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The boardroom smelled like rain, cheap coffee, and his cologne. There was a woody and expensive scent that felt out of place in my company's shabby-chic conference room, which had a faint watermark on the ceiling from the ‘17 leak. Kieran Thorne sat at the head of the table, my table, his posture relaxed like he’d been born in the leather chair I’d salvaged from a bankruptcy auction.

He was twenty-eight. I had bath towels older than him.

“The Q3 projections are optimistic, Elara,” he said, not looking up from his tablet. He used my first name. Not Ms. Vance. Just Elara, like we were peers. Like he hadn’t been brought in over my head six weeks ago to “streamline operations”—a polite knife in the back from my investors.

“They’re realistic,” I said, my voice tighter than I intended. I gripped my pen. “The projections are based on historical data and the new supplier contracts.”

“Historical data is why we’re having this conversation.” He finally looked up. His eyes were a disconcerting shade of gray, like a winter sky just before a storm. His eyes lacked the deference I had come to expect from men in rooms like this. They held an assessment. Their cool, calculating interest made the back of my neck prickle. “Your historical data includes a twenty-percent attrition rate in client renewals. My job is to change history.”

My face warmed. A flush of anger washed over me, along with something far more dangerous that I refrained from naming. “My job,” I bit out, “is to keep this company from becoming another faceless corporate shell. Our clients stay because of relationships, not just margins.”

A slow, faint smile touched his lips. It didn’t reach his eyes. “Sentiment does not cover the expenses, Elara. I do.”

The silence that followed was thick and charged. Margaret from Accounting shifted uncomfortably. My heart pounded frantically against my chest. I wanted to throw my lukewarm coffee in his perfectly composed face. I wanted to... God. I wanted to see what that composure looked like when it shattered.

The meeting dragged on, a torture of spreadsheets and his low, confident voice dissecting every process I’d built. My focus kept snagging on stupid things. The way his thumb stroked the edge of his tablet. The precise cut of his jacket across his shoulders. The faint shadow of stubble along his jaw suggested he’d been up late, working. On dismantling my life.

When it finally ended, everyone filed out with subdued murmurs. He remained, tapping something into his device. I stood, gathering my papers, my hands unsteady.

“A moment, Elara?”

I froze. “I have a call.”

“Reschedule it.” It wasn’t a request. It was a soft, implacable command.

I turned. He was watching me now, fully. The storm in his eyes had intensified. “What?”

He stood, smooth and effortless, and came around the table. He was taller than I remembered. He stopped just inside my personal space, close enough I could smell the crisp linen of his shirt under the cologne. My breath hitched, traitorous.

“You’re fighting me,” he said, his voice dropping. It was almost intimate. “Every step. I need you aligned. Your team looks to you.”

“Maybe they have good judgment,” I shot back, my chin lifting.

That ghost of a smile returned. “Maybe. Or maybe they’re loyal to a fault.” His gaze dropped to my mouth for a heartbeat, so fast I might have imagined it. A bolt of pure, unwelcome heat shot through me. “Alignment, Elara. It’s not optional. Think about what you’re really protecting.”

He left then, taking the charged air with him. I sank back into my chair, my knees weak. My body was humming, alive in a way it hadn’t been for years. It felt like fear. It felt like hunger. It felt, terrifyingly, like the beginning of a terrible, very irresistible idea.

My office was a sanctuary of my making. The office was filled with haphazardly stacked books on branding, a thriving Monstera plant in the corner, and the faint scent of my lavender desk spray. It usually calmed me. Now it just felt like a child’s fort compared to the artillery he represented.

I’d built Vance & Co. from my father’s failing print shop. I’d turned “& Co.” from a sad, legal necessity into a team of thirty people who had healthcare and holiday bonuses. I’d done it with sweat, panic attacks in the supply closet, and a marriage that crumbled under the weight of it all. Control was my language. My religion. And Kieran Thorne had just walked in and changed the scripture.

My assistant, Chloe, poked her head in. Chloe, who was twenty-three, was far wiser than I was at that age. “Heavy artillery meeting?” she asked, her eyes wide.

“A tactical nuke,” I muttered, rubbing my temple. “Did the Henderson files come over?”

“Yep. And... Mr. Thorne’s assistant sent over his calendar. He’s blocked out tomorrow night. ‘Strategy session with E. Vance.’ At 7 PM. Here.” She winced. “I tried to say you had a thing, but she was... persuasive.”

Of course he had. No discussion. A decree. My anger flared, hot and clean. Good. Anger was safe. Anger was a wall. I knew how to build. Desire was a treacherous path.

“Fine,” I said, too sharply. Chloe blinked. “Sorry. Just... fine. I’ll be here.”

After she left, I pulled up his employee file on my screen. It was sparse. He held a Stanford MBA and had stints at two tech giants, both of which ended in what the industry politely referred to as "aggressive departures." The photograph bore a striking resemblance to a magazine ad rather than an HR headshot. The photograph, with its dark hair, sharp jawline, and intense gray stare, was striking even in a pixelated JPEG.

My phone buzzed. A text from my sister, Jen.
Dinner tonight? Need to vent about Mom.
A normal lifeline. I typed back.
Can’t. Working late. Sorry.
The lie came easily. I wasn’t working. I was staring at a photograph of my new boss and feeling a slow, warm curl of shame in my stomach. He was a boy. He was a boy, dangerously intelligent and commanding, who had already detected the cracks in my foundation and was likely preparing to demolish them.

I stayed late anyway, because going home to my empty condo felt worse than staying here with the ghost of his cologne in the hallway. At eight, the motion-sensor lights in the hallways had clicked off, leaving my office a pool of yellow light in a sea of dark. I was elbows-deep in the Henderson contract when a shadow fell across my doorway.

I jumped, my hand flying to my chest.

Kieran stood there, leaning against the doorframe, his suit jacket gone, shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows. The dark ink of a tattoo curled around his left forearm. I’d never noticed it before.

“Still here?” he asked. His voice was different now. Softer. The boardroom edge was gone.

“It’s my company,” I said, defensively stupid.

“It is.” He didn’t move. “It’s also a Tuesday night. Most people have lives.”

“I have a contract to save you from your ‘streamlining.’”

He pushed off the doorframe and walked in. My pulse skittered. He moved with a loose-limbed grace that contrasted with his corporate shark persona. He
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