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SAWYER

Three things happened in the first four minutes of my new job.

First, I body-checked a woman in a power suit so sharp it could've cut glass. She was stepping out of the elevator on the fortieth floor, iced latte in hand, and I was stepping in — no, lunging in — because the doors were closing and I was already fifteen minutes late and I'd rather die in a revolving-door accident than miss the first day of the only job offer I'd gotten in six weeks.

"Oh shit — sorry, I'm so sorry —"

She didn't spill a drop. Just looked at me over the rim of her cup with dark, amused eyes, took in the full disaster of me — wrinkled shirt, messenger bag sliding off my shoulder, hair that had lost its battle with the wind somewhere around Fifty-Third Street — and said, "Fortieth floor?"

"Yeah."

"You must be the new one." She smiled like she knew something I didn't. "Good luck."

The way she said it — good luck — sounded less like a pleasantry and more like a field medic wishing me well before surgery.

Second thing: I looked down and realized I'd sloshed iced coffee all over my left sleeve during the collision. A caramel-brown stain was bleeding across the white cotton like a Rorschach test. I tried to blot it with a napkin from my pocket, which only spread it into something that looked vaguely like Florida.

Third thing: the elevator doors opened on forty, and I forgot how to breathe.

I don't mean that in a cute, exaggerated way. I mean the air left my lungs like someone had pressed a button and evacuated the cabin. Because the fortieth floor of the Calloway Group wasn't an office. It was a temple. Floor-to-ceiling glass overlooking Midtown, the skyline spread out like a dare. White marble floors so clean I could see my own panicked reflection staring back at me. A reception desk that looked like it cost more than every apartment I'd ever lived in combined — which, to be fair, was a low bar, but still.

And at the far end of the floor, past the glass-walled conference rooms and the silent, terrifyingly efficient people in tailored clothes who all seemed to be moving with purpose — was the office.

His office.

The door was open. I could see a corner of the desk from the elevator. Dark wood. A single lamp. Everything arranged with the kind of precision that made my palms sweat for reasons I wasn't ready to examine.

"You're late."

The voice came from my right. A slender blond guy behind the reception desk — mid-twenties, immaculate, the kind of person who ironed his socks — was staring at me with the restrained horror of someone watching a raccoon wander into a five-star restaurant.

"I know. Alarm situation. Long story. Very tragic."

"Mr. Calloway doesn't accept late."

"Noted. I'll pencil in my existential dread."

He blinked. I got the impression that humor was not the native language of the fortieth floor.

"He's waiting for you," the receptionist said, gesturing toward the open door like he was pointing me toward an execution chamber. "I'd leave the coffee."

I looked down at my iced coffee — the survivor, still clutched in my right hand, sweating condensation onto my fingers. Then I looked at the pristine white-and-glass landscape ahead of me. He had a point.

I left the coffee on the reception desk, hitched my bag higher on my shoulder, and walked.

The walk to his office was maybe thirty feet. It felt like a mile. Every step on that marble floor echoed. The efficient people at their efficient desks didn't look up — not overtly — but I could feel their attention like a low-frequency hum. New assistant. Number seven. Let's see how long this one lasts.

I'd done my research. Of course I had. The Calloway Group was a private equity firm worth more than the GDP of some island nations, and its CEO had burned through six executive assistants in twelve months. Not because he was abusive or inappropriate — the Glassdoor reviews were careful to specify that. But because his standards were, quote, "inhuman," his patience was "nonexistent," and working for him was "like being slowly and methodically disassembled by someone who could do your job better than you while also running a Fortune 500 company."

One reviewer had simply written: Bring comfortable shoes. You won't be sitting down.

I'd applied anyway, because I was twenty-four, broke, overqualified for every other position I'd interviewed for, and pathologically incapable of doing anything the easy way.

Also — and I was never going to admit this to anyone — I'd seen his photo.

Which was how I knew, before I even crossed the threshold of that office, that the internet had not done Rhys Calloway justice. Not even close.

He was standing behind his desk. Not sitting — standing. Like he'd been mid-motion when the clock hit 9:00 and he'd simply paused, waiting for me to appear, registering my absence the way a surgeon registers a missing instrument. He was tall — at least six-two — with dark hair cut short at the sides and silvering at the temples in a way that should've been aging but instead just looked like authority given a color palette. Sharp jaw. Cheekbones that could've been engineered. Grey eyes that swept over me in one efficient pass and cataloged every flaw in approximately half a second.

The suit was charcoal. Three-piece. Fit so precisely it had to be bespoke — the fabric moved with him like it had been trained. No tie clip, but the tie itself was knotted with a symmetry that bordered on mathematical. His hands — broad, long-fingered, ridiculous hands — rested on the edge of the desk, bracketing a leather folio with my name on the tab.

He looked like control had been distilled into a human form and then given a jawline.

I was so fucked.

"Mr. Holt." Not a greeting. A confirmation of my existence. His voice was low, unhurried, and completely devoid of warmth. It landed somewhere between a cello and a warning. "You were expected at eight forty-five."

"I know. I'm sorry. My alarm —"

"I don't need the reason. I need you to understand that this is the last time."

Right. Okay. So we were doing this.

I straightened up. Shifted my weight. Reminded myself that I'd survived worse than a rich guy in a nice suit telling me off. "Understood."

"Sit."

One word. No "please." No gesture. Just the expectation of compliance, delivered with the casual certainty of a man who had never once wondered whether he'd be obeyed.

Something hot flickered at the base of my spine. I sat.

He remained standing. Which meant he was looking down at me, and I had to tilt my chin up to meet his eyes, and the geometry of it — him above, me below — did something to my nervous system that I absolutely was not going to think about. Not right now. Not on the first day. Not when his gaze was doing that thing where it felt like being pinned to a board.

"Your résumé," he said, opening the leather folio without looking at it, "is unusual."

"That's a diplomatic way to put it."

"Three jobs in two years. Two of them ended abruptly. Your references are —" He paused. The pause was worse than whatever the next word was going to be. "Enthusiastic about your intelligence. Less so about your discipline."

"I'm a work in progress."

"I don't hire works in progress. I hire finished products." He closed the folio. "You're here because Tessa Nakamura — my CFO — personally insisted. She seems to believe you have qualities that my previous assistants lacked."

"She told me I was 'unkillable.' Her word."

The barest twitch at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. Not even close. But something. "We'll see."

He launched into the expectations without transition, and I mean launched. There was no easing in, no "let me show you around," no offer of coffee or a tour of the break room. He opened a second folio — thicker — and began.

His schedule. His protocols. His communication preferences (email for records, text for urgency, never a phone call unless someone was dying — "and even then, text first"). His filing system, which had its own filing system. The way his desk was to be arranged each morning — pen parallel to the notepad, notepad perpendicular to the laptop, water glass at the two o'clock position, always full, never with ice. The temperature of his office (sixty-eight degrees, non-negotiable). The order in which his calls were to be returned (clients first, board second, his mother never).

He delivered all of this in a steady, relentless current of specificity, and I realized with a kind of horrified fascination that he wasn't reading from the folio. He had it memorized. Every preference, every protocol, every micro-regulation of his perfectly ordered universe — he carried it in his head like a blueprint.

And I — chaotic, chronically late, organizationally disastrous me — was supposed to execute it flawlessly.

I should have been terrified. I was, a little. But mostly I was something else — something sharper and more dangerous than fear. I was interested. Because underneath all the rigidity, underneath the perfectly pressed suit and the controlled monotone and the schedule that accounted for every fifteen-minute block between 6 a.m. and midnight, I could see the architecture. The why. This wasn't a man who loved rules for their own sake. This was a man who had built rules like walls, and I wanted to know what he was keeping out.

Or in.

He stopped. Looked at me. The silence was sudden and total, like a door slamming shut.

"You're not taking notes."

"I don't need to."

His jaw tightened. Just barely — a flexion of muscle beneath that clean-shaven skin — but I caught it. "Every assistant I've had has taken notes."

"And every assistant you've had quit within two months, so maybe the note-taking wasn't the variable that mattered."

The silence that followed was exquisite. Dense. Pressurized. His grey eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that felt physical — a hand around my throat, a thumb pressing into the hollow above my collarbone — and for one electric, insane second, I thought he was going to fire me on the spot.

Instead, he said, very quietly: "Prove it."

"Your eight forty-five was supposed to be a call with David Chen at Meridian Partners about the Lux Collective acquisition — you've been in discussions since November, and they're dragging on the valuation gap. Nine-fifteen, internal sync with your legal team — Feldstein, Rooney, and Park — about the Oakhurst restructuring, which has a filing deadline next Thursday. Nine-forty-five, open block, but you've got a standing hold for portfolio review because you like to do those before the ten o'clock markets briefing, which is in Conference Room A, not B, because B has the eastern exposure and you get a glare on the display that you hate. After that —"

"Stop."

I stopped.

He was staring at me. Not with the practiced indifference he'd been wearing since I walked in. Something had shifted behind those grey eyes — a door cracking open, just barely, just enough to let a sliver of light through. His fingers, still resting on the edge of the desk, had gone still in a different way. Not tense. Alert.

"You read the schedule once," he said. It wasn't a question.

"In the lobby. While I was waiting for the elevator."

"That was a fourteen-page document."

"I have a good memory."

Another silence. This one was different from the last — less confrontational, more... evaluative. He was recalculating. I could practically see the gears turning behind those eyes, the mental model of me being dismantled and rebuilt in real time.

"A good memory," he repeated, and the way he said it — low, deliberate, like he was tasting the words — sent a shiver down my vertebrae that I absolutely, positively could not afford.

"Photographic, technically. Or eidetic, if you want to be precise about it, which —" I gestured at his desk, his folio, his entire immaculate existence — "I'm guessing you do."

He didn't confirm or deny. He just watched me for another long, loaded moment. Then he straightened. Adjusted his cuffs — a micro-gesture, practiced, automatic — and said, "Your desk is to the left of this door. You'll find your access credentials, a company phone, and a copy of the employee handbook. Read it."

"Already did. Downloaded it last night. Section four-point-seven needs updating, by the way — it still references a vacation policy from 2019 that conflicts with the amendment in —"

"That will be all, Mr. Holt."

I stood. Hoisted my bag. Made it to the door before my mouth — my stupid, reckless, self-sabotaging mouth — got the better of me.

"Mr. Calloway?"

He'd already turned back to his laptop. He didn't look up. "What."

"You should know — I'm not going to quit."

Now he looked up. One eyebrow. Barely. "Is that so."

"Your last six assistants cracked because they were trying to be perfect for you. I'm not going to do that. I'm going to be a disaster. But I'm going to be the most competent disaster you've ever had, and eventually you're going to admit that's better."

The eyebrow came down. His expression flattened back to that practiced neutrality, unreadable as a marble wall.

"Close the door on your way out."

I closed the door.

Then I leaned against it, in the hallway, where he couldn't see me, and pressed my hand over my chest where my heart was doing something percussive and inadvisable. My face was hot. My skin was buzzing like I'd grabbed a live wire. Every nerve ending I had was lit up and screaming in a frequency I didn't have a name for — something between adrenaline and want and the specific, dangerous thrill of standing too close to the edge of a very tall building and thinking what if.

"So?"

I startled. The woman from the elevator — power suit, iced latte, knowing smile — was leaning against the wall a few feet away, arms crossed, watching me with obvious amusement.

"You're the CFO," I said, placing her. "Tessa Nakamura."

"And you're still employed, which means you lasted longer than number four. She made it six minutes." She pushed off the wall, heels clicking on marble. "Come on. I'll show you where the good coffee is. You look like you need it."

I followed her, because I didn't know what else to do, and because my legs were still unreliable.

"Is he always like that?" I asked.

"Like what?"

"Like —" I waved a hand in the direction of his office. Like a glacier with the gravitational pull of a black hole. Like someone distilled authority into six-foot-two of bespoke tailoring and then gave it eyes you could drown in. Like the scariest, most magnetic human being I'd ever shared oxygen with. "— intense."

Tessa's smile widened. She pressed the button for the break room elevator without looking. "That was him being friendly."

"Friendly."

"He almost smiled. I saw it. That's basically a standing ovation from Rhys."

She said it like she was enjoying herself. Like I was a show she'd been waiting for, and the first act had just delivered.

The break room was on thirty-nine — one floor down, bright and modern, with a coffee machine that looked like it required an engineering degree. Tessa made me an espresso without asking, handed it over, and sat on the counter's edge.

"So. Sawyer Holt. The unkillable."

"You really called me that?"

"To your face, I called you a 'strong candidate with unique qualifications.' To Rhys, I said you were unkillable and that if he broke you, I'd break him." She sipped her latte. "He's not a bad man, for the record. He's a difficult one. There's a difference."

"I know the difference."

She studied me. Something shifted in her expression — the amusement dimming into something more careful, more real. "Yeah," she said. "I think you do."

I drank my espresso. It was unreasonably good. I was already composing a mental map of the fortieth floor — the layout of the desks, the names on the offices I'd passed, the rhythm of the space. My brain did this automatically, cataloging and connecting, building the architecture of a new environment like a spider spinning silk. It was the thing I was best at, the thing that had saved me in every new school, every new home, every new life I'd been dropped into without warning. Learn the terrain. Map the exits. Figure out who mattered.

Right now, only one person mattered, and he was forty feet above me behind a closed door, and I could still feel the weight of his gaze on my skin like a handprint.

Stop it, I told myself. He's your boss. He's twice your age, give or take. He has the emotional warmth of a glacier, and you need this job more than you need to be stupid.

Sound advice. Very rational. I was definitely going to follow it.

"One more thing." Tessa hopped off the counter, smooth and decisive. "He lines his pens up parallel on the left side of his desk. If you move them, even a millimeter, he'll know. Don't take it personally. It's not about the pens."

"What's it about?"

She was already walking away, heels clicking a sharp rhythm. She glanced back over her shoulder.

"Control, Sawyer. Everything with Rhys is about control."

She disappeared around the corner. I stood alone in the break room, espresso going cold in my hand, and thought about the way Rhys Calloway had said prove it — low and steady and certain, like a lock waiting for the right key.

I thought about his hands on the edge of that desk.

I thought about the way silence, in his mouth, became a weapon.

And I thought — stupidly, recklessly, with the part of my brain that had never once protected me from anything — I wonder what it would take to make him lose it.

I finished the espresso. Set down the cup. Smoothed the coffee stain on my sleeve, which was now the shape of something more abstract and less like Florida.

Then I went back up to forty, sat down at my new desk, and got to work.

I lasted the whole day without being fired, which I figured was either a good sign or just Rhys waiting for the right moment to strike.

Either way — I was staying.
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RHYS

The first assistant lasted eleven weeks. Competent. Quiet. Kept meticulous notes. Left a resignation letter on my desk citing "an unsustainable work environment" and was gone before I finished my morning coffee. I respected the efficiency, if nothing else.

The second lasted nine weeks. Also competent. Also quiet. Cried in the bathroom on a Tuesday and didn't come back on Wednesday. I found out from HR.

The third made it seven weeks. The fourth, six minutes — although that was a misunderstanding involving a filing cabinet and a panic attack, and I maintain that my instructions were entirely reasonable.

The fifth lasted three weeks and left a Glassdoor review that used the word "sociopath" twice. Inaccurate. A sociopath wouldn't care that his coffee was at the wrong temperature. I simply have standards.

The sixth was the closest to adequate. Four months. She anticipated needs, executed without error, and never once talked back. She was, by every measurable metric, excellent.

I was relieved when she quit.

Because the truth — the one I'd never admit to Tessa, or the board, or any of the parade of executive coaches Tessa had tried to foist on me — was that I didn't burn through assistants because they couldn't do the work. I burned through them because they were boring. Predictable. They followed the rules I gave them with such bloodless precision that they became furniture. Efficient, well-organized furniture that occasionally brought me water at the two o'clock position and never once surprised me.

I didn't want to be surprised. Surprise was the enemy of control. Control was the architecture of my life, and every beam was load-bearing.

But I was starting to suspect that the architecture was getting quiet. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that hums at a frequency only you can hear, late at night, in an office where everything is exactly where you put it.

And then Tessa hired Sawyer Holt.

I knew before he walked through my door that he was going to be a problem. Tessa had that particular look when she briefed me — the one she wore when she'd done something she knew I'd hate and was already enjoying my reaction in advance.

"He's brilliant," she'd said. "Top of his class at Columbia. Eidetic memory. Tested off the charts in every cognitive assessment I ran."

"And?"

"And he's been fired from two jobs in two years."

"Then why are we having this conversation?"

"Because he wasn't fired for incompetence. He was fired for insubordination." She'd smiled. "Which, in my professional opinion, means he's exactly what you need."

"What I need is someone who follows instructions."

"What you need is someone who survives you. I'm tired of processing exit paperwork."

I should have overruled her. I had the authority. But Tessa had been with me since the beginning — since I was twenty-two and rebuilding my father's company from wreckage with nothing but a business plan and a rage so cold it could've frozen the Hudson — and she had earned the right to make one bad hire.

This was her bad hire.

Except it wasn't.

That was the problem.

It had been two weeks. Fourteen days since Sawyer Holt walked into my office with a coffee stain on his sleeve and an expression that couldn't decide between terrified and defiant, and in those fourteen days, he had not missed a single task. Not one. Every call returned. Every document filed. Every meeting prep assembled and waiting before I could ask for it.

His desk, however, looked like a crime scene.

I could see it from my office through the glass wall — a deliberate architectural choice I was now regretting. Papers in haphazard stacks. Three half-empty coffee cups at any given time. Post-it notes stuck to his monitor, his phone, his own forearm on one memorable occasion. A succulent he'd brought on day two that was already dying. A pair of headphones perpetually tangled around something. The general aura of a man who had organized his life using the same system as a tornado.

And yet.

Every single thing I needed appeared on my desk within minutes of my needing it. Often before. The Meridian Partners brief — the one the previous assistant had taken two days to compile — materialized in forty minutes, cross-referenced and annotated in a shorthand I didn't recognize but immediately understood. He rerouted a scheduling conflict between the London and Tokyo offices that my operations team had been fumbling for a week, using a solution so simple it was insulting that no one else had seen it.

He also talked back.

Constantly.

"Mr. Calloway, your nine-fifteen is here."

"Send them in."

"Sure. Also, you have spinach in your teeth. Just thought you should know before you negotiate a two-hundred-million-dollar acquisition looking like a health food ad."

I did not have spinach in my teeth. I checked, because he said it with enough conviction to create doubt, and when I looked up from the compact I kept in my desk drawer (for professional purposes), he was leaning against the doorframe, grinning like he'd won something.

"Made you look," he said, and disappeared before I could respond.

No one had made me look in years.

There was also the matter of how he dressed. The employee handbook specified business professional. Sawyer Holt's interpretation of this was, apparently, technically compliant and spiritually criminal. His shirts were the right color, the right collar, the right fabric — but a size too slim, so the cotton pulled across his shoulders when he reached for something and gapped between the buttons when he leaned over his desk. His trousers were tailored in a way that suggested either a very good tailor or a very specific intent. He rolled his sleeves to his forearms as if cuffs were a suggestion. He pushed his hair out of his eyes approximately once every four minutes — I'd counted, and the fact that I'd counted was information I intended to take to my grave.

He was twenty-four. He was my employee. He was a chaos agent in a building I'd designed for order.

And I could not stop watching him.

It happened at 2:17 on a Thursday — I know the time because I'd glanced at my watch immediately before, checking whether the portfolio review was on track, and when I looked up, Sawyer was standing in the hallway outside my glass wall, talking to Marcus from the mail room.

Marcus was twenty, shy, and had a stutter that got worse around executives. I'd noticed it. I'd done nothing about it, because it wasn't my function to manage the emotional wellbeing of the mail room staff. That was HR's domain.

Sawyer was leaning against the wall with his full attention on Marcus — not the performative attention people gave when they were being polite, but the real thing, the kind that made the other person feel like the only human in the building. He said something I couldn't hear. Marcus laughed. Actually laughed — the stutter gone, his shoulders dropping from their usual position around his ears.

Then Sawyer laughed, and the sound carried through the glass.

It was — bright. Unguarded. A sound that had no business existing on the fortieth floor of a private equity firm. It cracked through the controlled silence of my office like a rock through a window, and something behind my ribs shifted in a way I didn't have a category for.

I shut my office door.

Harder than necessary. The glass rattled in its frame. My assistant — the source of the problem — glanced over at the sound. Our eyes met through the wall.

He raised one eyebrow. Slowly. Deliberately. As if to say: Problem?

I turned back to my laptop. My pulse was elevated by approximately eight beats per minute. Irrelevant. Physiological noise. I had a company to run.

The rest of the afternoon passed in enforced normalcy. Calls. Reviews. A conference with the London team that required my full attention and received approximately eighty percent of it, which was unacceptable. The remaining twenty percent was occupied by a peripheral awareness of Sawyer Holt moving through the floor like a warm current through cold water — stopping to talk to people, fixing problems I hadn't assigned him, existing in a way that was both supremely competent and aggressively distracting.

At 6:30, the floor emptied. By 7:00, I was alone. This was standard. I worked late because the work required it, and because the alternative was going home to a penthouse that was as precisely organized and relentlessly quiet as my office, and some nights the silence there was worse.

I pulled up the client database to prep for tomorrow's review. Opened the master file. And stopped.

It was different.

Not obviously — the interface was the same, the data intact. But the underlying architecture had been restructured. The tagging system, which had been functional but clunky — a legacy of three different assistants' organizational philosophies layered on top of each other — was now clean. Streamlined. Cross-referenced by client, sector, deal stage, and risk profile, with a color-coding system that made the relationships between accounts visible at a glance.

It was, objectively, better. Significantly better. It would save hours of weekly review time. The logic was elegant — intuitive in a way that suggested the person who'd designed it understood not just the data, but how I processed data. As if they'd studied my workflow and reverse-engineered an optimization.

I stared at it for a long time.

Then I picked up my phone and called Tessa.

"He restructured the client database."

A pause. I could hear her pouring wine. "Is it good?"

"That's not the point."

"So it's good."

"He accessed the master files without authorization. Without asking. Without informing me."

"Rhys."

"The master database contains privileged client information, deal structures, and confidential —"

"Rhys." Her voice was patient in the way that meant she was not patient at all. "Is the database better?"

I said nothing.

"I'll take that as a yes." Another sip of wine. "So your brilliant new assistant, who has a photographic memory and an apparent compulsion to fix things, looked at your broken system and made it better. And your problem is — what? That he didn't ask permission first?"

"My problem is that he went into my files. Without permission. And reorganized them according to his own judgment."

"His correct judgment."

"That is not —" I stopped. Pressed the bridge of my nose. Tessa was the only person alive who could make me lose the thread of an argument, and she did it by being right, which was intolerable. "It's about boundaries."

"Interesting word choice."

"Don't."

"I'm not doing anything. I'm drinking a very nice Sancerre and listening to my best friend have a disproportionate emotional reaction to a filing system."

"I'm not having an emotional reaction."

"Rhys. You called me at seven o'clock on a Thursday night to tell me about a database. You are having a reaction. Whether it's emotional is between you and whatever passes for your inner life."

I hung up on her. She'd find it funny. She always did.

I sat in my office for another hour. The city darkened beyond the windows — Midtown transitioning from the hard gold of late sun to the blue-white constellation of office lights, a million people in a million glass boxes doing exactly what I was doing: working late because stopping meant thinking, and thinking was where the trouble lived.

I looked at the database again. Scrolled through the restructured files. Every choice was sound. Every connection was one I would have made — eventually — if I'd had the time. But I hadn't had the time, because I was running a three-billion-dollar firm and managing a board and closing four simultaneous acquisitions. Sawyer had seen the gap and filled it. Quietly, independently, and without any apparent concern for the chain of command.

It infuriated me.

Not because it was wrong. Because it meant he'd been paying attention. Close attention. The kind of attention that required studying my patterns, my habits, the way I moved through information. He hadn't just reorganized a database — he'd read me. Decoded the way I thought and built a system that mirrored it.

No one had ever done that.

I turned off my monitor. Gathered my things. The office was dark except for the city light bleeding through the windows, casting long geometric shadows across the floor. I stood in the doorway and looked at Sawyer's desk — the chaos of it, the Post-it notes and the dying succulent and the headphone cord tangled around a stapler — and I felt something I hadn't felt in longer than I could remember.

Off-balance.

Rhys Calloway did not get off-balance. Rhys Calloway had rebuilt a company from ash, had stared down hostile boards and predatory investors and a father drinking himself into the ground, and had never once lost his footing. I had constructed my life so that nothing — no person, no surprise, no crack in the foundation — could shift me.

Sawyer Holt had been here for two weeks, and the floor was tilting.

I locked the office. Took the elevator to the garage. Sat in my car — a black Aston Martin that I drove because it was engineered for precision, not because it impressed anyone — and composed a text.

I wrote it three times.

The first version was long. Clinical. A detailed summary of the database violation and the protocols he'd breached.

The second was shorter. More direct. Still professional.

The third was six words.

I sent the third.

My office. 7 AM. Boundaries.

His response came in eleven seconds. I shouldn't have been watching the clock. I was.

Wow. You really know how to sweet talk a guy. See you at 7, Mr. Calloway.

I stared at the screen. At the casual irreverence of it. At the Mr. Calloway, which was technically correct and somehow still felt like insubordination.

I put the phone down. Started the engine. Pulled out of the garage into the cold Manhattan night.

The drive home was twelve minutes. I spent every one of them thinking about the way Sawyer Holt's laugh had sounded through the glass.

Distracting.

That was the word. He was distracting. And distraction was a form of disorder, and disorder was a threat to control, and control was the only thing between me and the kind of ruin I'd already survived once.

I would address this. Set clear expectations. Reestablish the hierarchy.

I would teach Sawyer Holt where the lines were.

And I would stop noticing the way his shirts pulled across his shoulders when he reached for the top shelf, or the way his fingers moved when he typed — fast, restless, certain — or the way he looked at me sometimes, when he thought I wasn't watching, with an expression that was equal parts challenge and hunger and something almost like recognition.

I would stop.

I parked. Took the private elevator to the penthouse. Stood in my kitchen — marble, steel, silent — and drank a glass of water at the counter without turning on the lights.

The city pulsed outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. Forty stories of engineered glass between me and the noise. Everything in its place. Everything under control.

My phone sat on the counter. Screen dark. Six words sent, eleven seconds answered.

Boundaries.

I finished the water. Rinsed the glass. Placed it in the dishwasher at a precise angle.

Then I went to bed, and I did not think about Sawyer Holt.

I did not think about him for a very long time.
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CHAPTER THREE
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SAWYER

I set three alarms.

Three. Like a psychopath. One on my phone, one on the ancient clock radio I'd bought at a thrift store specifically for this purpose, and one on my laptop, which I left open on the kitchen counter with the volume at maximum. The combined effect at 5:45 a.m. was roughly equivalent to an air raid siren, which startled my neighbor's cat so badly that I heard it hit the wall on the other side of the apartment.

Sorry, Mr. Whiskers. But boundaries waited for no man.

I'd been staring at that text since 10:03 last night. Six words. No greeting, no punctuation beyond the period, no emoji — obviously no emoji; Rhys Calloway probably thought emojis were a sign of civilizational collapse. Just the cold, clean efficiency of a man who used language the way other people used scalpels.

My office. 7 AM. Boundaries.

I'd typed and deleted approximately fourteen responses before landing on the one I sent. Most of the deleted ones were worse. One of them was just a single question mark, which felt too submissive. One was a paragraph explaining my reasoning for the database restructure, which felt too defensive. One — the one I almost sent at midnight after my second beer — simply said: Make me.

I did not send that one. Growth.

The thing was, I knew what this was about. The database. I'd known it was a risk when I did it — you don't go into the CEO's master files and rearrange the furniture without expecting consequences. But I'd looked at that system on day three, and it was wrong. Not broken — functional, technically — but inefficient in a way that physically bothered me, like a picture frame hanging two degrees off-center. My brain had mapped the fix before I'd finished my first scan, and then the fix had sat in my head like an itch for eleven days until I finally caved at 6 p.m. on a Wednesday when the floor was empty and did the thing.

Was it overstepping? Yes.

Was I sorry? Absolutely not.

Was I about to get fired? Possibly.

Was I weirdly excited about the prospect of Rhys Calloway lecturing me about it in his low, precise, devastatingly controlled voice?

I was not going to answer that question. Not before coffee.

I showered. Dressed with more care than usual — a white button-down that was technically within dress code but fit the way all my shirts fit, which was to say closely, and dark grey trousers that I'd bought on sale and that did something my friend Dani had once described as "felonious" to my ass. I looked at myself in the mirror. Pushed my hair out of my eyes. Checked for coffee stains preemptively.

"You're going to be professional," I told my reflection. "You're going to be calm. You're going to listen to whatever he says, nod appropriately, and not — not — say anything stupid."

My reflection looked skeptical. Fair.

I got to the building at 6:52. Eight minutes early. A personal record that would likely never be repeated. The lobby was nearly empty at this hour — just security, a few early traders from the hedge fund on twelve, and the cleaning crew finishing the marble floors. The elevator was waiting. I rode it to forty in silence, watching the numbers climb, and tried to identify the feeling in my chest.

It wasn't dread. I knew dread. Dread was familiar — the slow, sinking certainty that something was about to go wrong, honed across seven foster homes and a lifetime of waiting for the other shoe. This wasn't that.

This was — anticipation. Bright, sharp, electric. The feeling of walking toward something dangerous with your eyes wide open.

I didn't love that I felt that way about a meeting with my boss. But I'd stopped lying to myself about my own responses around age sixteen, when I'd figured out that self-deception was just another way of letting someone else define your reality. I felt what I felt. The trick was not acting on it.

The fortieth floor was empty. Not dim — the lights were motion-activated and flicked on as I moved through the corridor — but hushed. No hum of activity, no murmured phone calls, no click of keyboards. Just the soft grey light of early morning through the glass walls and the faint electrical whisper of a building breathing.

His office door was open.

He was already there. Of course he was. Rhys Calloway was probably born fifteen minutes early and had been operating ahead of schedule ever since. He was standing at the window — not sitting at his desk, not working, just standing — with his back to the door and his hands in his pockets, looking out at the city.

The suit today was navy. Three-piece, like always. The waistcoat hugged the lines of his torso in a way that made my mouth do something inconvenient. His shoulders were a straight, broad line against the pale sky, and the silver at his temples caught the early light.

He looked like a man who owned the view. Not the office, not the building — the actual city laid out before him. Like it existed because he allowed it.

I knocked on the open door. "Reporting for my execution."

He didn't turn around immediately. Let the silence hold for one beat. Two. Just long enough for me to feel the weight of it — the deliberate pause of a man who controlled the tempo of every interaction he entered.

Then he turned. And his eyes found mine, and the air in the room changed density.

"Close the door."

I closed the door. The click of the latch sounded very loud in the quiet.

"Sit down."

I sat. Same chair as my first day. Same angle — him above, me below, the geometry of power as clear as a diagram. But this time his desk wasn't between us. He'd positioned the chair in front of it, facing the window, and he remained standing. Which meant there was nothing between us but six feet of carpet and whatever was happening in the charged space between his gaze and mine.

He didn't sit. Didn't lean. Just stood there, arms at his sides, and regarded me with an expression I couldn't decode — not angry, exactly. Not cold, either, though cold was his default setting. Something more focused. More intent.

"Do you know why you're here, Mr. Holt?"

"The database."

"The database." He repeated it the way you'd repeat a diagnosis. Calm, factual, lethal. "You accessed the master client files. Without authorization. Without consultation. Without informing me or anyone on the leadership team."

"I —"

"I'm not finished."

I closed my mouth. Not because I wanted to — because something in his voice reached into my chest and physically shut the valve. It wasn't loud. He hadn't raised it by a single decibel. If anything, it was quieter than normal, and the quiet was worse, because it meant every word was chosen and aimed and there was nowhere to hide from the precision of it.

"Those files contain privileged information. Client identities, deal structures, risk assessments — material that, if mishandled, could expose this firm to regulatory action and litigation. You have been an employee of the Calloway Group for fourteen days. You do not have clearance for that data. And yet you accessed it, restructured it according to your own judgment, and said nothing."

He paused. Took a step toward me. Just one — unhurried, deliberate, closing the distance from six feet to four.

"You don't touch what's mine without permission."

My pulse tripped. Stuttered. Resumed at a significantly higher RPM.

It was the mine. Not the firm's. Not the company's. Mine. As if the data, the files, the entire operation were an extension of his body — his territory, his domain, and I'd walked in and rearranged the furniture without so much as a knock.

"The system was inefficient," I said. My voice came out steadier than I expected. "The tagging architecture was a mess — three different organizational philosophies layered on top of each other. It was costing you hours every week. I fixed it."

"You overstepped."

"I improved it."

"Without permission." Another step. Four feet became three. I could smell him now — bergamot and something warmer underneath, sandalwood maybe, or cedar. It was distractingly good. Everything about him was distractingly good, and the distraction was compounding with every inch of distance he eliminated.

"If you want to prove yourself in this role," he said, and his voice dropped half a register, "you do it on my terms. Not yours. Not on your schedule, not according to your judgment, and not by going into my files and demonstrating how clever you are. I don't need you to be clever, Mr. Holt. I need you to follow instructions."

"Maybe if you weren't so uptight," I heard myself say — my mouth, my stupid, reckless, self-immolating mouth — "you'd see I was trying to help."

The silence that followed was a living thing. It had mass and texture and heat. Rhys Calloway stood three feet from me, and his grey eyes locked onto mine, and something behind them shifted — a tectonic movement, deep and slow and absolutely terrifying.

He took the last step.

Three feet became one. He was close enough that I had to tilt my chin up to hold his gaze. Close enough that I could see the individual threads of silver at his temples and the barely perceptible flex of muscle in his jaw. Close enough that if either of us breathed too deeply, we'd touch.

"I didn't ask for your help," he said. Low. Quiet. Each word placed like a stone. "I asked for your obedience."

The word went through me like voltage.

Obedience.

It hit somewhere south of my brain and north of my belt, and every nerve ending I owned lit up simultaneously. My lips parted — I felt them do it, felt the tiny involuntary separation of skin — and I inhaled sharply, and the sound was loud in the silence, and I saw his eyes drop to my mouth for one fraction of one second before they came back up.

He heard it. The catch in my breath. The small, damning hitch of air that said everything my words were supposed to be hiding.

He saw it. The way my pupils must have blown wide, the flush I could feel climbing my throat, the white-knuckle grip I had on the armrests of the chair. My body was betraying me with the enthusiasm of a traitor who'd been waiting for the opportunity, and there was nothing I could do to call it back.

Something changed in his expression. Not a crack — Rhys Calloway didn't crack. But a recognition. A flicker of something dark and aware and absolutely controlled behind those grey eyes. He knew. He knew exactly what that word had done to me, and he'd cataloged the reaction with the same meticulous precision he applied to everything else.

The moment stretched. Elastic. Agonizing. The air between us was so charged I could almost taste it — ozone and bergamot and the faint salt of my own skin heating under his gaze. My heart was a fist inside my chest, hammering at a rhythm that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with a want so sudden and consuming that it scared me more than any foster home ever had.

Because this — the closeness, the command, the absolute certainty radiating off him like heat from an engine — was exactly what some deep, buried, never-examined part of me had been waiting for. Someone who didn't flinch when I pushed. Someone who pushed back harder. Someone whose authority wasn't a performance but a fact, bedrock-deep and immovable, and who looked at my chaos not with disgust or exhaustion but with something that might, in the right light, be hunger.

I wanted to lean forward. Close that last inch. Press my mouth against the hard line of his jaw, taste the bergamot at his throat, find out if the sound he made when he lost control was as devastating as I imagined.

I didn't move.

Neither did he.

The moment held — a wire pulled taut, vibrating at a frequency only the two of us could hear — and then Rhys stepped back.

One step. Clean. Precise. Like a door shutting.

He straightened his cuffs. Left, then right. A micro-gesture I'd seen a dozen times in two weeks, and I understood now with blinding clarity that it was a reset. A recalibration. The physical equivalent of putting a wall back up after it had slipped.

"Going forward," he said, and his voice was level again, controlled again, the briefly open register sealed shut, "any modification to existing systems will be proposed in writing, submitted to me for review, and implemented only upon my explicit approval. Are we clear?"

"Crystal." My voice sounded like someone had run it over gravel. I swallowed. "Can I go?"

A beat. His gaze traveled over my face one more time — reading me, mapping me, storing whatever data he'd just collected in whatever immaculate mental filing system he used for information he wasn't supposed to have.

"That will be all, Mr. Holt."

I stood. My legs were made of something that was not bone — something softer, less reliable, more likely to buckle. I walked to the door. Wrapped my hand around the handle.

"Mr. Holt."

I stopped. Didn't turn around. Couldn't. If I turned around and he was looking at me the way he'd been looking at me thirty seconds ago, I was going to do something that would get me fired, arrested, or both.

"Yes?"

A pause. Long enough to be deliberate. Long enough to be cruel.

"The database restructure was well done."

I squeezed the door handle until the metal bit into my palm.

"Thank you, Mr. Calloway."

"Don't do it again."

I walked out. Closed the door behind me. Made it to the hallway. Then the break room. Then the single-stall bathroom on thirty-nine. Locked the door. Leaned against it.

My hands were shaking. My entire body was shaking — fine, high-frequency tremors running through me like aftershocks. I pressed my palms flat against the door and breathed, in and out, in and out, and tried to get my heart rate below the threshold for cardiac events.

Obedience.

The word echoed in my skull, and every time it landed, my body responded — a pulse of heat low in my belly, a tightening in my thighs, a full-body flush that I couldn't have stopped if I'd wanted to. Which I didn't. Which was the problem.

I'd been turned on before. Obviously. I was twenty-four and gay and alive; arousal was not a novel experience. But this was different. This wasn't the uncomplicated heat of attraction — the oh, he's hot, I'd hit that simplicity of a good-looking guy in a bar. This was something deeper, something structural, as if Rhys Calloway's voice had found a frequency that resonated with a part of me I'd never known existed and now couldn't un-know.

He'd told me to obey, and my entire nervous system had said yes.

Not my brain. My brain was screaming a catalog of objections — he's your boss, he's eighteen years older, he's emotionally unavailable, you need this job, you cannot afford to fuck this up. My brain was entirely correct and absolutely useless, because the reaction hadn't come from my brain. It had come from somewhere older and more honest, somewhere below language, and it had answered before I could stop it.

I turned on the faucet. Splashed cold water on my face. Looked at myself in the mirror — flushed, wide-eyed, wrecked — and thought about what had just happened.

He'd felt it too. I was sure of that. Not because he'd done anything overt — Rhys Calloway was too controlled for overt — but because of the pause. That fraction of a second when his eyes dropped to my mouth. The way his voice had changed when he said obedience — not louder, not softer, but denser. Like a word that had acquired weight.

And then he'd stepped back. Reset. Cuffs straightened, walls rebuilt, the moment filed away in whatever locked drawer he kept the things he didn't want to feel.

I asked for your obedience.

"Fuck," I whispered to my reflection.

My reflection didn't argue.

I dried my face. Adjusted my shirt. Checked for visible evidence of the fact that I was still half-hard from a conversation — which, to be clear, had contained zero physical contact, zero explicit content, and one (1) devastating word choice. I was twenty-four. I should not have been this affected by a fully clothed man standing three feet away and speaking in complete sentences.

And yet.

I straightened up. Breathed. Composed my face into something that resembled professionalism, or at least a reasonable facsimile.

Then I went back upstairs, sat down at my chaotic desk, and opened my laptop. I had a 9:15 to prep for and a day to survive, and I was not going to spend it thinking about the way Rhys Calloway said the word permission, or the way the air had felt between us — dense, charged, like the moment before a thunderstorm breaks.

I was not going to think about it.

I lasted approximately four minutes.

At 9:12, Rhys opened his office door and walked past my desk toward the conference room. He didn't look at me. Didn't pause. Didn't acknowledge my existence by so much as a glance. He walked past in a wave of bergamot and authority, and as he passed — close, because the corridor between my desk and his door was narrow, and his shoulder was less than a foot from mine — I heard him say, without turning, without inflection, without anything that a bystander would register as significant:
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