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Emma

The lobby of Wolfe & Associates smelled like money and judgment.

Not literally—it smelled like leather furniture and the kind of air freshener that probably cost more per ounce than my rent. But the effect was the same. Every surface was designed to remind you that you didn't belong here unless someone decided you did.

I sat in a chair that was nicer than my bed and tried not to fidget.

My blazer was pinching under my left arm where I'd re-stitched the seam last night. I'd done it at two in the morning with YouTube instructions and a sewing kit I stole from a Holiday Inn three years ago, and the result was functional but not comfortable. Every time I shifted, the thread pulled against my skin like a tiny reminder: you are faking this.

The receptionist—a woman so polished she looked like she'd been manufactured in a lab—glanced at me for the fourth time in twenty minutes. Not with sympathy. With the particular disinterest of someone who'd watched a lot of people sit in this chair and leave without getting past it.

"Mr. Wolfe is still in a meeting," she said, without me asking. "It shouldn't be much longer."

It had already been thirty-five minutes past my scheduled interview time. I smiled like that was fine. Like I wasn't calculating the bus fare I'd spent to get here, the half-day of wages I'd lost at the temp agency, the energy bar I'd eaten for lunch because I couldn't afford the café downstairs.

"No problem," I said. "I'm happy to wait."

I wasn't happy. But I was desperate, which looked almost identical if you held your face right.

The other candidate—a guy in a suit that actually fit, with a watch that probably had a name—stood up at the forty-minute mark. He buttoned his jacket with the easy confidence of someone who had three other interviews this week and didn't need this one.

"I'll have my assistant reschedule," he told the receptionist, already walking. He didn't look at me. People like him never did.

The receptionist watched him go, then looked at me. Something shifted in her expression—not quite respect, but recognition. Like she'd just learned something about me she hadn't expected.

"Still happy to wait?" she asked.

I uncrossed and recrossed my legs. The pinch under my arm throbbed. "I'm not going anywhere."

She almost smiled. Almost.

Eleven more minutes. I spent them memorizing the company's quarterly highlights displayed on a screen behind the reception desk, because if I got into that room, I was going to know more about this firm than the man interviewing me expected. That was the only advantage I'd ever had in my life—I worked harder than people thought I would, and I paid attention when they assumed I wasn't.

"Ms. Hayes?" The receptionist stood. "He's ready for you. End of the hall, corner office."

I stood. Smoothed my skirt. Checked that my practical bun was still holding. Picked up my portfolio—which was a leather folder I'd found at Goodwill with someone else's initials embossed on the corner, but from a distance it looked professional enough.

The hallway was long. Glass-walled offices on both sides, occupied by people who moved with the unhurried efficiency of those who'd never worried about a security deposit. My heels—the good ones, the only ones—clicked against marble floors, and I focused on making each step sound like I had every right to be here.

The corner office door was open.

I saw the desk first. Massive. Dark wood. The kind of desk that existed to put distance between the person behind it and everyone else in the world. Floor-to-ceiling windows behind it framed a skyline that looked like it had been placed there for his personal viewing pleasure.

Then I saw him.

Alexander Wolfe was not what I'd prepared for.

I'd Googled him, obviously. The photos online showed a man in his forties, conventionally handsome in the way that CEOs in magazine profiles always were—good suit, practiced smile, forgettable. The photos were lies.

In person, Alexander Wolfe was a problem.

He was tall—taller than the doorframe suggested he should be, broad through the shoulders in a way his charcoal suit couldn't quite contain. Dark hair, silvering at the temples, cut precisely enough that I knew someone was paid very well to maintain it. A jaw that looked like it had been engineered for clenching. And eyes—gray, or maybe blue, or maybe the color didn't matter because the effect was the same. He looked at me and I felt seen in a way that made my skin prickle.

Not seen like noticed. Seen like assessed. Like he'd taken one look and started running calculations I wasn't privy to.

He didn't stand. Didn't extend a hand. Just watched me walk the fifteen feet from his door to the chair across from his desk, and I had the uncomfortable sensation that those fifteen feet were a test I was currently taking.

I sat without being invited, because waiting to be told what to do felt like the wrong move with a man who looked like he catalogued weakness for a living.

"Ms. Hayes." His voice was lower than I expected. Controlled. The kind of voice that didn't need volume to fill a room. "You waited fifty-one minutes."

Not a question. An observation. I wasn't sure if I was supposed to apologize for staying or explain why I hadn't left.

"The other candidate left at forty," I said. "I assumed that was the first part of the interview."

Something flickered in his expression. Not a smile—I got the sense Alexander Wolfe didn't waste smiles on strangers—but a shift, like I'd stepped onto a square of the board he'd been watching.

"It wasn't," he said. "I was in a meeting."

"Okay." I held his gaze. "Then I waited because I wanted the job."

He leaned back in his chair. His eyes moved over me—not lewdly, not appraisingly in the way I'd dealt with from other men in other offices. Clinically. Like I was a spreadsheet he was deciding whether to open.

"Your resume says NYU. Graduated summa cum laude. Finance degree, minor in statistics. Currently temping at—" he glanced down, and the slight pause told me exactly what he thought of my current employer, "—Pinnacle Staffing Solutions."

"That's correct."

"You were a top-three graduate in your program. You should be at Goldman. JP Morgan. Somewhere that matches your transcripts." He set my resume down like it had disappointed him. "Why aren't you?"

The honest answer was complicated and humiliating and involved my mother's emergency surgery during my senior year recruiting season, followed by six months of medical debt management that ate the window where firms like Goldman were hiring. The honest answer was that I'd been two weeks too late to every opportunity that mattered, and once you fall behind in finance, the escalator doesn't stop to let you back on.

The answer I gave him was shorter.

"Life doesn't always match transcripts. I'm here now. That's what's relevant."

His eyes narrowed. Not with displeasure—with interest. Like I'd just made a move he wanted to study.

"Tell me what you know about the Morrison portfolio."

I blinked. "That's—a current client portfolio. I wouldn't have access to—"

"You've been sitting in my lobby for fifty-one minutes with a screen behind reception cycling our quarterly highlights. The Morrison portfolio was flagged in the Q3 summary as underperforming against sector benchmarks. If you were paying attention—" another pause, weighted, "—you'd have seen the numbers."

I had seen the numbers. I'd memorized them, because that's what I did when I was nervous—I consumed data like other people bit their nails.

"The Morrison portfolio is down eleven percent against the S&P financial sector index over the last two quarters," I said. "Based on the allocation breakdown shown in the summary, you're overweight in regional banking and underweight in fintech. The drag is structural, not cyclical. You don't need to rebalance—you need to rebuild the thesis."

Silence.

Alexander Wolfe looked at me the way I imagined a predator looked at something unexpected in its territory. Not threatened. Recalibrating.

"The previous analyst on that portfolio had an MBA from Wharton and twelve years of experience," he said. "He missed the structural thesis problem for six months."

"Then he wasn't paying attention."

"No," Alexander said. "He wasn't."

Another silence. This one was different. Thicker. He was watching me with an intensity that felt physical, like his gaze had weight and he was pressing it against my skin to see what I'd do under the pressure.

I didn't flinch. Not because I wasn't intimidated—I was. My pulse was hammering so hard I could feel it in my throat, in my wrists, in the places where my body couldn't lie even when my face could. But I'd learned a long time ago that flinching was a luxury for people who had backup options. I didn't have backup options. I had rent due in eleven days and a checking account balance that made me nauseous every time I opened the app.

"I'll be direct," he said, and the way he said it suggested he was always direct and was simply giving me advance warning. "This position requires complete availability. Not nine to five. Not standard hours. When I need analysis, I need it immediately. When I need someone in this office at seven AM or ten PM, I need them here without hesitation. The work is demanding. I am demanding. Most people find that incompatible with what they think they signed up for."

"I'm not most people."

"Everyone says that, Ms. Hayes."

"And most of them are lying." I kept my voice steady even though my heart was trying to exit through my ribcage. "I'm not. I need this job to work, and I'm willing to do what's required to make sure it does."

His gaze dropped to my hands. I realized I'd been gripping the arms of the chair—knuckles white, tendons visible. I forced myself to release. He watched my fingers unfurl and something crossed his face that I couldn't read. Something between approval and something else. Something warmer than a CEO should be directing at a job candidate.

"The salary is one hundred and forty thousand, plus quarterly performance bonuses," he said. "Benefits effective immediately. You start Monday."

I almost choked. The temp agency paid me nineteen dollars an hour. The number he'd just said was so far from my reality it sounded like a different language.

"That's—" I caught myself before I said twice what I expected. Never show them where your floor is. "That's acceptable."

The ghost of something almost appeared at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. A shadow of one. Like he knew exactly what I'd almost said and found my recovery entertaining.

He stood. Rounded the desk. And suddenly the scale of him became real in a way it hadn't been from across six feet of mahogany. He was well over six feet tall, and the suit did nothing to soften the breadth of him. He moved like someone who'd never been uncertain of his right to occupy space—every step deliberate, every motion economical, nothing wasted.

He stopped in front of me. Close. Closer than professional convention required. I stood because staying seated while he towered over me felt like conceding something I wasn't ready to concede.

Standing, the top of my head barely reached his chin. I had to tilt my face up to meet his eyes, and the angle felt exposing in a way I couldn't explain. Like looking up at him gave him access to something I normally kept guarded.

"Welcome to Wolfe and Associates, Emma."

First name. Not Ms. Hayes. The shift was subtle and deliberate and it landed in the center of my chest like a stone dropped in still water.

He extended his hand.

I took it.

His grip was firm—expected. His palm was warm and dry and larger than mine in a way that made me acutely aware of the size difference between us—also expected, in the abstract. What I didn't expect was the pause. His fingers closed around mine and then stayed. One second. Two. Not a shake anymore—a hold. His thumb pressed against the back of my hand, brief and unmistakable, and a line of heat traveled up my wrist and into my arm like a current finding ground.

His eyes held mine the entire time. Gray. Definitely gray. The color of storm systems and slate and things that could crush you if you stood too close.

Then he released me. Stepped back. Professional mask intact like it had never slipped.

"Seven AM Monday. Don't be late." He returned to his desk, already pulling a file toward him, already moving on to the next thing. "My assistant will send you the onboarding paperwork."

I was dismissed. I knew it the way you know when a door has closed even if no one touched it. I picked up my Goodwill portfolio, said "Thank you, Mr. Wolfe," and walked the fifteen feet back to his door on legs that felt less steady than they had walking in.

In the hallway, the receptionist watched me pass. She saw something on my face—I didn't know what—because this time she actually smiled.

"Congratulations," she said. "He doesn't hire on the spot."

"Ever?"

"Not once in the four years I've been here."

I nodded because I didn't trust my voice and walked out of the building into daylight that felt too bright, too loud, too much after the controlled atmosphere of his office. I found my car—a twelve-year-old Honda Civic with a check engine light that had been on so long I'd named it—and sat in the driver's seat and put my hands on the steering wheel and breathed.

One hundred and forty thousand dollars.

Complete availability.

When I need you.

I pressed my palm flat against the back of my right hand, against the place where his thumb had pressed. The skin was warm, or I was imagining it was warm, or it didn't matter because the sensation was already burned into my nerve endings either way.

I told myself it was adrenaline. The interview, the stakes, the relief of being chosen after months of being overlooked. I told myself the shiver that ran down my spine when he said my first name was just the sudden shift from formal to familiar. I told myself his handshake lasted exactly as long as handshakes last and I'd invented the extra second because my brain was oxygen-deprived from holding my breath for the last hour.

I told myself all of it.

I started the car. The engine coughed, caught, settled into its familiar rattle. I pulled out of the parking garage and into traffic and drove home to my month-to-month apartment with the secondhand furniture and the refrigerator that hummed too loud and the stack of bills on the kitchen counter that I could, for the first time in a year, imagine paying.

Monday. Seven AM.

I was already counting the hours.
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Alexander

My morning operated on a system.

Five fifteen: awake without an alarm. Five twenty: black coffee, no sugar, brewed the night before and reheated because I didn't have the patience for a fresh pot and didn't see the point in pretending otherwise. Five thirty-five: gym in the basement of my building—forty minutes, no music, no conversation. Six twenty: shower, shave, suit. The suit was always laid out the night before. Charcoal or navy, depending on the day's meetings. Today was charcoal. Board-adjacent, no external clients. Charcoal projected authority without inviting warmth.

Six fifty: car service. I didn't drive myself. Driving required attention I preferred to spend on the day's agenda, which I reviewed on my phone in silence while the driver navigated traffic he knew better than to comment on.

Seven oh five: office. First one in. The building was mine in the mornings—the hum of empty hallways, the elevators responding only to me, the particular quality of silence that existed before other people arrived to ruin it with their noise and their needs and their endless, tedious humanity.

I liked people in theory. In practice, I found them mostly inefficient.

By seven fifteen I'd reviewed overnight emails, flagged three for follow-up, deleted nine that should never have been sent, and made a note to speak with Henderson in compliance about his habit of cc'ing the entire department on messages that concerned no one but himself. By seven thirty I'd finished the coffee my assistant left on my desk at precisely seven twelve—she'd worked for me for six years and had never once been late with it, which was the highest compliment I could pay another human being.

By seven forty-five, I was watching the lobby feed on my second monitor.

This was not unusual. I monitored new hires on their first day. It was practical—you learned more about a person from how they entered a building than from anything on their resume. Did they hesitate at the door? Speak to the receptionist with deference or entitlement? Check their phone, check their reflection, check the exits? Every behavior was data. I collected data the way other people collected small talk. Compulsively and without apology.

Emma Hayes walked through the front doors at six fifty-eight.

Two minutes early. Not ten—which would have signaled anxiety. Not five—which would have been calculated. Two minutes was instinct. She'd aimed for seven and her pace had been slightly faster than she'd planned, because she was nervous but not the kind of nervous that slowed you down. The kind that accelerated you.

She wore a blouse I hadn't seen at the interview—white, simple, buttoned one higher than most women her age would have chosen. Professional. The skirt was the same one from Friday. She owned a limited wardrobe and she was rotating strategically. I noticed this not because I was cataloguing her clothing but because I noticed everything, and the fact that I was now noticing what I noticed about her was a data point I chose to table for later analysis.

She spoke to the receptionist. Smiled—genuine, not performative. Took her temporary badge and clipped it to her blouse with hands that were steady. Good. Unsteady hands on a first day meant the anxiety was chemical, not just situational. Hers was situational. She could manage situational.

I pulled up the Morrison portfolio on my main screen and dragged the relevant files to a shared folder I'd created under her name at eleven PM last night. I'd spent forty minutes organizing the files in a way that would require her to identify the structural issues herself rather than having them presented to her. This was, objectively, more time than I'd ever spent preparing a new analyst's onboarding materials. I attributed it to the complexity of the portfolio. The portfolio was not unusually complex.

I switched the lobby feed off and opened my calendar.

The morning proceeded as mornings did. Eight o'clock: department heads. Eight forty-five: Victoria, with the Langston client review. Victoria entered my office the way she always did—composed, precise, faintly predatory in a way that had once interested me and now simply registered as familiar.

"New hire started today," she said, settling into the chair across from me with the ease of someone who'd earned the right to sit without being invited. "The one you interviewed personally."

"I interview all final-round candidates personally."

"You interview all final-round senior candidates personally. She's a junior analyst." Victoria crossed her legs and studied me with the particular attention she reserved for moments when she suspected I wasn't being fully transparent. "Should I be reading into that?"

"You can read into whatever you'd like, Victoria. I'd prefer you read into the Langston numbers, which are due by end of day."

She smiled. It was the smile of a woman who'd known me long enough to recognize deflection and polite enough—or strategic enough—not to press it. "Of course."

She left. I stared at the closed door for longer than was warranted and then pulled up the security feed again.

Emma was at her desk. Fourth floor, open plan, the workstation I'd assigned her in the corner near the window. She'd already opened the Morrison files. Her posture was focused—leaning forward, one hand on the mouse, the other holding a pen she was tapping against her lower lip while she read.

I watched her tap that pen for eleven seconds before I closed the feed.

This was not a problem. I monitored new hires. I'd watched dozens of analysts on their first day. The fact that I'd never counted the seconds while doing so was irrelevant.

I worked. The morning burned through meetings and reviews and a conference call with Tokyo that lasted forty minutes longer than it should have because Nakamura's team couldn't align their projections with ours, and by the time I hung up I'd forgotten about Emma Hayes entirely.

That lasted until twelve fifteen, when I opened the lobby feed out of habit and panned to the fourth floor and discovered she was still at her desk. No lunch break. No coffee run. No social circuit through the office to introduce herself to colleagues, which was what every other new hire in the history of this firm had done by noon on their first day.

She was deep in the Morrison files. I zoomed the feed—a capability I'd requested from IT for security purposes and was currently using to read the expression on a twenty-six-year-old analyst's face, which was not a security purpose—and saw her frowning at something on her screen. Not confused. Concentrating. The specific furrow between her eyebrows that meant she'd found something that didn't match and was chasing it.

I recognized that furrow. I'd seen it once before—in my own reflection, twenty years ago, when I was the junior analyst who worked through lunch because proving myself was more important than eating.

At one thirty, she stood. I expected her to leave for a late lunch. Instead, she walked to the filing cabinet where the Morrison historical records were stored—records I hadn't included in the digital files because I wanted to see if she'd go looking for them—and pulled three years of quarterly reports. She carried them back to her desk in a stack that reached her chin and sat down and started cross-referencing.

She'd found the discrepancy. The one the Wharton MBA had missed for six months. She'd found it on her first day, before lunch, and instead of flagging it and waiting for instructions, she was building the case herself.

I closed the feed. Opened it again. Closed it.

Pulled out my phone and cancelled my two o'clock with Peterson. Told my assistant to hold my calls. Sat in my office and worked on things that required my attention while checking the security feed at intervals I will not specify because specifying them would require admitting they were more frequent than professional interest warranted.

At three forty-five, she got coffee. The first break she'd taken in eight hours. She stood at the machine in the break room and rolled her neck and closed her eyes for three seconds, and something about those three seconds—the brief, private surrender to exhaustion before she straightened her spine and went back to work—lodged itself somewhere behind my sternum and refused to move.

At five fifteen, the fourth floor began to empty. Analysts packing up, logging off, performing the daily migration toward the elevator that signaled the acceptable boundary of the workday. Emma didn't pack up. Didn't look at the clock. She was writing now—not reading, writing. Building something. A report, or a framework, or whatever it was she'd constructed from eight hours of uninterrupted analysis.

By five forty-five, the floor was empty except for her.

I straightened my tie. Stood. Told myself I was going to review her progress because that was what a CEO did with a new hire working on a critical portfolio. Told myself the timing was coincidental. Told myself the fact that I'd cancelled a meeting and rearranged my afternoon to be available at exactly this moment was a function of schedule optimization and nothing more.

I'm a very convincing liar. Especially to myself.

The fourth floor was quiet. That particular quality of after-hours silence I'd always found productive—stripped of distraction, reduced to essentials. My footsteps on the carpet were the only sound until I reached her workstation and heard the soft, rapid click of her keyboard.

She didn't notice me immediately. She was typing with the focused intensity of someone building an argument in real time, her eyes moving between her notes and her screen, that pen now tucked behind her ear where it had migrated from her mouth at some point during the day. Her hair was still in its bun, but looser now—strands had escaped around her face, softening the severity of it in a way that made her look less like a professional and more like a woman who'd been working too hard to remember to maintain her armor.

I stood behind her for four seconds before she felt my presence and turned.

The startled intake of breath. The widening of her eyes—brown, I noted, a warm brown that caught the late-afternoon light from the window in a way that was completely irrelevant to her job performance. The immediate straightening of her posture, followed by a flash of something that wasn't fear. Alertness. The recognition of a predator by prey that hadn't yet decided whether to run.

"Mr. Wolfe." She reached for the pen behind her ear, realized it was there, pulled it free. A small, human fumble that she covered quickly. "I didn't realize you were still here."

"I'm always still here." I moved to stand beside her desk. Close enough to see her screen. Close enough that the scent of her reached me—something subtle, probably inexpensive, warm in a way that didn't match the clinical efficiency of the office. "Show me what you've found."

She blinked. "How did you know I found something?"

"Because I gave you a portfolio with a buried problem and you've been at this desk for nine hours without eating lunch. Either you found something or you're remarkably committed to appearing busy."

Another blink. Then—and this was the moment I filed away, the one I'd replay later with more attention than I should have—she smiled. Not the nervous, accommodating smile from the lobby. A real one. Quick and sharp and slightly dangerous, like she'd just realized we were playing a game she might actually be good at.

"The allocation problem isn't just overweight in regional banking," she said, turning back to her screen. "It's systemic. The previous analyst was rebalancing quarterly based on sector benchmarks, but the benchmarks themselves are lagging because the index committee hasn't reclassified three of the holdings that shifted from traditional banking to fintech-adjacent services eighteen months ago."

She pulled up a spreadsheet. The data was clean, organized, color-coded in a system that made immediate intuitive sense. She'd built this from scratch in a single day.

"So the portfolio looks like it's underperforming against sector," she continued, "but it's actually being measured against the wrong sector. Reclassify the holdings, rebuild the benchmark, and the real problem becomes visible." She pointed. "Here. The drag isn't from the banking positions. It's from two mid-cap holdings that the previous analyst added in Q2 as a hedge, except they're negatively correlated with the rest of the portfolio in a way that only shows up over a six-month window."

She turned to look at me. I was closer than I'd realized—leaning over her shoulder to see the screen, one hand on the back of her chair. The proximity hadn't been calculated. I was close because I'd been drawn forward by the quality of her analysis, which was, I told myself firmly, the only thing drawing me forward.

Her face was inches from mine. I could see the faint constellation of freckles across the bridge of her nose that her modest makeup didn't quite conceal. Could see the pulse in her throat, which was faster than her composed expression suggested. Could see the slight parting of her lips as she registered how close I was and made the decision—visible in real time, a calculation I watched happen behind her eyes—not to pull back.

"This is excellent work, Emma."

Her name in my mouth felt different than it had in the interview. Warmer. More deliberate. I watched it land—the slight hitch in her breathing, the way her eyes dropped to my mouth for a fraction of a second before returning to meet mine. She'd heard the difference too.

"Thank you," she said. Her voice was steady. Her pulse was not. I could see it jumping in the hollow of her throat, rapid and insistent, betraying everything her voice was working to conceal. "I wasn't sure if I was overstepping. The historical files—"

"You went looking for the quarterlies in the cabinet."

"I needed the context to confirm the pattern."

"The previous analyst never opened that cabinet."

"The previous analyst had an MBA from Wharton and twelve years of experience," she said, echoing my words from the interview with a precision that told me she remembered everything I'd said. "I have student loans and something to prove. Different motivational structure."

I almost smiled. The impulse was unfamiliar enough that I noticed it the way you'd notice a sound in a house that's supposed to be empty—unexpected, requiring investigation.

I straightened. Stepped back. The distance between us reasserted itself, professional and appropriate, and I was aware of every inch of it in a way that was neither professional nor appropriate.

"I want a full report on my desk by nine AM tomorrow," I said. "Include your reclassification framework and a recommended rebalance strategy. I'll review it with you in my office."

"I can have it tonight—"

"Tomorrow. Nine AM." I held her gaze. "You've worked enough today. Go home, Ms. Hayes."

The return to her surname was intentional. A correction. A reminder—to her, to myself—of the boundary that existed between us and would continue to exist regardless of the fact that I'd spent the better part of this day watching a woman on a security feed and rearranging my schedule to be alone with her in an empty office at six PM.

She nodded. Started saving her files, organizing her desk with the same methodical precision she'd applied to the Morrison data. I watched her for two seconds longer than necessary—the line of her neck as she bent over her keyboard, the way her fingers moved, quick and certain—and then I turned and walked back to the elevator.

In my office, I sat in the dark. The city was lit up beyond my windows, the way it always was, the way I usually found satisfying in the particular way of a man surveying territory he'd earned. Tonight it felt peripheral. Background noise to the thing my mind was actually processing, which was the sound of Emma Hayes saying different motivational structure with a smile that suggested she knew exactly how smart she was and had spent her entire life waiting for someone to notice.

I'd noticed.

I poured a scotch from the bottle I kept in my bottom drawer—a habit I'd maintained since the early years when the office was smaller and the stakes were personal and the line between dedication and obsession was one I'd never been particularly interested in finding. The Macallan was eighteen years old. I'd been drinking it since it was twelve. We'd aged together, the scotch and I, and it was the kind of thought I'd normally dismiss as sentimental except tonight my defenses were apparently occupied elsewhere.

I pulled up her employee file on my laptop. Not her resume—I'd read that. Her file. Emergency contact: her mother, listed with a different surname, a phone number with an upstate area code. No secondary contact. No spouse, no partner, no one else in the architecture of her life important enough to call if something went wrong.

Address: a month-to-month rental in a neighborhood I'd driven through once and remembered as the kind of place where ambition went to be patient. The kind of place you lived when you were between where you'd been and where you intended to go, and the distance between those two points was measured in years of work you hadn't done yet.

I closed the file. Drank the scotch. Stood at the window for a long time.

The rational part of my brain—the part that had built this firm from a one-room office and a credit line I'd lied to get, the part that had survived my father's public bankruptcy and the particular education in control that watching your family lose everything provides—that part was quiet tonight. Subdued. Outvoted by something less rational and more insistent.

I'd had attractive employees before. The firm was full of competent, polished, objectively appealing people. I'd never once adjusted my schedule to observe one of them on a security feed. I'd never cancelled a meeting to ensure I'd be available at the exact hour the office emptied. I'd never stood close enough to smell someone's hair and felt the absence of that proximity like a physical subtraction when I stepped away.

I finished the scotch. Rinsed the glass in the small sink behind my bookshelf. Set it upside down to dry.

Tomorrow she'd bring me that report. She'd sit in the chair across from my desk or stand at the screen beside me, and I'd review her work with the rigor I applied to everything, and it would be professional and appropriate and exactly within the bounds of what a CEO did with a promising new analyst.

And I would not think about the pulse in her throat. The freckles she tried to hide. The way she'd looked at me from six inches away and chosen not to move.

I picked up my phone. Pulled up the text thread with my car service. Typed my pickup request for tomorrow: 6:45 AM. Office by 7.

Fifteen minutes earlier than usual.

I told myself it was because I had a full day.

The lie sat in my chest the way the scotch sat in my stomach—warm, familiar, and entirely insufficient for what it was trying to accomplish.

I shut off the lights and went home to a penthouse that was, for the first time in a long time, precisely as empty as it actually was.
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Emma

Two weeks in, and I'd learned the architecture of Alexander Wolfe.

Not the man—the system. The intricate, clockwork machinery of his expectations, his rhythms, the precise calibration of how he moved through a day. I'd learned it the way you learn a language through immersion: not by studying the rules, but by paying attention until the patterns revealed themselves.

He arrived at seven. Coffee on his desk by seven twelve—black, no sugar, in the gray ceramic mug that no one else was permitted to use. Door closed until eight. First meeting at eight fifteen unless it was a Tuesday, in which case the board call took priority and everything shifted thirty minutes. Lunch was not a concept he acknowledged—he ate at his desk or didn't eat at all, and the distinction appeared to be based on whether his assistant physically placed food in front of him.

He reviewed the Morrison portfolio updates every afternoon at three. This was when he called me.

The calls had started on my second day. Professional. Focused. He'd pull up my analysis on his screen and walk through it line by line while I sat across from him and explained my methodology. He asked sharp questions—not to challenge, but to pressure-test, the way you'd stress a beam to confirm it could bear weight. And when my answers held, something shifted in his expression. Not warmth. Recognition. Like he was checking a box on a list I couldn't see.

By the end of the first week, the three o'clock reviews had migrated. They started at three. Then three thirty. Then four. Then they bled into five, five fifteen, five thirty, and somewhere in that drift toward the edge of the workday, the rest of the office would thin and empty and it would be just us—his office, his desk, the city going amber and gold outside the floor-to-ceiling windows while he leaned over my shoulder to point at a number on the screen.

He didn't need to lean over my shoulder. He could have pointed from across the desk. He could have emailed. He could have done any number of things that didn't require him to stand close enough that I could feel the heat of his body through the back of my blouse, close enough that the cedar and warmth of whatever he wore settled into my hair and stayed there during the drive home.

But he leaned. And I didn't move away. And neither of us acknowledged the geometry of what was happening—the steady, incremental collapse of the distance between us, centimeters surrendered daily until professional proximity became something else entirely, something that didn't have a word yet but hummed at a frequency I could feel in my teeth.

I told myself this was how high-performing firms operated. Close collaboration. Demanding leadership. Hands-on management.

Hands-on.

I needed to stop using that phrase, even internally.

The tasks had expanded too. That was harder to rationalize. The Morrison portfolio was one thing—complex, high-value, legitimately requiring daily oversight. But by the second week, Alexander was routing other work to my desk. Client briefs that belonged to senior analysts. Market reports that should have gone to the research team. Each one accompanied by a brief, clipped email: Review and summarize. My desk by end of day.

No explanation of why these tasks were coming to me instead of the people they were supposed to go to. No acknowledgment that he was steadily increasing my workload beyond the scope of a junior analyst position. Just the assignments, and the expectation, and the unspoken understanding that I would deliver because I always delivered and he knew it and I was beginning to suspect he was testing exactly how much I could carry before I broke.

I didn't break. I stayed late. I came in early. I worked through lunches, eating protein bars at my desk while the other analysts went to the café two blocks over and came back smelling like paninis and normalcy. I caught errors no one else caught. I built frameworks no one asked for. I reorganized the Morrison filing system and color-coded the historical data and created a dashboard that updated in real time—not because he'd requested it, but because I'd seen the gap and filled it, and the look on his face when he saw it was worth every skipped lunch and midnight bus ride.

That look. God, that look.

It wasn't praise, exactly. Alexander didn't praise the way normal managers did—no great job or well done or performative encouragement. His version was subtler. More surgical. He'd look at my work, then look at me, and his eyes would hold something that felt like the intellectual equivalent of a hand closing around my wrist. Firm. Specific. I see what you did. I see that it's exceptional. I see you.

I'd spent twenty-six years being competent and invisible. Straight A's that my teachers noted on report cards no one read. Dean's list announcements my mother pinned to the fridge and my stepfather walked past without glancing at. Scholarships I earned through work ethic and desperation that people attributed to luck or quiet luck's cousin, circumstance. I was the girl who exceeded expectations and received, in return, the expectation that she would continue to exceed them.

Alexander didn't expect me to exceed expectations. He expected me to meet his—which were higher than anyone else's, and specific in ways that felt almost intimate, as if he'd studied the exact dimensions of my capability and set his standards one inch beyond them. Just enough to make me stretch. Just enough to make me aware that he knew where my edges were.

No one had ever known where my edges were before.

It was Tuesday of the second week when I met Victoria Hale.

The break room on the twenty-third floor was small—a coffee machine, a refrigerator, a microwave that smelled permanently of someone's reheated curry. I was refilling my water bottle at two in the afternoon, a brief pause in the eight-hour sprint that my days had become, when the door opened and a woman walked in who made me immediately and acutely aware of every re-stitched seam in my wardrobe.

Victoria Hale was the kind of beautiful that had been refined, not born. Late thirties, immaculate in a navy dress that probably cost what I made in a week, dark hair cut in a bob so precise it looked architectural. She moved through space the way Alexander did—with the assumption that the space would accommodate her—but where his authority was blunt, hers was edged. A blade wrapped in silk.

She poured coffee without looking at the machine, which meant she'd been here long enough to do it by feel. Then she turned and looked at me with an expression I couldn't decode.

"Emma Hayes," she said. Not a question.

"Yes. Hi. You're—"

"Victoria Hale. VP of Client Relations." She sipped her coffee. Her eyes didn't leave my face. "He picked you for the Morrison portfolio."

The he didn't need identification.

"He assigned me to it, yes."

"Interesting." She held the word the way you'd hold a card you weren't ready to play—lightly, with awareness of its value. "Morrison is his personal project. He's never put a junior analyst on it."

I didn't know how to respond to that. The fact sat between us, dense with implication, and Victoria watched me process it with the patient attention of someone who already knew the answer to the question I was only beginning to formulate.

"I'm sure he has his reasons," I said, because it was the most neutral thing I could manage.

Victoria smiled. It was a complicated smile—not unkind, but layered. Like looking at a painting that changed depending on the angle. "He always does."

She rinsed her mug. Set it on the drying rack. Paused at the door.

"A word of advice, from someone who's been here a while." Her voice was lighter now, almost casual, but her eyes were not casual at all. "Alexander's attention is... potent. It feels specific. Like you're the only person in the building who matters. And maybe you are, right now." A beat. "Right now is the operative phrase."

She left before I could respond.

I stood in the break room with my water bottle and a sensation I couldn't name—not quite warning, not quite threat, not quite the unsettled recognition of a woman who'd been somewhere I was going and wanted me to know the road had an end.

I went back to my desk. Worked. Didn't think about Victoria Hale's smile or the weight she'd placed on right now or the fact that Alexander's attention was, in fact, exactly as potent as she'd described, and I was already so saturated in it that the idea of it ending made my chest constrict in a way that had nothing to do with professional ambition.

That evening, the office emptied at its usual pace—the steady drain of bodies between five and five thirty, the stragglers lingering until six, the cleaning crew arriving at six fifteen. I stayed. I always stayed.

At six twenty, my desk phone rang.

"My office, please." His voice. Two words. The please was a formality we both knew he didn't mean. He didn't ask. He informed. The please was there because the shape of the request required it, not because the alternative—me refusing—existed in any version of reality either of us inhabited.

"On my way."

His office was lit by the desk lamp and the city. The overhead lights were off—he preferred it in the evenings, the reduced illumination creating a space that felt smaller, more contained, more private than the glass-and-steel expanse it became during the day. He was at his desk with his jacket draped over the back of his chair and his sleeves rolled to the elbow, reviewing something on his screen with the focused intensity he brought to everything.

The rolled sleeves were new.

I'd seen him in the full suit. I'd seen him in the jacket without the tie, on the one occasion he'd removed it during a late session and I'd tracked the movement of his fingers on the knot with an attention that bordered on devotional. But the rolled sleeves—the forearms, the shift from boardroom armor to something more human, more physical—that was a first, and my body registered it with an immediacy that bypassed rational thought and landed somewhere lower.

His forearms were tan. Corded. A watch that probably cost more than my car sat against the tendons of his left wrist. He had hands that looked like they could grip something and not let go.

I sat across from his desk and folded my own hands in my lap and did not think about his hands. I did not think about his hands.

"The Whitfield analysis you submitted this morning," he said, turning his screen toward me. "Walk me through the risk assessment on page four."

I walked him through it. He listened with the particular stillness that meant he was absorbing, not just hearing—his eyes on the screen, his jaw set, the lamplight cutting shadows across his face that made him look less like a CEO and more like something carved. Granite with a pulse.

I finished. He was quiet for a moment.

"The variance modeling is strong," he said. "Better than strong. You anticipated a correlation shift that three of my senior analysts missed in the same data set."

"The data was there. They just weren't—"

"Looking. I know." He turned the screen back and his eyes found mine and held. "You have an unusual ability to see what's actually in front of you, Emma. Most people see what they expect to see. You see what's there."

My name in his mouth. The low register of his voice in the quiet office. The lamplight and the city and the two of us, alone, in a space that felt increasingly like it had been designed for exactly this—him across the desk, me in this chair, the distance between us charged with something I could almost hear, a low continuous hum that had been building for two weeks and showed no signs of stopping.

"Thank you," I said. My voice sounded steadier than I felt. "That means a lot. Coming from you."

"Why from me?"

"Because you don't say things you don't mean. Most people give compliments to be polite. You give them to be accurate."

Something shifted in his expression. A crack in the granite—brief, quickly repaired, but visible. Like I'd said something he hadn't expected and the surprise had caught him before his defenses could compensate.

He stood. Came around the desk. This was the part of our evenings I'd stopped pretending was normal—the part where the review ended and the proximity began, where he stood beside me or behind me or leaned over my shoulder to point at something on a screen, and the professional pretext thinned to transparency and what was left was just his body near mine, the heat and the height and the cedar-and-warmth smell of him filling the air between us until breathing felt like an act of participation.

Tonight he stood beside my chair. Close. His hip level with my shoulder. I looked up—had to look up, the angle steep, my neck extending, my face tilted toward his in a way that felt exposing and intentional and nothing like an accident.

He looked down at me. The lamplight caught his eyes and turned them silver. His jaw was tight. His hand—the left one, the one with the watch—hung at his side, and I watched his fingers flex once, like he was deciding whether to reach for something.

"This is excellent work, Emma." He said it quietly. Like the words were meant only for the small, warm space between us and would dissolve if spoken any louder. "You should know that. Consistently excellent. I don't say that often."

"I know you don't."

"And you should know—" He stopped. The flex again. His fingers opened, closed, opened. I could hear him breathing. I could hear myself breathing. The sounds were slightly out of sync, mine faster than his, and I wondered if he could hear the difference and what he was doing with the data. "You should know that your performance is the reason you're here. Nothing else."

The sentence sounded like it was meant for both of us. Like he was drawing a line and standing on it at the same time, daring one of us to step across.

"I know," I said.

He nodded. Stepped back. The distance returned like cold air rushing into a space that had been warm.

"Go home," he said. "You've been here since six forty-five."

I didn't ask how he knew what time I'd arrived. The question felt dangerous—not because I feared the answer, but because I suspected I'd like it.

I gathered my things. Stood. We were closer than I'd realized—the step back he'd taken wasn't enough, or maybe I'd leaned forward in the chair without noticing, because when I stood, I was inside his space. Close enough to touch. Close enough that if either of us swayed, if either of us breathed too deeply, the gap would close.

He didn't move. I didn't move.

Three seconds. Maybe four. The kind of silence that has a texture—dense, electric, the precursor to something that either happens or doesn't and defines everything that comes after.

"Good night, Mr. Wolfe," I said. My voice was barely above a whisper. I didn't trust it at full volume.

"Good night, Emma."

I walked out of his office. Down the hall. Into the elevator. Through the lobby. Into the parking garage where my Honda Civic waited with its permanent check engine light and its rearview mirror I'd reattached with electrical tape.

I sat in the car. Put my forehead on the steering wheel. Breathed.

The drive home was twenty-two minutes. I spent every one of them replaying the flex of his fingers. The way he'd said consistently excellent like the words had weight he hadn't intended. The three seconds of stillness where we'd stood close enough that I could have counted his eyelashes if I'd been brave enough to look that long.

I wasn't brave enough. I wasn't stupid enough. I wasn't reckless enough to close a gap that my boss had deliberately maintained even as he stood inside it, even as his hand opened and closed like it was rehearsing the shape of something it wanted to hold.

I got home. Ate leftover pasta standing at the kitchen counter because the table was covered in bills. Showered. Put on an old T-shirt and got into bed and stared at the ceiling and tried very, very hard to think about the Whitfield risk assessment or the Morrison rebalancing framework or literally any piece of data that wasn't the image of Alexander Wolfe's forearms in the lamplight, the tendons and the watch and the controlled strength of a man who could grip something and not let go.

I failed.

I was still failing at eleven PM when my phone buzzed on the nightstand.

The screen glowed in the dark. A text from a number I'd saved as A. Wolfe - Office because saving it under his first name felt like admitting something I wasn't ready to admit.

Wear something appropriate for a client dinner tomorrow evening. I'm bringing you.

I read it three times. Then a fourth time, because the words didn't change but the sensation they produced—a low, warm pull in the center of my chest, half anticipation and half alarm—deepened with each pass.

Wear something appropriate. Not a request. An instruction. Delivered at eleven PM, which meant he'd been thinking about tomorrow at eleven PM, which meant he'd been thinking about me at eleven PM, and I could draw a clean professional line around that fact or I could acknowledge what it actually was, which was a man texting a woman late at night to tell her what to wear.

I should have been offended. I should have responded with something pointed about professional boundaries and appropriate communication hours. I should have reminded him—and myself—that I was his employee and he was my boss and the power imbalance between us was not a feature of our working relationship, it was a fault line.

Instead, I got out of bed. Walked to my closet. Opened the doors and stood in the rectangle of light from the hallway and looked at what I owned.

Three blouses, rotated weekly. Two skirts. The blazer with the re-stitched seam. A black dress I'd bought for my college roommate's wedding two years ago that still fit but was designed for a cocktail party, not a business dinner. Heels I'd been wearing for two weeks straight that were developing a crack in the left sole I was pretending not to notice.

Nothing in this closet belonged in Alexander Wolfe's world. I'd been faking it for fourteen days—the competence was real, the wardrobe was a costume, and the gap between what I could deliver intellectually and what I could present physically was one more thing I managed through willpower and denial.

I stood there for a long time. Then I typed a reply.

What time?

His response was immediate. Like he'd been holding his phone. Like he'd been waiting.

Car will pick you up at six. I'll send you the address.

I put the phone down. Picked it up. Put it down.

Picked it up again and stared at his name on the screen—A. Wolfe - Office—and felt the specific, dangerous thrill of a woman who knows she's being pulled toward something she can't afford and can't resist and wouldn't stop even if she could.

I set my alarm for five. I'd need the extra time to figure out what the hell I was going to wear.

I didn't sleep for another hour. When I finally did, I dreamed about lamplight and rolled sleeves and hands that opened and closed like they were learning the shape of something they hadn't touched yet.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]



​


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
OWNED
BY MY BOSS

An Intense B11110na1re Romance

g
@75121 Wllde





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





