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The floor-to-ceiling windows behind his desk framed the skyline in steel and glass, but even the city bowed in comparison to the man who stood before it. John Hartwell. He didn’t need introductions. Hell, he didn’t need to speak. Just his presence was enough to quiet a room, to make grown executives squirm like interns. He stood tall—six-foot-three in polished Italian leather—and wore power like a second skin. His suit, custom-tailored in charcoal gray, skimmed over his lean, muscular frame with effortless precision. The man had the body of an athlete in hiding, a sculpted torso and hard lines beneath fine wool—abs you’d never expect unless you were lucky, or cursed, enough to see him without the armor. His black hair was thick, stylishly unkempt in a way that whispered recklessness and wealth. A single curl fell across his forehead, softening the ruthless lines of his face. But nothing could touch those eyes—dark brown, deep as molasses and twice as dangerous. There was no warmth in them. Just calculation. Control. A slow-burning fire that never went out.

“Claire,” he barked, voice slicing through the silence like a whip. “Where the hell is the Forrester file? I asked for it an hour ago.” His assistant startled, nearly tripping over her own heels as she scrambled forward with a tablet clutched to her chest. “I—I’m finalizing the revisions, Mr. Hartwell. Legal flagged—” “I didn’t ask what legal flagged,” he snapped, his tone ice-cold. “I asked where the file is. If I wanted excuses, I’d hire politicians.” He turned, pinning her in place with a look that could strip paint. There was something unnerving about the way he moved—smooth, quiet, efficient. Like a predator conserving energy before the pounce. The sharp angles of his jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth, the faintest shadow of stubble darkening his skin. Even angry, he was dangerously attractive—like some storm-wrapped god sent down in a Brioni suit.

Claire set the tablet on the edge of the glass desk with trembling fingers. John didn’t thank her. He never did. Instead, he picked it up, flicked through it with a few decisive swipes, and gave a grunt of disapproval. “This isn’t good enough. I want a clean version on my desk before noon. Tell legal to stop dragging their feet or I’ll find someone who knows how to work under pressure.” “Yes, Mr. Hartwell,” Claire murmured, already backing out of the room. He didn’t look at her again. John returned to the window, sleeves pushed up just enough to reveal forearms corded with muscle and veins, as if even his restraint had a physical form. He stood with one hand in his pocket, the other resting casually against the glass, his reflection glaring back at him like a challenge.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t ask. He commanded. And whether you hated him, feared him, or secretly fantasized about him—there was no denying the truth. John Hartwell was maddeningly, infuriatingly, impossibly handsome. And he knew it. There was a tentative knock at the door—three quick, apologetic taps, like the person behind it was already sorry for intruding. John Hartwell didn’t lift his gaze from the file in front of him. “Enter,” he called, his voice as flat and unimpressed as ever. The door creaked open, and in stepped Timothy Barker. Timothy, with his perpetually rumpled shirt and oversized glasses slipping down the bridge of his nose, looked like a rabbit who’d wandered into a den of lions. His hair was parted too far to one side, his tie a touch too tight, and his nerves radiated off him like heat from asphalt. “Mr. Hartwell,” he stammered, standing just inside the office like the threshold was electrified. “I—I hope I’m not interrupting. Are you, um... busy?” John didn’t even blink. “Yes.” Timothy’s face fell. “Oh. Of course. Right. I’ll just—” “Sit down,” John said abruptly.

Timothy froze mid-pivot, clearly debating whether to obey or vanish into thin air. He finally scurried forward and reached for one of the sleek leather guest chairs positioned across from John’s imposing desk. “Anywhere but there,” John said coolly. Timothy’s fingers snapped back like he’d been burned. He awkwardly hovered, turning toward the other chair... then the edge of the sofa... then back again, panic mounting like a trapped mouse. Behind the desk, John leaned back in his chair and let out a sharp, sudden laugh. It was rare and unexpected—more wolf than man. Timothy blinked. “Was... that a joke?” “You tell me,” John said, lips twitching in something that might have been a smirk, or just a muscle spasm brought on by mild entertainment. Timothy gave a nervous chuckle, adjusting his glasses with trembling fingers. “Ha... ha... very funny, sir.”

John watched him with the lazy interest of a predator that wasn’t quite hungry—yet. There was something endearing about Barker’s never-ending devotion. The man practically worshipped him, brought him coffee without being asked, laughed too hard at his driest sarcasm, and lived for every crumb of praise he was never going to get. John didn't like many people. But Timothy Barker? He was a walking stress toy. “Relax, Barker,” John said finally, motioning toward the seat he’d originally forbidden. “I don’t bite.” Timothy sat like he was preparing for teeth anyway. John leaned forward, lacing his fingers beneath his chin, eyes gleaming with amusement. “Let’s hear whatever critical crisis has driven you to knock on my door during the one hour I haven’t had someone begging for a decision. Impress me.” Timothy swallowed hard. “W-well... it’s about the printer on the third floor...” John groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. This was going to be fun. 

Timothy shifted in his seat, knees awkwardly pressed together, clutching a manila folder to his chest like it might shield him from executive wrath. His cheeks were flushed, his tie crooked, and his voice was barely above a whisper when he said, “So, the thing is... the printer isn’t just jammed.” John looked up, eyes narrowing like a storm rolling in over calm water. Timothy laughed nervously, then cleared his throat. “Right, no—um, jammed, yes, but it also... uh, it smoked. A little. Not a lot! Just a puff. Like, a tired puff.” John didn’t move. He didn’t have to. Timothy quickly backpedaled. “It’s not on fire. Probably. I unplugged it before anything sparked. I mean, I think I did. I might’ve hit the fax line instead—do we still use fax?” “You’re telling me,” John said slowly, voice like cracked ice, “that you watched the third-floor printer emit smoke and your solution was to bring me the problem. In person.” Timothy winced. “It sounded better than calling maintenance. Or... the fire department.”

John leaned back in his chair, folded his arms, and stared at the younger man like he was trying to decide whether to fire him or frame him for arson. “I just thought,” Timothy continued weakly, “you’d want to know. You’re very... in control. And printers aren’t.” The absurdity was so pure, so unfiltered Timothy, that a laugh slipped out of John before he could stop it. Sharp. Short. Too amused to be professional. Timothy blinked. “Was that... you laughing?” “Don’t let it go to your head,” John said, already reaching for his phone. “If that floor burns down, you’re explaining it to the insurance company.” “Oh. Okay. Should I... go back up?” “Only if you’re fireproof.” John ended the call without another word, tossing his phone on the desk with a soft thud. He leveled his gaze at Timothy, who was now sitting on the very edge of the armchair, hands clasped in his lap like a child waiting to be scolded.

The age difference had never felt more obvious—John, thirty-two, composed in his tailored charcoal suit like a man carved from stone, and Timothy, all of twenty-five, fidgeting in secondhand businesswear a size too big, the cuffs of his dress shirt swallowing his wrists. He looked like a kid playing dress-up in his dad’s closet, all hopeful eyes and anxious energy. John tilted his head. “Tell me something, Barker. Do you ever stop apologizing long enough to actually fix anything?” Timothy flinched. “I—I try. I mean, I do fix things. Mostly. Sometimes. I—I did stop the printer from—well, I mean it’s not technically on fire, so that’s something, right?” John exhaled slowly, the edge of a smirk curling at one side of his mouth. “You’re lucky you amuse me.” Timothy looked up, startled. “Really?” “Don’t make me regret saying it.” Timothy offered a sheepish smile. “Too late?” John just shook his head, already regretting opening his damn mouth.

The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, and John stepped out onto the third floor with the smooth, unbothered stride of a man who belonged everywhere—and knew it. Timothy scurried beside him, half a step behind, hands flapping nervously as he tried to keep pace. “It was right here,” Timothy said, pointing toward the printer stationed between two cubicles. “It was definitely jamming earlier, and there was this weird smell, like burnt plastic—maybe toner? Or, like, old toast? Anyway, it was definitely—” John crouched slightly, pressed the power button, and waited. The printer hummed to life. A few seconds later, it spat out a clean test page with no issue. Timothy blinked. “Oh. That... okay. That’s new.” John didn’t say a word. He just slowly turned his head to look at him, one brow raised in absolute deadpan disbelief.

“It was broken,” Timothy insisted, voice pitching high like he was defending his honor. “You believe me, right? There were witnesses. Probably.” John plucked the page from the printer and held it up like Exhibit A. “Uh-huh. Let me guess—ghosts fixed it?” Timothy flushed bright red. “No! I—I mean... it really wasn’t working.” John leaned in slightly, lowering his voice just enough to make it dangerous. “You sure this wasn’t just an elaborate excuse to get me down here? Maybe spend a little quality time?” Timothy’s eyes went wide. “What? No! Of course not! I wouldn’t—why would I—” John grinned slowly, the way a cat might grin at a mouse that just tripped over its own tail. “You think I don’t hear things, Barker? This office leaks gossip worse than Finance leaks quarterly projections. Something about a certain worker and his embarrassingly obvious little crush?”

Timothy’s entire face went red—ears, neck, even the tips of his nose. “I don’t—! That’s not—! I’m just—” He swallowed hard. “Professional. I’m very professional.” John let out a long sigh and stepped back, brushing nonexistent lint from his sleeve. The amusement drained from his face as quickly as it had come. “Good,” he snapped. “Then get your very professional ass back to work.” Timothy all but squeaked as he scrambled away. John watched him retreat, shaking his head. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, “I need a drink.” John exhaled through his nose and raked a hand through his dark hair as he turned away from the printer, already regretting the detour. He spotted Kevin at the far end of the floor—tie perfectly knotted, sleeves rolled just high enough to say I’m too busy for appearances. The guy was all angles and efficiency, eyes glued to his monitor, fingers flying over the keyboard with purpose.

John walked over, shoes silent on the carpet, and stopped at Kevin’s desk. “Hey.” Kevin didn’t look up. “Boss.” “Printer. Was it broken earlier?” Kevin’s typing didn’t slow. “Nope.” John narrowed his eyes. “You sure?” This time Kevin paused, turned his head just enough to meet John’s gaze with a flat, unimpressed look—the kind that said I know what you’re doing, and I’m not playing. “Wasn’t jammed. Wasn’t smoking. Wasn’t anything,” he said plainly. “Unless you count producing reports for the rest of us while certain employees were too busy daydreaming.” John’s mouth twitched. “Uh-huh.” Kevin turned back to his screen, already over the conversation. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got real work to do. Y’know, keeping this company afloat while some of us investigate ghost printers and office crushes.” John let out a dry laugh. “Noted.”

Kevin didn’t respond. He was already deep into another spreadsheet, already done. John walked away muttering, “Should’ve hired more Kevins.” John’s footsteps slowed as he approached Timothy’s cramped cubicle, the soft glow of the computer screen flickering against the pale walls. He leaned casually against the edge of the partition, folding his arms, watching with sharp amusement. Timothy’s eyes were glued to the monitor, a small smile tugging at his lips as a kitten tumbled clumsily over a pile of papers. The volume was low, but the unmistakable sound of tiny meows and playful pounces filled the air. John cleared his throat, and Timothy nearly jumped out of his skin, spinning around in his chair with a flustered expression. “What are you doing?” John asked, voice dry but with a teasing edge.

“Uh—just... taking a quick break,” Timothy stammered, closing the video hastily. “You know, to clear my head. The usual.” John’s dark eyes narrowed in mock suspicion. “Watching cat videos on company time, Barker? That’s a new level of professionalism.” Timothy swallowed hard, cheeks coloring. “It helps me focus! Really.” John smirked, pushing off the cubicle wall. “Alright, but if I catch you playing with puppies next, you’re fired.” Timothy blinked, relief flooding his face. “Puppies? No! Definitely not puppies.” John’s grin lingered as he walked away, already entertained for the rest of the afternoon. At precisely 4:00 p.m., a company-wide email hit inboxes like a thunderclap: Subject: Mandatory Meeting – Conference Room A – Immediately. Within minutes, the murmurs started. “Mandatory at four?” someone whispered near the breakroom. “That can’t be good.”

“Are we getting laid off?” “Maybe it’s another reorg.” “Maybe Barker set something else on fire.” Timothy winced as he passed two whispering coworkers. He ducked his head and power-walked to the conference room, trying not to look like he was bracing for a firing squad. The room filled quickly. Everyone stood stiff-backed or nervously fiddled with pens and coffee cups. Kevin took a seat near the back, arms crossed, jaw set in its usual expression of stoic disinterest. Then John walked in. Tall, composed, crisp white shirt rolled at the sleeves, the CEO had the room’s attention without needing to say a word. He clicked the remote and the projector lit up behind him with a sleek presentation slide: Q2 Metrics – A New High

“Relax,” John said flatly, letting the silence hang a beat longer. “No one’s getting fired. Unless you leave without hearing this.” There was a beat of tentative laughter. John tapped again. A graph appeared—customer satisfaction and sales, both climbing at steep, satisfying angles. “I called you all in to tell you we’re doing better than ever. Ten times better, to be exact. Customer satisfaction is the highest in company history. Sales? Up tenfold since this time last quarter.” The tension broke like a wave. Applause. A few gasps. Timothy’s whole face lit up, like someone had flipped on the sun behind his eyes. “I knew it,” he whispered to no one in particular, clutching the armrest of his chair like he might float away. Kevin, ever unreadable, barely raised an eyebrow.

John clicked to another slide—just a big, bold title that read: THANK YOU. “So,” he said, slipping his hands into his pockets, “I figured I’d do something unprecedented.” The room went silent again. “Dinner’s on me. Drinks too. Full tab. No spreadsheets, no suits. Just show up, act human. Even you, Kevin.” That got a small laugh—especially when Kevin, at long last, cracked a subtle, corner-of-the-mouth smile. John nodded in satisfaction. “See you all at seven. Don’t make me regret being generous.” As the crowd broke into cheerful chatter and excited plans, Timothy practically beamed. “I can’t believe it,” he said to Kevin on the way out. “He’s... almost like a real person.” Kevin chuckled under his breath. “Careful. Say stuff like that, and you’ll ruin his reputation.”

_________________________________________________________

Timothy stood in front of his mirror, shirt freshly ironed, collar just stiff enough to suggest effort—but not desperation. He’d settled on his favorite maroon button-down, the one that brought out the faint color in his cheeks and made him look slightly less like an overworked intern and slightly more like a man with potential. He practiced his smile. Not too big. Not too stiff. He tried one with a hint of mystery. Then immediately shook his head. “Nope. You look constipated.”

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He lunged for it, half-expecting nothing—and then froze when he saw the name:
John Hartwell: Leaving in 20. Don’t be late.
His heart thudded. His hands tingled. John had texted him. He stared at the message like it was a handwritten letter sealed with wax. His brain, already dangerously unstable when it came to his boss, filled in every gap with reckless optimism. He didn’t say “team.” He didn’t say “everyone.” It was direct. It was for me. He grinned. His cheeks flushed. Without thinking, he opened the front camera, struck his not bad for a Thursday night angle, and snapped a quick selfie. Just him in his button-down, tousled hair, standing in his hallway with what he hoped was an effortlessly charming smirk.
Attached the photo. Typed out his reply: All dressed up and ready to impress. Can’t wait to see you ;) 
Send. He sat there for a beat, a pleased little flutter building in his chest. That was smooth. Maybe a little bold. But John was cool. John liked him. Probably. His phone buzzed again.
Kevin: Bro. You realize that’s a group chat, right?
Timothy stared. Then blinked. Then opened the message thread. Group – Hartwell Team
John Hartwell: Leaving in 20. Don’t be late.
Timothy Barker: [Image attachment]
All dressed up and ready to impress. Can’t wait to see you ;)
Seen by: Kevin, Claire, Monique, Aiden, Summer, Elias, Brian, John Hartwell...
The blood drained from his face. He dropped the phone like it burned. “Oh my God.” He spun in a frantic circle in his room. “No no no no no—” He dove for the phone again, thumbs scrambling across the screen. 
Timothy: —I meant— That was for my mom.  Wrong chat lol
Three dots appeared. Then vanished. Then nothing. He stared, stricken.
Somewhere, he could already hear Kevin laughing. The smell of grilled garlic and seared steak hung thick in the air, mingling with the chatter of families and the rhythmic clatter of knives on steel. The hibachi place was packed, and John Hartwell’s team stood near the hostess stand, waiting to be seated—though “stood” was generous. Half of them were already doubled over in laughter. Claire had her hand over her mouth like she was trying not to laugh too hard. Aiden wasn’t even pretending to hold it in. Summer leaned into Kevin, whispering something that made him snort into his sleeve. Timothy lingered at the back of the group, tugging at the collar of his maroon shirt—the same one from the photo. His smile was stiff, his neck hot, his soul currently fleeing his body. He shouldn’t have come. He really, really shouldn’t have come.

But before he could sneak back out into the parking lot and fake a stomach flu, a shadow stepped into his line of sight. John Hartwell. The man was six-foot-something of tailored authority, sleeves cuffed just enough to show off lean forearms, dark eyes sweeping the group like he already regretted this dinner. He wasn’t smiling. He never smiled. Timothy went rigid, bracing for impact. John stopped in front of him, calm as ever. His gaze lingered a beat too long—on the shirt, maybe, or on Timothy’s unfortunate existence. Then, voice low, dry as ash, he murmured, “Next time you want to send me a selfie, Barker... make sure it’s not in the company group chat.” Timothy’s face combusted. Claire lost it. Aiden wheezed. Kevin practically doubled over, clutching his chest. But John? John didn’t laugh.

He turned and walked back toward the hostess stand, murmuring something to the waitress with practiced indifference—like he hadn’t just lit Timothy’s entire reality on fire and walked away without a match. Timothy blinked, his mouth opening, closing, then opening again. “...I’m gonna die here,” he whispered. Timothy inched backward toward the restaurant doors, half-lost in the laughter still echoing from his coworkers. Claire was wiping tears from her eyes. Kevin kept reenacting the pose from the selfie—complete with the stiff, over-practiced smirk—while Summer clutched her side like the hilarity might actually kill her. It was too much. Too loud, too humiliating. He cleared his throat and edged closer to the exit. “You know what, I, uh... I think I left the stove on. Or—wait, no, my cat. He’s sick. Had a rough morning. Could be serious. Better safe than—” “Barker.”

The voice cut through the noise like a razor. John Hartwell turned toward him, brow cocked, his dark eyes sharp and unreadable. He wasn’t smiling. He wasn’t laughing either. Timothy froze. “Sir?” “You earned this,” John said coolly, arms folded across his broad chest. “Just like everyone else.” “I just... I mean the picture was—” Timothy rubbed the back of his neck. “It was embarrassing.” John stared at him for a long second, then—without breaking eye contact—lifted a single hand. “Phones.” The group blinked. “What?” Kevin asked, caught mid-laugh. “You heard me,” John said. “Everyone. Phones. Now.” Confused glances bounced between coworkers. Aiden was the first to reach into his pocket. Then Summer. Then Claire. Slowly, reluctantly, a handful of smartphones were passed forward. One by one, John took them. He scrolled, tapped, deleted. Photos. Screenshots. The entire text thread. No one dared say a word.

By the time he returned the last phone, the room had fallen oddly quiet. The hostess came to announce their table was ready, but even she paused at the tension in the air before backing away politely. John turned back to Timothy, gaze steady. “No harm, no foul,” he said simply. Timothy swallowed hard. His face was still pink, but something else flickered in his eyes—relief, maybe. Gratitude, barely concealed. John gave him a single nod, then turned toward the table as if nothing had happened. And just like that, the laughter stopped. The team was still settling into their seats, laughter and clinking glasses filling the space around the long hibachi table. John had taken his usual seat at the far end, the kind of spot that commanded attention without him needing to say a word. Timothy, hoping to go unnoticed, picked a spot near the opposite corner—quiet, tucked away, easy to avoid eye contact. For a moment, it worked. Until it didn’t. John stood.

The scrape of his chair dragged a hush across the group. Aiden paused mid-joke. Claire’s phone slowly lowered in her hands. Kevin arched a brow, watching closely. John moved with the same unhurried confidence he always carried—lean, dark, effortlessly composed. His polished shoes thudded softly across the floor until he reached Timothy’s side. Without a word, he dropped into the chair beside him. And then casually slung one arm over the back of Timothy’s chair, fingers grazing the wood just behind his neck. Timothy sat up ramrod straight. “S-Sir?” John didn’t look at him. His gaze scanned the table, lips quirking just faintly as he flagged down the waitress. “A round for everyone,” he said, voice smooth, authoritative. “Top shelf.” The waitress nodded, vanishing quickly.

John leaned slightly toward Timothy. “That shirt doesn’t look as ridiculous in person,” he murmured, just loud enough for only Timothy to hear. Timothy nearly choked on his own tongue. Across the table, Kevin’s jaw ticked. Claire looked like she was going to explode. John’s fingers tapped the back of Timothy’s chair once—measured, almost teasing—before he leaned back, completely at ease. “Let’s try not to break the printer tomorrow, yeah?” he added, eyes still on the rest of the team. Timothy tried to laugh. It came out as a squeak. The first round of drinks arrived—tall glasses sweating with chilled beer, crisp sake served in elegant little cups, and even a few brightly colored cocktails that looked entirely too festive for a corporate dinner. The team let out a collective cheer, raising glasses as the energy at the table began to rise.

John leaned back in his chair, the picture of relaxed control, one hand still resting behind Timothy’s seat. He didn’t toast, didn’t smile—he didn’t need to. The gesture alone had made an impression: top-shelf liquor, no expense spared, and every last dish on the menu. Shrimp, chicken, steak, pork belly. Ramen bowls steaming with rich broth. Sushi arranged like artwork on black lacquered trays. The servers came in waves, each new arrival stacking plates and platters like it was a celebration instead of a dinner. The hibachi chef stepped up to the grill with a sharp clap of his hands, spinning a spatula with flair before greeting them with a loud, “Welcome, everyone!” Timothy clapped his hands once in giddy anticipation, leaning forward in his seat. “Oh my gosh, I love hibachi!” John turned his head, just slightly, eyebrow lifting as he took a slow sip from his glass.

Timothy didn’t notice. He was too focused on the chef pouring oil in a perfect circle, the fire flaring to life in a dramatic whoosh that made half the table gasp and laugh. “I used to beg my parents to take me on my birthday,” he said, beaming. “They always said it was too much, but, man—this is like the ultimate dinner. The show, the food, the—” He turned and caught John watching him. The words died in his throat. John said nothing. Just held that unreadable stare a second too long before glancing away. “Glad someone appreciates the theatrics,” he muttered dryly, though there was a faint curve to his lips. Kevin snorted into his beer. Timothy looked back toward the grill, red-faced but smiling, fingers twitching with excitement as the chef cracked eggs midair and caught them clean on the spatula. It was shaping up to be the best—and weirdest—night of his corporate life.

By the time the chef was flipping shrimp into open mouths and building onion volcanoes to delighted cheers, the drinks had been flowing for well over an hour. The table was loud now—loosened up and glowing under the warm, slightly smoky light. Glasses clinked, someone was trying to teach Kevin how to say “kanpai,” and Claire was wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. Timothy, however, was gone. Two cocktails and a few shared sips of sake had reduced the 25-year-old to a flushed, giggly mess. His tie had been loosened (poorly), his hair was fluffed from constant nervous finger-combing, and he was currently leaning far too close to John Hartwell, practically draped over the man’s arm like a tipsy scarf. “This steak is so good,” Timothy said with reverence, mouth half-full, eyes glassy. “You’re so good. At picking food. I mean, of course you are. You’re—you know. You.”

John glanced down at him with that cool, unreadable expression he wore like a second skin. His shirt sleeves were rolled to the forearms now, collar unbuttoned. The dim lighting played across the sharp lines of his jaw, catching the faint stubble there. He looked as devastating as ever—like he belonged at a boardroom table or on a magazine cover, not sitting beside a drunk junior employee clinging to his arm. Timothy giggled again, completely oblivious. “Your suit smells so expensive,” he mumbled, burying his nose a little too close to John’s shoulder. Across the table, Kevin choked on a piece of sushi. Claire blinked like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. John didn’t react right away. He picked up a piece of shrimp with his chopsticks, brought it to his mouth, and chewed slowly—deliberately—before finally speaking. “You're gripping my arm like I’m going to vanish,” he said, voice cool, deadpan. “Planning to keep me hostage all night, Barker?”

Timothy gasped softly, like he was genuinely offended. “Nooo, never hostage. Just... maybe dinner hostage. Maybe breakfast too. If you wanted.” Kevin burst out laughing. John’s eyes narrowed, but his lips twitched—just barely. He took another sip of his drink, unfazed, even as Timothy leaned heavier into him, grinning like an idiot and still babbling about how hibachi made everything in life better, including executive decision-making and suit tailoring. “Jesus Christ,” Kevin muttered, shaking his head. “I’m gonna need another drink if this keeps up.” The clatter of utensils and hum of laughter filled the air as the chef set down the last platter of sizzling noodles, bowing with a flourish before stepping away. Most of the table had moved on to second—or third—rounds of drinks, cheeks pink and voices louder. The edge of professionalism had long since worn off.

John sat relaxed, one arm slung over the back of Timothy’s chair again. His white dress shirt was wrinkled now, top two buttons undone, the cuff of one sleeve damp with sake from someone’s wild toast. The chill in his expression had melted into something warmer, more languid. Maybe it was the whiskey. Maybe it was the atmosphere. Or maybe—just maybe—it was the way Timothy looked when he smiled like that, wide and guileless and drunk off more than just alcohol. Timothy was in full tilt now, all flushed cheeks and bright eyes, giggling at something Claire had said about her sushi “being prettier than her last date.” He leaned lightly against John again, not even realizing he was doing it. John watched him for a long second. His gaze wasn’t cold now. There was no withering glare, no barked order. If anything, it looked almost... soft. Curious. A little indulgent. Then, casually, he picked up a piece of shrimp from the tray with his chopsticks, turned toward Timothy, and held it out. “Open,” he said. Timothy blinked, momentarily caught off-guard. “Wait, are you—?” John arched a brow. “You said it was good. Prove it.”

There was a pause, brief but thick with unspoken tension. Timothy stared at the shrimp, then at John. The room seemed to blur for a second—voices fading, the scent of soy sauce and sesame oil rising in the haze of alcohol. Then, slowly, hesitantly, Timothy leaned in and took the shrimp straight from the chopsticks, lips brushing them just slightly. John didn’t move. His gaze didn’t waver. He watched Timothy chew, watched the blush spread across the younger man’s face like spilled wine. “Mmm,” Timothy murmured, trying for casual but failing miserably. “Still good.” John leaned back just a little, his smirk subtle, eyes half-lidded with a buzzed sort of amusement. “I have good taste.” Timothy couldn’t tell if his face was on fire from the grill or the moment. Either way, he didn’t dare move. Across the table, Kevin muttered under his breath, “What the hell is happening right now?” But neither John nor Timothy seemed to hear him. Kevin leaned lazily against the back of his chair, swirling the last of his drink with a smirk as his gaze flicked to the pair beside him.

Timothy was practically draped over John now—tipsy, giggly, and completely shameless. One hand rested on John's shoulder, fingers idly toying with the fabric of his jacket, while his flushed cheek pressed boldly against the CEO’s like it was the most natural thing in the world. His voice was a soft, breathy murmur in John's ear, laughing at something that probably wasn’t funny at all. Kevin raised his eyebrows. “So... you taking him home after this, boss? Or is Barker just trying to earn a raise the hard way?” A few chuckles rippled down the table. But John didn’t miss a beat. He smirked, eyes still on his drink, then drawled, “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, Kevin. Though neither does that tie. What is that, your dad’s funeral special?” The laughter this time was louder—and much more directed. Kevin’s grin faltered. John finally turned to glance at him, cool and unbothered. “I get it, though. Must be hard watching someone else be the center of attention when your greatest accomplishment this quarter was not screwing up the copier again.” Kevin’s mouth opened—then shut again.

Meanwhile, Timothy giggled drunkenly, leaning in even closer and rubbing his cheek contentedly against John’s with an affectionate little hum, like a cat seeking warmth. “You’re so mean when you’re hot,” Tim murmured, then blinked, “I mean—when you’re drunk. Mean and hot. I mean—” John chuckled under his breath, lifted his glass, and muttered, “Christ.” But he didn’t move away. Not even an inch. The waiter appeared beside their table, tablet in hand and a polite, well-rehearsed smile on his face. “Would anyone like dessert?” he asked, eyes sweeping the group. “We have mochi, fried bananas, fried ice cream, red bean cake...” John leaned back in his chair slightly, his arm still draped lazily behind Timothy, fingers tapping along the back of the younger man’s seat. “Fried ice cream,” he said. “And mochi. One of each flavor. And the bananas. Might as well make it a full spread.” The group nodded, murmurs of agreement following—except Timothy, who had gone suspiciously quiet.

He was still curled beside John, his face flushed, eyes slightly glassy from the sake and whatever cocktail he’d downed earlier. He toyed with the cuff of John’s sleeve, not even looking up when he mumbled, under his breath, just loud enough for his boss to hear— “I want you for dessert...” The conversation around the table carried on, oblivious. But John heard it. His brow arched slowly, and he turned his head just enough to glance at the clearly drunk and clearly very cuddly man beside him. “Is that so?” he murmured, voice low with a note of dry amusement. Timothy blinked up at him, belatedly realizing what he’d said. “I—I meant the fried ice cream,” he lied, poorly. “Obviously. Not— I mean, you’re not even on the menu.” John gave a soft huff of a laugh, not cruel, but entertained in that maddening way that always made Timothy feel like he was being toyed with. “Pity,” John said, lips curling slightly as he turned back toward the waiter, “I’d bet I’m the most expensive item on it.”

The dessert arrived with fanfare—plates of mochi artfully arranged like pastel jewels, sizzling fried bananas drizzled in caramel, and the dramatic crown jewel: fried ice cream, still crackling with heat against its frozen core. The table leaned in, phones flashing as someone filmed the steam curling from the tempura shell. Timothy was too buzzed to care about the food, though. He was giggling into his napkin when he caught it—her. One of the women from accounting—Vanessa, he thought her name was—seated at the far end of the table, bold and beautiful in a body-hugging red dress, gave him a slow wink over her martini glass. It wasn’t subtle. It was the kind of wink that promised something. Timothy blinked. Blushed. She giggled and raised her glass, tilting it slightly in a playful cheers. Tim, flustered and pink-faced, started to awkwardly raise his in return— And then John leaned in.

His hand, warm and firm, slid to the back of Timothy’s neck. A subtle touch, but his thumb moved—light pressure, purposeful—as if reminding him who was sitting beside him. “You haven’t touched your ice cream,” John said smoothly, voice pitched low, right against Tim’s ear. “I ordered it just for you.” Timothy stiffened, heart jumping. He turned instinctively toward the sound—toward the heat of John’s breath on his skin, the amusement curling at the edge of that voice—and completely forgot Vanessa existed. “I—I was just about to,” he stammered, grabbing his spoon. John smirked. Then, deliberately, he plucked a piece of mochi off the plate and offered it to Timothy on his chopsticks. “Good,” he said, dark eyes fixed on him. “Because I hate wasting sweet things.” Timothy licked a bit of melted fried ice cream from his spoon, cheeks still pink from the sake and the way John was practically glued to his side now. The warm press of the man’s palm against his neck had never fully left his mind—or his skin.

As the table buzzed with laughter and dessert forks scraped against plates, Tim leaned a little closer, voice hopeful and sweet and just slightly slurred. “So... what are you doing after this?” John glanced down at him with that same unreadable expression—equal parts cool indifference and dangerous charm. Then, with a shrug, he said, “I dunno. You?” The word hit Tim like a lightning bolt. His mouth dropped open slightly, eyes wide. “Me?” he echoed, heart racing as his brain scrambled to process what he thought he’d just heard. John arched a brow but didn’t clarify. That was all the confirmation Timothy needed. “Oh my God,” Tim whispered, grinning like a fool. “Oh my God.” The next thing John knew, Tim’s hand was on his arm. Then his chest. Then his lap. The man was practically draped over him, giggling into his shoulder like a tipsy koala in love.

John blinked, confused but not moving away. Kevin, across the table with his arms crossed and an unimpressed look on his face, finally sighed and leaned forward. “He meant what are you doing, not he’s doing you, Tim.” Tim froze, eyes slowly widening in mortification. “Oh.” John let out a low chuckle, grabbing his drink and taking a long sip. “Though,” he said, glancing sidelong at Timothy with a smirk, “if I had meant that, I probably wouldn’t have said it in front of the whole damn office.” Timothy’s face went from rosy to beet-red in seconds. His breath caught in his throat, and he practically shriveled into himself, hands darting off of John like he’d touched a hot stove. “Oh God,” he murmured, dropping his face into both palms. “Oh God. Kill me. Please. Someone.”

Across the table, Kevin snorted into his drink, and a few others were trying very hard—and failing—not to laugh. “I’m such an idiot,” Tim mumbled into his hands, peeking through his fingers with wide, panicked eyes. “I thought you meant—oh my God.” John leaned back lazily in his seat, one arm still slung over the back of Tim’s chair like it belonged there. His expression wasn’t mocking, though—it was entertained, yes, but softer than usual. That sharp smirk had given way to something a little more amused, a little less cruel. “You are,” John said flatly, taking another sip of his drink, “but it’s fine. It was... mildly flattering.” Tim whimpered. “Don’t say that.” “What?” John asked dryly. “Would you rather I say it was repulsive?” “I’d rather you say nothing,” Tim groaned, slinking lower in his seat. John chuckled, low and rough, then leaned in just enough for only Tim to hear. “Relax. No one’s gonna remember this by tomorrow.”

Then he glanced around the table, raising his voice
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