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Chloe

“Damon, you wouldn’t believe this limo!” I gushed into the phone, my voice a mix of excitement and disbelief. “This limo has massaging seats, a minibar, even a freaking curved TV! It’s like I’m in a spaceship or something!”

“Chloe, focus,” Damon said, his voice stern even through the phone. He was always the practical one—maybe that’s why he made such a good editor. “This interview is your big break. You can’t get distracted.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry.” It wasn’t just the luxury of the limo that had me all worked up. “It’s just... I can’t help being nervous, you know? I know we’ve been over this, but what are the odds of the most reclusive billionaire in history hand-picking me for his first-ever interview. Nobody even knows what he looks like, and he asked specifically for me.”

“Chloe, you’re a fantastic investigative journalist,” Damon said. “Remember how you exposed those corrupt government contracts? And you did it with no budget and zero connections. You’ve got this.”

“Thanks, Damon,” I said, touched by his support. But even with his words of encouragement, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was out of place. What was I doing here? I was barely out of college, saddled with debt, about to meet one of the richest men in the country. Everything about this was surreal, from the luxurious limo to the sprawling mansion looming before me. While my job title sounded glamorous, most of the time I was reading documents and writing emails, not actually meeting people. I felt like an impostor, like I didn’t belong in this world of wealth and privilege.

“Look,” Damon said, sensing my uncertainty. “If this interview goes well, it’ll open doors for you. You’ll have access to all the celebrities and important people in the country. You can do this.”

I took another deep breath, trying to steady myself. “You’re right,” I agreed, even as a knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach.

“Good. Now go and break a leg.”

“Thanks, Damon,” I said, just as the limo came to a stop. “I’ve arrived. I’ll call you back!”

We hung up and I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. I could do this.

The limo door opened, and a middle-aged driver in a crisp uniform silently extended his hand. I hesitated, and it was only after I awkwardly climbed out on my own that I realized he had been trying to help me.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, fumbling with my purse and feeling my face flush with embarrassment. The driver didn’t react, simply nodding as if it happened all the time.

A group of stern-faced men in dark suits approached, their eyes scanning the area for threats. The bodyguards were all big, built like tanks with bulging muscles straining against their black suits. The smallest one was at least six feet tall, and they all had faces carved from granite. They didn’t say a word, simply forming a protective cocoon around me.

Their leader, an imposing man with a scar on his forehead, nodded to me. “Miss Collins, Mr. Hamilton is waiting for you.”

My mouth went dry. So this was it—I was about to meet the elusive Ethan Hamilton. “O-of course,” I said, cursing my stammer. “Lead the way.”

The scarred man’s gaze hardened. “Your possessions, please.”

I blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Your phone, recording devices, ID, wallet—security protocol requires they be surrendered for the duration of your visit.” 

Panic flared in my chest. I needed my phone for notes and my recorder to capture the interview. But from the man’s tone, I could tell arguing would get me nowhere.

Begrudgingly, I handed over my purse containing my phone and driver’s license. I took solace in the fact that I had spent a sleepless night going over every question for the interview until they were etched into my memory.

“This way,” the scarred man said, gesturing toward the mansion. The other guards fell in around me, a human barrier between me and the outside world. It was equal parts intimidating and claustrophobic, their looming presence and watchful eyes making me acutely aware of my own vulnerability.

I walked faster, keeping pace with the scarred man while drinking in my surroundings. The mansion was enormous, all sharp angles and concrete beneath a steel-colored sky. It suited what little I knew of Ethan Hamilton—a man as mysterious as he was wealthy, ruling his empire from the shadows.

As we walked along the path, I glimpsed a collection of luxurious supercars parked nearby. Each one likely cost more than my entire life’s earnings.

I nervously cleared my throat and asked, “Do you have any insights about Mr. Hamilton?” As I waited for a response, their faces gave away nothing—not even a flicker of emotion. 

The silence was stifling as we continued our journey towards the mansion, the only sound was our shoes crunching against the gravel path. The intimidating fortress at the end of the road seemed to swallow up any trace of sound, creating an oppressive atmosphere.

The entrance to the mansion looked like the gate of a bunker—a pair of metal doors, as cold and imposing as the rest of the mansion. My pulse drummed in my ears and my stomach flipped as I stood in front of it.

“Mr. Hamilton is waiting for you inside,” the scarred man informed me, pushing the heavy door. “Proceed through the foyer, down the corridor to the library. You are forbidden to go elsewhere.” 

I nodded, throat tight. “I understand.”

The doors groaned open. “Go on,” the man said.

Here went nothing. I walked through the doors into the lion’s den, hearing them close behind me with a note of finality. There was no turning back now. I was Ethan Hamilton’s, for better or for worse.

Trepidation mixed with excitement bubbled inside me as I took in my surroundings. The foyer was cavernous and echoing, dwarfing me entirely. I felt like a mouse compared to the towering walls and expansive floor. I wondered if that was the intention of the architect, to inflate the ego of the host and make people like me feel insignificant.

The interior was brutal and minimalistic, stark concrete and steel, but dotted with expensive abstract sculptures and modern art pieces in vibrant colors. They stood out as bright focal points amidst the cruelly gray palette. It was a strange juxtaposition, and eerie in its own way.

I walked down the center of the room, acutely aware of the closed doors behind me, and the unseen eyes surely watching my every move.

My eyes were drawn to a large, modernist painting hanging on the wall. It was a riot of colors, with shapes and lines intersecting and looping around each other in a frenzied dance. Men like Ethan calculated every step and I was sure that this piece and all the others were placed here with a specific purpose, to create an impression or send a message.

I reluctantly walked through the opulence, feeling more out of place than ever. As I entered the corridor, the haunting notes of piano music flowed toward me from behind a door at the end of the hall. 

Summoning my courage, I made my way down the corridor, the music growing louder with each step. By the time I reached the end, my heart was racing to match the rapid, dramatic notes of the piano.

My curiosity piqued, I pushed open the door and stepped into an enormous library.

The opulence surrounding me felt surreal, as though I had stumbled into a fairytale. Priceless leather-bound books lined floor-to-ceiling shelves, intricate Persian rugs covered the polished oak floor, and a crystal chandelier dripped from the vaulted ceiling like frozen rain. In the center of the room sat a black grand piano, and at its helm, a man who could only be Ethan Hamilton.

He played with effortless grace, with a passion and intensity that made the music almost tangible. The melody swirled around me, its beauty pulling me further into the room until I stood just a few feet from him. For a moment, I simply listened, captivated by the sound and the sight of this enigmatic, powerful man.

Ethan’s fingers flew over the piano keys, creating a harmony that wrapped around me like a warm embrace. He looked effortlessly handsome, with sharp cheekbones, dark hair just beginning to turn silver at the temples, and eyes the color of emerald green. His chiseled jawline was accentuated by a day or two of stubble, giving him a rugged yet refined appearance.

I felt a lump form in my throat, and my cheeks began to flush as the melody reached its crescendo. Ethan exuded an aura of confidence and power, and all I could think about was how captivating he was. He was so much older than me, yet somehow it made him even more attractive.

But the main thing that drew me to him was the passion that exuded from the way he played the instrument. Here was a man who had a reputation for being cold, distant, and ruthless, whose home looked like the lair of a soulless tyrant, yet his fingers caressed the piano keys with a tenderness that I never would have expected. It was as though the piano was an extension of his being, something that he poured his soul into, and I couldn’t help but be drawn in by the power of his emotion.

It made me feel inadequate. Here was a man who seemed to have everything, from his wealth and power to his looks and charm. Surely he had his pick of the most beautiful and famous women in the world. I was out of my league but in this magical moment I could indulge in a bit of daydreaming.

As the final notes of the melody faded away, I found myself frozen in place, lost in the wake of the beautiful music that had just washed over me.

Suddenly, my heart leaped as Ethan spoke, his deep and commanding voice sending shivers down my spine.

“Do you like music, Chloe?” he asked, his fingers still poised over the piano keys. He just sat there, not even bothering to turn his head, as if he had known I was there the entire time.

I cleared my throat, trying to suppress the warm flush that had spread across my face. “Mr. Hamilton,” I stammered. “It is nice to me—”

“Please, Chloe, call me Ethan,” he said, cutting me off before I could say more. He turned to face me, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. His eyes glinted like jewels, and I found myself drowning in their depths.

Ethan rose from his piano bench and stepped toward me, closing the distance between us, his eyes never leaving mine. I felt like a deer caught in headlights, unable to move or speak. My heart pounded in my chest as he approached. “Chloe, I want you to feel comfortable here and enjoy your time with me. We will be spending a lot of time together, after all.”

I felt my body tremble at his words as he walked towards me, and I couldn’t help but notice the way his tailored suit emphasized his broad shoulders and muscular build. As he came near, I caught a whiff of his enticing scent—a mix of wood, spice, and something uniquely masculine. Up close, he was even more intimidating, towering over me and radiating a powerful energy.

“Chloe, it’s nice to finally meet you,” he said, offering his hand.

I extended my hand hesitantly, feeling a sudden jolt of electricity shoot through my body as our skin touched. Ethan’s grip was strong, yet surprisingly gentle, as if he was afraid of breaking me, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of safety wash over me as he held my hand.

“It’s nice to meet you too, Ethan,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

Instead of releasing my hand, he gave it a light squeeze and confidently led me toward the window overlooking the sprawling grounds. This was a man accustomed to getting his way, and leading others along with him.

The entire scene felt surreal, and I struggled to wrap my head around the fact that I was standing next to one of the most powerful men in the country, who also happened to be incredibly handsome.

I had an interview to conduct, but it was difficult to concentrate when all I could think about were Ethan’s smoldering eyes, the scent of his cologne, and the feel of his hand in mine. I felt as if I had stepped into a fairytale. 

Ethan led me to a table set up in front of a huge window that overlooked the beautiful grounds of his estate. On the table sat a bottle of wine and two expensive-looking glasses.

“We can talk here,” Ethan said, releasing my hand at last. I felt relieved when our fingers parted, but also disappointed at the loss of contact. What was happening to me?

Ethan picked up the bottle of wine and effortlessly uncorked it. “I hope you don’t mind, but I thought we could enjoy some wine during our interview,” he said, pouring the deep red liquid into our glasses and handing one to me with a devastating half-smile. His statement sounded more like a fact than a question.

“Thank you,” I said, accepting a glass. Our fingers brushed, and a spark of electricity shot up my arm. 

Ethan raised a glass of the rich, dark red wine in a toast. “Here’s to an enlightening interview,” he said.

As we clinked glasses, Ethan looked into my eyes with a smoldering gaze. I took a sip of the ruby-red wine, the flavor bursting on my tongue. My gaze locked with Ethan’s—his eyes shimmered like emeralds over an open flame. A flush crept up my neck as a delicious warmth spread through me. The taste of the wine combined with his intense stare made my head spin.

“Did you enjoy the wine?” he asked, a small smile playing on the corners of his mouth.

“Uh, yes,” I stammered. “It’s delicious, but I must admit that I’m not used to expensive wines. I’m sure my palate isn’t refined enough to truly appreciate its nuances.”

Ethan smiled lightly. “This wine costs eight dollars per bottle.”

“Really?” I asked, feeling confused and intrigued at the same time. Was he mocking me? He was a billionaire, and I was just a young journalist—of course he wouldn’t see me as his equal and rub it in my face.

“Indeed,” Ethan confirmed. “This was my favorite wine when I was getting my degree in university. I never liked the taste of beer, and I couldn’t afford good alcohol, so I discovered this inexpensive but delicious wine. It’s been my favorite ever since. In fact, five years ago, the winery that produces it was in financial trouble, and I bought it so I could continue to enjoy the taste that reminds me of my humble beginnings.”

I felt a pang of guilt for making the wrong assumption about him. 

Ethan’s smile widened as he watched me squirm under his intense gaze. “I can see the cogs turning in that clever mind of yours,” Ethan said, his voice low and seductive. “You thought I was mocking you, didn’t you?” It felt like he could read my mind, and the thought both scared and excited me.

“N-no,” I stuttered, shaking my head. “Well, yes. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to assume,” I said, feeling embarrassed.

“No need to apologize.” Ethan gazed out the window at the sprawling gardens outside. “When I chose to avoid the public eye, I thought it would prevent people from making erroneous assumptions. Instead, it only led to more far-fetched speculation.” His eyes found mine again, seeing into my soul. “But I don’t believe you’re prone to jumping to conclusions. You’re smarter than that.”

I cleared my throat and tried to focus. “Why give an interview now? You’ve guarded your privacy for so long.”

Ethan considered for a moment, swirling the wine in his glass. “I’ve worked hard and honestly to build my businesses. So far, I’ve managed to avoid the corruption that infests the corporate world and the government. But at my level, the playing field has narrowed. There are few players left. I can’t choose my competition anymore.”

He paused for a moment, his green eyes darkening with intensity. “One of my holdings, PharmaB, is bidding for a government contract in the national healthcare sector. There are forces working against my company that threaten more than just my business interests. Certain corrupt officials and competitors would rather see me dead than have me win that contract.”

I shuddered, images of Ethan lying lifeless flashing through my mind. The thought was too awful to bear. I gripped my wine glass tightly, as if that could stop the flow of disturbing pictures in my head.

Ethan placed a hand over mine, his touch warm and comforting. “Do not be afraid. I have no intention of dying anytime soon.” His thumb caressed my knuckles, sending tingles up my arm. “This interview is meant to shine a light on my enemies’ misdeeds. With the public eye upon them, they will not dare make a move. I want to protect my company and my employees from physical harm,” Ethan said.

My cheeks flushed at his intimate touch, my entire being attuned to the feel of his skin on mine. A shiver ran down my body that had little to do with the temperature. I took another sip of wine for courage and asked, “Is that the only reason you’re speaking out now?” 

Ethan’s gaze turned inward for a moment. “Yes. Though I have to admit that speaking with an intelligent, principled woman like yourself is a pleasant change.”

I blinked, unsure how to respond to such a personal admission. A blush heated my cheeks at his implied compliment. It took a tremendous effort to remember that I was a journalist and had work to do.

“Why did you contact me specifically?” I asked, my heart pounding in my chest. “Any journalist in the country would kill for an opportunity to interview you.”

Ethan leaned in closer, his gaze never leaving mine. “You’ve proven yourself with that exposé on corruption in the Department of Defense. You’re talented, intelligent, and principled—qualities lacking in most journalists today.” Admiration lit his eyes and a rush of warmth spread through me upon hearing his praise. “The major outlets all have their own agendas. But you? You’re young, ambitious, trying to make a name for yourself. I can rely on that.”

Pride bloomed in my chest at his praise. I hung on his every word, craving more. Did he have any idea how he made me feel? As if in answer to my unspoken question, Ethan suddenly stepped closer, his presence and closeness making my body tremble.

“But now there is also another reason that I wasn’t aware of until we met,” he said softly as he lifted his other hand to brush a lock of hair from my face, his knuckles grazing my cheek, “you’re a very beautiful woman, Chloe Collins.”

My heart slammed against my ribs, ready to burst from my chest. I opened my mouth, but no sound emerged. I was drowning in his smoldering gaze, in the feel of his hands on mine.

A sudden noise jerked me from my trance.

The door.

Ethan’s gaze shifted past me, his eyes narrowing. “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “I instructed all staff to stay outside.”

I turned around and saw the scarred bodyguard, his expression cold and determined as he pulled out a gun.
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Ethan

My instincts kicked in with an animal ferocity. I lunged forward to shield Chloe from the impending danger, her petite frame trembling against mine.

The shot rang out and shattered the glass behind us. Chloe screamed.

With her arms wrapped tightly around my neck I leapt through the broken window, ignoring the searing pain from the cuts inflicted by the shattered glass.

Gordon fired again. The bullet whizzed past my ear, too close for comfort.

Chloe was trembling in my arms, her breaths coming in panicked gasps. I tightened my hold on her. “It’s okay,” I rasped. “I’ve got you. We have to move.”

I held her close as we sprinted away from the window while Gordon fired at us relentlessly. Chloe’s heart raced against mine as we ran across the lawn.

Chloe stumbled, nearly falling, but I scooped her up and kept running.

As we rounded a corner Chloe’s panic reached its peak and she started squirming in my arms. Her face was pale, eyes wide with terror. Chloe clung to me desperately, her breaths coming in short, shallow gasps. I pressed her against the cold stone wall, shielding her with my body.

“Chloe, you have to trust me,” I said firmly, my eyes locking onto her tear-filled ones. I set her down but kept an arm around her waist. Her body was soft against my side, radiating warmth even in her fear. “I will protect you, but I need you to stay calm. Can you do that?”

Chloe shook her head, eyes glassy with tears. “We can’t go out there! Your bodyguards, they’re everywhere—”

“Chloe.” I grasped her shoulders, forcing her to meet my gaze. “I will keep you safe.”

Her lips parted. She blinked up at me, a myriad of emotions flickering through her eyes. Then she took a deep, shaky breath and nodded.

“Good.” I pulled her close again, tucking her head under my chin. She was in danger because of me. I would do anything, sacrifice everything to keep her safe. “Stay close to me. I’ll get us out of this.”

Chloe nodded against my chest. I stroked her hair once, a brief moment of comfort, before pulling away. “Let’s go.”

We crept along the side of the house, dodging between bushes and flower beds. The garage loomed ahead, offering a fleeting hope of salvation. If we could just reach it, perhaps we could make it out of here alive.

In the distance, I could see a couple of bodyguards stationed near the garage, assault rifles in hand. I bit back a curse. Getting past them would be tricky, but for Chloe, I’d do whatever it took.

“Stay close,” I whispered to Chloe, as we dashed toward the garage, her long auburn hair streaming behind her like a fiery banner of defiance.

My heart pounded as we crept along the side of the house, keeping to the shadows. Chloe gripped my hand tightly, her palm slick with sweat. I squeezed it gently, hoping to reassure her, but suddenly her grip tightened as we paused behind a thick hedge, listening intently to the sound of raised voices nearby.

“Shouldn’t have done it, shouldn’t have listened to the scarred bastard,” one bodyguard growled. “Ethan would’ve paid us more for loyalty.”

“Easy for you to say,” another retorted. “You don’t have a daughter being held ransom. I would do the same in Gordon’s place!”

I clenched my jaw, fury simmering beneath the surface. The betrayal cut deep, but now was not the time for retribution. Chloe’s safety came first. 

She whimpered softly. I pulled her closer, murmuring, “It’s alright. We’re almost there.”

Chloe buried her face in my chest and seemed to calm down a little.

“Stay close,” I whispered, guiding her towards the garage. If we could just get inside, we might stand a chance of escaping this hellish nightmare.

Sneaking past the arguing bodyguards, my heart raced in my chest as we reached the garage door. But when I pressed my hand against the biometric lock, it remained stubbornly closed.

“Damn it,” I muttered under my breath. “They must’ve reprogrammed the system.”

Chloe’s eyes widened in panic, and I pulled her into my arms, offering what little comfort I could. “It’ll be okay, Chloe. We just need to find another way in.”

She looked up at me, concern etching her features as she took in my various cuts and scrapes. “But Ethan, you’re hurt—”

“Focus on getting out of here first,” I insisted, silencing her with a determined look. “We can worry about me later.”

I studied the door, searching for any weaknesses. Spotting a small gap between the panels, I wedged my fingers inside and heaved with all my strength. The door groaned in protest before finally giving way, revealing a treasure trove of luxurious cars. I kept some of my cars on display outside along the path, but the most treasured parts of my collection were now in front of us. It seemed that my wasteful hobby would turn out to be our salvation.

“Come on,” I said, guiding Chloe inside. “We’ll take one of these and get as far away from here as possible.”

I slid behind the wheel of the sleek Aston Martin, one of the fastest cars in my collection. Chloe settled into the passenger seat, her eyes darting between me and the garage exit as I revved the engine and the main door of the garage opened automatically.

The Aston Martin shot forward like a bullet, gravel spitting from its wheels, flinging us back into the leather seats. Chloe gasped, grabbing the door handle in a death grip.

“Almost over,” I assured her, gripping the gearshift as we careened down the winding driveway towards freedom. For a moment, it seemed like we might actually escape unscathed.

Almost there. Almost—

I slammed on the brakes.

A limo—my limo
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