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Chapter 1 – The Man Behind the Gates
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Gina hated gates like this.

Tall, black iron. Polished to a mirror shine. The kind that didn’t just keep people out—it reminded them they didn’t belong inside.

She checked the address again on her phone.
Gold Coast. Private listing. Two dogs. Excellent pay.
“Figures,” she muttered, slipping the phone into her pocket and tightening her grip on the leashes. The dogs—both massive, fluffy, and entirely unbothered by wealth—sat patiently at her feet.

Gina buzzed the intercom.

There was a pause. Then a voice came through—low, calm, and unmistakably male.

“Who is it?”

“Gina. Dog walker.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

The gate clicked open.

She stepped through, sneakers crunching softly on the immaculate stone path. The townhouse loomed ahead—steel, glass, and money. Lots of it. Everything about the place screamed control. Precision. Power.

The front door opened before she reached it.

And then she saw him.

Brian Steel didn’t look like a man who needed help from anyone.

He was tall—easily over six feet—with broad shoulders wrapped in a dark charcoal sweater that probably cost more than her rent. His hair was neatly cut, dark with just a hint of wave, like he didn’t bother fighting it. His face was sharp, sculpted, the kind of handsome that felt deliberate. Dangerous.

His eyes, though—that was the problem.

Gray. Cool. Focused. The kind that assessed and calculated in a single glance.

They landed on her and stayed there a beat too long.

“Gina,” he said, like he was testing the sound of her name.

“Yes.” She lifted her chin, refusing to shrink under that stare. “You must be Brian.”

He nodded once. No smile. No greeting.

The dogs, traitors that they were, surged forward enthusiastically, tails wagging.

Brian looked down at them, something in his expression softening—just slightly.

“You can take them,” he said, stepping aside. “Same schedule as discussed.”

Efficient. Controlled. Not a wasted word.

Gina clipped the leashes with practiced ease. “Anything I should know? Allergies? Behavioral issues?”

He hesitated. “They’re well trained.”

She arched a brow. “That wasn’t the question.”

For the first time, his lips twitched.

“Don’t let them near traffic,” he said. “And they respond better to calm authority.”

Gina smiled—slow, deliberate. “So do most creatures.”

His eyes flicked back to her face. Sharp. Interested.

“Just the dogs,” he said evenly.

“Of course,” she replied, entirely unapologetic.

They stepped outside together, the Chicago air crisp, the city humming just beyond the pristine bubble of the Gold Coast. Gina adjusted her jacket and started down the sidewalk, expecting him to retreat inside.

He didn’t.

Instead, he fell into step beside her.

“Do you always walk with your clients?” she asked lightly.

“No.”

“Then today’s special?”

“I like to know who I’m trusting,” he said.

“With your dogs.”

“With my life,” he corrected calmly.

That earned a real laugh from her. “Relax, billionaire. I walk dogs, not kidnap them.”

He stopped walking.

Gina took two more steps before realizing—and turning back.

He was watching her like she’d just surprised him.

“I didn’t say—”

“Please,” she cut in. “This place, those shoes, the way you look at people like they’re balance sheets? I’d be shocked if you weren’t rich.”

Something shifted. Not anger. Interest.

“Does that bother you?” he asked.

“Your money?” She shrugged. “Only if you think it buys manners.”

Silence stretched between them, thick and electric.

Finally, Brian exhaled. “Fair enough.”

They resumed walking.

The dogs pulled slightly, excited by the lake breeze. Gina handled them with ease, firm but gentle. Brian watched her hands—steady, confident. Capable.

“You’re good with them,” he said.

“I like creatures who don’t pretend to be something they’re not.”

That earned her another look. Longer this time.

“And people?” he asked.

“Oh, people pretend constantly,” she said. “That’s half the problem.”

They reached the edge of the path overlooking Lake Michigan. The skyline rose in the distance, steel and glass cutting into the sky. Brian stopped again, resting his hands in his pockets.

“Most people who work for me don’t talk like that,” he said.

“I don’t work for you,” Gina replied. “I provide a service. Big difference.”

Her gaze met his—unchallenged. Unafraid.

The air between them tightened.

For a moment, neither spoke. The city noise faded, replaced by something quieter. He stepped closer—too close for comfort.

Or maybe exactly close enough.

She could smell him. Clean. Warm. Expensive in a subtle way.

“This is a professional arrangement,” he said softly.

“Good,” she replied, heart thudding. “Because you’re standing in my space.”

He didn’t move.

Neither did she.

The dogs chose that moment to bark, breaking the tension like shattered glass.

Brian stepped back, jaw tight.

“Yes,” he said briskly. “Professional.”

Gina smiled as she tugged the leashes. “See you in an hour, Mr. Steel.”

She walked away without looking back.

Behind her, Brian watched until she disappeared down the path—his pulse unfamiliar, his control... slightly compromised.

And for the first time in a very long time, Brian Steel realized something had just changed.
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Chapter 2 – Billionaire Rules
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Brian watched from the floor-to-ceiling windows as Gina handled his dogs like she’d known them for years.

She didn’t yank the leashes. Didn’t bark orders. She spoke to them in a low, steady voice, confident but warm, as if obedience were a given—not something to be forced. The dogs responded instantly, eyes on her, tails wagging in easy arcs.

It irritated him.

Not because she was bad at her job—quite the opposite.

Because competence like that commanded loyalty. And Brian Steel did not hand out loyalty lightly.

He took a slow sip of his coffee, eyes following her movements as she crossed the sidewalk, laughed at something one of the dogs did, and crouched to adjust a harness. The laugh wasn’t loud or performative. It was real.

Most people tried too hard around him.

Gina didn’t try at all.

That alone made her dangerous.

By the time she returned, Brian had already decided: boundaries would be necessary.

She entered the townhouse with the dogs, cheeks flushed from the cold, hair slightly mussed by the wind. He noticed everything. The way her jacket clung to her curves. The way she moved like she was perfectly at ease in a place worth more than most people would earn in a lifetime.

“You’re back early,” he said.

“They needed water,” she replied casually, unhooking the leashes. “And one of them thinks the lake is a personal challenge.”

Brian crouched to greet the dogs, rubbing their heads absently while keeping his attention on her.

“Let’s discuss expectations,” he said.

Gina straightened slowly. “Okay.”

He gestured toward the kitchen island. “Sit.”

It wasn’t meant as a command.

It came out as one anyway.

Gina didn’t sit.

She leaned against the counter instead, arms folding loosely. “You first.”

Brian’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Professional boundaries are important to me,” he said evenly. “I don’t socialize with employees. I don’t tolerate distractions during work hours. And I expect discretion.”

Gina tilted her head. “Employees?”

“People I hire.”

“Still not an employee,” she corrected. “Independent contractor.”

His eyes sharpened. “Fine. Contractors.”

She smiled. Slow. Knowing. “You’re big on control, huh?”

“That’s not your concern.”

“Mm.” She nodded, clearly unconvinced. “Then you won’t mind me being clear too.”

Brian crossed his arms, mirroring her posture. “Go on.”

“I walk dogs. I don’t flirt for tips. I don’t get impressed by money. And I don’t respond well to being managed like a resource.”

The air between them tightened.

“You misunderstand,” he said. “This arrangement benefits both of us.”

“Sure,” she replied. “As long as we both stay in our lanes.”

Her gaze flicked briefly to his chest. To his mouth. Then back to his eyes.

Deliberate.

Brian felt it like a challenge thrown at his feet.

“You’ll stick to the agreed schedule,” he said. “No deviations unless approved.”

“Approved by who?” she asked sweetly.

“Me.”

She laughed softly. “You really don’t hear yourself, do you?”

“I hear perfectly well.”

“Good,” she said. “Then hear this—I won’t be micromanaged. If that’s a deal breaker, say it now.”

Silence stretched.

Brian had ended deals over less. Crushed competitors who pushed boundaries like this. He was used to people backing down the moment he asserted authority.

Gina just watched him. Calm. Curious. Completely unafraid.

“No deviations,” he repeated.

She shrugged. “No unreasonable restrictions.”

Their eyes locked.

Something electric passed between them—sharp, heated, unmistakably physical. Brian stepped closer without meaning to. Or maybe meaning everything.

“You’re here to work,” he said quietly.

“And you’re standing very close to me for someone who wants distance.”

He froze.

Then, slowly, deliberately, he stepped back.

“Yes,” he said coolly. “Distance.”

“Good,” Gina replied. “Because I’d hate to confuse things.”

She gathered her bag, glancing at the dogs. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

She paused at the door. Looked over her shoulder.

“For what it’s worth,” she added, “your dogs listen better than you do.”

Then she left.

Brian stood alone in his immaculate kitchen, pulse elevated, rules clearly stated—and already, dangerously, under threat.

Because Gina hadn’t just pushed his boundaries.

She’d mapped them.
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Chapter 3 - Leashes and Lines
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The problem with billionaires, Gina decided, was that they were used to systems that bent for them.

So when her phone buzzed at six-thirty in the morning with an automated message—SCHEDULE UPDATED—she knew immediately whose system had glitched.

She showed up anyway.

Brian answered the door already dressed for work: tailored coat, crisp shirt, expression unreadable. He took one look at her and frowned.

“You’re early.”

“You rescheduled,” she said, holding up her phone.

He checked his own. His jaw tightened. “That was meant to cancel.”

“Well, it didn’t.” She shrugged. “I can leave.”

He hesitated.

The dogs barked, tails wagging, already thrilled by the sight of her.

“No,” Brian said finally. “I have a meeting delayed. I’ll walk with you.”

Gina blinked. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he said.

That... surprised her.

Minutes later, they were walking side by side along Lake Shore Drive, the morning sun glinting off the water, the skyline stretching sharp and proud behind them. The dogs trotted ahead, leashes loose, perfectly content.

Too content.

“So,” Gina said lightly, “you always rearrange people’s schedules without asking?”

“Only when efficiency demands it.”

“Funny,” she replied. “I usually ask humans before reorganizing their lives.”

He glanced at her. “Noted.”

The wind off the lake tugged at her hair. Brian noticed how she tucked it behind her ear, how her fingers lingered there a moment too long. He told himself not to look.

He failed.

“You live nearby?” she
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