I just told you that you have a God complex. I'm wearing your jacket because I flashed you my bra. My shoe is broken and my hair looks like I fought a tornado and lost. What part of this says 'qualified candidate' to you?"

Alexander leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him, and Lana was struck by how comfortable he looked. How in control. Like spilling coffee on strangers and then discovering they were interviewing to work for him was just another Thursday morning.

"You want to know what I see?" he asked.

"I'm afraid to ask."

"I see someone who, when faced with a series of increasingly ridiculous obstacles, kept going. Someone who can make a joke while dripping wet and probably hypothermic. Someone who turned down help when she needed it because she's too proud to accept charity, then graciously accepted it when it was offered with respect."

Lana felt heat rise in her cheeks. "You're making me sound a lot more impressive than I am."

"Am I?" Alexander tilted his head, studying her with the intensity of someone who was used to reading people for a living. "Because from where I'm sitting, I see someone who just convinced me to hire her before she even sat down."

"I...what?"

"The job is yours, Lana," he said simply. "If you want it."

She stared at him, waiting for the punchline or the hidden camera or the alarm clock that would wake her up from this fever dream of a morning.

"Just like that?"

"Just like that."

"But don't you want to ask me about my experience? My references? My five-year plan?"

Alexander's smile was small but genuine, and it transformed his entire face from intimidating CEO to something much more dangerous. "I think I've learned everything I need to know about you."

Lana looked down at herself...coffee-stained, broken-shoed, drowning in his jacket...and then back at him.

"You realize I'm a disaster, right?" she said. "Like, professionally speaking. This morning is not an anomaly. This is my life."

"Good," Alexander said, and his eyes were warm with something that made her stomach flip. "I find disasters much more interesting than perfection."

And despite everything...the humiliation, the impossibility of the situation, the fact that she was pretty sure accepting this job was going to complicate her life in ways she couldn't even imagine...Lana found herself smiling back.

"When do I start?"
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Chapter Two: Welcome to the Lion's Den (And Other Corporate Euphemisms)
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Lana Carter was beginning to suspect she'd died in that coffee collision and this was some elaborate form of purgatory designed specifically for people who made terrible life choices while wearing discount footwear.

She sat in KingTech's HR office...a pristine white space that looked like it had been sanitized by angels...trying to process the words that had just come out of Melissa Chen's perfectly glossed mouth.

"I'm sorry," Lana said slowly, "but did you just say I got the job?"

Melissa smiled with the kind of professional warmth that probably came with a manual and quarterly performance reviews. She was beautiful in the way that successful corporate women always seemed to be...effortlessly put-together, with cheekbones that could cut glass and a wardrobe that whispered rather than screamed its expense.

"Yes, Miss Carter. Congratulations. Mr. King was quite... enthusiastic about your interview."

Enthusiastic. That was one way to describe whatever had happened in Alexander's office, though Lana was pretty sure "surreal disaster followed by inexplicable job offer" would have been more accurate.

"He was enthusiastic about hiring someone who spilled coffee all over herself and flashed him her underwear?" Lana asked, because apparently her filter had died along with her dignity that morning.

Melissa's smile widened slightly, revealing perfectly straight teeth that had probably never known the shame of discount dental work. "Mr. King has always appreciated... unconventional approaches to problem-solving."

"I wouldn't exactly call accidentally exposing myself a problem-solving technique."

"Wouldn't you?" Melissa tilted her head, and there was something almost predatory in the gesture. "You needed a job. You got his attention. You're now employed. Seems fairly effective to me."

Lana stared at her, trying to decide if she was being complimented or subtly insulted. With people like Melissa...people who belonged in boardrooms and charity galas...it was often impossible to tell.

"The position comes with a substantial salary," Melissa continued, sliding a folder across the desk with movements so smooth they looked choreographed. "Full benefits, stock options, and direct access to one of the most powerful men in tech. Most women would consider themselves quite fortunate."

There was something in the way she said "most women" that made Lana's spine straighten. A slight emphasis that felt like a test or a warning, though she couldn't decide which.

"I do feel fortunate," Lana said carefully. "Just... surprised. This morning didn't exactly go according to plan."

"The best opportunities rarely do." Melissa's smile never wavered, but her eyes were sharp as a blade. "You'll start Monday. Eight-thirty sharp. Mr. King values punctuality."

Lana thought about her broken alarm clock, her deceased phone, and her general relationship with time management, and felt her stomach drop. "Of course he does."

"He also values discretion," Melissa added, her voice dropping slightly. "KingTech is a high-profile company. Mr. King is a very... visible public figure. We expect our employees to conduct themselves with appropriate professionalism at all times."

The subtext was clear: Don't embarrass us. Don't embarrass him. Don't do anything that would end up in gossip columns or trending on social media.

"Understood," Lana said, though she was beginning to wonder what she'd gotten herself into.

Melissa handed her a sleek black folder embossed with the KingTech logo. "Your paperwork, building access, and employee handbook. I trust you'll review everything thoroughly before Monday."

"Absolutely." Lana tucked the folder under her arm like it contained state secrets instead of health insurance information.

"Oh, and Miss Carter?" Melissa's voice stopped her as she reached the door. "A word of advice? Alexander King is a brilliant man, but he's also a very busy one. Don't mistake professional interest for personal attention. That kind of... confusion... rarely ends well."

The warning hit like a slap of cold air, and Lana felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I'm not...I wouldn't..."

"Of course not," Melissa said smoothly. "I'm simply speaking from experience. Welcome to the team."



Lana's phone rang before she'd even made it to the elevator.

"Tell me everything," Jess demanded without preamble. "And I mean everything. What was he wearing? How did he smell? Did you accidentally marry him? Because if you accidentally married him, I need to know so I can start planning the divorce party."

"I got the job," Lana said, stepping into the elevator and watching the floor numbers descend like a countdown to reality.

Jess screamed so loudly that three businessmen in expensive suits turned to stare. Lana smiled apologetically and pressed the phone closer to her ear.

"You got the job working for Alexander King," Jess said when she'd finished celebrating. "Do you understand what this means?"

"That I'm about to make a fool of myself in increasingly creative ways?"

"No. Well, yes, probably. But also that you're about to work for one of the most eligible bachelors in New York. Do you know what Forbes called him last year? 'The thinking woman's fantasy.' Direct quote."

Lana groaned. "He's my boss, Jess. My boss. As in, the person who can fire me if I so much as look at him wrong."

"Details," Jess waved off. "The important thing is that you're going to be in close proximity to all that masculine perfection on a daily basis. We need to prepare."

"Prepare for what?"

"For not spontaneously combusting every time he asks you to schedule a meeting."

Lana had to admit, that was a valid concern.

***
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Monday morning arrived with all the subtlety of a natural disaster. Lana had spent the weekend reading through the employee handbook (twice), researching Alexander King's business history (fascinating and slightly intimidating), and practicing walking in heels without looking like a newborn giraffe (unsuccessful).

She'd also spent an embarrassing amount of time googling "how to be professional around attractive boss" and "corporate etiquette for people who don't know corporate etiquette," which led her down a rabbit hole of articles about workplace harassment policies and the dangers of office romances.

By Sunday night, she was convinced she was going to accidentally sexually harass her boss simply by existing in the same building.

She arrived at KingTech at eight-fifteen, which she considered a personal victory given her track record with punctuality. The lobby was already bustling with beautiful, competent-looking people who probably had their lives together and owned matching furniture.

"Miss Carter?" A tall man with perfect posture and a smile that belonged in dental commercials appeared at her elbow. "I'm Marcus Webb, Mr. King's senior assistant. He's asked me to show you around."

Marcus looked like he'd been designed by a committee tasked with creating the perfect corporate second-in-command. Impeccably dressed, impossibly organized, and radiating the kind of calm efficiency that made Lana feel like a caffeinated hummingbird by comparison.

"Senior assistant?" Lana asked as they headed toward the elevators. "How many assistants does he have?"

"You'll be his third," Marcus said smoothly. "Though the other two handle more specialized functions. International communications, primarily, and technical project coordination. You'll be handling his immediate daily needs."

Immediate daily needs. That sounded either very professional or very personal, and Lana wasn't sure which possibility made her more nervous.

The executive floor was even more intimidating than she remembered. Glass offices lined a central corridor, each one occupied by someone who looked like they belonged on the cover of Business Weekly. The air hummed with the kind of focused energy that came from very important people doing very important things with very large sums of money.

"Mr. King's office is at the end," Marcus said, guiding her past a conference room where a meeting was already in progress. "Your desk will be just outside, so you can manage his schedule and screen his calls."

They passed a corner office where a woman was pacing behind floor-to-ceiling windows, gesturing animatedly at someone on speakerphone. She was stunning in the way that made magazine editors weep...tall, elegant, with platinum blonde hair that fell in perfect waves and a figure that belonged in couture advertisements.

"Who's that?" Lana asked, trying to sound casual.

Marcus's expression tightened almost imperceptibly. "Victoria Ashworth. She handles our merger and acquisition strategies."

"She looks..." Lana searched for the right word. "Intense."

"Victoria is very good at her job," Marcus said diplomatically, which wasn't really an answer at all.

They reached the end of the corridor, where a sleek desk sat positioned like a fortress wall in front of Alexander's office. The workspace was pristine, organized, and came equipped with multiple monitors, a phone system that looked like it could launch missiles, and a view of Manhattan that probably cost more per square foot than most people's apartments.

"This is yours," Marcus said, gesturing to the setup. "Computer passwords are in the folder, phone system instructions are bookmarked, and there's a complete contact database already loaded. Mr. King's calendar is synced to your computer, and you'll have full access to his scheduling system."

Lana nodded, trying to look like she wasn't internally panicking about the level of responsibility being casually dropped in her lap.

"He usually arrives around nine," Marcus continued, "takes his first meeting at nine-thirty, and prefers his coffee black with one sugar. There's a machine in the break room, but he usually gets his from the place downstairs. The barista knows his order."

Of course he had a barista who knew his order. Probably the same barista who made the latte that had started this whole surreal chain of events.

"Any questions?" Marcus asked.

About a thousand, but Lana settled for, "What happened to the last assistant?"

Marcus's smile became strained. "She found a position that was a better fit for her skill set."

That was corporate speak for "she quit" or "she was fired," and Lana wasn't sure which possibility was more concerning.

"Don't worry," Marcus added, apparently reading her expression. "Mr. King is demanding but fair. As long as you're competent and professional, you'll do fine."

Competent and professional. Two qualities Lana was still working on mastering.

"He's here," Marcus said suddenly, glancing toward the elevator bank.

Sure enough, Alexander King was striding down the corridor with the kind of confident purpose that made people step aside without thinking. He wore a navy suit that fit him like it had been cut by angels, and his dark hair was slightly disheveled in a way that suggested he'd been running his fingers through it.

He was talking to Victoria Ashworth, who had emerged from her office and was matching his pace with predatory grace. She was even more stunning up close, with the kind of bone structure that belonged in art museums and eyes the color of expensive sapphires.

"Alexander," she was saying, her voice carrying the slight accent of someone who'd been educated at very expensive European schools, "the Milano acquisition is moving faster than expected. We should discuss terms tonight. Over dinner."

Alexander's response was too quiet to hear, but Victoria laughed...a sound like expensive champagne being poured...and placed her hand on his arm with casual familiarity.

Lana felt something unpleasant twist in her stomach. Something that felt suspiciously like jealousy, which was ridiculous because she'd known Alexander for exactly one week and most of that time had been spent in various states of humiliation.

"Good morning, Lana," Alexander said as he approached, and the way he said her name...warm, personal, like they shared some private joke...made her forget about Victoria entirely.

"Good morning, Mr. King," she replied, proud of herself for sounding professional instead of breathless.

"Alexander," he corrected gently. "We talked about this."

Victoria's gaze sharpened, her eyes moving between them with the calculating interest of someone who made a living reading people and situations.

"And you must be the new assistant," Victoria said, extending a perfectly manicured hand. "Victoria Ashworth. I handle M&A."

Her handshake was firm, confident, and somehow managed to convey both welcome and warning in a single gesture.

"Lana Carter," Lana replied, trying to match Victoria's poise and probably failing spectacularly.

"How interesting," Victoria murmured, her smile sharp as a blade. "I don't think I've seen you around before. Are you new to the corporate world?"

It was a polite question wrapped around a subtle insult, and Lana felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I'm new to KingTech, yes."

"How refreshing," Victoria said, her tone suggesting it was anything but. "There's something so charming about fresh faces and... enthusiasm."

The way she said "enthusiasm" made it sound like a communicable disease.

"Victoria," Alexander said, his voice carrying a note of warning that made her smile widen.

"Of course, darling. I'll let you get settled." She turned to Lana with predatory politeness. "I'm sure we'll be seeing a lot of each other. I spend quite a bit of time in Alexander's office."

The subtext was clear: This is my territory. You're just visiting.

Victoria clicked away on heels that probably cost more than Lana's monthly rent, leaving behind the faint scent of expensive perfume and barely concealed hostility.

"Don't mind Victoria," Alexander said quietly, moving closer to Lana's desk. "She's... protective of her professional relationships."

Professional relationships. Right. Because that hand on his arm and the dinner invitation had felt purely professional.

"She seems lovely," Lana lied.

Alexander's mouth quirked upward. "She's brilliant at her job. But she can be... intense."

Intense was one word for it. Lana could think of several others, none of them appropriate for workplace conversation.

"Should I get you coffee?" she asked, eager to change the subject and prove she could be useful for something other than accidentally providing entertainment.

"That would be perfect," Alexander said, and his smile was warm enough to make her forget about Victoria's territorial display. "Black, one sugar. The place downstairs knows the order."

As he disappeared into his office, Lana sank into her chair and tried to process what had just happened. She'd been on the job for exactly ten minutes and had already encountered what was clearly going to be her first major obstacle: a beautiful, powerful woman who obviously had history with Alexander and saw Lana as some kind of threat.

The ridiculous part was that Victoria was right to be concerned, because despite all of Lana's rational thoughts about professionalism and appropriate workplace behavior, she was already half in love with her boss.

And if the way he'd smiled at her was any indication, the feeling might not be entirely one-sided.

This job was going to be either the best thing that had ever happened to her or a complete disaster.

Possibly both.
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Chapter Three: Office Politics and Other Contact Sports
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If Lana had known that working for Alexander King would involve this much sexual tension, she would have worn different underwear.

Not that she was planning on anyone seeing her underwear. Again. But three days into her new job, she was beginning to suspect that Alexander had some kind of supernatural ability to make even the most innocent interactions feel like foreplay.

Take this morning, for instance. She'd been innocently organizing his calendar when he'd leaned over her shoulder to point out a scheduling conflict, and suddenly the entire office smelled like cedar and sin, and she was having very unprofessional thoughts about what those long fingers might feel like tracing patterns on her skin instead of across her computer screen.

"The Milano meeting needs to be moved," he'd murmured, his breath warm against her ear. "Victoria's flying in Thursday instead of Friday."

Of course Victoria was flying in. Because apparently the universe had decided that Lana's life needed more beautiful, territorial women who looked at Alexander like he was a particularly appetizing piece of dark chocolate.

"I'll reschedule," Lana had managed, proud of herself for forming complete sentences while his cologne was systematically destroying her ability to think coherently.

"Thank you," he'd said, and his hand had briefly touched her shoulder...a gesture so casual it should have been meaningless, except her skin had burned for an hour afterward.

Now it was Wednesday afternoon, and Lana was beginning to understand why Alexander's previous assistants had either quit or been transferred. Not because he was difficult to work for...quite the opposite, actually. He was considerate, brilliant, and had a dry sense of humor that caught her off guard at least three times a day.

No, the problem was that working in close proximity to Alexander King was like trying to function normally while standing next to a bonfire. Eventually, you were going to get burned.

"Miss Carter?" Marcus appeared at her desk with the kind of expression that suggested something was about to go very wrong. "Mr. King would like to see you in his office."

Lana glanced at the clock. Three-thirty. Alexander was supposed to be in meetings until five.

"Is everything okay?" she asked, already standing and smoothing down her skirt...a navy number that Jess had insisted was "professional but not nun-like."

Marcus's smile was strained. "There's been a... situation."

Lana's stomach dropped. "What kind of situation?"

"The kind that involves the New York Post, a photographer with a telephoto lens, and some very interesting speculation about Mr. King's personal life."

Oh no. Oh no, no, no.

She knocked on Alexander's office door and entered to find him standing behind his desk, his jaw tight with barely controlled anger. His laptop was open to what looked like a gossip website, and even from across the room, Lana could see a photograph that made her blood run cold.

It was her. And Alexander. From Monday morning, outside the building. The photo had been taken from across the street, but it was clear enough to show Alexander draping his jacket over her shoulders, their faces close together, her hand on his chest.

The headline read: "TECH TITAN'S MYSTERY WOMAN: Alexander King's Secret Romance?"

"Oh my God," Lana breathed, sinking into the chair across from his desk. "This is bad. This is really, really bad."

Alexander's expression softened slightly. "It's not your fault."

"Isn't it?" Lana gestured at the screen. "I'm the one who crashed into you. I'm the one who..." She stopped, realizing what she was about to say.

"Who what?" His voice was quiet, but there was something dangerous in it. Something that made her pulse quicken.

"Who can't seem to stop making a fool of herself around you," she finished weakly.

Alexander moved around the desk with predatory grace, and suddenly he was standing much too close, his dark eyes fixed on her face with an intensity that made her forget how to breathe.

"Is that what you think you're doing?" he asked, his voice low. "Making a fool of yourself?"

Lana stared up at him, acutely aware that she was still sitting while he towered over her, that her heart was beating so hard he could probably hear it, that if she stood up now they would be close enough to...

"Yes," she whispered, because lying seemed safer than admitting the truth: that she was falling for him so hard and fast it felt like free fall, and she had no idea how to make it stop.

Alexander's hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing across her cheekbone with devastating gentleness. "Then you're not paying attention."

The kiss happened so quickly that Lana didn't have time to think, to protest, to remember all the reasons why this was a terrible idea. One moment she was drowning in the intensity of his gaze, and the next his mouth was on hers, warm and demanding and absolutely perfect.

She made a sound...half gasp, half whimper...and suddenly she was standing, her hands fisted in the front of his shirt, pulling him closer even as some distant part of her brain screamed that this was insane, that they were in his office, that anyone could walk in.

Alexander kissed like he did everything else...with complete focus and devastating competence. His hands tangled in her hair, tilting her head back so he could deepen the kiss, and Lana felt herself melting against him like she was made of something far less substantial than flesh and bone.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing hard, Lana stared up at him in shock.

"We can't," she said, even as her body was arguing very persuasively for the opposite position.

"Can't what?" Alexander's voice was rough, his eyes dark with want.

"This. Us. Whatever this is." She gestured helplessly between them. "You're my boss. I work for you. There are rules about this sort of thing."

"Fuck the rules," Alexander said, and the profanity sounded shockingly intimate coming from his usually controlled mouth.

"Easy for you to say," Lana shot back, stepping away from him and immediately missing his warmth. "You own the company. I'm just the assistant who can't walk through a lobby without causing a scandal."

Alexander's expression darkened. "You are not 'just' anything."

"Aren't I?" Lana laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Come on, Alexander. Look at me. Really look at me. I'm nobody special. I buy my clothes at Target, I live in a studio apartment with a roommate, and my biggest professional achievement before this job was successfully not getting fired from Starbucks for six months."

"And yet," Alexander said quietly, "you're the most interesting woman I've met in years."

The sincerity in his voice nearly undid her, but Lana forced herself to stay strong. "That photo is going to be everywhere by tomorrow. People are going to start asking questions. About me, about us, about what I'm doing here."

"Let them ask."

"You don't mean that."

Alexander stepped closer again, and this time Lana didn't retreat. "Try me."

There was a sharp knock on the door, and they sprang apart like guilty teenagers. Alexander ran a hand through his hair, trying to restore some semblance of professional composure, while Lana frantically checked her reflection in the glass wall to make sure she didn't look thoroughly kissed.

"Come in," Alexander called, his voice admirably steady.

Victoria Ashworth glided into the office like a predator who'd scented blood. She was dressed in a cream-colored suit that probably cost more than Lana's monthly salary, and her smile was sharp enough to perform surgery.

"Alexander, darling," she purred, crossing the room with fluid grace. "I saw the most interesting article online. Something about mystery women and secret romances?" Her gaze flicked to Lana with barely concealed malice. "How... unfortunate."

"Victoria," Alexander's voice carried a warning that would have made smart people retreat.

Victoria was apparently not smart people.

"Of course, these things happen," she continued, settling gracefully into the chair next to Lana like she belonged there. "Especially when one is... inexperienced in handling media attention. I'm sure Miss Carter had no idea that being seen with you would cause such a stir."

The condescension in her voice made Lana's teeth clench, but she forced herself to remain calm. This was exactly the kind of situation that required diplomacy, not the kind of explosive honesty that had gotten her into trouble her entire life.

"It was an unfortunate coincidence," Lana said carefully.

Victoria's smile widened. "Oh, I'm sure it was. Though I have to say, the photograph is quite... intimate. The way Alexander is looking at you, the protective gesture with the jacket..." She turned to Alexander with predatory interest. "Almost like something from a romance novel."

Alexander's jaw tightened. "Is there a point to this conversation, Victoria?"

"Only that I'm concerned about the potential impact on KingTech's reputation," Victoria said smoothly. "You know how the media loves to create scandals where none exist. And with the Milano acquisition so close to completion..."

She let the implication hang in the air like a threat.

"The Milano acquisition has nothing to do with my personal life," Alexander said coldly.

"Doesn't it?" Victoria tilted her head with false innocence. "Giovanni Milano is quite traditional in his business practices. Very family-oriented, very concerned with propriety. I'd hate for him to get the wrong impression about your... management style."

Lana felt her stomach drop. She knew what Victoria was really saying: that her presence, her connection to Alexander, could jeopardize a multimillion-dollar deal.

"Perhaps," Victoria continued, "it would be best if Miss Carter took some time off. Just until the media attention dies down. I'd be happy to handle Alexander's immediate needs in the interim."

I'll bet you would, Lana thought grimly.

"That won't be necessary," Alexander said, his voice like steel.

Victoria's mask slipped slightly, revealing something cold and calculated underneath. "Alexander, be reasonable. This girl is clearly out of her depth. She's already caused one scandal, and she's been here less than a week. How many more mistakes can you afford?"

The words hit like physical blows, and Lana felt heat flood her cheeks. Because Victoria wasn't wrong, was she? Lana had caused problems from day one. The coffee incident, the photograph, and now this...whatever this was between her and Alexander that was definitely going to complicate everything.

"You're right," Lana said quietly, standing up from her chair. Both Alexander and Victoria turned to look at her in surprise. "I should go."

"Lana," Alexander's voice was sharp with warning.

"No, she's right," Lana continued, proud of how steady her voice sounded even as her heart was breaking. "I'm out of my depth. I don't know how to handle photographers or media attention or multimillion-dollar business deals. I don't belong here."

She moved toward the door, but Alexander caught her arm, his grip gentle but firm.

"Don't," he said quietly, his eyes intense with something that made her chest tight. "Don't let her win."

Lana looked back at Victoria, who was watching their interaction with the satisfied expression of someone who'd just played a winning hand.

"Maybe she already has," Lana said softly.

But as she reached the door, she turned back one more time, meeting Victoria's triumphant gaze with steel in her own.

"Oh, and Victoria?" Lana's voice was honey-sweet and absolutely lethal. "That photograph? The one where Alexander is looking at me like I'm something precious? You're right...it does look like something from a romance novel. The kind where the heroine gets the guy in the end."

Victoria's smile faltered.

"Sweet dreams," Lana added, and walked out with her head held high, leaving behind a stunned silence and the lingering scent of her drugstore perfume mixing with the expensive air of corporate power.

She made it all the way to the elevator before she started shaking.

But as the doors closed and she caught her reflection in the polished steel, Lana realized something important: for the first time in her life, she'd stood up to someone who was trying to intimidate her.

And it felt almost as good as Alexander's kiss had tasted.

Almost.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four: After Hours and Other Professional Hazards
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Lana had always prided herself on being a reasonably intelligent woman, but apparently intelligence went out the window when faced with six feet of frustrated billionaire showing up at your apartment at nine o'clock on a Wednesday night.

She opened the door to find Alexander King standing in her hallway like he belonged there, still wearing his work clothes but with his tie loosened and his sleeves rolled up in a way that should have been illegal in all fifty states.

"We need to talk," he said without preamble, his dark eyes intense with something that made her pulse skip.

"About what?" Lana asked, though she was pretty sure they both knew exactly what they needed to talk about.

"About the fact that you walked out of my office today like some kind of martyred saint, and I've spent the last six hours thinking about all the ways I want to prove to you that you're wrong."

Heat flooded through her at his words, but she forced herself to maintain some semblance of sanity. "Alexander, you can't be here. If someone sees you..."

"I don't give a damn who sees me," he said, stepping closer until she could smell his cologne and see the flecks of gold in his dark eyes. "Do you want to know what I give a damn about?"

She shouldn't ask. She really, really shouldn't ask. "What?"

"The way you taste," he said quietly, and her knees nearly gave out. "The sound you made when I kissed you. The fact that I've been hard for you since Monday morning and it's starting to affect my ability to concentrate on anything that isn't getting you naked."

"Oh my God," Lana breathed, gripping the doorframe for support. "You can't just say things like that."

"Why not?" Alexander's mouth curved in a smile that was pure sin. "It's the truth."

"Because..." She struggled to find words that weren't just incoherent whimpering. "Because you're my boss, and this is crazy, and Victoria was right about me being out of my depth."

Alexander's expression darkened at the mention of Victoria's name. "Fuck Victoria."

"I'd rather not," Lana said before she could stop herself, and then immediately turned red. "I mean..."

Alexander laughed, and the sound was low and rough and did absolutely devastating things to her self-control. "Can I come in, Lana? Because I'm about thirty seconds away from kissing you against this door, and I'm pretty sure your neighbors don't need that kind of entertainment."

Against her better judgment...and the increasingly frantic warnings from her brain...Lana stepped aside and let him into her tiny studio apartment.

He looked around with interest, taking in the mismatched furniture, the string lights she'd hung to make the place feel less like a shoe box, and the stack of romance novels on her nightstand that she really hoped he wouldn't notice.

"It's not much," she said defensively.

"It's perfect," Alexander said, and he sounded like he meant it. "It's very... you."

"Cramped and chaotic?"

"Warm," he corrected, turning to face her. "Genuine. Real."

The way he was looking at her...like she was something precious and rare instead of a disaster in discount clothing...made her chest tight with emotions she wasn't ready to name.

"Alexander," she said carefully, "what are we doing here?"

"I don't know," he admitted, running a hand through his hair. "All I know is that I can't stop thinking about you. About us. About what it would be like if we stopped pretending this is just professional attraction."

"It has to be just professional attraction," Lana said, though even she didn't sound convinced. "You're Alexander King. You're rich and powerful and sophisticated, and I'm..."

"Perfect," he interrupted, stepping closer. "You're perfect."

"I'm really not." She backed up until she hit the kitchen counter, her heart hammering against her ribs. "I'm a mess, Alexander. I can barely keep a plant alive, I eat cereal for dinner, and I once got lost in my own neighborhood."

"And yet," Alexander said, caging her against the counter with his arms, "you're the only woman who's ever made me forget about a board meeting because I was too busy thinking about the way you laugh."

His face was inches from hers now, close enough that she could see the way his pupils had dilated, could feel the heat radiating from his body.

"This is insane," she whispered.

"Completely," he agreed, his thumb tracing along her jawline. "Are you going to tell me to stop?"

She should. She absolutely should. This was her boss, her billionaire boss, and she was just the assistant who couldn't go three days without causing some kind of scandal.

Instead, she reached up and fisted her hands in his shirt, pulling him down until his mouth was a breath away from hers.

"Don't you dare," she said.

The kiss was different this time...hungrier, more desperate, like they were both drowning and the only air was in each other's lungs. Alexander's hands tangled in her hair, tilting her head back so he could kiss her deeper, and Lana made a sound that was half moan, half prayer.

She could taste the coffee he'd had after dinner, could feel the slight roughness of his five o'clock shadow against her skin, and when his tongue swept against hers, she forgot her own name.

"Lana," he breathed against her mouth, and the way he said it...rough and wanting and like it was the only word that mattered...made her entire body catch fire.

His hands moved to her waist, lifting her easily onto the counter, and suddenly she was at eye level with him, her legs on either side of his hips. The position was intimate, dangerous, and when he pressed closer, she could feel exactly how much he wanted her.

"Tell me to stop," he said, his voice strained. "Tell me this is a bad idea and I'll walk away right now."

Instead, Lana wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer, loving the way his breath caught, the way his control seemed to fracture at the edges.

"The only bad idea," she said, her voice husky with want, "would be stopping now."

Alexander's restraint snapped. His mouth crashed against hers with a hunger that made her previous experiences feel like pale imitations of passion. His hands roamed her body with reverent desperation, like he was trying to memorize every curve, every reaction.

When his lips moved to her throat, trailing hot kisses along the sensitive skin there, Lana arched against him with a gasp that was purely instinctive.

"You have no idea," Alexander murmured against her neck, "what you do to me."

She could feel what she did to him, pressed hard and insistent against her thigh, and the knowledge that she...ordinary, disaster-prone Lana Carter...could affect someone like Alexander King this way was intoxicating.

His hands found the hem of her sweater, and she lifted her arms to help him pull it over her head. The cool air hit her skin, but Alexander's gaze was like fire, taking in the simple black bra she wore with an appreciation that made her feel like she was wearing the finest lingerie.

"Beautiful," he said simply, and then his mouth was on her collarbone, her shoulder, the sensitive spot just above her breast that made her gasp and dig her fingers into his shoulders.

She fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, her hands shaking slightly with anticipation and desire. When she finally got it open and could run her palms over the warm, solid muscle of his chest, Alexander groaned low in his throat.

"Bedroom?" he asked, his voice rough.

Lana glanced toward her bed...barely ten feet away in the studio apartment...and suddenly felt self-conscious. Her bed was small, covered with a comforter she'd bought on sale, nothing like what someone like Alexander was probably used to.

He must have sensed her hesitation because he cupped her face in his hands, forcing her to meet his eyes.

"Hey," he said softly. "It's just me. Just us."

Just us. Like they were equals in this moment, like the billions of dollars and corporate power didn't matter, like she wasn't just the assistant who'd stumbled into his life by accident.

"Just us," she repeated, and let him lift her down from the counter.

They moved toward the bed together, hands and mouths never quite separating, a tangle of want and whispered endearments and clothing that seemed to disappear with magical efficiency.

When Alexander laid her down on the soft comforter, his eyes dark with desire and something deeper, Lana felt beautiful for the first time in her life. Not pretty or cute or any of the pale compliments she'd received before, but genuinely, powerfully beautiful.

"Are you sure?" he asked, hovering over her, his self-control hanging by a thread.

In answer, she pulled him down to her, claiming his mouth with a kiss that left no room for doubt.

What followed was a symphony of sensation...Alexander's hands and mouth mapping every inch of her skin like he was trying to memorize her, the way he whispered her name like a prayer, the exquisite tension that built between them until she was trembling with need.

When he finally joined with her, moving with a gentleness that gradually gave way to passion, Lana understood why people wrote poetry about moments like this. It wasn't just physical...though God, the physical was incredible. It was the way he looked at her like she was everything he'd ever wanted, the way he murmured endearments against her skin, the way they moved together like they'd been made for this.

Afterward, as they lay tangled in her sheets, Alexander's arm around her waist and her head on his chest, Lana felt like she was living in someone else's life. Someone braver, more confident, someone who deserved to wake up next to Alexander King.

"That was..." she began, then trailed off, not sure how to finish.

"Perfect," Alexander said, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "That was perfect."

They lay in comfortable silence for a while, Lana tracing lazy patterns on Alexander's chest while he played with her hair. It felt domestic, intimate in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the quiet contentment of being exactly where you belonged.

"What happens now?" Lana asked eventually, because reality had a way of intruding even on perfect moments.

Alexander was quiet for so long that she thought he might have fallen asleep. Then he spoke, his voice thoughtful.

"Now we figure out how to make this work."

"This being...?"

"Us," he said simply. "You and me. Whatever this is between us."

Lana lifted her head to look at him. "Alexander, be realistic. I'm your assistant. You're my boss. There are a dozen reasons why this is complicated."

"Name one that matters more than how I feel about you."

The sincerity in his voice made her chest tight. "The media. Victoria. Your business deals. My complete lack of experience with any of this."

"The media will get bored and move on to the next story," Alexander said, his fingers still stroking her hair. "Victoria can go fuck herself. My business deals are just that...business. And as for your experience..." He smiled, and there was something wicked in it. "I'm more than happy to help you gain some."

Heat flooded through her at his words, but she forced herself to stay focused. "What about the Milano acquisition? Victoria said..."

"Victoria says a lot of things," Alexander interrupted. "Most of them designed to manipulate people into doing what she wants. Giovanni Milano is a businessman, not a monk. He'll care about profits, not gossip."

"And if he doesn't?"

Alexander was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was serious. "Then we'll deal with it. Together."

Together. The word settled in her chest like a warm glow, pushing back the anxiety that had been her constant companion since she'd started working at KingTech.

"I'm scared," she admitted.

"Of what?"

"Of screwing this up. Of not being enough. Of waking up tomorrow and realizing this was all some kind of fever dream."

Alexander shifted, rolling over so he was looking down at her, his dark eyes intense in the dim light from her string lights.

"Listen to me," he said, his voice firm. "You are more than enough. You're intelligent, funny, brave, and you make me want to be better than I am. And this?" He gestured between them. "This is real. More real than anything I've felt in years."

He kissed her then, slow and deep and full of promise, and Lana felt her fears start to melt away. Because maybe this was crazy, and maybe it was complicated, but it was also right in a way that nothing else had ever been.

When they broke apart, both breathing hard, Alexander smiled that devastating smile that had been making her knees weak since day one.

"Besides," he said, his voice husky with renewed desire, "I haven't even begun to show you how much I want you."

"Oh really?" Lana arched an eyebrow, feeling bold and powerful and completely unlike herself. "Prove it."

Alexander's grin was pure wickedness. "Challenge accepted."

And as he proceeded to prove it...thoroughly, creatively, and with a dedication that left her breathless and boneless and completely convinced that maybe
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