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Chapter One — Nolan Tower

Rain hammered downtown Kansas City hard enough to turn the streets silver.

Derek Johnson stood beneath the glowing black awning of Nolan Tower with water dripping from the edge of his jaw and soaking through the collar of the only dress shirt he owned.

Thirty-seven dollars at Target.

Wrinkled by the bus ride.
Ruined by the storm.
Perfect.

He checked his phone again.

8:04 AM.

Four minutes late to an interview with one of the most feared CEOs in the Midwest.

Derek closed his eyes briefly.

Maybe if lightning hit the building right now, he could avoid the humiliation entirely.

The revolving doors slid open with a whisper.

Cold marble air wrapped around him instantly.

The lobby looked less like an office building and more like a place rich people got assassinated in movies.

Black stone floors.
Towering glass walls.
Muted gold lighting.
Employees moving quietly in tailored suits that probably cost more than Derek made in two months.
A woman behind the front desk looked up.

Her expression sharpened immediately.

“You’re late.”

Derek exhaled rainwater and bad decisions.

“Technically the weather is late.”

No smile.

Tough crowd.

The receptionist typed something before looking him over again — damp hair, soaked sleeves, cheap shoes squeaking faintly against polished marble.

“You’re interviewing with Mr. Nolan?”

“Unfortunately.”

That finally earned the slightest twitch at the corner of her mouth.

“Still time to run,” she said quietly.

Derek blinked.

“What?”

“For your own well-being.”

She slid a visitor badge toward him.

The badge read:
EXECUTIVE FLOOR ACCESS
Like a warning label.

Derek clipped it onto his pocket.

“I’ve survived warehouse supervisors on energy drinks and divorce rage,” he muttered. “How bad can a billionaire be?”

The woman actually laughed once.

Then immediately looked guilty about it.

“That bad,” she said.

The elevator required fingerprint access.

Of course it did.

A security guard scanned Derek in silence before the private elevator doors finally slid shut around him.

The ride upward felt endless.

Floor numbers climbed quietly beside his reflection in polished steel.

Derek rubbed rainwater from the back of his neck and tried not to think about rent overdue notices sitting on his kitchen counter.

This wasn’t supposed to be permanent.

Just a job.
Good pay.
Temporary suffering.
That’s all.

The elevator opened soundlessly.

And suddenly everything became quiet.

Not normal office quiet.

Wealthy quiet.

The executive floor stretched ahead in dark wood and black marble beneath soft recessed lighting. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the rain-drowned skyline while thunder rolled somewhere far beyond the glass.

At the end of the hallway stood a man in a charcoal suit.

Talking quietly into a phone.

Derek stopped walking without meaning to.

Tall.
Broad shoulders.
Dark hair pushed neatly back.
One hand tucked into his pocket while the other held the phone against his ear.
Controlled.

That was the first thing Derek noticed.

Not handsome.
Not rich.
Controlled.

The kind of control that made entire rooms tense automatically.

The man turned slightly.

Sharp jaw.
Cold dark eyes.
Expression unreadable.
Nathaniel Nolan.

Even from across the hallway Derek understood immediately why employees looked terrified downstairs.

Nathaniel ended the call.

Silence settled instantly.

His gaze landed on Derek.

And stayed there.

Not casually.

Carefully.

A slow look downward that made Derek suddenly aware of every inch of damp fabric stuck to his skin.

“You’re late,” Nathaniel said.

His voice was calm.

Which somehow felt worse than yelling.

Derek cleared his throat.

“Bus broke down.”

“You should’ve anticipated traffic.”

“Next time I’ll try controlling the weather personally.”

A pause.

Dangerous.

Then — barely there — Nathaniel’s mouth twitched.

Gone almost immediately.

But Derek caught it.

Interesting.

Nathaniel turned and walked toward the office at the end of the hall.

“Come with me.”

No wasted movement.
No hesitation.
Derek followed automatically.

The office nearly made him stop walking again.

Jesus Christ.

The entire outer wall was glass overlooking the city below. Dark shelves lined one side of the room filled with leather-bound books Derek doubted anyone actually read. A low whiskey cart gleamed beneath warm lighting beside black leather furniture that looked more expensive than Derek’s car.

Nathaniel removed his suit jacket carefully.

Every motion deliberate.

Precise.

Derek remained standing near the desk feeling like wet construction debris someone had accidentally tracked inside.

Nathaniel sat and opened Derek’s résumé.

Silence stretched.

Too long.

Derek resisted the urge to shift awkwardly.

“You worked warehouse logistics.”

“Yeah.”

“And now you’re applying to become my executive assistant.”

“Also yeah.”

Nathaniel looked up slowly.

“Explain the transition.”

Derek shrugged once.

“I got tired of forklifts almost killing me.”

Nathaniel stared at him.

Derek sighed.

“That was a joke. Mostly.”

Still nothing.

God, this man was exhausting already.

Nathaniel’s gaze drifted downward briefly.

To Derek’s hands resting near the chair.

Rough knuckles.
Calluses.
Small scars across his fingers from warehouse work.
Nathaniel looked at them too long.

Something strange flickered across his face before disappearing completely.

“You’re underqualified,” Nathaniel said.

“Well this interview’s going amazing.”

“You’re late.”
A beat.
“Soaked.”
Another glance.
“And your résumé formatting is terrible.”
Derek snorted before he could stop himself.

The room went still.

Nathaniel’s eyes sharpened immediately.

Like he wasn’t used to people reacting honestly around him.

“You disagree?”

“I think if the margins were prettier I’d still be underqualified.”

Another pause.

Then something shifted subtly in Nathaniel’s expression.

Interest.

Not warmth.
Definitely not kindness.
But interest.

Thunder cracked outside.

Nathaniel stood.

Derek immediately straightened without meaning to.

Nathaniel walked around the desk slowly until he stood directly in front of him.

Too close.

Derek caught the scent of expensive cologne and whiskey beneath it.

Nathaniel’s eyes moved over him again.

Damp collar.
Rolled sleeves.
Wet shirt clinging faintly against Derek’s chest and stomach.
“Take off your jacket,” Nathaniel said quietly.

Derek blinked.

“...What?”

“You’re dripping rainwater onto my floor.”

“Oh.”

Right.

Derek quickly shrugged off the soaked jacket.

The white dress shirt underneath clung embarrassingly close to his body now.

Nathaniel went completely still.

His gaze lowered.

Chest.
Waist.
Forearms.
Slowly back upward again.

Derek suddenly felt hot despite the rain.

“You nervous?” Nathaniel asked.

“You’re kind of terrifying.”

“Good.”

Derek laughed under his breath.

Nathaniel stepped even closer.

Then — without warning — adjusted Derek’s crooked tie.

The touch was brief.

Still intimate enough to send heat straight down Derek’s spine.

Nathaniel’s fingers brushed his throat lightly while fixing the knot.

Calm.
Careful.
Like touching Derek interested him more than the interview itself.

“You need better suits,” Nathaniel murmured.

Derek swallowed.

“You buying?”

Nathaniel looked at him for a long moment.

Then finally stepped back.

“You’ll start Monday.”

Derek stared at him.

“...Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“That’s the whole interview?”

Nathaniel closed the résumé.

“You’re observant.”
A pause.
“You’re not afraid of me yet.”
Another pause.
“And I think you’ll look very good in this office.”
The words hit Derek strangely.

Not professional.

Not entirely.

Nathaniel moved toward the windows overlooking the storm.

Without turning around, he said:

“You’ll belong to Nolan Tower now, Derek.”

Something about the way he said it settled low in Derek’s stomach.

Like the first click of a lock closing.
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Chapter Two — Stay Late
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Derek learned three things during his first week at Nolan Tower.

First:
Nobody made eye contact on the executive floor unless absolutely necessary.
Second:
Nathaniel Nolan never raised his voice.
Which somehow made him ten times worse.

And third:
Nathaniel watched Derek constantly.
Not openly.

That would’ve been easier.

It was smaller than that.

Lingering glances during meetings.
Eyes lifting whenever Derek loosened his sleeves.
The strange silence that settled anytime Derek stood too close beside his desk.
Like Nathaniel kept noticing him against his will.

By Thursday night, Derek was running entirely on caffeine and irritation.

The office had mostly emptied hours ago, leaving the executive floor dim and quiet except for rain tapping softly against the massive windows overlooking downtown.

Derek sat cross-legged on the floor beside Nathaniel’s desk surrounded by acquisition reports.

His tie was gone.
Top two buttons undone.
Sleeves rolled halfway to his elbows.
He hated corporate paperwork.

Deeply.

“With all due respect,” Derek muttered while highlighting a spreadsheet, “rich people should simply stop buying other rich people.”

Nathaniel barely glanced up from his laptop.

“An inspiring economic strategy.”

“I have more.”

“I’m sure you do.”

Derek looked over at him.

Nathaniel sat behind the enormous black desk with his suit jacket discarded across the chair beside him. The sleeves of his dark dress shirt were rolled neatly now, exposing strong forearms dusted lightly with dark hair.

It should not have been distracting.

Unfortunately, it was.

Nathaniel noticed him looking instantly.

Their eyes locked.

Derek immediately looked back down at the paperwork.

Fantastic.

Now he was acting weird too.

“You’re staring,” Nathaniel said calmly.

“I’m exhausted.”

“That wasn’t a denial.”

Derek snorted softly.

Something dangerous flickered behind Nathaniel’s eyes at the sound.

God.

Everything with this man felt loaded somehow.

Thunder rolled outside again.

Derek stretched his neck with a groan before leaning back against the desk drawers behind him.

“My spine is filing a formal complaint against this company.”

“You complain constantly for someone making overtime.”

“I complain professionally.”

Nathaniel’s attention drifted downward.

To Derek’s legs stretched across the dark carpet.

His dress socks didn’t match anymore because one had gotten soaked earlier while carrying coffee back upstairs.

Derek had taken his shoes off an hour ago without thinking.

Nathaniel noticed immediately.

Of course he did.

His gaze lingered.

Barely.

Still long enough to make heat crawl slowly up Derek’s neck.

“You took your shoes off,” Nathaniel said quietly.

Derek looked down.

“...Yeah?”

Nathaniel’s eyes lifted again.

“You’re getting comfortable here.”

Something about the way he said it made Derek’s stomach tighten unexpectedly.

Before he could answer, Nathaniel closed his laptop.

“Come here.”

Derek blinked.

“What?”

Nathaniel leaned back slightly in his chair.

“Your neck has been bothering you since noon.”

Derek stared at him.

“You noticed that?”

“I notice everything.”

The room suddenly felt smaller.

Derek stood slowly and walked around the desk before stopping beside Nathaniel’s chair.

Close again.

Too close.

Nathaniel tilted his head slightly.

“Sit.”

“That sounds mildly threatening.”

“It wasn’t a suggestion.”

Derek laughed quietly despite himself and lowered into the leather chair beside the desk.

Nathaniel stood behind him.

The first touch nearly made Derek flinch.

Not because it hurt.

Because it didn’t.

Nathaniel’s hands settled against the back of his neck carefully.
Warm.
Steady.
And absurdly gentle for a man who looked like he threatened shareholders recreationally.

Derek exhaled before he could stop himself.

“There,” Nathaniel murmured quietly.
“You’re carrying tension here.”
His thumbs pressed slowly along the tight muscles beneath Derek’s skin.

Jesus Christ.

Derek closed his eyes for exactly half a second before catching himself.

Dangerous mistake.

Nathaniel’s hands moved lower carefully across his shoulders.

Unhurried.

Intentional.

Like he enjoyed touching him.

The realization sent heat straight through Derek’s chest.

“You do this with all your employees?” Derek asked weakly.

“No.”

Nathaniel sounded distracted.

Derek swallowed.

The office fell quiet except for rain and distant thunder while Nathaniel continued working tension slowly from his shoulders.

The man’s self-control somehow made everything worse.

No rushing.
No obvious hunger.
Just calm, focused attention.
Like Derek’s body had become another thing Nathaniel wanted to study carefully.

Nathaniel’s fingers brushed the side of his throat accidentally.

Both men froze instantly.

The silence afterward turned thick.

Derek opened his eyes slowly.

Nathaniel was already looking at him.

Not cold now.

Something else.

Something darker.

Derek’s pulse stumbled.

Then Nathaniel stepped back completely.

Just like that.

Control restored.

“Finish the reports,” Nathaniel said calmly, returning to his desk.

Derek stared at him in disbelief.

“That’s it?”

Nathaniel picked up his whiskey glass.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

Nathaniel’s eyes moved over him once more.

Slowly.

“Whether you stay late tomorrow too.”
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