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Rain pelted the pavement in heavy sheets as I bolted across the street, soaking my flats and turning my blouse transparent. The bus had been twenty minutes late, and the transfer never came. I’d spent the last four blocks sprinting, my backpack slapping against my spine, my resume folded into a damp, desperate mess in my hand.

By the time I reached the massive steel-framed doors of Breede Global, I was gasping, hair dripping into my eyes. The security guard barely glanced at me before buzzing me through. I took the elevator alone, watching the numbers climb. Floor 47.

His office was at the end of the hallway. One wall all glass, looking out over the docks and churning grey ocean. Inside, it smelled like cedar, leather, something expensive and clean.

He stood when I entered. Tall. Broad. Late forties, maybe older. Salt-and-pepper hair. Black tailored shirt rolled to his elbows. His eyes dropped to my chest, lingered just a second, then returned to my face without apology.

I stopped just inside the door, trying not to shiver.

“I’m so sorry,” I stammered, holding out the resume. “I missed the transfer downtown.”

He didn’t take the paper. Just tilted his head, eyes narrowing a little.

“And still showed up,” he said, voice low, smooth. “That matters.”

He walked around the desk, pulled a dark gray towel from a drawer, and handed it to me.

I blinked at it. “Thank you,” I said, wrapping it around my shoulders, cheeks burning.

He sat again, motioning to the chair opposite him. “Sit.”

The chair was deep leather, cool under my thighs. I adjusted my skirt, hoping it wasn’t clinging too tight. His gaze followed the motion.

“You go to Carson University?”

I nodded. “Sophomore. Communications major. I was hoping to work this summer—”

“You don’t have to pitch me,” he said, leaning back. “This isn’t a test.”

My fingers curled into the edge of the towel.

“Why do you want this internship?”

“I need the money,” I said, too blunt, too fast. “The school doesn’t pay for summer housing and I—” I stopped.

He waited.

“I’m crashing on a friend’s floor right now,” I admitted. “And I’m twenty-six thousand in student loan debt. Before the next semester even starts.”

He nodded once, like I’d passed something.

“I’m offering a real job,” he said. “Paid. A place to stay. Meals included.”

I blinked. “Wait. Not just the internship?”

“No. Full support. If I choose you.”

The hairs on my arms lifted. “Why would you do that?”

He smiled, but it wasn’t friendly. It was quiet, deliberate. Like he already had the answer and was just waiting for me to ask.

“What’s the catch?” I said, voice too thin.

He stood slowly. Not towering, but tall enough that I felt small in the chair. His belt sat snug across narrow hips, shirt tucked in sharp, the faint outline of his chest beneath the fabric. His eyes didn’t leave mine until the last second, drifting down my legs where the towel gaped. He lingered.

“You’ll learn,” he said. “When you’re ready.”

I didn’t know what to say. My heart was thudding in my throat, but I didn’t move. His office was too quiet. The rain ticking against the windows. The smell of cedar and leather surrounding me.

“Do you always offer room and board to interns?” I asked, trying to make my voice steady.

He smiled again, smaller this time. “No.”

“So what makes me different?”

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he stepped back behind the desk, picked up a pen, and signed the bottom of a crisp sheet of paper. He slid it toward me. A contract. I didn’t reach for it.

“If you take the job,” he said, “you move in tonight. I don’t believe in half measures.”

I stared at the page. There was a line at the bottom, a blank space for my name.

“You haven’t even looked at my resume,” I said.

“I don’t need to.”

I stood slowly, towel still clutched around my shoulders. His eyes followed me as I stepped away from the chair.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“You won’t have long.”

I nodded. My legs felt shaky under me.

At the door, I paused, glancing back. He was watching me. Not smiling now. Just watching.

I couldn’t tell if I was scared.

Or if it was something else curling low in my stomach. Something heavier. Warmer. Wrong.

His gaze dropped once more to my thighs as I reached for the handle.

He didn’t say goodbye.

Neither did I.

—-
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The cab dropped me at the front gate just after dusk. The driver stared as the black iron parted and I stepped out, clutching my single suitcase, cold air sweeping across my legs. The estate sat back from the cliff, glass and stone rising against the horizon. The ocean churned below, wild and gray.

I buzzed once. The door opened without a word.

He was there. Leaning against the frame, no tie, shirt sleeves rolled. His eyes moved over me slowly, like he was checking to see if I’d changed my mind.

“I didn’t bring much,” I said, lifting the handle of the suitcase.

He took it from me without answering. His hand brushed mine, warm, strong.

“Follow me.”

The entryway was marble and shadow. I heard the ocean even through the thick glass. He didn’t speak as he led me through the house—past the living room with its fireplace already lit, past the dining room with the table set for two.

Upstairs, he opened the door at the end of the hall.

“The guest room,” he said.

It wasn’t a room. It was bigger than my entire apartment back home. Soft carpets, wide windows, a bed the size of a small country. Cream and deep gray. A walk-in closet. A private bathroom. I stood frozen just inside the threshold.

“You’ll be comfortable here,” he said, setting my suitcase inside. “Anything else you need, you ask.”

I turned to face him. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know what I want.”

His eyes stayed on mine, firm, unreadable.

“And I know what I’m willing to invest in.”

He left me there, door closing with a soft click.

Dinner was outside. A glass table on a stone patio overlooking the cliffs. The wind smelled like salt and coming rain. He’d changed—dark sweater, sleeves pushed to his forearms, the collar stretched slightly at his neck. The plate he set in front of me looked like something from a restaurant. Salmon, perfectly pink, roasted vegetables, lemon rice.

“You cooked?” I asked, sitting.

“No,” he said. “But I could have.”

I didn’t know how to answer that.

Halfway through the meal, I put my fork down.

“This doesn’t feel like an internship.”

He didn’t even glance up. Just passed me a glass of water.

“It isn’t.”

I took it, frowning.

“You needed help,” he said. “I have the means. Simple.”

I watched him slice through his fish with slow, precise movements.

“You don’t even know me,” I said again.

His gaze lifted.

“I know enough.”

My fingers tightened around the stem of the glass. “What exactly do you want from me?”

He didn’t answer. Just watched me for a beat
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