Bound to Her Billionaire Boss
by Amara Ashford


Chapter 1: Monday Costs Money

Monday started with Mateo sobbing over socks, a rent increase waiting unread on Imani's phone, and forty-two minutes to reach the interview that could change their year.

Not loud sobbing. Not the dramatic, throw-himself-on-the-floor kind that made strangers in grocery stores decide they knew everything about somebody else's child. Mateo cried silently, with his small shoulders tucked high and his fingers pinching the seam at the toe of one gray sock like it had betrayed him.

Imani Mercer stood in the doorway of his bedroom wearing one earring, half a face of makeup, and a blouse she had ironed at midnight with the collar held together by a paperclip until she found the missing button. Her phone buzzed on the dresser with the calendar alert for the final interview at Northline Civic.

Forty-two minutes, if traffic behaved.

Traffic never behaved.

"Baby," she said, keeping her voice low. "We talked about the blue socks last night."

Mateo shook his head.

"The gray ones are the smooth ones."

"They're not smooth today."

"Socks do not change personalities overnight."

He looked up at her through wet lashes, too serious for six years old. "People do."

That hit where it was meant to hit, even though he had not meant to hurt her. Mateo had learned too early that adults could say one thing on Sunday and become somebody else by Monday morning.

Imani crossed the room and knelt in front of him, careful not to crease the pencil skirt she had bought from a consignment shop because it looked expensive if nobody got close enough to inspect the hem. Mateo sat on the edge of his bed, feet bare, knees pulled together. His map book was open beside him to a page of railway lines, each route traced with a different colored pencil. He had slept with it again. The corner of the page was bent under his pillow.

"We need a solution," she said. "Interview day rules."

His mouth moved before he answered. He liked rules when they were fair. He trusted rules more than moods.

"You said no yelling," he whispered.

"I am not yelling."

"Your eyebrows are."

Imani took a breath through her nose and let it out slowly. "My eyebrows apologize."

That earned the smallest twitch at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile, but a sign that the morning had not been lost.

She opened his top drawer and pulled out the soft black socks he liked on weekends. They were faded and thin at the heel, not uniform-approved, but the school shoes would hide most of them.

"Black socks," she said. "Shoes stay on until dismissal. If anybody asks, tell them your mother made an executive decision."

"Are you an executive?"

"Not yet."

"Will you be one after today?"

She could have laughed. Instead, she smoothed the sock over his narrow foot, turning the seam until he stopped flinching.

"After today, I may have a job that gets us closer."

"Closer to what?"

"A better schedule. Better money. Maybe a place where the radiator does not sound like it is swallowing rocks."

Mateo glanced toward the bedroom wall, where the old radiator sat under the window, clanking in its sleep. "I like the radiator."

"You like that it sounds like a train."

"It does not sound like a train. It sounds like an old switch engine with a loose coupler."

"My mistake."

He leaned forward while she tied his shoe. "If you get the job, will you miss pickup?"

There it was. The real seam. Not in the sock. In the day.

Imani's fingers paused on the laces.

She wanted to give him the kind of answer that made children relax their shoulders. Never. Of course not. I will always be there. But Mateo had a memory like a courthouse transcript. He remembered every adult who had promised big and delivered small. She refused to become one of them, even by accident.

"Some days might be tricky," she said. "But I will make a plan, and you will always know who is coming. Me, Grandma, or Ms. Marisol. No surprises."

"No maybe people?"

"No maybe people."

He nodded once, solemnly.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time it was not the calendar.

LANDLORD: Effective July 1, rent increase will be $275/month. Notice in mailbox. Call office with questions.

The room went still around her. Mateo's dinosaur lamp. The cracked blue laundry basket. The thrift-store curtains she had hemmed herself. The radiator breathing metal in the corner.

Two hundred seventy-five dollars.

That was not a rent increase. That was groceries, aftercare, a phone bill, and the tiny breathing room she sometimes bought with a credit card and called math.

"Mommy?"

She locked the screen and slid the phone into her blazer pocket.

"We are going to be on time," she said.

"Your voice got flat."

"My voice is focused."

"Like when the sink broke."

"Exactly like when the sink broke. And did we survive the sink?"

"Grandma said you threatened the super."

"Grandma uses colorful language."

"Did you?"

"I encouraged him with detail."

This time Mateo smiled.

Imani kissed the top of his head, breathing in the coconut oil from his curls and the faint cotton smell of a child who had slept hard and woken worried. Then she stood, clipped in her second earring, and gave herself twelve seconds in the mirror over his dresser.

The woman looking back at her did not look like she had slept five hours. She looked sharp. Warm brown skin, dark eyes lined cleanly, mouth painted in a deep plum that said she had not come to be pitied. Her hair was pulled into a low twist at the nape of her neck, simple enough for corporate glass, neat enough to survive humidity and kindergarten panic.

Good.

There were mornings when looking unbothered was the only free thing she could afford.

By the time she got Mateo through breakfast, signed his reading log, found his water bottle inside the laundry basket, and made it down three flights of stairs, she had thirty-one minutes. The car service she had splurged on for the interview canceled two minutes after that.

No drivers available.

Imani stared at the app on the cracked screen of her phone.

"Mommy," Mateo said from beside her. "Your eyebrows are doing it again."

"Then they are about to start paying rent."

She switched apps, checked the train, saw the delay, and did the only thing left. She gripped Mateo's hand and walked fast.

The morning air was damp enough to make the back of her blouse cling before they reached the corner. Commuters moved past with coffee cups and blank faces. A delivery truck idled in front of the bodega. Somebody's car alarm chirped twice and died. The world did not care that Imani needed one clean shot.

That was fine.

She was used to making her own.

At Little Steps Academy, Mateo stopped at the classroom door and looked up at her.

"If you get the job," he said, "do we celebrate?"

"We celebrate with pizza if I get the job."

"From the real place?"

"From the real place."

"With garlic knots?"

"Do not bankrupt me before eight-thirty."

His face settled into something close to peace. He wrapped his arms around her waist, tight and brief, the way he hugged in public now that he had decided he was almost grown.

"Good luck," he said.

"Thank you, baby."

"Remember no maybe people."

She crouched and met his eyes. "No maybe people."

Then she let him go.

The train delay cost her nine minutes. A stalled escalator cost her three more. By the time Imani reached the Northline Civic building, her calves were burning, her pulse had climbed into her throat, and the expensive-looking lobby clock told her she was two minutes early.

Early was early.

She slowed before the revolving doors, smoothed her blazer, and walked in as if she had arrived by choice rather than personal combat.

Northline Civic occupied thirty-two floors of a silver building that looked designed to make people lower their voices. The lobby was all stone, glass, and disciplined greenery. No fake plants. No visible trash cans. No scuffed corners. A long digital wall displayed renderings of transit hubs, modular housing units, and smiling families in sunlit courtyards. The slogan beneath the images read:

Infrastructure for lives in motion.

Imani almost snorted.

Lives in motion was a nice way to describe people one rent increase away from collapse.

At reception, a young man with perfect skin and a headset smiled at her.

"Good morning. Name?"

"Imani Mercer. I have a nine o'clock with executive operations."

He checked the tablet. His smile did not move, but something behind it tightened.

"Of course. Mr. Halden is running a few minutes behind."

Mr. Halden.

Griffin Halden, founder and CEO. Thirty-eight. Privately held billionaire. Son of old transportation money, depending on which profile one believed. Builder of Northline Civic, the company that sold cities software and modular service networks meant to make housing, transit, and emergency response function like someone had bothered to plan them together.

Imani had read every public interview twice.

In photos, Griffin Halden looked like the kind of man who had never had to run for a train in heels. Tall, pale-eyed, dark-haired, unsmiling in a way magazines called intense because rich men were allowed to look unpleasant and still be described as visionary. The articles praised his discipline, his speed, his refusal to waste time.

Imani respected all three.

She also knew men like that tended to believe nobody else's time counted as much as theirs.

The receptionist printed her badge and directed her to the security gates. "Thirty-first floor. Someone will meet you upstairs."

"Thank you."

The elevator rose so fast her ears popped.

Imani watched the numbers climb and refused to check her lipstick in the reflective wall. She had prepared for this. Northline had already put her through two remote interviews, one skills assessment, and one personality survey that asked the same question about conflict eight different ways. This final round was supposed to be with the chief of staff and executive operations director, not the CEO himself. The email had changed late Friday.

Mr. Halden would like to join the final conversation.

That was either good news or a test.

Most things were tests when a woman like Imani wanted a seat in a room built before anyone pictured her there.

The elevator doors opened to an executive floor so quiet it felt staged. Pale wood. Glass walls. Conference rooms named after rivers. A coffee bar that smelled like money and cardamom. People moved with tablets tucked to their sides and wireless earbuds in one ear, speaking in clipped tones about deployment windows and mayoral briefings.

A woman in a cream suit approached, hand out.

"Ms. Mercer. Lila Chen, executive operations."

Imani shook her hand. "Good morning."

"Thank you for coming in. Slight change. We are going to place you in Conference Hudson for a few minutes. Mr. Halden has been pulled into a live issue, but he asked that we begin with a practical exercise."

Of course he did.

Lila led her into a glass-walled conference room with a long table, a screen, and a view of Newark cut into glittering morning pieces. On the table sat a laptop, a notepad, a pen, and a printed sheet turned facedown.

"You will have twenty minutes," Lila said. "Everything you need is on the laptop and the sheet. We are testing prioritization, communication, and judgment."

"What is the scenario?"

Lila smiled with sympathy. "Today."

Then she left.

Imani waited until the door clicked shut before turning over the sheet.

The scenario was not a scenario. It was a mess.

Griffin Halden's full day had collapsed in four directions. A council briefing had moved up two hours. A board member had landed early and wanted a private meeting. A vendor contract needed signature before noon or a launch date would slip. Two department heads were requesting time on an urgent staffing conflict. A car was scheduled for the wrong airport. A reporter had asked for comment on a delayed housing pilot. The CEO had a hard stop at six for an event he apparently could not miss, though nobody had written what the event was.

There were emails in the laptop inbox, a calendar with overlapping meetings, and a draft response to the reporter so bland it sounded like it had been written by a committee that feared verbs.

Imani sat.

For five seconds, she let herself see all of it.

Then she got to work.

First, she identified what had legal, financial, or public consequences. Contract signature. Reporter response. Council briefing. Then who needed Griffin and who only wanted Griffin. Board member, likely needed. Staffing conflict, not unless people were bleeding or resigning. Wrong airport, fixable. Six o'clock event, unknown, which made it dangerous.

She opened the calendar and began moving blocks. Not randomly. She added notes. She wrote draft emails in Griffin's voice based on the public interviews she had studied: direct, spare, no apology unless warranted. She flagged the reporter response as unacceptable and rewrote it with a specific delay reason, a new date, and a line about affected residents that sounded human without overpromising.

At minute seventeen, the conference room door opened.

Imani did not look up immediately.

"You have three minutes left," said a man's voice.

Low. Even. Close enough to the photos but warmer in person.

"Then you are two minutes early," she said, and finished the sentence she was typing.

Silence.

Not offended silence. Interested silence.

She sent the draft to the sample outbox, closed the laptop halfway, and looked up.

Griffin Halden stood at the head of the table in a charcoal suit without a tie, phone in one hand, attention fixed entirely on her. The photos had not lied, exactly. They had simply failed to mention the physical effect of him. He was tall, yes, with dark hair cut close at the sides and eyes the cool gray-blue of winter light on steel. But the thing that made him difficult to look away from was not beauty. It was stillness. He gave the impression of a man who could make a room confess by waiting long enough.

Imani had no intention of confessing anything.

"Ms. Mercer," he said.

"Mr. Halden."

He glanced at the laptop. "You did not answer the board member first."

"No."

"Why?"

"Because wanting a meeting is not the same as needing one."

One corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile. Something close to approval if approval had trust issues.

"The board member is Celeste Waverly."

"Then she is used to getting answers quickly."

"And you would still make her wait?"

"I would give her a ten-minute call window, enough to respect her position without letting her eat the day."

"You think she eats days?"

"People who ask for private meetings without topics are rarely bringing snacks."

This time, the corner of his mouth definitely moved.

Griffin set his phone on the table and pulled out the chair across from her. He did not sit at the head. Interesting.

"Walk me through the rest."

So she did.

She explained the contract risk, the reporter response, the council briefing, the airport error, the staffing conflict. She did not overexplain. Men like Griffin Halden did not need padding, and women like Imani could not afford it. Padding sounded like uncertainty when it came from someone who looked like her.

He listened without interrupting, which she appreciated despite herself.

When she finished, he leaned back slightly.

"You rewrote the media response."

"It was bad."

"That was not part of the task."

"The task was judgment."

His gaze held hers. "And your judgment is that my communications team writes badly?"

"My judgment is that this draft sounds like Northline is disappointed in an abstract delay, not sorry that actual families arranged their lives around a pilot you missed."

That was the first time the room changed.

Not visibly. No one moved outside the glass. The city kept shining beyond the window. But Griffin's expression sharpened, and Imani felt the weight of his full attention land.

"You read the pilot brief," he said.

"I read what was public."

"Most candidates skim the company page."

"Most candidates are not asking you for this salary."

"What are you asking for?"

There it was. A door cracked open.

Imani folded her hands on the table.

"Stability," she said. "Growth. A place where competence is not treated as a personality flaw. And the posted salary, because I do not negotiate against myself."

For a beat, Griffin only looked at her.

Then his phone lit up on the table. He glanced at it, ignored the call, and stood.

"Come with me."

"Is the exercise over?"

"Yes."

"Did I pass?"

He opened the conference room door. "I do not bring people who fail into live problems."

Imani stood, gathering her bag with a calm she did not feel.

Outside the room, Lila looked surprised to see them emerge together. Griffin did not slow down.

"Lila, pull Rowan into Hudson in ten. Move Celeste to a call at eleven-ten. Tell comms the pilot response is being revised."

Lila blinked once. "Of course."

Imani walked beside Griffin down the glass corridor, matching his pace because she had spent half her life matching the speed of people who assumed she would fall behind.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"Council briefing prep."

"I have not been hired."

"No."

"And you want me in a council briefing prep."

"I want to see whether your judgment holds when the problem has voices attached."

"That sounds like more work without an offer."

He stopped so suddenly she almost took one more step without him.

Then he turned, and for the first time, the controlled mask shifted enough for her to see the man beneath it. Not soft. Not yet. But fair.

"You are right," he said.

Imani waited.

Griffin looked toward Lila's desk. "Prepare the offer."

Lila, who had absolutely been listening, straightened. "For executive assistant?"

"Senior executive assistant, ninety-day review for operations track, salary at the top of range plus the childcare stipend we discussed for final candidates."

Imani's breath stopped.

Childcare stipend.

Top of range.

Operations track.

The rent increase flashed across her mind. Mateo's black socks. Garlic knots from the real pizza place. The radiator clanking like it belonged to a tiny, stubborn train.

She kept her face still because crying in executive corridors was not on her list of acceptable first impressions.

Griffin turned back to her. "Conditional on references, if you want it."

If she wanted it.

As though wanting were simple.

As though she had not walked into this building carrying every bill, every promise, every careful no she had given herself for years.

"I want the offer in writing," she said.

His eyes warmed by one degree. "Good."

"And I want the operations track language specific."

"Better."

"And if the childcare stipend is discretionary, I want the policy."

"Best."

She should not have liked the way he said that. She should not have noticed that approval from him felt nothing like being patted on the head. It felt like a door opening because she had picked the lock herself.

Dangerous.

She tightened her grip on her bag.

Griffin gestured toward the next conference room. "Council prep?"

Her phone buzzed in her pocket before she could answer.

For one sharp second, she thought of Mateo. The school. No maybe people.

She pulled it out.

Little Steps Academy.

Imani's stomach dropped.

"Take it," Griffin said.

She stepped away, pressing the phone to her ear. "This is Imani."

"Ms. Mercer, hi, this is Tasha from Little Steps. Mateo is okay."

Imani closed her eyes. Every school call should legally begin with those words.

"What happened?"

"Nothing serious. He is having a hard morning. He said his socks feel wrong and he wants to know if your interview is finished because you said there would be no surprises."

Behind her, the executive floor moved in its expensive hush. Emails, deals, power, money. All of it waiting.

Imani turned toward the window, lowering her voice.

"Can I speak to him?"

There was a rustle, then Mateo's small voice. "Mommy?"

"Hi, baby. I am at the interview."

"Are you done?"

She glanced back.

Griffin stood a respectful distance away, not pretending he could not hear, not intruding either. His attention had moved to his phone, but she had the strange feeling he was giving her privacy on purpose.

"Not all the way," she said. "But I have good news."

"Pizza news?"

Her throat tightened.

"Maybe garlic-knot news."

Mateo breathed out. "From the real place?"

"From the real place."

"Are you coming to pickup?"

The question carried the whole morning inside it.

Imani looked at the city beyond the glass, at streets full of people trying to hold their lives together while buildings like this one decided what progress looked like.

"Yes," she said. "I am coming to pickup."

She would make it true.

Somehow, she always had.

When she ended the call, Griffin was watching her again.

"Everything all right?" he asked.

"My son wanted confirmation that the world had not changed without notifying him."

"Reasonable."

She almost smiled. "He is six."

"Still reasonable."

That answer settled somewhere it had no business settling.

Lila approached with a tablet. "The offer draft will be ready within the hour."

Griffin nodded, then looked at Imani. "Council prep is twenty-five minutes. After that, HR can walk you through the written terms."

Twenty-five minutes.

She could give him that. She could give herself that.

Imani slid her phone into her pocket, squared her shoulders, and followed Griffin into the next room.

Monday had come for her with socks, rent, delays, and a phone call from school.

For once, it had also brought an open door.

She was not foolish enough to think open doors stayed open by kindness.

So she walked through ready to work.




Chapter 2: The Man at the Glass Table

Griffin Halden believed in clean calendars the way some men believed in prayer.

A clean calendar did not mean an empty one. Empty calendars belonged to people who had not built anything worth interrupting. A clean calendar meant each obligation had a reason, a time limit, an owner, and a consequence. It meant the day had been forced to admit what mattered.

By nine-thirty on Monday morning, his calendar had become a public argument.

Celeste Waverly wanted a private meeting with no agenda. The mayor's deputy chief of staff had moved a housing pilot briefing with forty-eight minutes of notice, because city government enjoyed pretending panic was a scheduling style. The Patterson vendor contract had arrived with language Rowan should have killed on Friday. A reporter from the Ledger wanted comment on a delay that was not, despite comms' best efforts, "a temporary recalibration of deployment expectations." Two senior department heads were using the phrase "culture mismatch" when they meant they hated each other.

And the car meant to pick up a potential investor from Teterboro had gone to LaGuardia.

Griffin stood in his office, phone in one hand, looking through a glass wall at the woman who had just told him Celeste Waverly could wait.

Imani Mercer sat alone in Conference Hudson with his broken day spread in front of her. She did not attack the task with frantic energy. She did not perform busyness. She scanned, sorted, dismissed, and moved. Every few seconds, her pen touched the notepad beside the laptop. Not doodling. Marking sequence.

He had watched enough executives mistake speed for intelligence to value stillness when he saw it.

Lila stepped into his office and followed his gaze.

"She is good," Lila said.

"You sound surprised."

"Not surprised. Relieved. The last one cried during the live-calendar test."

"The last one tried to move a city council briefing to Sunday."

"That too."

Griffin looked down at the call lighting up his phone. Celeste again. He declined it again.

Lila made a small sound in her throat. She had worked with him long enough to recognize danger before other people heard the glass crack.

"Celeste will come upstairs if you ignore her."

"Let her. The elevator works both ways."

"You have the deputy chief at ten."

"I have a deputy chief who needs our data more than I need his mood."

Lila almost smiled. "That is not the phrasing I would recommend."

"That is why you send my emails."

She held out a folder. "Rowan marked the contract. He used red ink, which means either legal concern or personal offense."

"With Rowan, those are often the same."

Griffin took the folder but did not open it. Imani had stopped typing. She was reading the media response. A line formed between her brows. Not confusion. Disapproval.

Good.

The draft was garbage.

He had left it in the test because garbage revealed taste. Anyone could manage a calendar. Fewer people could spot a sentence that insulted the reader by pretending to inform them.

"How much time does she have left?" he asked.

"Three minutes."

He was already moving.

"Griffin."

He paused at the door.

Lila lowered her voice. "If you go in early, you change the test."

"Yes."

"That was not advice."

"I know."

He walked out before she could warn him in a more formal tone.

The executive floor had been designed to reduce friction. No heavy doors where glass would do. No narrow halls. No dead corners. Northline Civic sold flow to cities, and Griffin had spent too much money making sure the company itself did not feel like an apology for bureaucracy.

Still, some friction was useful.

Imani Mercer had introduced it within four minutes of sitting down.

When he opened the conference room door and told her she had three minutes left, she did not startle. She did not scramble to stand. She did not give him the polished little laugh people offered when caught mid-work by a man whose name was on the building directory.

She said, "Then you are two minutes early," and kept typing.

Griffin felt, to his irritation, the first honest spark of pleasure he had felt all morning.

He took the chair across from her instead of the head seat because he wanted to see whether she noticed.

She noticed everything.

Her walkthrough was spare, exact, and occasionally ruthless. She separated what was urgent from what was loud. She gave Celeste a ten-minute call window, not because she underestimated Celeste, but because she understood her. She rewrote the media response as if residents were people instead of a risk category. When he challenged her, she did not retreat into flattery.

Most candidates wanted the job.

Imani Mercer wanted the terms.

There was a difference.

By the time she said, "I do not negotiate against myself," Griffin had already decided.

The speed of the decision did not bother him. Griffin had learned to make fast decisions slowly. The work had happened before she walked in. Her resume was strong. Her assessment scores were stronger. Her references described the same person in different language: exacting, loyal, direct, difficult to fool, wasted in her current role.

Northline had spent eighteen months trying to hire people with pedigree who could not survive a week of real pressure.

Imani arrived under pressure.

She carried it like weight she had trained with.

After he authorized the offer, she did not soften into gratitude. Her eyes changed, yes. For half a second he saw the relief strike. Then she locked it down and asked for the offer in writing, with specific language, policy details, and no vague promise wrapped in executive charm.

Griffin liked her before that.

He respected her after.

The problem was the liking.

He was not a man who confused attraction with instruction. He had been attracted to employees before in the abstract way one noticed another adult was beautiful and then placed that knowledge where it belonged: nowhere useful. It had never disturbed him.

This disturbed him.

Not because Imani Mercer was beautiful, though she was. Beautiful in plum lipstick and a navy blazer that had been altered by someone who knew what they were doing. Beautiful in the tension between polish and exhaustion. Beautiful in the way she held eye contact without making it an invitation.

It disturbed him because attraction had arrived after admiration, and admiration was far harder to dismiss.

Then her phone rang.

He watched her face change when she saw the school number.

No panic on the surface. A tiny stilling. A breath held for one beat too long. The kind of reaction that told him the call had found an old bruise.

"Take it," he said.

She stepped away, and Griffin turned toward the glass wall, giving her the shape of privacy if not the fact of it. He checked his phone because looking at her while she spoke to her child felt like entering a room without knocking.

He heard enough anyway.

Her voice lowered. Warmed. Held steady.

Pizza news.

No maybe people.

Coming to pickup.

Three ordinary phrases, yet the weight inside them made Griffin's office tower feel suddenly absurd. Thirty-two floors of controlled temperature, polished stone, and people speaking in numbers large enough to flatten the lives they were meant to improve. Across from him stood a woman promising a child that the world would not shift under his feet without warning.

Northline's slogan flashed in his mind, uninvited.

Infrastructure for lives in motion.

He had signed off on that line because it tested well.

He had never liked it less.

When Imani ended the call and told him her son wanted confirmation that the world had not changed without notifying him, Griffin answered honestly.

"Reasonable."

She almost smiled.

Almost was becoming a problem.

He brought her into council prep because he wanted to know whether her clarity survived a room full of voices. It did.

The meeting included Lila, two deployment leads, a data analyst, a government-relations manager, and Griffin at the glass table. Imani took the empty chair nearest the door, which told him two things: she did not assume she belonged in the center, and she had an exit plan.

She also did something most new hires and nearly all executives failed to do.

She asked Priya to control the screen: the person with the map, permits, and numbers. When Priya zoomed to the school-adjacent blocks, Imani named the daycare, laundromat, corner grocery, school office, and church basement as places parents would actually see a notice.

Preston called the standard digital channels approved. Imani called them theoretical unless someone confirmed the information was where people stood.

"Then promise accurate information," she said. "That is cheaper."

This was not assistant work as Northline used the title. It was systems work from the ground up, and Lila saw it at the same time Griffin did.

The government-relations manager, Preston, began with the usual panic. "Deputy Chief Armand wants assurance we can still launch phase one before the school-year transit demand spike."

"We cannot assure what is not true," Griffin said.

Preston winced. "We can phrase it as an adjusted rollout."

"We can phrase a leak as indoor rain. The floor is still wet."

No one laughed. They were used to him.

Imani looked down at her notepad. Her mouth did something that might have become a smile if she had allowed it.

Griffin noticed. He wished he had not.

The analyst, Priya, pulled up a map of the pilot district. "The delay is coming from the east-side sensor installation. Vendor access permits are incomplete for two school-adjacent blocks."

"Why am I hearing that now?" Griffin asked.

Silence caught around the table.

Priya's shoulders tightened. She was twenty-six, brilliant, and still too quick to assume senior anger meant personal failure.

Imani looked at the map, then at the permit list.

"May I?" she asked.

Every eye moved to her.

Preston blinked. "I'm sorry, you are..."

"Imani Mercer," she said. "Candidate, apparently pending written terms."

Lila looked down at the table.

Griffin did not.

"Go ahead," he said.

Imani stood and moved closer to the screen. Not too close. She left Priya room at the laptop.

"These two blocks," she said, pointing with the pen she had brought from Hudson. "Are they the only ones missing permits?"

Priya nodded. "Yes."

"And both are school-adjacent?"

"Yes."

Imani looked at Preston. "Then Deputy Chief Armand is not asking whether Northline can launch on time. He is asking whether he has to stand in front of parents and explain why school-week transit support changed after they already planned around it."

Preston opened his mouth, then closed it.

Griffin leaned back slightly.

Good.

She had not found a technical issue. She had found the human consequence the room had talked around.

"What would you tell him?" Griffin asked.

Imani turned from the screen. "I would tell him the truth before he has to ask twice. Phase one can launch on time for the unaffected blocks. For the two delayed blocks, you provide a temporary manual support schedule with people, not just software. You give him exact dates, not confidence language. You send a parent-facing version by close of business."

Preston frowned. "That creates an expectation."

"The expectation already exists," Imani said. "The question is whether you meet it with a plan or let parents find the gap at six-thirty in the morning with children waiting outside."

No one spoke.

Griffin looked at the map, then at Preston. "Draft it that way."

Preston's face colored. "We would need operations to confirm staffing."

"Then confirm it."

"By close of business?"

Imani looked at the staffing column. "By three, if department heads stop arguing about ownership."

Lila coughed once into her fist.

Griffin picked up his phone and sent Rowan a message.

Prepare offer at top range. Add ops-track review language. Include childcare stipend policy.

Rowan's reply came thirty seconds later.

You found one?

Griffin typed back: Yes.

Rowan: Does she know what she's walking into?

Griffin looked at Imani as she sat back down, crossing one ankle behind the other under the table, pen ready.

Not yet.

He did not send that.

Instead, he wrote: She will.

The meeting ended eleven minutes late but with a better plan than it had started. Griffin hated late meetings on principle. He hated weak plans more.

As the room emptied, Priya lingered near the screen. Imani was gathering her notes when Priya spoke.

"Thank you," Priya said quietly. "For framing the permit issue that way."

Imani slid the cap onto her pen. "You had the information. They just needed to hear why it mattered."

"They hear it faster from some people."

Imani's face did not change much, but Griffin saw the flicker.

"Then say it twice," she said. "Put it in writing the third time."

Priya smiled, small and real, then left.

Griffin stayed by the window, pretending to review the city below instead of the woman at the table.

"You do that often?" he asked.

Imani looked up. "Do what?"

"Tell people to document what others pretend not to hear."

"Only when I like them."

"You like Priya after one meeting?"

"I like people who bring facts into rooms where feelings are wearing suits."

That one nearly got him.

He kept his expression flat by long habit, but something in his chest shifted against the cage he had built for the day.

"HR will be ready for you in fifteen minutes," he said. "Lila can get you coffee."

"I am fine."

"That was not the question."

Her brow lifted. "Is coffee also a test?"

"Everything is a test until payroll clears."

For the first time, she smiled.

Not the polite version. Not the controlled version. A quick, unwilling curve of her mouth that made her look younger and more tired and more dangerous to his peace.

"Then I will take water," she said.

"A bold counteroffer."

"I do not negotiate against myself," she reminded him.

He deserved that.

Lila arrived before he could answer, tablet in hand and expression set to professional neutrality.

"Ms. Mercer, HR is almost ready. I can walk you down to thirty in a few minutes."

"Thank you."

Griffin's phone lit again.

Celeste.

He considered declining it for the third time. Then he looked at the office beyond the glass, at the people moving around the day Imani had helped put back into order, and accepted the call.

"Celeste."

"Griffin," she said, her voice smooth as a hand over a knife. "I was beginning to think you had forgotten me."

"I moved you to eleven-ten."

"So I heard. Your new assistant is efficient."

The word new did not belong there.

Griffin's gaze went to Imani. She was speaking with Lila, her posture straight, her attention fully on the person in front of her. She did not look like a woman waiting for permission to matter.

"My candidate," he said, "is completing HR."

"Candidate. Of course. I hear she made quite
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