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“I always believed power meant needing no one—until someone came along and showed me that the real danger isn’t losing control but wanting to surrender it.”
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	Italy, 2019

	 

	The echo of the door slamming reverberates through the hotel room, shattering the silence and marking the beginning of the inevitable. Yanting gently presses Xizhi back against the wooden door. Their breathing comes fast—not from the dash to the room, but from the tension that’s been building since their eyes first met at the party. Every step that led them here crackles with an electricity neither of them can ignore.

	Without a word, Yanting dips his head toward her and their mouths collide in a hungry kiss—one she hasn’t experienced in a long time. It isn’t delicate or shy; it’s a kiss heavy with promise. Her lips part, letting his tongue slip inside, brushing against hers with an urgency that refuses restraint. Heat shoots down Xizhi’s spine, radiating from the point where their mouths meet.

	The taste of champagne mingles with desire as the kiss deepens, turning fiercer, needier. Yanting presses his body against hers, letting her feel the hard lines of his muscles through the thin fabric of their clothes. His hands move with practiced confidence—one sliding along the curve of her waist to her hips, the other cupping the side of her neck, taking full control.

	Xizhi, who always holds the reins in every situation, suddenly finds herself without them. Instead of frightening her, the loss ignites her. Her fingers find his shirt and, without thinking, she grips it hard, pulling him closer as if she needs more, as if she wants to absorb him completely.

	The room is softly lit by Christmas lights filtering in through the window, casting dancing shadows over their tangled bodies. Outside, Rome lies quiet beneath a clear sky, but inside the air feels thick, almost stifling. The lights flicker like silent witnesses to what’s about to happen. They’re both on the edge—that fragile moment when logic and reason fall away, leaving only raw, overwhelming desire.

	When the kiss finally breaks, just long enough for them to breathe, she looks straight into his eyes. A reflex urges her to regain control, to rationalize what’s happening, but she knows it’s already too late. She’s been pulled into that spiral of desire, and all that’s left now is to let go.

	“What’s your name?” she asks, her voice uneven and charged with need, her lips barely brushing his.

	Still breathing hard, Yanting narrows his eyes, a playful smile tugging at his mouth.

	“My name? Why?” he whispers, leaning in as if to kiss her again—then stopping a breath away from her lips, teasing her with the closeness.

	Xizhi parts her lips, her eyes gleaming with a mix of challenge and desire.

	“I want to know the name of the man I’m going to fuck,” she says, bold and seductive, fully aware that the words will fan the flames already burning between them.

	He keeps that crooked smile. He understands that the woman in his hands is used to controlling every situation, and he enjoys watching her lose it. He also knows she won’t surrender easily, and every one of his movements is calculated to bring her closer to the edge.

	What she doesn’t know is that Yanting already knows her. He’s followed her movements for months—not as a stranger or a stalker, but as someone who fell in love with her years ago. He did everything he could to see her that night and, even though it wasn’t his assignment of choice, he agreed to keep an eye on one of the diplomats attending the party just to be near the woman he loves. Still, everything shifts as the night unfolds, and when she invites him up to the room, he doesn’t hesitate for a second.

	He tilts his head toward her, his lips brushing her earlobe, and in a low, steady voice, he answers.

	“Yanting.”

	His name lands softly in Xizhi’s ears, like a caress steeped in latent sensuality.

	She gives a slight nod; lips parted as her breathing quickens. Despite her efforts to stay in control, desire begins to overtake her. Yanting already knows her name, her history, her successes, and the walls she’s built around her life—but he chooses to play along.

	“And yours?” he asks, keeping his tone casual.

	She answers with a smile full of defiance and anticipation.

	“Xizhi.”

	Her voice carries a charge that has nothing to do with formality.

	No more words are needed after that. In that moment, names no longer matter. They both understand they’re about to melt into something deeper. She takes the initiative, rolling her body against Yanting’s, and he needs no further invitation. He kisses her again, and this time the kiss is darker, more consuming.

	His hands roam over Xizhi’s body, every touch lighting a new fire inside her. As the urgency builds, they both know there’s no turning back. His hands slide down her back with deliberate precision. He unbuttons her blouse one button at a time, letting the fabric slip from her heated skin.

	She arches, pushing into him as he eases the blouse down her arms. Her breasts are exposed, covered only by the delicate lace of her bra, which Yanting unfastens without delay. The cool air of the room hits her flushed skin, drawing a shiver from her.

	Yanting pauses to take her in, his gaze traveling over her body. Though she’s used to being watched, under his eyes she feels strangely vulnerable—and powerful all at once. She knows what she does to him, and that sense of power only fuels her arousal.

	“You’re exquisitely perverse,” Yanting murmurs, his lips trailing down her neck, leaving behind a line of wet kisses that burn into her skin.

	Her hands slide over his torso, exploring the muscles beneath his shirt, feeling the tension there. She wants to get rid of the barrier between them, and with a swift movement she starts unbuttoning him, tugging the fabric free until it falls to the floor, revealing his bare chest.

	Skin meets skin in an explosion of sensation. Their bodies come together with almost desperate urgency, as if they’re searching for something beyond simple physical pleasure. Yanting grips her hips, pulling her closer as the heat between them intensifies. The firmness of his body against the softness of Xizhi’s skin creates a palpable tension in the air.

	Now unencumbered, her hands glide down his chest, exploring the defined muscles that tense beneath her touch. Yanting lets her, his eyes locked on hers, watching every reaction, every soft sound that slips from her lips. His shirt is nothing more than a memory on the floor, and they’re both half-naked, submerged in desire.

	He slowly lowers his hands along Xizhi’s thighs, sliding them up to the hem of her fitted skirt. With controlled ease, he unfastens it and lets the fabric slip down her legs to join the growing pile of clothes on the floor. She stands before him in nothing but lace lingerie, breathing fast as her heart pounds.

	It isn’t just the vulnerability that excites her—it’s the way he looks at her, as if she’s the center of his world. There’s no doubt about what they both want, but the way he handles the moment—unhurried, unwavering—fills her with an intoxicating blend of power and surrender.

	The air in the room seems to thicken with every passing second. He gently guides her back toward the bed, his lips tracing a line of heated kisses from her neck to the valley between her breasts. Xizhi arches, her hands tangling in Yanting’s dark hair as she pulls him closer, a low moan slipping from her throat. Every kiss is a promise, every touch is a reminder of what’s coming—but he takes his time, savoring every inch of exposed skin.

	“I’m going to make you beg for this,” he murmurs against her skin. His lips skim the edge of her underwear, his hands moving slowly along her thighs, tracing lazy circles with his fingers that do nothing but sharpen the anticipation.

	Xizhi looks at him through her lashes, her chest rising and falling fast, her head spinning with the mix of desire and frustration. She’s used to getting what she wants when she wants it, yet somehow, he makes her want to wait, to savor the slow, torturous path toward release.

	A wicked smile curves Yanting’s lips as he straightens slightly and reaches for his tie where it lies on the bed. He picks it up, and while she wonders what he’s about to do, he takes her wrists with unexpected gentleness. He lifts her arms above her head and, with precise movements, secures them to the headboard, leaving her wrists trapped in a restraint that’s soft but unyielding. She tugs experimentally, testing the tension of the silk, and a surge of arousal rushes through her from head to toe.

	Control—her constant premise—is now completely out of reach. And instead of panic, she feels a breathless sense of release. Yanting has her exactly where he wants her, and all she can do is surrender to the pleasure she knows he’s about to give her.

	“Are you going to behave?” he asks. His rough voice fills the room as he moves slowly down her body, leaving a trail of kisses from her collarbone to the curve of her stomach.

	Xizhi bites her lower lip and closes her eyes as the pleasure builds.

	“Do whatever you want,” she murmurs, defiant—but unmistakably yielding.

	Yanting smiles against her skin. His lips brush the inside of her thighs before his hands move to strip away the last thing she’s wearing: the delicate lace covering her sex. He pulls it off with a firm motion, leaving her completely exposed as the cool air of the room hits her overheated skin.

	“Don’t move,” he orders in a whisper before lowering his head and beginning to explore her with his mouth, slow and deliberate, tormenting her with every movement.

	His lips work over her with practiced skill, leaving kisses, caresses, and light bites that make Xizhi writhe against the bed, instinctively trying to pull free from the tie holding her in place. Each time she tugs, the silk only tightens, reminding her that she’s entirely at Yanting’s mercy—and that there’s nothing she can do to stop him.

	She trembles beneath him, every muscle drawn tight. Every stroke of his lips, every movement of his tongue pushes her past reason, blurring the line between pleasure and desperation. Her moans start soft, but as the tension coils tighter inside her, they grow louder, more urgent, a wordless plea for more.

	Yanting doesn’t let her escape so easily. He keeps her right at the edge, bringing her there again and again without letting her fall. Each time her body arches beneath him, searching for release, he shifts the rhythm, slows down, returning to the same exquisite torture that consumes them both.

	“You’re beautiful when you surrender,” he whispers against her skin, the soft breath of his words sending a shiver through her.

	Eyes closed, body burning, Xizhi pulls against the tie again. She knows she can’t escape, yet she can’t resist the need to try. She’s caught in a spiral of desire, a slow fire devouring her from the inside out, and all she wants is more—wants him to take her to the edge and then push her past it.

	“I can’t take it anymore…” she breathes, her voice breaking under the weight of her need.

	Satisfied with her plea, Yanting finally moves up her body, leaving one last kiss on her abdomen before leaning over her. His mouth claims hers in a deep, hungry kiss as his hands roam her skin, learning every curve, every hollow. Their bodies align, and she feels the hard pressure of him against her center, stealing her breath for a heartbeat.

	He pauses, locking eyes with her, the intensity of his gaze making her shudder.

	“Ready?” he whispers, his lips barely brushing hers.

	Xizhi nods, completely undone by desire.

	“Do it,” she orders, her voice barely audible through the desperation consuming her.

	With a smooth, powerful motion, he pushes into her, drawing a muffled cry from her lips that echoes through the room. Their bodies find a perfect rhythm, each thrust matching their ragged breathing. The tension that’s been building throughout the encounter finally shatters into a whirlwind of sensation.

	Yanting grips her hips firmly, moving with an intensity that makes the bed creak beneath them. Xizhi, still bound, writhes beneath him, her body responding instinctively to every movement, always asking for more. The pressure inside her builds with each thrust, like a storm ready to break, while he guides her through a rhythm that shifts between slow and relentless, pulling every nerve in her body tight.

	Their moans fill the room, tangled with harsh breaths and the rising heat of their entwined bodies. The tension keeps climbing, each movement bringing them closer to the brink, until Xizhi feels the world blur, as though nothing exists beyond the two of them and the pleasure surging between them.

	“Don’t stop…” she pants, her voice shaking and raw with pleasure as her hips try to meet his every thrust. The edge is right there, and the control she once took pride in vanishes completely.

	Yanting leans down, his sweat-slick body gleaming in the soft light filtering through the windows. Their breaths mingle as he captures her mouth in a desperate kiss, never breaking his rhythm. Their tongues meet, mirroring the intensity burning through them both.

	The climax rises like an unstoppable wave. Xizhi feels the heat and tension gather low in her belly, spreading through every inch of her body. The sounds spilling from her lips are barely coherent, pure instinctive responses to the pleasure overtaking her. His back muscles tense with effort as he increases the pace, driving them both toward that final, inevitable point of no return.

	Yanting’s movements grow faster, deeper, and she can’t take it anymore. Her back arches, her body drawn taut like a bow on the verge of snapping. The end hits her with overwhelming force—a muffled cry tears from her lips as her body convulses beneath his, the climax crashing through her with an intensity that leaves her trembling from head to toe. Her mind goes blank, and for a few suspended moments, nothing exists but the pure sensation rippling through her body.

	Yanting follows seconds later, his own body shuddering as the release takes him. Their breathing turns ragged as they’re carried together on that shared wave of sensation, each lost in the other’s pleasure. The silence that follows isn’t awkward; it’s a calm steeped in satisfaction, the quiet that settles only after a violent storm. They remain tangled together, slick with sweat and still shaking, slowly catching their breath.

	Yanting lowers his head and rests it in the hollow between Xizhi’s neck and shoulder as she breathes hard, her chest rising and falling rapidly. He doesn’t move right away, staying inside her as they both gradually regain their composure. She still feels the gentle pressure of the tie around her wrists—a reminder of the total surrender she’s experiencing in that moment. She has never felt so free.

	With a tender motion, Yanting unties her. His fingers brush the sensitive skin where the silk has left faint marks. He says nothing as he does it, but there’s something in his gaze that goes beyond words. Xizhi watches him in silence, sensing a connection that reaches past the physical—one she didn’t expect and doesn’t know how to handle.

	Once her hands are free, Xizhi lets her arms fall to her sides. She feels exhausted, yet more satisfied than she has been in a long time. Her mind tries to make sense of what just happened, but the pleasure still pulses through her body, blurring any attempt at logic. What she does know is that what passed between them isn’t just a casual encounter—though she refuses to admit it.

	Now fully in control of his breathing, he eases away from her, careful, giving her space as he lies down beside her on the bed. The echo of their encounter lingers in the air, heavy with tension, but also with a strange intimacy they share in silence.

	She knows that what happened that night is something rare, a connection seldom found. At the same time, she can’t afford to give it more meaning than it already has. There’s no room in her life for emotional complications, and the safest way to protect herself is to keep things exactly as they are. That young man is a stranger she shared a night of passion with. Nothing more—or at least, that’s what it has to be.

	When the fatigue finally lifts, she gets up and gathers her clothes scattered across the room. She knows she has to leave before the light of dawn breaks the spell of the night. He watches her dress without asking questions or trying to stop her. He seems to understand, as if he knows this is only a brief chapter in their lives, a moment not meant to stretch beyond itself.

	Before the sun slips through the windows, Xizhi leaves the room, leaving Yanting stretched out on the bed with the memories of a night they both know they’ll never forget. What she doesn’t know is that this encounter isn’t the end.

	He has other plans…
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	Beijing, 2021

	 

	Xizhi remains silent, her gaze fixed on the Beijing skyline rising beyond her window. A week earlier, her life had been put in danger when the brakes on her car failed on a sharp curve. The accident left her shaken, and though she walked away unscathed, the fear still has its grip on her. Was it a simple mechanical failure—or something far more sinister? In her world, betrayal and enemies lurk around every corner. She knows there are people capable of anything to see her fall. And now, more than ever, she has to stay vigilant.

	Despite the facade of power she projects, a constant pressure weighs on her. If she doesn’t secure her protection, her empire could crumble in an instant. And she refuses to let that happen.

	The sound of a door opening snaps her out of her thoughts.

	“Come in,” she says firmly, without turning, masking any trace of vulnerability.

	James Cooper, her current head of security, steps inside with a decisive stride. He’s a man accustomed to extreme situations, and Xizhi trusts him to ensure her safety—especially after the recent attempt on her life.

	“Miss Yan,” he greets her with his usual formality, “as we discussed, I believe the time has come to introduce you to the most suitable candidate to guarantee your personal security.”

	She turns her head slightly. She knew this moment would come, but she isn’t fully prepared for what follows. Accepting a personal bodyguard isn’t easy. She’s always relied on her own ability to protect herself, but the recent incident has changed the rules.

	“Allow me to introduce Hou Yanting,” James says as a man enters the office.

	The name echoes in her mind—distant, yet familiar. Xizhi lifts her eyes, and the air in the room seems to freeze. That name. That presence. The moment she sees him, her inner world begins to quake. It’s him. The man she left behind in Rome two years ago. The man she’s tried to forget—now standing in front of her as if the past had never truly been settled.

	Her breath catches, reality refusing to fully register. For two years, she’s convinced herself that that night was nothing more than a fleeting adventure, something brief, something insignificant. But seeing him there, so close, brings down every wall she’s built around herself. What is he doing here?

	Yanting remains impassive, his posture straight and professional, as though the situation were nothing more than a formality. And yet, Xizhi catches the spark in his eyes—a glint that tells her he remembers her too. He hasn’t changed much since the last time she saw him. Still just as attractive, with that dangerous blend of masculinity and control. But there’s something else now. Something darker, more contained. A calculated distance she’s never seen before.

	Her head of security, completely unaware of the storm raging inside Xizhi, continues speaking, reading off the man’s credentials as if this were any other candidate.

	“Hou Yanting has extensive experience in personal security. He’s served in covert military operations, worked on high-risk missions, and has an impeccable record in close combat and evasion tactics…”

	James’s words hang in the air, but she barely hears them. Her mind drifts back to Rome—to that hotel room, to the last kiss they shared before she walked away without looking back. And now fate has decided to cross their paths again, in the most unexpected way possible.

	Yanting says nothing. He makes no gesture that betrays the fact that they share a past. It’s as if that night never happened. And yet, she knows the truth. Some things can’t be erased so easily.

	When James finishes speaking, silence fills the room like a dense cloud. Xizhi clears her throat, forcing herself to regain composure. She can’t afford to show weakness in front of this man. He’s already seen her vulnerable once—she won’t allow it again.

	“Miss Yan,” James continues, “I understand his youth may raise some concerns, but believe me—after thoroughly reviewing fifty candidates, he is the best choice. His training is flawless, and he’s proven to be the most qualified to protect you in any situation.”

	She stays quiet, letting his words sink in. She doesn’t doubt Yanting’s qualifications. But what lies between them complicates everything. How can she trust him after what they shared? Will he truly be able to remain professional, or will the past drag them both under?

	At last, she decides she can’t live with the uncertainty.

	“I want to speak with him… alone,” Xizhi orders, her tone leaving no room for argument.

	James nods without hesitation.

	“Of course, Miss Yan.”

	He gives a slight bow before leaving the room. When the door closes behind him, the sound reverberates like a verdict.

	The tension in the room tightens further.

	She studies Yanting from across space, and in that moment, she knows she can’t avoid the inevitable. Their paths have crossed again, and it’s time to face what they left unresolved.

	She folds her arms across her chest and meets his gaze directly, as if trying to decipher him, as if she could read what he hides behind that professional facade.

	“I won’t deny that you may be the best person for this job,” she says. Her voice is steady, though doubt lingers beneath it. “But after what happened between us, I’m not sure having you this close is a good idea.”

	Yanting remains unmoved, his expression as calm as an iron mask. He’s been waiting for this moment since the instant he accepted the assignment. Now is the time to be cold. Calculated.

	“Miss Yan, what happened in Rome has no relevance here,” he states firmly. “There’s nothing to worry about. Work is one thing. Pleasure is another. What happened that night…” He pauses, then finishes evenly. “I don’t even remember it.”

	The words hit her like a blow to the chest. She knows he’s lying. She sees it in his eyes, in the barely perceptible tremor of his lips before he speaks. Claiming he doesn’t remember is a clear tactic—to draw a line, to assure her of his professionalism. And yet, something inside her rebels at the idea that he could so easily forget a night that still haunts her.

	“Really?” she asks, a wry smile curving her lips. “You don’t remember it, huh? I suppose that makes things easier.”

	Yanting holds his posture, refusing to let emotion crack the mask he’s wearing. He knows she won’t swallow the lie so easily, but he has to be convincing if he wants her to trust his ability to protect her without feelings interfering with the job.

	“Exactly,” he replies, the same chill in his voice. “My only priority here is your safety. Everything else is irrelevant.”

	She studies him coldly, weighing every word and the deliberate distance in his tone. For two years, she’s believed that night meant something—at least on some emotional level. Hearing him dismiss it as if it were meaningless leaves her both furious and unsettled.

	“Very well,” she says at last. “If what you’re saying is true, then there shouldn’t be any problem.”

	The challenge in her voice is unmistakable. Yanting knows she’s testing him.

	With steady steps, Xizhi walks over to her desk. She pulls out a contract she’s prepared in advance, sets it on the polished surface, and smooths the pages with her hands as a tense silence fills the room. Beside the document lies her fountain pen—the one she uses to sign the most important agreements of her professional life.

	“Here’s the contract,” she says, meeting his gaze without blinking, her voice icy, a mirror of her own control. “If you truly feel nothing for me, if that night is as forgettable as you claim, then signing this shouldn’t be a problem.”

	He feels it like a direct blow, though his expression doesn’t change. He knows that signing isn’t just accepting a job—it’s agreeing to keep whatever exists between them strictly professional. Even as his heart surges at finally being close to her again, he keeps his composure.

	With a barely perceptible smile, he takes the pen. His fingers brush hers as he does, and though the contact is brief, the spark between them is instant. They both feel it. Neither do they comments on it.

	With steady movements, he signs the contract. The scratch of the pen against the paper fills the silence, and when he’s done, he slides the document back toward her.

	“There you are,” he says, a faint smile that never reaches his eyes, setting the pen back in place.

	She takes the papers and studies the flawless signature. A mix of emotions stirs inside her: she’s impressed by his professionalism, yet something still unsettles her. Can it really be that easy for him to erase that night?

	She steps away from the desk, controlling her breathing as she reinforces her facade of power. Contract in hand, she presses the intercom.

	“Come in, please.”

	The door opens immediately and a young woman hurry into the office. When she sees Yanting, her eyes widen in surprise; she can’t help admiring his imposing presence and the aura of danger that surrounds him. His physical appeal is impossible to ignore, as is the confidence he radiates with every movement.

	“Take this contract to Human Resources immediately,” Xizhi orders in the firm, decisive tone she reserves for critical moments.

	The secretary nods quickly, takes the agreement, and leaves the office—casting more than one furtive glance at the man as she goes.

	Xizhi turns back to Yanting, narrowing her eyes. She notices the way her secretary looked at him, and though she doesn’t want to admit it, something inside her flares with a spark of jealousy. She doesn’t like the idea of anyone else seeing him that way, even if she has no right to claim him. Those emotions, hidden beneath her mask of authority, don’t go unnoticed by Yanting.

	He smiles inwardly. He knows there’s still a possibility between them, despite the barrier she’s trying to hold in place. He’s closer to his woman than he’s been since Rome, and the moment he’s been waiting for has finally arrived.

	He steps toward her slowly, stopping close enough to feel her warmth. She tries to keep her posture steady, but when he murmurs her name in that low, controlled voice, something inside her gives way.

	“Xizhi…” His voice is barely a thread beside her.

	His large hands settle carefully at her waist, and before she can stop him, he kisses her. At first, it’s gentle, almost restrained, but it quickly deepens, charged with all the passion they’ve been holding back. It’s as if those two years apart collapse in that single instant.

	Xizhi knows she’s making a mistake. She knows this complicates everything that she shouldn’t give in to her emotions. But in that moment, none of it matters. The kiss consumes her, and for the first time in a long while, she doesn’t want to think about consequences. She just wants to feel.

	For Yanting, everything finally falls into place. After two years of effort and careful planning, he has her in his arms again.

	And he knows this is only the beginning.
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	The doorbell rings, shattering the silence that fills the house. Xizhi adjusts the clasp at her wrist and walks toward the door. She draws in a deep breath before turning the handle. When she opens it, her body reacts before her mind does.

	There he is.

	Hou fills the doorway with his mere presence. Tall, imposing, and infuriatingly self-assured.

	He’s wearing a black suit that looks tailored to perfection, emphasizing the breadth of his shoulders and the tension across his chest. His white shirt is crisply pressed, and the black tie adds an almost intimidating edge. But it’s his eyes that command all her attention—dark, deep, impossible to read.

	“The car is ready, Miss Yan,” he says. His voice is low, a murmur that seems to resonate straight through her.

	Xizhi blinks, forcing herself to regroup. For days she’s avoided any unnecessary conversation with him, keeping everything strictly professional. But seeing him like this, so close, she can’t ignore the knot tightening in her stomach.

	“Thank you, Yanting. Let’s go.”

	The sound of her heels echoes against the marble as they walk down the hallway together. He moves at her side, upright, radiating a control that is unsettling—and at the same time, reassuring. When they reach the front door, Yanting extends his arm to assist her. His hand is large, warm, carrying a steadiness that dismantles any instinctive resistance.

	The moment she touches him, an invisible current races through her from head to
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