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Dedication
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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
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