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by Lilith Ember

Willa Graves killed the last of the lobby fluorescents with her badge and listened to Aperture Tower settle around her. Forty-two floors of glass and poured concrete, empty except for the night cleaner two levels down and the man who owned the top of the stack.

Nikolai Rourke did not keep office hours. He kept the building.

She had been on his site for eleven days as the visiting structural engineer, the one the city required when a principal decided to punch a glass skywell through the crown of a finished tower. Willa was thirty-two, sturdy through the hips and chest, mouse-brown hair twisted into a practical bun that never quite stayed, hazel eyes that had learned to look at numbers instead of men. Fair skin gone a little weathered from jobs that lived on scaffolds. She wore a black ribbed knit that plunged just far enough to be unprofessional and dark trousers that made no apology for the width of her thighs. She had stopped dressing like a junior years ago.

The service elevator at the back of thirty-eight was the only car that still ran to the unfinished penthouse. She palmed the call plate. Steel doors opened on brushed metal and a single cage light. She stepped in with her tablet and the rolled section drawings and hit P.

The car rose two floors and stopped hard enough to make her teeth click.

Not a power cut. The panel stayed lit. Floor indicator stuck on a hyphen between 40 and SKY.

Willa pressed Door Open. Nothing. Alarm. A polite chime and no motion.

She exhaled through her nose and called the only number that would matter.

He answered on the first ring.

“Graves.”

“Service car. Between forty and the skywell. Doors won’t cycle.”

Silence, then the sound of a chair scraping. “Stay put. I’m above you.”

Of course he was. Nikolai Rourke lived in the unfinished penthouse the way other men lived in hotels: one room finished enough to sleep in, the rest a cathedral of exposed steel and night city. Forty-one, six-three, black hair going silver at the temples, green eyes that did not blink first. Weathered tan from years of walking decks in weather. Heavy stubble. Broad enough through the chest that the black shirts he wore to site meetings looked like a courtesy to the city.

Two minutes later the hatch in the roof of the car clanged. A beam of work light cut down. Then his boots, then the rest of him dropping into the cage with a controlled flex that made the car sway.

He landed close. Too close. The service car was built for freight, not for the size of him and the shape of her in the same square of steel.

“Override’s dead from the penthouse panel,” he said. Voice low, scraped. “I can drop us to forty on the manual brake or we wait for the contractor in the morning.”

“Morning is six hours.”

“I know.”

The city moved beyond the tiny wired glass in the door. A sliver of corridor, empty, cameras dark because she had already checked the night loop and found the service stack on a four-minute delay. Public enough to ruin a career. Private enough to do something stupid.

She should have asked for the brake.

She did not.

Nikolai looked at her mouth, then at the knit stretched over her breasts, then back at her eyes like he was filing a load calculation.

“You’ve been watching me for eleven days,” he said.

“You’ve been watching my numbers.”

“I was watching the way you stand when you think no one is in the room.” His hand braced on the wall beside her head. Not touching. Heat anyway. “You lean into the table. You put your weight in your heels. You look like you want to be held down and used until you forget the code.”

Willa’s laugh came out raw. “That’s a professional assessment.”

“It’s the only one I have left.” He dipped his head. Silver at his temple brushed her temple. “Tell me to drop the car.”

She reached up, fisted the front of his shirt, and pulled.

His mouth hit hers like a decision he had already made. Open, filthy, no courtesy kiss. He tasted like coffee and the mint he kept in the penthouse kitchen. His stubble rasped her chin. One big hand found her bun and wrecked it, mouse-brown hair spilling into his fingers while the other hand dragged down her spine and hauled her hips into the hard line of his cock through his trousers.

She made a sound she would deny later. He swallowed it and bit her lower lip.

“On your knees,” he said against her mouth. “If you want this. If you don’t, I pull the brake.”

Willa went to her knees on the steel floor because she wanted it more than she wanted the clean report she was supposed to file at dawn.

She opened his belt. The button. The zip. He was thick, already wet at the head, the kind of cock that made her jaw consider logistics and then decide it did not care. She licked the underside from base to slit and took him as deep as her throat would allow on the first sink.

Nikolai’s head dropped back against the cage wall. A punched-out groan. His hand stayed in her hair, not shoving, just holding, as she worked him with her mouth the way she worked a problem: thorough, a little ruthless, saliva shining on her chin. She hollowed her cheeks and took him again until her nose pressed the dark hair at his base and her throat fluttered around the head.

“Fuck. That’s it. Take it. Look at you, Graves. Sturdy girl on her knees in my elevator with her lipstick gone.” His voice had gone rougher. “You going to let me come down your throat before I get in that cunt, or do you want it on your tits first?”

She pulled off with a wet sound. “Throat. Then you can ruin the rest of me.”

He cursed like it hurt. She swallowed him down again, one hand on his thigh, the other rolling his balls, and when he warned her she stayed, eyes up, hazel gone dark, and took the first hot pulse across her tongue and the next down her throat. He held her there through it, shaking, praising her in broken pieces—good, fuck, swallow, that’s mine.

She sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. His cock hung wet and still hard. The knit clung to her breasts, nipples tight under the fabric, everything covered and obvious.

Nikolai hauled her up by the waist like she weighed nothing and kissed the taste of himself out of her mouth. He yanked the knit up to her collarbones, not off—leaving her breasts bound in the black fabric, cleavage shoved high—and bit the upper swell through the cloth. She hissed. He shoved her trousers and underwear down her thighs in one hard peel and lifted her, back to the wall, thighs spread around his hips.

“Condom,” she got out, because some part of her still filed reports.

“I have one.” He did, foil from his pocket, rolled on with a practiced snap that still made her clench. “This first. Then I want you bare. You on anything?”

“IUD.”

“Then after this, I fill you.” His forehead dropped to hers. Green eyes close. “You understand what I’m saying.”

Breeding talk. Claiming. The thing she had not put in any email.

“Yes.”

He notched against her and pushed in on a slow, mean stroke that stole the air out of both of them. She was soaked, open from the kneeling, and still the stretch made her nails bite his shoulders. He bottomed out and stayed there, breathing like he had run stairs.

“Tight,” he said. “Fucking tight and hot. You been thinking about this every time you bent over a drawing?”

“Every time you stood behind my chair.”

He fucked her like that was an answer he intended to memorize. Deep, rolling thrusts that slapped her ass against steel. The car swayed. The sliver of corridor stayed empty. She hooked her ankles at the small of his back and took it, knit rucked, trousers trapped at her knees, mouth open on sounds she tried to keep inside and failed.

“Louder,” he said. “If security walks the thirty-eight hall they can hear you get fucked and they still won’t open this door for four minutes. You like that.”

She did. The risk sat under her skin like a second pulse. He found the angle that made her see white and kept it, thumb on her clit, other hand braced beside her head, and when she came it punched out of her in a broken cry that echoed in the small metal box. He rode her through it, jaw clenched, and followed with a groan against her throat, condom filling as his hips stuttered.

They stayed locked together, shaking. The cage light hummed. Somewhere in the building a cleaner’s cart rolled and faded.

He pulled out carefully, tied the condom, dropped it in the empty coffee cup she had left in the corner like a disgrace, and looked at her with her trousers at her knees and her hair destroyed.

“Penthouse,” he said. “Manual drop. I’m not finished.”

He climbed, hauled the brake, and the car sank to forty with a hydraulic sigh. Doors opened on an empty service hall. He zipped enough to be decent. She yanked her trousers up and followed him into the stair that only went up.

The skywell at the top of Aperture was a glass throat open to the night. Unfinished floors, protective film still on half the panes, city laid out in every direction like it belonged to him. His finished corner was a wide bed, a kitchen island, a bank of monitors showing the building’s pulse. The rest was air and steel.

He locked the stair door. Did not lock the elevator behind them. The risk stayed.

“Clothes off,” he said. “Leave the knit if you want the cameras to have less. I want the rest.”

She stripped the trousers and underwear and boots and left the black ribbed knit on because the plunge already showed the inner
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