

    
        
          Rival's Surrender: An M/M Office Takedown

        

        
        
          Jane Dowell

        

        
          Published by Jane Dowell, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      RIVAL'S SURRENDER: AN M/M OFFICE TAKEDOWN

    

    
      First edition. June 16, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Jane Dowell.

    

    
    
      Written by Jane Dowell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Rival's Surrender: An M/M Office Takedown | Act I: Sparks of Animosity

Act II: The Breaking Point

Act III: The New Rules

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Rival's Surrender: An M/M Office Takedown

Act I: Sparks of Animosity
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The glass walls of the 47th-floor office at Sterling & Cross gleamed under the harsh fluorescence, reflecting the city’s skyline like a jagged crown. Ethan Caldwell leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, his sharp jaw set as he glared across the polished mahogany conference table. His dark eyes, framed by lashes too long for a man who radiated such menace, locked onto Liam Harper, who sat opposite him, cool as a winter morning. The air between them crackled, thick with mutual disdain.

“You’re joking,” Ethan said, his voice low, edged with a growl. “You’re actually suggesting we tank the Q4 projections to play it safe? That’s not strategy, Harper. That’s cowardice.”

Liam’s lips twitched, a faint smirk that didn’t reach his steel-gray eyes. He adjusted his tie, the motion deliberate, as if Ethan’s barb was a speck of lint to be brushed off. “And your plan to bet the farm on an untested market is what, exactly? Visionary? Or just reckless?” His tone was smooth, almost lazy, but the words landed like a blade.

The barb struck a little too close to home, and for a fleeting moment, Ethan’s mask of aggressive confidence slipped. He saw not the gleaming mahogany table, but the scuffed linoleum of a Boston walk-up, the smell of stale beer and his father’s disappointment hanging thick in the air. His first venture, a tech startup he’d poured his college fund and two years of his life into, had crashed and burned. “You bet the farm on a dream, son,” his father had said, not unkindly, but with the weary resignation of a man who’d never dared to dream at all. “Safe bets are the only ones that pay.”

That memory was the engine that drove him. It was the ghost that sat on his shoulder in every meeting, whispering that caution was the same as cowardice, that playing it safe was a slow death. He looked at Liam Harper, with his perfectly tailored suit and his perfectly measured risk assessments, and he saw his father’s ghost staring back at him. He saw the comfortable, suffocating world of ‘what ifs’ and ‘better nots’ that he had clawed his way out of. The disdain he felt for Liam wasn’t just professional; it was primal, a visceral rejection of the very path he’d sworn never to take.

He radiated menace because, in his mind, this wasn’t just about Q4 projections. It was a battle for his soul. Every bold idea, every aggressive pitch, was a declaration that he was not his father, that he would not be defined by a fear of failure. He would rather go down in a blaze of glory than suffocate in a gray haze of mediocrity. It was a truth too raw and too personal to ever articulate in a boardroom, so it came out as heat, as anger, as a contempt so potent it was almost a physical force in the room.

Ethan forced the memory down, locking it back in the box where it belonged. He rebuilt his wall brick by painstaking brick, letting the cold fury settle back over his features. He would not fail again. And he certainly wouldn't fail because of some spineless suit who thought spreadsheets held more truth than vision. He met Liam’s steel-gray eyes with a renewed glare, a promise of the war to come. This wasn’t just a project; it was a crusade, and he’d be damned if he let a coward lead the charge.

The CEO, Margaret Voss, a woman with a face like a Roman statue and the patience of a guillotine, raised a hand. “Enough. Both of you.” Her voice sliced through the tension. “You’re the best we’ve got, which is why you’re both on this. The Horizon project is our lifeline. You’ll work together, or you’ll both be out of a job by Christmas.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. Liam’s smirk vanished. The room fell silent, save for the faint hum of the air conditioning.

“Together?” Ethan spat, leaning forward. “With him?”

“Synergy,” Voss said, her eyes glinting with something dangerously close to amusement. “You’ll share the corner office. No walls, no secrets. I want results, not egos. Understood?”

Liam’s fingers tapped once on the table, a rare tell of irritation. Ethan caught it, filing it away like a predator noting a limp. Voss didn’t wait for their agreement. She stood, her heels clicking as she left the room, the door hissing shut behind her.

Ethan turned to Liam, his voice a low snarl. “This is your fault, you know. If you hadn’t screwed up the last pitch—”

“My fault?” Liam’s calm cracked, his eyes flashing. “You steamrolled that meeting like a drunk bulldozer. If you’d listened for once—”

“Listened to what? Your spineless drivel?” Ethan stood, his chair scraping back. At six-two, he loomed over the table, his tailored suit straining slightly across his broad shoulders. Liam rose too, slower, his leaner frame no less commanding. They faced off, inches apart, the air between them electric.

“Spineless?” Liam’s voice dropped, dangerous. “Keep pushing, Caldwell. See what happens.”

Ethan’s lips curled into a mocking smile. “Oh, I’m counting on it.”

The corner office was a nightmare. Small, for one—barely enough room for two desks shoved together, their chairs so close Ethan could smell Liam’s cologne, a crisp mix of cedar and citrus that was annoyingly distracting. The glass walls offered no privacy, the city’s lights winking mockingly beyond. Worse, their schedules synced like a cruel joke: late nights, early mornings, weekends. The Horizon project—a high-stakes bid to pivot Sterling & Cross into renewable energy—was a beast, demanding every ounce of their focus.

Ethan thrived on pressure, his aggressive pitches and bold ideas earning him a reputation as the boardroom’s Alpha. He was openly gay, unapologetic, his confidence a weapon. Liam, though, was an enigma. Ostensibly straight, with a string of polished ex-girlfriends, he was all cool strategy, his moves calculated, his words precise. Ethan hated him for it. Hated his smug control, his ability to stay unruffled while Ethan burned.

Their first week was a war of attrition. Ethan blasted music through his earbuds, some thrashing metal track to drown out Liam’s infuriating pen-tapping. Liam retaliated by leaving passive-aggressive Post-its on Ethan’s desk: “Your coffee cup’s staining the reports. Again.” Ethan scrawled back, “Your face is staining my view.” Childish, maybe, but it felt good.

That night, after another twelve-hour day of silent warfare, Ethan met his friend Maya for a drink. The bar was loud and crowded, a welcome assault on the senses after the sterile hum of the office. Maya, a sharp-witted art curator with an uncanny ability to see through his bullshit, took one look at him and raised an eyebrow. “Either the Horizon project is killing you, or you’re finally sleeping with that handsome rival you hate so much. Which is it?”

Ethan scowled into his whiskey. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’d rather sleep with a cactus.” He swirled the amber liquid in his glass, the ice cubes clinking like tiny, distant alarm bells. “He’s impossible. He’s all caution and no-risk models. He wants to wrap the entire project in bubble wrap and store it in a climate-controlled vault. He’s infuriating. He taps his goddamn pen. It’s like a tiny hammer chipping away at my sanity.”

“Ah, the pen-tapper,” Maya said, her lips curving into a knowing smile. “This is the one you told me about. The one with the ‘eyes like a winter morning’ and the suit that ‘probably costs more than my rent.’” She leaned forward, her expression turning serious. “Be careful, Ethan. You’ve been on edge since the moment Voss shackled you to him. This project is your one shot to prove your last venture wasn’t a fluke. Don’t let some corporate Ken doll get in your head and derail you.”

Her words were a sobering splash of cold water. She was right. The stakes were higher than just a successful project; this was about his reputation, about exorcising the ghosts of his past failures. Yet, as he sat there, the roar of the bar fading into a dull hum, the image that surfaced in his mind wasn’t of spreadsheets or projections. It was of Liam, earlier that day, the slight, almost imperceptible furrow of his brow as he’d stared at a complex data set, his focus so absolute the rest of the world seemed to fall away. It was a look of such intense, quiet dedication that Ethan had felt an unwelcome and annoyingly distracting tug of... something. Respect? He pushed the thought away. It was just another battle in a long war.

The arguments were constant. Ethan wanted to go big—massive investments in solar tech, a flashy PR campaign. Liam pushed for caution, citing market volatility. Their voices rose, filling the office with venom.

“You’re so fucking predictable,” Ethan snapped one evening, tossing a report across the desk. It was past nine, the office empty except for them. “Always playing it safe, like some spineless accountant.”

Liam’s eyes narrowed, his pen pausing mid-note. “And you’re a loose cannon. You think bravado equals brains? You’ll sink us both.”

Ethan leaned forward, his hands braced on the desk, his face inches from Liam’s. “At least I’ve got the balls to try. What’s your excuse, Harper? Scared to fail? Or just scared?”

Liam’s gaze flickered, something unreadable passing through it. He stood, matching Ethan’s stance, their chests nearly touching. “You don’t know shit about me,” he said, his voice low, rougher than usual.

For a moment, neither moved. Ethan’s pulse thundered, his eyes dropping to Liam’s mouth—full, infuriatingly perfect. He caught himself, stepping back, his laugh sharp. “Whatever, man. Keep hiding.”

Liam’s jaw clenched, but he said nothing, sitting back down. Ethan grabbed his jacket, storming out, the door slamming behind him. His heart raced, his skin hot. He told himself it was anger. Nothing else.

The second week was worse. The project’s deadline loomed, and their ideas clashed like tectonic plates. But something shifted. Late nights blurred into moments of accidental intimacy: their hands brushing as
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