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Chapter 1 – Cole
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Life would be so much easier without dimples.

"Sweetie, are you going to be long? I really need to pee!" my flatmate—and best friend—Jessy whines through the bathroom door.

"Just a few more minutes. Right now, I look like a drag queen who did her makeup in a blackout. No one wants to see that. And I refuse to be known as the monster of Boston tomorrow."

"Yeah, sure, the press is dying to see you. Hurry up, monster girl, I really have to pee," she laughs from the hallway.

I love her. But right now, I need to focus on my face so I can leave the house feeling like myself.

One look in the mirror tells me: no way. I can't go to the office like this. My eyeliner's flawless—but you can see it. My skin? Too perfect. That might sound like a dream, but it’s actually the problem. I want to look effortlessly stunning, not like I’ve spent forty-five minutes contouring. The trick is to wear makeup so natural no one suspects it’s there. That takes patience—and quiet.

Three minutes later, I’m satisfied. My reflection looks fresh, alert, alive—but not "made up."

"All yours!" I call out as I open the door.

"Finally! You look absolutely stunning." Jessy blows me an air kiss. "Bye, favorite roommate!"

"Flatterer. Love you. Bye!"

Bag over my shoulder, coffee-to-go in hand—as always—I head out the door.

In front of the massive office building, I pause and take a deep breath. Mental checklist:

Look: flawless – Check

Coffee: hot and strong – Check

Morning roll for AH (Asshole in Luxury) – Check

Hair: on point – Check

Friendly facade: difficult but manageable – Check

Showtime. Elevator. 37th floor. Straighten your crown, remember to smile.

"Finally. Meeting in four," comes the ever-so-warm greeting. Or snarl.

"Good morning, sir. Did you sleep well? Would you like coffee with your roll?" I ask, chipper as ever.

"Yes," he mumbles without looking up.

I keep my cool. Like every day. For over three years now. The man has dimples, and I forgive him too much for them. It’s tragic.

Dreamily, I fix his coffee.

"Here you go, sir. Coffee and roll."

"Set. Open memo."

His words are always short, clipped, robotic. Small talk is not part of his programming. He knows next to nothing about me, and that seems to suit him just fine. I’m a role, a number, a cog in his corporate machine. I doubt he even thinks about me. Probably not at all.

If I do my job right, he’ll sometimes say, "Good." That’s it. One word. For him, it’s basically a standing ovation. And I crave it. Every single day. Pathetic, I know.

He only ever talks differently to his sister. Warm, polite, even a little sweet. And when he smiles—damn. Those dimples.

I wonder how he talks to his dates. I saw him once entering a fancy restaurant with a woman on his arm. He smiled at her and suddenly, he looked like a different person. That smile was... wow. I melted. And yes, I may have fantasized about kissing his dimples.

My boss—aka AL, the Asshole—is stupidly gorgeous. Sharp cheekbones. Icy gray-blue eyes. Thick, dark hair, always perfectly styled. Five o'clock shadow that looks more like a Calvin Klein ad than laziness. And a body like a Marvel hero.

How do I know?

Second day on the job. I came in early to impress—7:25 AM. Thought I’d be a go-getter. Walked into the office and there he was: shirtless, in slacks, mood darker than his espresso.

"You show up at 7:30. Not a minute before. Not a minute after."

Since then, I’m always right on time. Never early. Never late. And still, every morning, he greets me with: "Finally."

"Listen, take notes, follow up," he barks during meetings. His tone is permanently stuck in tense.

I nod, type, nod again.

After the meeting, I retreat to my desk and sip my coffee. When I hear him move, I get back to work.

I’ll give him this: he’s demanding but fair. I’m busy but not drowning. No overtime. No chaos. It’s... manageable. Which is more than I can say for my feelings.

"Cole," he calls shortly after 11. Still no smile. Just my name like a command.

"Sir, what can I do for you?" I ask, all polite sunshine.

He leans back, runs a hand through his annoyingly perfect hair, and I nearly sigh out loud. His hair’s just long enough to fall softly over his forehead—he’ll probably cut it again soon.

"Cole, focus," he snaps. I blush.

"Sorry, sir. What did you say?"

"I need you to accompany me to a charity event tomorrow night. Hilton Hotel. My original date's in bed."

He snorts. "With her new lover."

Wait, he was dating someone? Since when? And dumped? I want to comfort him. Hug him. Maybe hold his hand. Get a grip, Cole.

"Um, sir, I’m not a woman," I say carefully.

"That never occurred to me," he replies dryly.

"I’d be honored to accompany you," I say quickly. His upper lip twitches. Almost a smile. Almost.

"I’ll be giving a speech and handing out presents. I need someone to assist me. In return, you get a five-course meal. We leave at 6:30 from here."

"What’s the dress code?"

"Tuxedo."

My cheeks burn. "I, uh, don’t own one."

He pulls out his phone, dials a number, scribbles something on a note.

"Call this number. Give them your size. Color: midnight black. Delivery: here. Charge it to the company."

I take the paper with trembling fingers. He’s never taken me anywhere before. My heart’s doing cartwheels.

By lunch, it’s all arranged. Tuxedo, shoes, express delivery. No price mentioned. Of course not.

When I get home that night, I’m still buzzing.

"Jessy! I’m going to the Hilton tomorrow night! With the AL! And I’ll be wearing a tux!"

Jessy squeals like she’s been cast in a rom-com.

"With that asshole? You’re braver than I thought. He’ll be in a tux too, won’t he?"

"No idea. Probably born in one," I laugh.

She knows about my crush. And she knows what he’s like. I need to get him out of my system.

But first... tomorrow night.

***
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The next morning, he's back to his usual self: cool, collected, untouchable.

At 5:30 p.m., I clear my throat and approach his desk. “Sir, may I go change?”

“We’re not leaving for another hour.” He glances up, brows raised, clearly puzzled by my request.

“I... just need a bit longer in the bathroom.”

He gives a curt nod, and I disappear into the office restroom. My usual ritual begins: cleanse, tone, moisturize. A touch of serum. Then foundation, just enough to even out my skin. A little concealer under the eyes. Highlighter, but subtle. Natural lashes. And now... eyeliner. My hand is steady. Focused.

The door creaks open.

I freeze—mid-stroke—and my wrist jerks.

Smudge. Of course.

My heart skips a beat as I meet Hunter’s surprised gaze in the mirror. He just stands there, looking at me like I’ve suddenly grown a second head.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Nothing,” I lie quickly, trying to salvage the mess on my eyelid.

He doesn’t say anything, just calls out, “New departure time: 6:20.”

Six twenty?! That’s in a few minutes.

Panic gives me speed. Somehow, I manage to fix the liner and finish the rest just in time.

When I reach the elevator, he’s already there—waiting. And he looks... godlike.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Impeccably styled hair. Crisp tuxedo that fits like it was sewn onto him. The faintest shadow of stubble. He smells like... him. Clean. Masculine. A touch of lime and something darker beneath it.

“Ready?” he asks sharply.

I nod. “Of course, sir.”

A sleek black car is already waiting out front. He surprises me by holding the door open. I blink, then slide in without a word.

On the drive over, he barely looks up from his phone. No small talk. No questions. Just the sound of fingers tapping on glass and the occasional reply under his breath.

We arrive at the Hilton. The room glows with soft golden light, the buzz of conversation and champagne flutes clinking in the background. I’m at his side, invisible yet attached like a shadow. He clinks glasses with various executives, introduces me simply as his assistant.

Never his date. Of course not.

I smile politely and sip my water. He barely touches his own drink.

At dinner, we’re seated at a round table with three well-dressed couples. Beside me is a woman named Charlotte—blonde, elegant, maybe a few years older than me. She leans in with a coy smile.

“So you’re his assistant,” she purrs. “What exactly do you do for him?”

“Mostly administrative work,” I reply, keeping it professional.

“And what else?” she whispers. “Bending over his desk?”

I nearly choke.

“Excuse me?” I blurt out, too loud.

Hunter turns instantly. “We need to head to the stage.”

We walk side by side through the ballroom, the lights casting long shadows across the floor.

“What did she say to you?” he asks, voice low.

I hesitate. “She asked if I... also provide you with other services.”

His jaw tightens. “What did you answer?”

“Nothing. I was too shocked.”

“She’s an escort,” he says flatly. “Not Thomson’s wife. I recognized her from previous events. Tried to book me once. I said no.”

He glances at me, and for a split second, there’s a grin. Those damn dimples again. I could fall into them and never come back.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he mutters. “Just stand next to me and hand me the gifts when I signal. Got it?”

“Got it, sir.”

His speech is smooth, poised, full of charm. Everyone listens, enraptured. Everyone but me. I’m too busy admiring him. That confidence. That presence. That voice.

When it’s over, the car is already waiting. Inside, he asks for my address. I give it to the driver, and it turns out Hunter’s apartment is on the way. Of course it is.

We stop in front of his building.

He gets out. Pauses. “Thank you,” he says.

Two words. That’s all. But my stupid heart nearly explodes.

He disappears into the night, and I’m left alone in the car, grinning like an idiot.

Half an hour later, I collapse onto my bed, still fully dressed, brain spinning. Jessy’s already asleep. I’ll tell her everything in the morning.

Every single detail.

Especially the part about his dimples.

***
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Breakfast is a whirlwind of updates, with me talking a mile a minute while Jessy listens and sighs dramatically every few sentences.

“Did you at least get a picture of him?” she asks, wide-eyed with curiosity.

“No way. That would’ve been way too embarrassing,” I scold her, still clutching my coffee like it’s my last lifeline.

Jessy has never seen the AH in person. She only knows the legends—his looks, his reputation, and unfortunately, his character.

The morning drags on uneventfully—until Selena swings by.

“Hey, Cole! You in for lunch today?” she grins, dropping a folder on my desk. “We’re heading to El Mexicano. Louisa’s heartbroken again, and you know only onion rings can fix that kind of pain.”

Selena works for the Head of Marketing—another high-ranking AL, just with a different flavor of awful. No way her boss is as ridiculously hot as mine, though.

“I’m in. But I’m trying to be good. Brought a salad,” I reply with a sigh.

“Why the punishment?” she teases, one brow arched.

“Isn’t it obvious?” I say, hopping up from my chair and turning dramatically. With both hands, I motion to my butt.

“Look at this! Normally—small, perky, peachy perfection. But now? I’ve got two full-on watermelons crammed in these pants. My waxing fairy needed an extra strip last week. I’ve puffed up like a yeast roll.”

Selena nods with fake sympathy, but her eyes are sparkling with laughter.

“Oh, definitely. I noticed it yesterday. You’ve ballooned. Honestly, even a salad might be too much. I’ll just order you half a cucumber. It’s all I can justify.” She laughs, heading out the door. “Departure at 12:10 sharp!”

I groan and shake my head, but I’m smiling.

Selena has it made. A husband, two dogs, and a cozy apartment by the park. She hasn’t had to touch a dating app or navigate the modern hellscape of half-hearted flings and ghosting in years.

Louisa’s heartbreak? Classic. This is heartbreak number five—or maybe six. She was planning their wedding two days ago. By next week, they’ll probably be engaged again. Still, it’s always entertaining.

A few hours later, I’m down to the last bite of my extra-chocolate muffin (so much for the salad) when my phone rings.

“Cole. Chez Pierre. Tonight. 8:30. Two guests.”

“Of course. I’ll reserve a table for you and your companion. Would you like a car service or perhaps a table in the lounge beforehand?”

“Car. 7:30 pickup. No bar.”

So... a date. Definitely a date. If it were just a meeting, he’d drive himself—or at least take an Uber. And he always hits the bar first if it’s with friends.

“Reservation is confirmed. The driver will pick you up at 7:30 sharp. Would you like to bring a gift for your date? Flowers, perhaps?”

Totally professional question. Absolutely not fishing for information. Okay, maybe a little.

“No.”

No gift. That seals it—it’s a first date. Which means he’s probably not planning to... well, seal anything else tonight either. Translation: he’ll be in a great mood tomorrow. I make a mental note to grab him a pastry in the morning. Pure survival.

At 6 p.m., I head for the elevator when I hear his voice behind me.

“Hold the elevator.”

I hit the button and the doors slide open just in time for him to step in. My boss. My daily torment. My walking contradiction.

His scent hits me immediately—masculine, crisp, with lemongrass and lime. Subtle, clean, and utterly intoxicating. I inhale too deeply. He glances sideways at me, then turns away.

When we reach the ground floor, I smile politely.

“Have a nice evening, sir. Enjoy your dinner at Chez Pierre.”

He just nods.

I hope his date gets more than a nod. I really do.

I decide to walk home. The tacos at lunch were sinfully good—definitely worth at least a three-bus-stop walk. My peachy behind has now gone full watermelon and is practically leading the way.

Louisa cried the whole afternoon. Her boyfriend—maybe ex, maybe not—would rather hit the clubs than cuddle up for Netflix and candlelight. We all saw this coming. But we still ate well. And laughed. Eventually.

Honestly, without Selena and Louisa, my workdays would be dull and painfully quiet. My boss barely speaks to me—unless it’s to issue a command, usually with the charm of a traffic cone.

When I walk into the apartment, I call out, “Jessy, I’m back!”

“Kitchen! Wine’s open—hurry!”

Our Wednesday ritual. One glass of wine. Just one.

Thursdays are dry. So are Mondays and Tuesdays. Fridays to Sundays? Free-for-all. In moderation.

We’ve been living together since we were twenty. Back then, we weren’t even old enough to legally buy wine. Jessy’s brother used to supply us with a few bottles every month. He said European parents knew what they were doing—twenty is old enough for “continental sensibility.”

Now, at twenty-five, we’re still sensible. Mostly. My skin can’t handle alcohol, and Jessy turns into a sentimental puddle after glass two. I’m toast by glass three. So we sip. Slowly.

“Why rosé tonight?” I ask, dropping onto a stool.

“Was on sale.”

“And what’s for dinner?”

“Crackers. Veggie sticks. We’re watching our figures.”

Ugh. Not exactly satisfying, but once Jessy decides something, it’s happening. No negotiations.

“So... your boss? Still an AL?”

“Through and through. But still with the dimples. He’s got a date tonight.”

“Ooh! Think he’s getting lucky?”

“No. No gift. No bar. So, no. He’ll be extra grumpy tomorrow.”

I shake my head, trying to shake off the image of him in his tux.

“Movie night?” I ask.

“Always.”

She doesn’t need to know that I can still smell him. That his face is still burned into my brain.

Later, in bed, I think about him again.

Why is he so cold? So distant?

He laughs with his sister Elena. With Aaron, he’s even playful sometimes. I’ve heard him full-on laugh with Aaron—and every time, my heart does a swan dive into my stomach. Aaron, by the way, is always nice to me. Friendly. Warm.

Aaron’s picking him up for lunch tomorrow.

Please, dear universe, don’t let me completely melt when he walks out of his office in a good mood again.
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Chapter 2 – Hunter
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Thoughts: Please—just get out of my head.

I can’t stop thinking about last night. The way Cole looked in that tuxedo... flawless. But seriously—what was he doing in the bathroom for so long? Maybe touching up those stunning eyes? The ones that always seem to glow with some kind of secret light. There can't possibly be a more beautiful man on this planet.

And for just a second, I thought... maybe he liked me too. Wishful thinking. Of course.

I know he’s gay—he once mentioned something about his ex coming by to grab a few things. That’s all I’ve got. I don’t know what kind of guys he likes. Not that it matters—I’m his boss.

Annoyed, I drive home. My sister—matchmaker extraordinaire—has once again roped me into a date. Ever since she got engaged, she’s been floating on clouds and playing Cupid for everyone she knows. Including me. Relentlessly. Tonight’s “perfect woman”? Samantha. Apparently, she’s got a smile that “makes the sun rise,” a model’s body, and angelic curls. Great.

But I don’t want a Barbie doll. I want someone I can actually talk to. Someone real. Maybe that’s why I’ve never really been drawn to women the way I’m supposed to be. Then came Tobias. A party. Too much alcohol. A kiss. No drama, no fireworks—but something clicked. A shift. A quiet “yes” inside my chest.

I never had time to process it. The very next day, my parents died in a car crash. And suddenly, at twenty-five, I was running their company. Trying to finish my engineering degree while grieving and working nonstop nearly broke me. I barely slept. I barely felt anything. My dad’s old assistant carried me through the worst of it. Without her, I wouldn’t have made it. But two years later, she left.

And then... Cole arrived.

My assistant. My personal enigma. My daily lesson in self-control. He’s not just competent—he’s extraordinary. And not just beautiful—he’s ethereal. How can someone look so soft and delicate, and still radiate that kind of strength?

Every day, he looks at me with eyes that shine like I matter. Maybe he’s just good at his job. Maybe he smiles like that for everyone. But something about it feels... honest. And that terrifies me.

So I keep my distance. Stay cold. Professional. Unreachable. He can’t know what he does to me. He must never know.

Because I’m his boss.

And now? Now it’s time for Date Number 150, handpicked by my sister. She means well, I know. But she doesn’t see what’s really going on with me. She doesn’t know that the only person I think about is standing in my office every day, perfectly organized, polite, patient—and completely unaware that he’s the center of my every waking thought.

If he weren’t so good at what he does, I would’ve let him go. Not because he’s done anything wrong. But because I can’t stand this constant pull in my chest. This tension in my body every time I hear his voice.

But I need him. He’s my anchor. My structure. My silent chaos.

And I’ve been living like this for years—with a permanent ache in my chest... and lower. And Cole? Has no idea. None. He’s respectful. Loyal. Kind. And beautifully, heartbreakingly unaware.

And I? I’m just his boss. Trapped in my own damn head. And in my desire.

My phone buzzes. Driver’s here.

Half an hour later, we pick up Samantha. And yes—she’s lovely. Beautiful. Smart. Witty. The kind of woman anyone would be lucky to have. I even find myself genuinely engaged in the conversation.

Until just before the main course. She leans back slightly, tilts her head, and gives me a grin. Not a smile. A knowing grin.

“Do I have something on my face?” I ask, confused.

“No,” she replies, eyes dancing. “Can I ask you something?”

I nod slowly.

“Your sister doesn’t know about your sexuality, does she?”

Her voice is warm. Gentle. Not accusing—just honest.

I clear my throat. My cheeks start to burn.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” I manage, though I know exactly what she means.

She smiles softly. “Look, I know I look great tonight. And you’ve been wonderful—charming, present, really easy to talk to. It’s been lovely.”

She pauses, then continues.

“But every time our waiter came to the table, you lit up. Just a little. When he bent down to pick up that fork... your gaze lingered. Just a bit too long.”

I want to respond. I don’t. Can’t.

She folds her arms gently across her chest and meets my eyes. There’s no judgment there. Just clarity.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

“I like women,” I say, quietly. “I admire them. Their softness, their grace. But men... men stir something else in me. Something deeper.”

I look down at my hands. “I’m sorry. Are you going to tell my sister?”

“Of course not.” Her voice is calm. “And I get it. I questioned things once too. But in the end, I knew what was right for me. You’ll figure it out.”

She offers a small, sincere smile.

“I’m not upset. Not even a little. But I think you owe it to yourself to stop pretending. Stop denying whatever this is.”

I feel something twist in my chest.

“Let it in,” she says gently. “Whoever it is you’re drawn to—they might already be in your life. Right in front of you. Maybe beside you. Maybe behind you. Just... don’t shut it out.”

Later, in the car, we ride in silence toward her place. When we arrive, she turns to me and hugs me—warm and kind and full of grace.

“Don’t close yourself off from the world, Hunter,” she whispers. “Open your eyes. Open your heart. There’s someone out there who wants to love you. Let them.”

I watch her walk into her building, and I’m still sitting there when the driver asks if I’m ready.

That night, I lie awake, her words looping over and over in my mind.

Open your heart.

But the only image that surfaces is Cole. His smile. His voice. His radiant eyes.

And I know she’s right.

But I also know I’m not enough. Not for him. Never for him.

He deserves someone brave. Someone free. Someone who can love him openly, without fear, without hiding.

He deserves everything.

And that... isn’t me.

***
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The next morning, Cole not only brings me my usual milk roll but also a tiny chocolate beetle for luck.

I nod my thanks. He rolls his eyes slightly. Everything is just as it always is between us—quiet, routine, unspoken understanding. We spend the morning working side by side in silence, our rhythm familiar and oddly comforting.

Until my best friend's voice suddenly echoes down the hallway.

"Hello, most beautiful assistant of all assistants! Is the grump in his office?"

His voice is cheerful, loud as ever. In this moment, I could launch Aaron straight to the moon.

"Of course, sir," Cole replies with his usual calm politeness. "I'm sure he's eagerly awaiting you. Lunch with you is always the highlight of his day."

He's not wrong—but did he have to say it like that? In front of Aaron?

I grab my jacket. The cold has settled over the city like a damp blanket, and I’m sure rain is coming.

"You really are the perfect assistant," Aaron continues to gush. "Still not tempted to work for me? Hunter doesn’t appreciate you enough."

He’s trying to steal Cole—again. He knows exactly how important Cole is to me, and that’s why he does it.

"I'd love to," Cole says lightly, "but I can’t leave my boss in the lurch."

He wouldn’t leave—not because I’m some amazing employer, but because he’s loyal to a fault. And I admire that more than I can say.

"We can go," I say shortly.

"Goodbye, Cole. And remember—my outer office is always open. If you ever tire of the grump, I’ll welcome you with open arms and a generous salary."

Cole smiles and wishes us a pleasant lunch. Always polite. Always poised.

As soon as we’re in the elevator, Aaron bursts into laughter.

"Shit, you’re even grumpier than usual! That kid’s got you wrapped around his finger—and he doesn’t have a clue. How long are you planning to keep this up? Just kiss him already."

"Shut up," I mutter, though I’m not really angry.

"Who’d you bring to
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