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The Private Arrangement
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Chapter 1 – Unexpected Encounter
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The city skyline glittered like a constellation scattered across polished glass and steel. Gwen adjusted the strap of her designer clutch, feeling a rare flutter of nerves as she navigated the crowded lobby of the St. Regis Hotel. She wasn’t usually a fan of these charity gala events—the small talk, the endless introductions—but this one was different. This one mattered.

She was here on behalf of her company, representing a new initiative that could make or break her career. The weight of expectation pressed against her chest, but Gwen straightened her back, took a deep breath, and let the confident mask settle in place. Tonight, she wasn’t just Gwen. She was Gwen the visionary, Gwen the leader, Gwen the woman no one could underestimate.

The soft hum of conversation enveloped her, punctuated by laughter and the clinking of glasses. Waiters drifted past, carrying trays of champagne flutes and hors d’oeuvres that smelled far too exquisite to eat casually. She smiled politely at acquaintances and exchanged carefully measured compliments. Everything was perfectly calculated—until he walked in.

Bryan.

He was impossible to ignore. Tall, impeccably dressed in a tailored black tuxedo, with a presence that seemed to command attention without demanding it. His dark hair caught the light, sharp eyes scanning the room with a calm, unflinching confidence. Gwen had heard of him—of course, everyone had—but seeing him in person was different. He exuded an energy that was magnetic and infuriating at the same time. She felt it in her chest, a spark that was equal parts curiosity and caution.

He noticed her almost immediately. Gwen caught the faintest smirk tugging at his lips as their eyes met across the room, and in that instant, it felt as if the world had quieted around her. She forced herself to look away, taking a sip of champagne to steady her racing pulse, but the image of him lingered.

“Gwen Masters, as I live and breathe.”

The voice was smooth, confident, and distinctly irritatingly familiar. She turned, and there he was—closer now, as if he had materialized out of thin air. His eyes were the kind that seemed to pierce through the carefully constructed walls she carried, making her feel exposed and—dare she admit it?—intrigued.

“Bryan Callahan,” she replied, keeping her tone neutral but letting the faintest edge of amusement slip through. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Neither did I,” he said, flashing a smile that was half charm, half challenge. “Though I suppose in a city this size, crossing paths is inevitable.” His gaze lingered just a moment too long, and Gwen felt the subtle heat creeping into her cheeks.

He extended a hand, a formal gesture that somehow felt intimate in a way that made her chest flutter. Gwen shook it, noting the firm grip, the controlled strength in his touch. “You’ve got a reputation for being... selective,” he said casually, as though he already knew her type of guardedness. “I wasn’t sure you’d show up tonight.”

She raised an eyebrow, curiosity piqued despite herself. “And you’re... always this observant?”

“Only when it’s worth noticing,” he said with a shrug, turning slightly to indicate the surrounding crowd. “Which, I assure you, includes you.”

Gwen fought the sudden urge to roll her eyes. He was infuriatingly direct, a trait she both admired and loathed in equal measure. She took another sip of champagne, pretending it was entirely deliberate and not a desperate attempt to calm her nerves.

“So,” she said, tilting her head, “what brings you here, Bryan? Business? Pleasure? Or some combination of both?”

“Isn’t it always?” he said, his smirk widening. “Tonight, mostly business. But I can appreciate pleasure when it presents itself.” He raised his glass in a mock salute.

Gwen felt a flicker of heat in her chest. She was not here to flirt—at least, that wasn’t her intention—but the way he looked at her made it difficult to think rationally. There was an underlying intensity, a subtle promise in his gaze, that made her pulse quicken despite herself.

Before she could respond, a mutual acquaintance appeared, pulling Gwen away for a brief conversation. Bryan watched, hands in pockets, leaning casually against the marble column. And in that fleeting moment, Gwen realized she hadn’t stopped thinking about him once. Not once.

The evening progressed with all the trappings of a high-profile gala: speeches, applause, the occasional staged laughter. Gwen navigated it professionally, shaking hands and exchanging polite smiles, but her mind kept drifting back to Bryan. And then, as if fate had decided to intervene, their paths crossed again—this time near the private lounge, away from the majority of the crowd.

“Fancy meeting you again,” he said, his tone softer, almost conspiratorial, as he stepped closer.

Gwen’s pulse quickened. “I could say the same,” she replied, careful to keep her voice steady. She hated how much he affected her. He was a distraction, a complication, and yet... she didn’t want him to be.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing to the quiet seating area. Gwen hesitated for only a second before nodding, feeling a strange thrill at the idea of being alone with him.

They sat, angled slightly toward each other, the ambient light casting a soft glow over his features. Conversation flowed easily, teasing and challenging in equal measure. Gwen found herself laughing more than she had all evening, enjoying the rare comfort of someone who seemed to understand—without knowing too much.

“You have this... way of making an ordinary conversation feel... dangerous,” Gwen admitted, her eyes narrowing playfully.

“Dangerous?” he repeated, intrigued. “I prefer... thrilling.”

“Tomayto, tomahto,” she said lightly, though the warmth spreading through her body suggested she wasn’t entirely joking.

He leaned back, studying her with an intensity that made her stomach flutter. “You’re guarded,” he observed quietly. “I like that. Keeps things interesting.”

Gwen smirked. “And you’re... infuriatingly confident. Dangerous, even.”

Bryan laughed, a deep, genuine sound that seemed to vibrate through the quiet lounge. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said. “Though I imagine I’ll need to earn your trust first.”

A pause stretched between them. Gwen realized, almost with a shock, that she wanted him to try. Not professionally, not strategically—but personally. She hated that she felt that way.

Just as she was about to speak, the distant chime of a clock reminded her of reality—the gala, the crowd, her responsibilities. She stood, smoothing her dress and adjusting her hair.

“I should... get back,” she said, though she was reluctant to leave.

“As much as I hate to see you go,” he said, standing as well, “I suppose I’ll see you again soon.”

Gwen nodded, heart racing, mind already replaying every word, every glance. “Soon,” she echoed, even though she didn’t know what ‘soon’ would look like.

As she walked away, Gwen couldn’t shake the feeling that this encounter—brief, electrifying, and entirely unexpected—was the beginning of something she hadn’t anticipated. Something thrilling, dangerous, and entirely irresistible.

And Bryan? He watched her go with a faint smirk, already plotting how he would see her again.

Because one encounter was never enough.
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Chapter 2 – Business Proposal

[image: ]


The next morning, Gwen sat in her sleek, minimalist office overlooking the city, staring at her laptop screen as if sheer willpower could fix the problem blinking back at her. The project she had championed for months—a high-profile collaboration with a luxury brand—was on the verge of falling apart. A last-minute complication with investors had thrown the entire timeline into jeopardy, and her inbox overflowed with urgent emails demanding solutions she didn’t yet have.

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Think, Gwen. Think.”

Her assistant, Marcy, knocked lightly and peeked in. “You’ve got a meeting in thirty minutes with that new client Bryan Callahan mentioned last week.”

Gwen’s stomach sank. Bryan. Just the thought of him—the memory of his smirk, that magnetic gaze—made her pulse quicken. She wasn’t sure if she was annoyed or distracted, but either way, she couldn’t let it derail her.

“I know, Marcy. I’ll be ready,” she said, forcing a smile she hoped didn’t betray how frazzled she felt.

By the time she arrived at the conference room, Bryan was already there. He stood casually by the floor-to-ceiling windows, the morning sunlight bouncing off the glass and illuminating the sharp lines of his tuxedo from the gala, now swapped for a tailored navy suit. Even in daylight, he exuded that same effortless command of a room, the kind that made everyone else feel like extras in his scene.

“Gwen,” he greeted, offering a small, polite smile. But his eyes—those infuriatingly piercing eyes—were alive with amusement. “You look... like someone who’s having a rough morning.”

“Thanks for noticing,” she replied dryly, closing the door behind her. “You’re early.”

“Punctuality is a virtue,” he said smoothly, moving to lean against the edge of the table. “Though I suspect you have bigger things on your mind than etiquette.”

Gwen bristled. How did he always make her feel simultaneously exposed and intrigued? She crossed her arms, determined not to let him see any hint of weakness.

“I have a problem,” she said flatly. “A client issue. Investors are unhappy, deadlines are tight, and I’m running out of options.”

He raised a brow, clearly intrigued. “Go on.”

She laid out the situation as succinctly as she could, trying not to let frustration leak into her voice. It was a delicate dance, balancing honesty with professionalism—but she knew she could trust Bryan to understand the stakes without condescension. She wasn’t wrong.

“Hmm,” he said after listening carefully, tilting his head. “Sounds like you need a solution, not advice.”

“Yes,” she admitted. “And... I’m not sure I can handle it on my own.”

Bryan’s gaze softened ever so slightly. “What if I offered a solution? One that benefits both of us?”

Gwen blinked, skeptical. “I’m listening.”

He pulled out a chair and sat opposite her, leaning forward in a way that made his presence feel larger than it should. “I can leverage some of my contacts. Investors who trust me, who are willing to step in quickly. I can smooth things over, ensure your project moves forward without compromise.”

“And what’s the catch?” Gwen asked, suspicion sharpening her tone. She had learned long ago that nothing involving Bryan Callahan came without strings.

“Call it... an arrangement,” he said carefully, eyes locking on hers. “You get your project saved. I... get something in return.”

Gwen’s stomach tightened. “Something in return? That’s awfully vague.”

He shrugged, his smile teasing. “I’m not looking for anything that interferes with your life. Or mine. Think of it as... mutually beneficial. Private. Discreet.”

She leaned back, her mind racing. Private. Discreet. Those words sent a shiver down her spine—and not entirely from professional curiosity. She glanced at him, studying the way he framed the offer, the calculated charm in his tone. Something told her that agreeing would be as dangerous as it was tempting.

“Bryan... define ‘mutually beneficial,’” she said cautiously.

“Let’s keep it simple,” he said, leaning closer. “You let me help with your project. In return, we spend some time together under clearly defined terms. No complications. No interference. Discreet. Strictly... private.”

Gwen’s brow furrowed. “You mean... like a professional arrangement?”

He tilted his head, his eyes glinting with mischief. “Professional, yes. Personal, limited. But...” He let the pause linger. “...chemistry doesn’t always follow the rules.”

Her pulse skipped. She hated how that single, half-smile made her
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