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Dedication
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For every woman who was told she was too loud, too much, too soft, too messy... May you fall in love with yourself first—and then with a story that reminds you how powerful you truly are. 

And to my sister, Francisca— Your light still writes with me. Always.



Boss me Harder
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Chapter One: Fired, Wet & Flashing a Billionaire
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Some mornings announce themselves as disasters before you've even had coffee. Others sneak up on you like a cat burglar, quiet and unassuming, before systematically destroying everything you hold dear...including your dignity, your career prospects, and your favorite Target bra's anonymity.

Lana Carter should have known it was going to be one of those days when her phone died sometime during the night, taking her alarm with it into the digital afterlife.

She jolted awake to sunlight streaming through her studio apartment's single window like an accusation. The clock on her ancient microwave...the only timekeeper she had left...glowed an ominous 8:47 AM in nuclear green digits.

"No, no, no, no, no." She launched herself out of bed with the grace of a startled gazelle, her feet tangling in yesterday's discarded clothes. The interview was at nine-thirty. In Manhattan. She lived in Queens.

Physics and the MTA were not on her side.

Lana had three goals for today, written in purple ink on a sticky note that had been glaring at her from her bathroom mirror for the past week:

Get to the interview on time. Nail the job. Don't flash anyone.

By 9:15 AM, she'd already failed spectacularly at the first two and was well on her way to botching the third.

The shower was arctic...her landlord's idea of character building...so she endured thirty seconds of what felt like a baptism by ice water before giving up. Her hair dryer chose that exact moment to make a sound like a dying pterodactyl and emit one final puff of lukewarm air before surrendering to the appliance graveyard.

"Fine," she told her reflection, whose mascara had somehow migrated south. "We're going for the 'effortlessly tousled' look. Very editorial. Very 'I woke up like this.'"

Her reflection looked skeptical.

The blouse...her only interview-appropriate top that didn't have mysterious stains or holes...clung to her still-damp skin like a desperate ex-boyfriend. The pencil skirt she'd borrowed from her roommate Jess was a size too small, creating what she generously called "strategic body contouring" and what physics called "a lawsuit waiting to happen."

Her shoes were the final insult. The black pumps she'd found at a discount store in Chinatown looked professional enough from a distance, but up close revealed themselves to be held together by hope, superglue, and what might have been prayers from their previous owner.

Still, they had four-inch heels and made her legs look like they belonged to someone who had their life together. Fake it till you make it, right?

Wrong.

The heel snapped on the subway escalator at Union Square with a crack that sounded like a gunshot. Lana pitched forward, grabbing the handrail and the startled businessman in front of her, who clearly hadn't signed up for impromptu salsa lessons during his commute.

"Sorry!" she gasped, steadying herself on one good heel and one sad, broken nub. "Shoe malfunction!"

The businessman gave her the kind of smile New Yorkers reserved for tourists and the clearly unhinged. 

"Happens to the best of us," he lied kindly, straightening his tie and moving several steps away.

Lana hobbled off the escalator like a wounded flamingo, her confidence somewhere around her ankles along with her dignity. The streets of Manhattan stretched before her like a marathon she hadn't trained for, and she had exactly twelve minutes to traverse fifteen blocks in broken shoes.

She ran anyway.

Well, "ran" was generous. It was more like an aggressive limp punctuated by muttered curses and the occasional prayer to whatever deity handled career catastrophes. Her feet screamed protests with each step, but Lana had survived worse. She'd survived her mother's dating advice, her ex-boyfriend's poetry phase, and a summer working at a Renaissance fair where she'd had to say "huzzah" unironically at least thirty times a day.

She could survive this.

The KingTech building rose before her like a glass and steel monument to everything she wasn't...sleek, successful, and probably worth more than her entire neighborhood. She limped toward the entrance, checking her phone for the time.

9:28 AM.

She'd made it. Barely, but she'd made it.

That's when the universe decided she was getting too cocky.

The collision happened in slow motion, the way car crashes and relationship endings always do. One moment she was congratulating herself on her miraculous punctuality, the next she was careening into what felt like a very expensive, very solid wall of human.

The wall was wearing a suit that probably cost more than her rent and holding what had been a very large coffee before it became a very large problem.

The coffee hit her like a caffeinated tsunami, soaking through her blouse with the efficiency of someone who'd clearly had practice ruining people's days. The liquid was still hot enough to make her gasp, and cold enough to make her nipples immediately file a formal complaint.

"Oh my God, I am so sorry," the human wall said, and his voice was the kind of deep, smooth baritone that belonged in whiskey commercials or confessionals...the kind that made women do stupid things like agree to second dates or sign mortgages with men they barely knew.

Lana looked up, blinking coffee out of her eyelashes, and felt her already-fragile grasp on the morning slip entirely.

He was stupidly handsome. Not regular handsome, not even "he's attractive if you like that type" handsome. He was the kind of handsome that made evolutionary biologists weep and romance novelists quit their day jobs. Dark hair that looked like he'd run his fingers through it, eyes the color of expensive chocolate, and a jawline that could've been used as a blueprint for superhero movies.

He was also looking at her with something between concern and amusement, his large hands hovering near her elbows like he wanted to steady her but wasn't sure if touching would constitute assault.

"Do you always weaponize your beverages," Lana asked, "or is this a special Thursday morning tradition?"

His mouth twitched...a movement so small she almost missed it, but there it was. The tiniest crack in what she was beginning to suspect was a very carefully maintained facade.

"It's actually my first time assaulting strangers with coffee," he said gravely. "I'm usually more of a tea person."

Despite everything...the broken shoe, the ruined blouse, the fact that her bra was now on full display through the transparent fabric like some kind of polka-dotted beacon of humiliation...Lana almost smiled.

Almost.

"Well, congratulations on branching out," she said, trying to wring coffee out of her sleeve and failing miserably. "Really broadening your horizons."

He was staring at her chest, and she was about to deliver a scathing commentary on men and their predictable behavior when she realized he wasn't staring at her chest with appreciation. He was staring with what looked suspiciously like horror.

She looked down and understood why.

Her white blouse had achieved a level of transparency that would've made a wet t-shirt contest organizer weep with joy. Her bra...a cheerful polka-dotted number she'd bought in a three-pack because it was on clearance...was putting on the performance of its lifetime.

"Oh, for the love of..." She crossed her arms over her chest and felt heat flood her cheeks. "This is just perfect. Really. The cherry on top of my disaster sundae."

Without a word, he shrugged out of his suit jacket...a movement so fluid it looked choreographed...and held it out to her.

"Here," he said simply.

Lana stared at the jacket like it might bite her. It was beautiful, obviously expensive, and probably worth more than everything in her closet combined. The kind of jacket that belonged to men who owned yachts and collected art and definitely didn't spill coffee on broke twenty-somethings in broken shoes.

"I can't," she said. "It's...that's probably designer. I'll ruin it."

"It's already ruined," he pointed out reasonably. "I'm the one who spilled coffee everywhere."

He had a point. A good point. But accepting help from strangers felt too much like charity, and Lana had spent most of her adult life perfecting the art of self-reliance, even when it was clearly working against her.

"I'm fine," she lied, her teeth chattering slightly. The morning air was cruel, and wet fabric in October was basically nature's way of suggesting you should've stayed in bed.

He raised an eyebrow...just one, which was somehow more devastating than if he'd raised both. "You're shivering."

"I'm not shivering. I'm... vibrating. With energy. Very different thing."

That almost-smile appeared again, and Lana felt something dangerous flutter in her chest. Something that had nothing to do with caffeine and everything to do with the way he was looking at her like she was a puzzle he actually wanted to solve.

"Right," he said, his voice dry as expensive wine. "My mistake."

He stepped closer...close enough that she could smell his cologne, something woody and complex that probably had a French name and cost more per ounce than her grocery budget...and gently draped the jacket over her shoulders.

His fingers brushed against her collarbone as he adjusted the fabric, and Lana felt her breath catch. The jacket was warm from his body heat and smelled like cedar and something indefinably masculine that made her want to bury her face in the fabric and take a very long, very inappropriate inhale.

"Better?" he asked, and his voice was closer now, quieter.

Lana nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The jacket engulfed her, the sleeves hanging past her fingertips, and she felt like a child playing dress-up in her father's clothes. Except this felt nothing like childhood games and everything like the kind of romantic comedy meet-cute that happened to other people. People with better timing and intact footwear.

"I have to go," she said finally, because standing there drowning in his scent and his unexpected kindness was only going to end with her doing something mortifying like asking for his number or confessing that she'd been having a run of bad luck that would make Job feel sympathetic.

"Interview?" he asked.

She looked at him sharply. "How did you..."

"Lucky guess. You look..." He paused, seeming to choose his words carefully. "Determined. Like you're either heading into battle or a job interview."

"Same thing, really." She started to shrug out of the jacket, but he caught her hands, stilling the movement.

"Keep it," he said. "For the interview."

His hands were warm and slightly callused, like he did more than push papers around a desk, and Lana found herself staring at the way her fingers looked small and pale against his darker skin.

"I can't keep your jacket," she protested. "I don't even know your name."

"Then we'll have to fix that," he said, and extended his hand with the formal precision of someone who'd been raised on etiquette and old money. "Alexander."

She took his hand, hyperaware of the way his fingers closed around hers. "Lana."

"Lana," he repeated, and something about the way he said her name...carefully, like he was tasting it...made her stomach do something acrobatic and entirely unprofessional.

"I really do have to go," she said, but she didn't let go of his hand. "I'm already late, and this interview is..." She paused, realizing she was about to complain about her potential boss to a complete stranger. "Important."

"What company?" Alexander asked.

"KingTech." She finally pulled her hand free and immediately missed the warmth. "I'm interviewing for an executive assistant position. Apparently the CEO is some kind of... well, let's just say the job posting mentioned 'demanding work environment' and 'thick skin required,' which is basically corporate speak for 'your boss is a nightmare and we're legally required to warn you.'"

Alexander's expression shifted, something unreadable flickering across his features. "Sounds challenging."

"Sounds like a paycheck," Lana said pragmatically. "And I need this job. Desperately. Like, 'eating ramen for the third week straight' desperately."

She was oversharing. She knew she was oversharing. But something about Alexander...maybe it was the way he'd given her his jacket without hesitation, or the way he was listening like her words actually mattered...made her want to tell him everything. Her fears, her dreams, her complete and utter terror that she was twenty-six years old and still had no idea what she was doing with her life.

"You'll do fine," he said, and he sounded like he actually meant it.

"How can you possibly know that?"

"Because," Alexander said, his eyes crinkling slightly at the corners, "anyone who can make conversation after being attacked by a stranger's coffee clearly has excellent crisis management skills. That's basically the entire job description for working with difficult executives."

Lana laughed...actually laughed...for the first time all morning. "Is that your professional opinion, Dr...?"

"Just Alexander," he said quickly. "And yes. Completely professional assessment."

She was flirting. She was definitely flirting with a stranger on the street while wearing his jacket and her polka-dot bra as outerwear. This was either the beginning of a romantic comedy or the start of a cautionary tale, and she wasn't sure which one she preferred.

"I should really..."

"Go," Alexander finished. "I know. But Lana?"

She turned back, her name on his lips doing that dangerous fluttering thing to her chest again.

"Good luck."

The elevator ride to the penthouse floor of KingTech felt like ascending to Mount Olympus, if Mount Olympus had been designed by someone with unlimited funds and a serious minimalism fetish. Everything was glass and chrome and the kind of expensive simplicity that screamed "we have so much money we don't need to prove it."

Lana caught her reflection in the elevator's mirrored wall and winced. Alexander's jacket hung on her like a very expensive tent, her hair looked like she'd been electrocuted, and her makeup had achieved the "recently escaped from a hostage situation" aesthetic.

But she smelled like cedar and ambition, and somehow that made her feel more confident than she had all morning.

The receptionist was exactly what Lana expected from a company that probably had a budget line for "attractive employees to make visitors feel inadequate." Tall, blonde, and put-together in a way that suggested she'd never had a wardrobe malfunction or eaten cereal for dinner.

"Can I help you?" the receptionist asked, her smile bright and sharp as a blade.

"I'm here for the nine-thirty interview," Lana said, trying to project confidence despite the fact that she was pretty sure she had coffee in her hair. "Lana Carter."

The receptionist's fingers flew over her keyboard with the efficiency of someone who could probably type while performing brain surgery. "Ah yes, Miss Carter. You're..." She paused, her eyes flicking over Lana's appearance. "Punctual."

It was the kind of compliment that felt like an insult, but Lana had worked retail long enough to recognize passive aggression when she heard it.

"Traffic," Lana said simply, because explaining the morning's disasters would take longer than the interview itself.

"Of course. Mr. King will see you now."

Lana's blood went cold. "Mr. King?"

"The CEO," the receptionist clarified, like Lana was particularly slow. "He likes to personally interview all executive assistant candidates. Quality control, you understand."

No, Lana didn't understand. She didn't understand at all. CEOs of major tech companies didn't personally interview administrative staff. They had HR departments and layers of management and better things to do than chat with desperate twenty-somethings in borrowed jackets.

But she followed the receptionist through a maze of glass offices filled with beautiful people doing important-looking things on expensive computers. Everything was open concept and aggressively modern, the kind of workplace that belonged in magazines about innovation and the future of business.

The receptionist stopped in front of a door that was larger and more imposing than the others, made of dark wood that probably came from trees that had been personally blessed by environmental activists.

"He's waiting for you," she said, her smile never wavering.

Lana took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and knocked.

"Come in."

The voice was familiar. Impossibly, ridiculously familiar.

Lana opened the door and stepped into an office that belonged in architectural magazines, all floor-to-ceiling windows and carefully curated modern art. And behind a desk that looked like it had been carved from a single piece of granite sat the most beautiful man she'd ever seen.

Alexander.

Coffee-spilling, jacket-lending, impossibly-handsome Alexander.

Who was apparently the CEO of KingTech.

Who was apparently her potential boss.

Who was apparently looking at her with the same expression she imagined she was wearing...a mixture of surprise, horror, and something that might have been amusement if the situation weren't so completely, utterly insane.

"Miss Carter," he said, his voice carefully neutral. "Please, have a seat."

Lana stared at him. Then at the chair he was indicating. Then back at him.

"You're Alexander King," she said, because sometimes stating the obvious was the only way to make reality make sense.

"I am."

"The CEO of KingTech."

"Also correct."

"The demanding boss with the God complex."

His eyebrow rose again...that same devastating single eyebrow that had been making her stomach do gymnastics on the street. "I prefer to think of myself as detail-oriented."

Lana sat down heavily in the leather chair, which was probably worth more than her car. "This is not happening."

"I'm afraid it is."

She buried her face in her hands, which was a mistake because now she smelled like his cologne and her own humiliation. "I called you a nightmare. To your face. While wearing your jacket."

"You also said I had a God complex," Alexander pointed out helpfully. "Don't forget that part."

Lana looked up at him through her fingers. "Are you enjoying this?"

"More than I probably should," he admitted, and there was that almost-smile again, the one that made her forget why getting involved with her potential boss was a terrible idea.

"I should go," she said, starting to stand. "This is... I mean, there's no way you can hire me now. I've seen you in crisis mode. I know you're human. That's probably against company policy."

"Sit down, Lana."

The way he said her name...with quiet authority and something warmer underneath...made her sink back into the chair without thinking.

"Better," he said approvingly. "Now, let's discuss your qualifications."

"My qualifications?" Lana stared at him. "I just told you that you have a God complex. I'm wearing your jacket because I flashed you my bra. My shoe is broken and my hair looks like I fought a tornado and lost. What part of this says 'qualified candidate' to you?"

Alexander leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him, and Lana was struck by how comfortable he looked. How in control. Like spilling coffee on strangers and then discovering they were interviewing to work for him was just another Thursday morning.

"You want to know what I see?" he asked.

"I'm afraid to ask."

"I see someone who, when faced with a series of increasingly ridiculous obstacles, kept going. Someone who can make a joke while dripping wet and probably hypothermic. Someone who turned down help when she needed it because she's too proud to accept charity, then graciously accepted it when it was offered with respect."

Lana felt heat rise in her cheeks. "You're making me sound a lot more impressive than I am."

"Am I?" Alexander tilted his head, studying her with the intensity of someone who was used to reading people for a living. "Because from where I'm sitting, I see someone who just convinced me to hire her before she even sat down."

"I...what?"

"The job is yours, Lana," he said simply. "If you want it."

She stared at him, waiting for the punchline or the hidden camera or the alarm clock that would wake her up from this fever dream of a morning.

"Just like that?"

"Just like that."

"But don't you want to ask me about my experience? My references? My five-year plan?"

Alexander's smile was small but genuine, and it transformed his entire face from intimidating CEO to something much more dangerous. "I think I've learned everything I need to know about you."

Lana looked down at herself...coffee-stained, broken-shoed, drowning in his jacket...and then back at him.

"You realize I'm a disaster, right?" she said. "Like, professionally speaking. This morning is not an anomaly. This is my life."

"Good," Alexander said, and his eyes were warm with something that made her stomach flip. "I find disasters much more interesting than perfection."

And despite everything...the humiliation, the impossibility of the situation, the fact that she was pretty sure accepting this job was going to complicate her life in ways she couldn't even imagine...Lana found herself smiling back.

"When do I start?"
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Chapter Two: Welcome to the Lion's Den (And Other Corporate Euphemisms)
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Lana Carter was beginning to suspect she'd died in that coffee collision and this was some elaborate form of purgatory designed specifically for people who made terrible life choices while wearing discount footwear.

She sat in KingTech's HR office...a pristine white space that looked like it had been sanitized by angels...trying to process the words that had just come out of Melissa Chen's perfectly glossed mouth.

"I'm sorry," Lana said slowly, "but did you just say I got the job?"

Melissa smiled with the kind of professional warmth that probably came with a manual and quarterly performance reviews. She was beautiful in the way that successful corporate women always seemed to be...effortlessly put-together, with cheekbones that could cut glass and a wardrobe that whispered rather than screamed its expense.

"Yes, Miss Carter. Congratulations. Mr. King was quite... enthusiastic about your interview."

Enthusiastic. That was one way to describe whatever had happened in Alexander's office, though Lana was pretty sure "surreal disaster followed by inexplicable job offer" would have been more accurate.

"He was enthusiastic about hiring someone who spilled coffee all over herself and flashed him her underwear?" Lana asked, because apparently her filter had died along with her dignity that morning.

Melissa's smile widened slightly, revealing perfectly straight teeth that had probably never known the shame of discount dental work. "Mr. King has always appreciated... unconventional approaches to problem-solving."

"I wouldn't exactly call accidentally exposing myself a problem-solving technique."

"Wouldn't you?" Melissa tilted her head, and there was something almost predatory in the gesture. "You needed a job. You got his attention. You're now employed. Seems fairly effective to me."

Lana stared at her, trying to decide if she was being complimented or subtly insulted. With people like Melissa...people who belonged in boardrooms and charity galas...it was often impossible to tell.

"The position comes with a substantial salary," Melissa continued, sliding a folder across the desk with movements so smooth they looked choreographed. "Full benefits, stock options, and direct access to one of the most powerful men in tech. Most women would consider themselves quite fortunate."

There was something in the way she said "most women" that made Lana's spine straighten. A slight emphasis that felt like a test or a warning, though she couldn't decide which.

"I do feel fortunate," Lana said carefully. "Just... surprised. This morning didn't exactly go according to plan."

"The best opportunities rarely do." Melissa's smile never wavered, but her eyes were sharp as a blade. "You'll start Monday. Eight-thirty sharp. Mr. King values punctuality."

Lana thought about her broken alarm clock, her deceased phone, and her general relationship with time management, and felt her stomach drop. "Of course he does."

"He also values discretion," Melissa added, her voice dropping slightly. "KingTech is a high-profile company. Mr. King is a very... visible public figure. We expect our employees to conduct themselves with appropriate professionalism at all times."

The subtext was clear: Don't embarrass us. Don't embarrass him. Don't do anything that would end up in gossip columns or trending on social media.

"Understood," Lana said, though she was beginning to wonder what she'd gotten herself into.

Melissa handed her a sleek black folder embossed with the KingTech logo. "Your paperwork, building access, and employee handbook. I trust you'll review everything thoroughly before Monday."

"Absolutely." Lana tucked the folder under her arm like it contained state secrets instead of health insurance information.

"Oh, and Miss Carter?" Melissa's voice stopped her as she reached the door. "A word of advice? Alexander King is a brilliant man, but he's also a very busy one. Don't mistake professional interest for personal attention. That kind of... confusion... rarely ends well."

The warning hit like a slap of cold air, and Lana felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I'm not...I wouldn't..."

"Of course not," Melissa said smoothly. "I'm simply speaking from experience. Welcome to the team."



Lana's phone rang before she'd even made it to the elevator.

"Tell me everything," Jess demanded without preamble. "And I mean everything. What was he wearing? How did he smell? Did you accidentally marry him? Because if you accidentally married him, I need to know so I can start planning the divorce party."

"I got the job," Lana said, stepping into the elevator and watching the floor numbers descend like a countdown to reality.

Jess screamed so loudly that three businessmen in expensive suits turned to stare. Lana smiled apologetically and pressed the phone closer to her ear.

"You got the job working for Alexander King," Jess said when she'd finished celebrating. "Do you understand what this means?"

"That I'm about to make a fool of myself in increasingly creative ways?"

"No. Well, yes, probably. But also that you're about to work for one of the most eligible bachelors in New York. Do you know what Forbes called him last year? 'The thinking woman's fantasy.' Direct quote."

Lana groaned. "He's my boss, Jess. My boss. As in, the person who can fire me if I so much as look at him wrong."

"Details," Jess waved off. "The important thing is that you're going to be in close proximity to all that masculine perfection on a daily basis. We need to prepare."

"Prepare for what?"

"For not spontaneously combusting every time he asks you to schedule a meeting."

Lana had to admit, that was a valid concern.

***
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Monday morning arrived with all the subtlety of a natural disaster. Lana had spent the weekend reading through the employee handbook (twice), researching Alexander King's business history (fascinating and slightly intimidating), and practicing walking in heels without looking like a newborn giraffe (unsuccessful).

She'd also spent an embarrassing amount of time googling "how to be professional around attractive boss" and "corporate etiquette for people who don't know corporate etiquette," which led her down a rabbit hole of articles about workplace harassment policies and the dangers of office romances.

By Sunday night, she was convinced she was going to accidentally sexually harass her boss simply by existing in the same building.

She arrived at KingTech at eight-fifteen, which she considered a personal victory given her track record with punctuality. The lobby was already bustling with beautiful, competent-looking people who probably had their lives together and owned matching furniture.

"Miss Carter?" A tall man with perfect posture and a smile that belonged in dental commercials appeared at her elbow. "I'm Marcus Webb, Mr. King's senior assistant. He's asked me to show you around."

Marcus looked like he'd been designed by a committee tasked with creating the perfect corporate second-in-command. Impeccably dressed, impossibly organized, and radiating the kind of calm efficiency that made Lana feel like a caffeinated hummingbird by comparison.

"Senior assistant?" Lana asked as they headed toward the elevators. "How many assistants does he have?"

"You'll be his third," Marcus said smoothly. "Though the other two handle more specialized functions. International communications, primarily, and technical project coordination. You'll be handling his immediate daily needs."

Immediate daily needs. That sounded either very professional or very personal, and Lana wasn't sure which possibility made her more nervous.

The executive floor was even more intimidating than she remembered. Glass offices lined a central corridor, each one occupied by someone who looked like they belonged on the cover of Business Weekly. The air hummed with the kind of focused energy that came from very important people doing very important things with very large sums of money.

"Mr. King's office is at the end," Marcus said, guiding her past a conference room where a meeting was already in progress. "Your desk will be just outside, so you can manage his schedule and screen his calls."

They passed a corner office where a woman was pacing behind floor-to-ceiling windows, gesturing animatedly at someone on speakerphone. She was stunning in the way that made magazine editors weep...tall, elegant, with platinum blonde hair that fell in perfect waves and a figure that belonged in couture advertisements.

"Who's that?" Lana asked, trying to sound casual.

Marcus's expression tightened almost imperceptibly. "Victoria Ashworth. She handles our merger and acquisition strategies."

"She looks..." Lana searched for the right word. "Intense."

"Victoria is very good at her job," Marcus said diplomatically, which wasn't really an answer at all.

They reached the end of the corridor, where a sleek desk sat positioned like a fortress wall in front of Alexander's office. The workspace was pristine, organized, and came equipped with multiple monitors, a phone system that looked like it could launch missiles, and a view of Manhattan that probably cost more per square foot than most people's apartments.

"This is yours," Marcus said, gesturing to the setup. "Computer passwords are in the folder, phone system instructions are bookmarked, and there's a complete contact database already loaded. Mr. King's calendar is synced to your computer, and you'll have full access to his scheduling system."

Lana nodded, trying to look like she wasn't internally panicking about the level of responsibility being casually dropped in her lap.

"He usually arrives around nine," Marcus continued, "takes his first meeting at nine-thirty, and prefers his coffee black with one sugar. There's a machine in the break room, but he usually gets his from the place downstairs. The barista knows his order."

Of course he had a barista who knew his order. Probably the same barista who made the latte that had started this whole surreal chain of events.

"Any questions?" Marcus asked.

About a thousand, but Lana settled for, "What happened to the last assistant?"

Marcus's smile became strained. "She found a position that was a better fit for her skill set."

That was corporate speak for "she quit" or "she was fired," and Lana wasn't sure which possibility was more concerning.

"Don't worry," Marcus added, apparently reading her expression. "Mr. King is demanding but fair. As long as you're competent and professional, you'll do fine."

Competent and professional. Two qualities Lana was still working on mastering.

"He's here," Marcus said suddenly, glancing toward the elevator bank.

Sure enough, Alexander King was striding down the corridor with the kind of confident purpose that made people step aside without thinking. He wore a navy suit that fit him like it had been cut by angels, and his dark hair was slightly disheveled in a way that suggested he'd been running his fingers through it.

He was talking to Victoria Ashworth, who had emerged from her office and was matching his pace with predatory grace. She was even more stunning up close, with the kind of bone structure that belonged in art museums and eyes the color of expensive sapphires.

"Alexander," she was saying, her voice carrying the slight accent of someone who'd been educated at very expensive European schools, "the Milano acquisition is moving faster than expected. We should discuss terms tonight. Over dinner."

Alexander's response was too quiet to hear, but Victoria laughed...a sound like expensive champagne being poured...and placed her hand on his arm with casual familiarity.

Lana felt something unpleasant twist in her stomach. Something that felt suspiciously like jealousy, which was ridiculous because she'd known Alexander for exactly one week and most of that time had been spent in various states of humiliation.

"Good morning, Lana," Alexander said as he approached, and the way he said her name...warm, personal, like they shared some private joke...made her forget about Victoria entirely.

"Good morning, Mr. King," she replied, proud of herself for sounding professional instead of breathless.

"Alexander," he corrected gently. "We talked about this."

Victoria's gaze sharpened, her eyes moving between them with the calculating interest of someone who made a living reading people and situations.

"And you must be the new assistant," Victoria said, extending a perfectly manicured hand. "Victoria Ashworth. I handle M&A."

Her handshake was firm, confident, and somehow managed to convey both welcome and warning in a single gesture.

"Lana Carter," Lana replied, trying to match Victoria's poise and probably failing spectacularly.

"How interesting," Victoria murmured, her smile sharp as a blade. "I don't think I've seen you around before. Are you new to the corporate world?"

It was a polite question wrapped around a subtle insult, and Lana felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I'm new to KingTech, yes."

"How refreshing," Victoria said, her tone suggesting it was anything but. "There's something so charming about fresh faces and... enthusiasm."

The way she said "enthusiasm" made it sound like a communicable disease.

"Victoria," Alexander said, his voice carrying a note of warning that made her smile widen.

"Of course, darling. I'll let you get settled." She turned to Lana with predatory politeness. "I'm sure we'll be seeing a lot of each other. I spend quite a bit of time in Alexander's office."

The subtext was clear: This is my territory. You're just visiting.

Victoria clicked away on heels that probably cost more than Lana's monthly rent, leaving behind the faint scent of expensive perfume and barely concealed hostility.

"Don't mind Victoria," Alexander said quietly, moving closer to Lana's desk. "She's... protective of her professional relationships."

Professional relationships. Right. Because that hand on his arm and the dinner invitation had felt purely professional.

"She seems lovely," Lana lied.

Alexander's mouth quirked upward. "She's brilliant at her job. But she can be... intense."

Intense was one word for it. Lana could think of several others, none of them appropriate for workplace conversation.

"Should I get you coffee?" she asked, eager to change the subject and prove she could be useful for something other than accidentally providing entertainment.

"That would be perfect," Alexander said, and his smile was warm enough to make her forget about Victoria's territorial display. "Black, one sugar. The place downstairs knows the order."

As he disappeared into his office, Lana sank into her chair and tried to process what had just happened. She'd been on the job for exactly ten minutes and had already encountered what was clearly going to be her first major obstacle: a beautiful, powerful woman who obviously had history with Alexander and saw Lana as some kind of threat.

The ridiculous part was that Victoria was right to be concerned, because despite all of Lana's rational thoughts about professionalism and appropriate workplace behavior, she was already half in love with her boss.

And if the way he'd smiled at her was any indication, the feeling might not be entirely one-sided.

This job was going to be either the best thing that had ever happened to her or a complete disaster.

Possibly both.
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Chapter Three: Office Politics and Other Contact Sports
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If Lana had known that working for Alexander King would involve this much sexual tension, she would have worn different underwear.

Not that she was planning on anyone seeing her underwear. Again. But three days into her new job, she was beginning to suspect that Alexander had some kind of supernatural ability to make even the most innocent interactions feel like foreplay.

Take this morning, for instance. She'd been innocently organizing his calendar when he'd leaned over her shoulder to point out a scheduling conflict, and suddenly the entire office smelled like cedar and sin, and she was having very unprofessional thoughts about what those long fingers might feel like tracing patterns on her skin instead of across her computer screen.

"The Milano meeting needs to be moved," he'd murmured, his breath warm against her ear. "Victoria's flying in Thursday instead of Friday."

Of course Victoria was flying in. Because apparently the universe had decided that Lana's life needed more beautiful, territorial women who looked at Alexander like he was a particularly appetizing piece of dark chocolate.

"I'll reschedule," Lana had managed, proud of herself for forming complete sentences while his cologne was systematically destroying her ability to think coherently.

"Thank you," he'd said, and his hand had briefly touched her shoulder...a gesture so casual it should have been meaningless, except her skin had burned for an hour afterward.

Now it was Wednesday afternoon, and Lana was beginning to understand why Alexander's previous assistants had either quit or been transferred. Not because he was difficult to work for...quite the opposite, actually. He was considerate, brilliant, and had a dry sense of humor that caught her off guard at least three times a day.

No, the problem was that working in close proximity to Alexander King was like trying to function normally while standing next to a bonfire. Eventually, you were going to get burned.

"Miss Carter?" Marcus appeared at her desk with the kind of expression that suggested something was about to go very wrong. "Mr. King would like to see you in his office."

Lana glanced at the clock. Three-thirty. Alexander was supposed to be in meetings until five.

"Is everything okay?" she asked, already standing and smoothing down her skirt...a navy number that Jess had insisted was "professional but not nun-like."

Marcus's smile was strained. "There's been a... situation."

Lana's stomach dropped. "What kind of situation?"

"The kind that involves the New York Post, a photographer with a telephoto lens, and some very interesting speculation about Mr. King's personal life."

Oh no. Oh no, no, no.

She knocked on Alexander's office door and entered to find him standing behind his desk, his jaw tight with barely controlled anger. His laptop was open to what looked like a gossip website, and even from across the room, Lana could see a photograph that made her blood run cold.

It was her. And Alexander. From Monday morning, outside the building. The photo had been taken from across the street, but it was clear enough to show Alexander draping his jacket over her shoulders, their faces close together, her hand on his chest.

The headline read: "TECH TITAN'S MYSTERY WOMAN: Alexander King's Secret Romance?"

"Oh my God," Lana breathed, sinking into the chair across from his desk. "This is bad. This is really, really bad."

Alexander's expression softened slightly. "It's not your fault."

"Isn't it?" Lana gestured at the screen. "I'm the one who crashed into you. I'm the one who..." She stopped, realizing what she was about to say.

"Who what?" His voice was quiet, but there was something dangerous in it. Something that made her pulse quicken.

"Who can't seem to stop making a fool of herself around you," she finished weakly.

Alexander moved around the desk with predatory grace, and suddenly he was standing much too close, his dark eyes fixed on her face with an intensity that made her forget how to breathe.

"Is that what you think you're doing?" he asked, his voice low. "Making a fool of yourself?"

Lana stared up at him, acutely aware that she was still sitting while he towered over her, that her heart was beating so hard he could probably hear it, that if she stood up now they would be close enough to...

"Yes," she whispered, because lying seemed safer than admitting the truth: that she was falling for him so hard and fast it felt like free fall, and she had no idea how to make it stop.

Alexander's hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing across her cheekbone with devastating gentleness. "Then you're not paying attention."

The kiss happened so quickly that Lana didn't have time to think, to protest, to remember all the reasons why this was a terrible idea. One moment she was drowning in the intensity of his gaze, and the next his mouth was on hers, warm and demanding and absolutely perfect.

She made a sound...half gasp, half whimper...and suddenly she was standing, her hands fisted in the front of his shirt, pulling him closer even as some distant part of her brain screamed that this was insane, that they were in his office, that anyone could walk in.

Alexander kissed like he did everything else...with complete focus and devastating competence. His hands tangled in her hair, tilting her head back so he could deepen the kiss, and Lana felt herself melting against him like she was made of something far less substantial than flesh and bone.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing hard, Lana stared up at him in shock.

"We can't," she said, even as her body was arguing very persuasively for the opposite position.

"Can't what?" Alexander's voice was rough, his eyes dark with want.

"This. Us. Whatever this is." She gestured helplessly between them. "You're my boss. I work for you. There are rules about this sort of thing."

"Fuck the rules," Alexander said, and the profanity sounded shockingly intimate coming from his usually controlled mouth.

"Easy for you to say," Lana shot back, stepping away from him and immediately missing his warmth. "You own the company. I'm just the assistant who can't walk through a lobby without causing a scandal."

Alexander's expression darkened. "You are not 'just' anything."

"Aren't I?" Lana laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Come on, Alexander. Look at me. Really look at me. I'm nobody special. I buy my clothes at Target, I live in a studio apartment with a roommate, and my biggest professional achievement before this job was successfully not getting fired from Starbucks for six months."

"And yet," Alexander said quietly, "you're the most interesting woman I've met in years."

The sincerity in his voice nearly undid her, but Lana forced herself to stay strong. "That photo is going to be everywhere by tomorrow. People are going to start asking questions. About me, about us, about what I'm doing here."

"Let them ask."

"You don't mean that."

Alexander stepped closer again, and this time Lana didn't retreat. "Try me."

There was a sharp knock on the door, and they sprang apart like guilty teenagers. Alexander ran a hand through his hair, trying to restore some semblance of professional composure, while Lana frantically checked her reflection in the glass wall to make sure she didn't look thoroughly kissed.

"Come in," Alexander called, his voice admirably steady.

Victoria Ashworth glided into the office like a predator who'd scented blood. She was dressed in a cream-colored suit that probably cost more than Lana's monthly salary, and her smile was sharp enough to perform surgery.

"Alexander, darling," she purred, crossing the room with fluid grace. "I saw the most interesting article online. Something about mystery women and secret romances?" Her gaze flicked to Lana with barely concealed malice. "How... unfortunate."

"Victoria," Alexander's voice carried a warning that would have made smart people retreat.

Victoria was apparently not smart people.

"Of course, these things happen," she continued, settling gracefully into the chair next to Lana like she belonged there. "Especially when one is... inexperienced in handling media attention. I'm sure Miss Carter had no idea that being seen with you would cause such a stir."

The condescension in her voice made Lana's teeth clench, but she forced herself to remain calm. This was exactly the kind of situation that required diplomacy, not the kind of explosive honesty that had gotten her into trouble her entire life.

"It was an unfortunate coincidence," Lana said carefully.

Victoria's smile widened. "Oh, I'm sure it was. Though I have to say, the photograph is quite... intimate. The way Alexander is looking at you, the protective gesture with the jacket..." She turned to Alexander with predatory interest. "Almost like something from a romance novel."

Alexander's jaw tightened. "Is there a point to this conversation, Victoria?"

"Only that I'm concerned about the potential impact on KingTech's reputation," Victoria said smoothly. "You know how the media loves to create scandals where none exist. And with the Milano acquisition so close to completion..."

She let the implication hang in the air like a threat.

"The Milano acquisition has nothing to do with my personal life," Alexander said coldly.

"Doesn't it?" Victoria tilted her head with false innocence. "Giovanni Milano is quite traditional in his business practices. Very family-oriented, very concerned with propriety. I'd hate for him to get the wrong impression about your... management style."

Lana felt her stomach drop. She knew what Victoria was really saying: that her presence, her connection to Alexander, could jeopardize a multimillion-dollar deal.

"Perhaps," Victoria continued, "it would be best if Miss Carter took some time off. Just until the media attention dies down. I'd be happy to handle Alexander's immediate needs in the interim."

I'll bet you would, Lana thought grimly.

"That won't be necessary," Alexander said, his voice like steel.

Victoria's mask slipped slightly, revealing something cold and calculated underneath. "Alexander, be reasonable. This girl is clearly out of her depth. She's already caused one scandal, and she's been here less than a week. How many more mistakes can you afford?"

The words hit like physical blows, and Lana felt heat flood her cheeks. Because Victoria wasn't wrong, was she? Lana had caused problems from day one. The coffee incident, the photograph, and now this...whatever this was between her and Alexander that was definitely going to complicate everything.

"You're right," Lana said quietly, standing up from her chair. Both Alexander and Victoria turned to look at her in surprise. "I should go."

"Lana," Alexander's voice was sharp with warning.

"No, she's right," Lana continued, proud of how steady her voice sounded even as her heart was breaking. "I'm out of my depth. I don't know how to handle photographers or media attention or multimillion-dollar business deals. I don't belong here."

She moved toward the door, but Alexander caught her arm, his grip gentle but firm.

"Don't," he said quietly, his eyes intense with something that made her chest tight. "Don't let her win."

Lana looked back at Victoria, who was watching their interaction with the satisfied expression of someone who'd just played a winning hand.

"Maybe she already has," Lana said softly.

But as she reached the door, she turned back one more time, meeting Victoria's triumphant gaze with steel in her own.

"Oh, and Victoria?" Lana's voice was honey-sweet and absolutely lethal. "That photograph? The one where Alexander is looking at me like I'm something precious? You're right...it does look like something from a romance novel. The kind where the heroine gets the guy in the end."

Victoria's smile faltered.

"Sweet dreams," Lana added, and walked out with her head held high, leaving behind a stunned silence and the lingering scent of her drugstore perfume mixing with the expensive air of corporate power.

She made it all the way to the elevator before she started shaking.

But as the doors closed and she caught her reflection in the polished steel, Lana realized something important: for the first time in her life, she'd stood up to someone who was trying to intimidate her.

And it felt almost as good as Alexander's kiss had tasted.

Almost.
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Chapter Four: After Hours and Other Professional Hazards

[image: ]




Lana had always prided herself on being a reasonably intelligent woman, but apparently intelligence went out the window when faced with six feet of frustrated billionaire showing up at your apartment at nine o'clock on a Wednesday night.

She opened the door to find Alexander King standing in her hallway like he belonged there, still wearing his work clothes but with his tie loosened and his sleeves rolled up in a way that should have been illegal in all fifty states.

"We need to talk," he said without preamble, his dark eyes intense with something that made her pulse skip.

"About what?" Lana asked, though she was pretty sure they both knew exactly what they needed to talk about.

"About the fact that you walked out of my office today like some kind of martyred saint, and I've spent the last six hours thinking about all the ways I want to prove to you that you're wrong."

Heat flooded through her at his words, but she forced herself to maintain some semblance of sanity. "Alexander, you can't be here. If someone sees you..."

"I don't give a damn who sees me," he said, stepping closer until she could smell his cologne and see the flecks of gold in his dark eyes. "Do you want to know what I give a damn about?"

She shouldn't ask. She really, really shouldn't ask. "What?"

"The way you taste," he said quietly, and her knees nearly gave out. "The sound you made when I kissed you. The fact that I've been hard for you since Monday morning and it's starting to affect my ability to concentrate on anything that isn't getting you naked."

"Oh my God," Lana breathed, gripping the doorframe for support. "You can't just say things like that."

"Why not?" Alexander's mouth curved in a smile that was pure sin. "It's the truth."

"Because..." She struggled to find words that weren't just incoherent whimpering. "Because you're my boss, and this is crazy, and Victoria was right about me being out of my depth."

Alexander's expression darkened at the mention of Victoria's name. "Fuck Victoria."

"I'd rather not," Lana said before she could stop herself, and then immediately turned red. "I mean..."

Alexander laughed, and the sound was low and rough and did absolutely devastating things to her self-control. "Can I come in, Lana? Because I'm about thirty seconds away from kissing you against this door, and I'm pretty sure your neighbors don't need that kind of entertainment."

Against her better judgment...and the increasingly frantic warnings from her brain...Lana stepped aside and let him into her tiny studio apartment.

He looked around with interest, taking in the mismatched furniture, the string lights she'd hung to make the place feel less like a shoe box, and the stack of romance novels on her nightstand that she really hoped he wouldn't notice.

"It's not much," she said defensively.

"It's perfect," Alexander said, and he sounded like he meant it. "It's very... you."

"Cramped and chaotic?"

"Warm," he corrected, turning to face her. "Genuine. Real."

The way he was looking at her...like she was something precious and rare instead of a disaster in discount clothing...made her chest tight with emotions she wasn't ready to name.

"Alexander," she said carefully, "what are we doing here?"

"I don't know," he admitted, running a hand through his hair. "All I know is that I can't stop thinking about you. About us. About what it would be like if we stopped pretending this is just professional attraction."

"It has to be just professional attraction," Lana said, though even she didn't sound convinced. "You're Alexander King. You're rich and powerful and sophisticated, and I'm..."

"Perfect," he interrupted, stepping closer. "You're perfect."

"I'm really not." She backed up until she hit the kitchen counter, her heart hammering against her ribs. "I'm a mess, Alexander. I can barely keep a plant alive, I eat cereal for dinner, and I once got lost in my own neighborhood."

"And yet," Alexander said, caging her against the counter with his arms, "you're the only woman who's ever made me forget about a board meeting because I was too busy thinking about the way you laugh."

His face was inches from hers now, close enough that she could see the way his pupils had dilated, could feel the heat radiating from his body.

"This is insane," she whispered.

"Completely," he agreed, his thumb tracing along her jawline. "Are you going to tell me to stop?"

She should. She absolutely should. This was her boss, her billionaire boss, and she was just the assistant who couldn't go three days without causing some kind of scandal.

Instead, she reached up and fisted her hands in his shirt, pulling him down until his mouth was a breath away from hers.

"Don't you dare," she said.

The kiss was different this time...hungrier, more desperate, like they were both drowning and the only air was in each other's lungs. Alexander's hands tangled in her hair, tilting her head back so he could kiss her deeper, and Lana made a sound that was half moan, half prayer.

She could taste the coffee he'd had after dinner, could feel the slight roughness of his five o'clock shadow against her skin, and when his tongue swept against hers, she forgot her own name.

"Lana," he breathed against her mouth, and the way he said it...rough and wanting and like it was the only word that mattered...made her entire body catch fire.

His hands moved to her waist, lifting her easily onto the counter, and suddenly she was at eye level with him, her legs on either side of his hips. The position was intimate, dangerous, and when he pressed closer, she could feel exactly how much he wanted her.

"Tell me to stop," he said, his voice strained. "Tell me this is a bad idea and I'll walk away right now."

Instead, Lana wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer, loving the way his breath caught, the way his control seemed to fracture at the edges.

"The only bad idea," she said, her voice husky with want, "would be stopping now."

Alexander's restraint snapped. His mouth crashed against hers with a hunger that made her previous experiences feel like pale imitations of passion. His hands roamed her body with reverent desperation, like he was trying to memorize every curve, every reaction.

When his lips moved to her throat, trailing hot kisses along the sensitive skin there, Lana arched against him with a gasp that was purely instinctive.

"You have no idea," Alexander murmured against her neck, "what you do to me."

She could feel what she did to him, pressed hard and insistent against her thigh, and the knowledge that she...ordinary, disaster-prone Lana Carter...could affect someone like Alexander King this way was intoxicating.

His hands found the hem of her sweater, and she lifted her arms to help him pull it over her head. The cool air hit her skin, but Alexander's gaze was like fire, taking in the simple black bra she wore with an appreciation that made her feel like she was wearing the finest lingerie.

"Beautiful," he said simply, and then his mouth was on her collarbone, her shoulder, the sensitive spot just above her breast that made her gasp and dig her fingers into his shoulders.

She fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, her hands shaking slightly with anticipation and desire. When she finally got it open and could run her palms over the warm, solid muscle of his chest, Alexander groaned low in his throat.

"Bedroom?" he asked, his voice rough.

Lana glanced toward her bed...barely ten feet away in the studio apartment...and suddenly felt self-conscious. Her bed was small, covered with a comforter she'd bought on sale, nothing like what someone like Alexander was probably used to.

He must have sensed her hesitation because he cupped her face in his hands, forcing her to meet his eyes.

"Hey," he said softly. "It's just me. Just us."

Just us. Like they were equals in this moment, like the billions of dollars and corporate power didn't matter, like she wasn't just the assistant who'd stumbled into his life by accident.

"Just us," she repeated, and let him lift her down from the counter.

They moved toward the bed together, hands and mouths never quite separating, a tangle of want and whispered endearments and clothing that seemed to disappear with magical efficiency.

When Alexander laid her down on the soft comforter, his eyes dark with desire and something deeper, Lana felt beautiful for the first time in her life. Not pretty or cute or any of the pale compliments she'd received before, but genuinely, powerfully beautiful.

"Are you sure?" he asked, hovering over her, his self-control hanging by a thread.

In answer, she pulled him down to her, claiming his mouth with a kiss that left no room for doubt.

What followed was a symphony of sensation...Alexander's hands and mouth mapping every inch of her skin like he was trying to memorize her, the way he whispered her name like a prayer, the exquisite tension that built between them until she was trembling with need.

When he finally joined with her, moving with a gentleness that gradually gave way to passion, Lana understood why people wrote poetry about moments like this. It wasn't just physical...though God, the physical was incredible. It was the way he looked at her like she was everything he'd ever wanted, the way he murmured endearments against her skin, the way they moved together like they'd been made for this.

Afterward, as they lay tangled in her sheets, Alexander's arm around her waist and her head on his chest, Lana felt like she was living in someone else's life. Someone braver, more confident, someone who deserved to wake up next to Alexander King.

"That was..." she began, then trailed off, not sure how to finish.

"Perfect," Alexander said, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "That was perfect."

They lay in comfortable silence for a while, Lana tracing lazy patterns on Alexander's chest while he played with her hair. It felt domestic, intimate in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the quiet contentment of being exactly where you belonged.

"What happens now?" Lana asked eventually, because reality had a way of intruding even on perfect moments.

Alexander was quiet for so long that she thought he might have fallen asleep. Then he spoke, his voice thoughtful.

"Now we figure out how to make this work."

"This being...?"

"Us," he said simply. "You and me. Whatever this is between us."

Lana lifted her head to look at him. "Alexander, be realistic. I'm your assistant. You're my boss. There are a dozen reasons why this is complicated."

"Name one that matters more than how I feel about you."

The sincerity in his voice made her chest tight. "The media. Victoria. Your business deals. My complete lack of experience with any of this."

"The media will get bored and move on to the next story," Alexander said, his fingers still stroking her hair. "Victoria can go fuck herself. My business deals are just that...business. And as for your experience..." He smiled, and there was something wicked in it. "I'm more than happy to help you gain some."

Heat flooded through her at his words, but she forced herself to stay focused. "What about the Milano acquisition? Victoria said..."

"Victoria says a lot of things," Alexander interrupted. "Most of them designed to manipulate people into doing what she wants. Giovanni Milano is a businessman, not a monk. He'll care about profits, not gossip."

"And if he doesn't?"

Alexander was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was serious. "Then we'll deal with it. Together."

Together. The word settled in her chest like a warm glow, pushing back the anxiety that had been her constant companion since she'd started working at KingTech.

"I'm scared," she admitted.

"Of what?"

"Of screwing this up. Of not being enough. Of waking up tomorrow and realizing this was all some kind of fever dream."

Alexander shifted, rolling over so he was looking down at her, his dark eyes intense in the dim light from her string lights.

"Listen to me," he said, his voice firm. "You are more than enough. You're intelligent, funny, brave, and you make me want to be better than I am. And this?" He gestured between them. "This is real. More real than anything I've felt in years."

He kissed her then, slow and deep and full of promise, and Lana felt her fears start to melt away. Because maybe this was crazy, and maybe it was complicated, but it was also right in a way that nothing else had ever been.

When they broke apart, both breathing hard, Alexander smiled that devastating smile that had been making her knees weak since day one.

"Besides," he said, his voice husky with renewed desire, "I haven't even begun to show you how much I want you."

"Oh really?" Lana arched an eyebrow, feeling bold and powerful and completely unlike herself. "Prove it."

Alexander's grin was pure wickedness. "Challenge accepted."

And as he proceeded to prove it...thoroughly, creatively, and with a dedication that left her breathless and boneless and completely convinced that maybe fairy tales could happen to ordinary girls after all...Lana realized that sometimes the best things in life came from the most unexpected disasters.

Even if those disasters involved coffee, broken shoes, and accidentally flashing billionaires in corporate lobbies.

Especially then.
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Chapter Five: Hostile Takeovers and Other Acts of Love
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Three weeks after what Lana had started referring to as "The Night My Life Stopped Being a Disaster Movie and Started Being a Romance Novel," she was beginning to suspect the universe had finally run out of creative ways to humiliate her.

She should have known better than to tempt fate.

The morning started innocently enough. She arrived at KingTech early, coffee in hand...Alexander's favorite blend from the shop downstairs, because apparently she'd developed the kind of domestic instincts that would have terrified her six months ago. Her relationship with Alexander had settled into a rhythm that felt surprisingly natural: professional during business hours, scorching hot behind closed doors, and filled with the kind of easy intimacy that made her forget they'd only known each other for a month.

The media attention had died down, just as Alexander had predicted. The gossip sites had moved on to speculating about which Hollywood starlet was dating which tech mogul, and Lana had started to believe that maybe, just maybe, she could have her fairy tale without the requisite public humiliation.

She was organizing Alexander's schedule for the day when Marcus appeared at her desk, his usual composure slightly ruffled.

"Emergency board meeting," he said without preamble. "Conference room A. Now."

Lana's stomach dropped. "What kind of emergency?"

"The Milano kind," Marcus said grimly. "Victoria's called an emergency session to discuss the acquisition. She's... concerned about recent developments."

Of course she was. Victoria Ashworth had been circling like a particularly elegant vulture ever since the night Alexander had shown up at Lana's apartment. She'd been professionally cordial, but there was something predatory in her smile whenever she looked at Lana, like she was waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

Apparently, that moment was now.

"Mr. King?" Marcus knocked on Alexander's office door. "The board is ready for you."

Alexander emerged from his office, straightening his tie, and the sight of him still made Lana's pulse quicken. Three weeks of having him in her bed hadn't diminished the effect he had on her...if anything, knowing exactly what those hands could do, what sounds he made when she kissed that spot behind his ear, only made him more devastating.

"Lana," he said, his voice carefully neutral for Marcus's benefit, but his eyes were warm. "I need you to take notes during the meeting."

She nodded, grabbing her tablet and following them toward the conference room, trying to ignore the way her stomach was churning with anxiety.

The boardroom was KingTech's crown jewel...all floor-to-ceiling windows and gleaming mahogany, designed to intimidate lesser mortals into submission. The board members were already seated around the massive table, a collection of powerful men and women who collectively controlled more wealth than some small countries.

And at the head of the table, opposite Alexander's usual seat, sat Victoria Ashworth, looking like a queen holding court.

"Alexander," she purred as they entered. "Thank you for joining us. I know this was short notice, but I felt the board needed to discuss some... recent developments that may impact the Milano acquisition."

Alexander took his seat with the calm confidence of someone who owned the room...which, technically, he did...but Lana could see the tension in his shoulders.

"What developments would those be, Victoria?" he asked mildly.

Victoria's smile was sharp as a blade. "I think we both know what I'm referring to. Your... personal situation has become rather public, hasn't it?"

She gestured to a stack of printouts in front of her, and Lana's heart sank as she recognized gossip blog screenshots and tabloid headlines.

"These photos have been circulating online for the past week," Victoria continued, spreading them across the table like evidence in a murder trial. "Alexander King's Mystery Woman Revealed. Tech Titan's Secret Romance Heats Up. Billionaire Boss Falls for His Assistant...Inside Their Torrid Office Affair."

Lana felt heat flood her cheeks as she saw herself in the photos...leaving Alexander's building late at night, coffee in hand as she headed to his apartment, laughing at something he'd said as they walked down the street together. The photographers had been more discreet this time, but the implication was clear.

"I fail to see how my personal life is relevant to a business meeting," Alexander said coldly.

"Don't you?" Victoria tilted her head with false innocence. "Because Giovanni Milano's representatives called me yesterday. They're... concerned about KingTech's corporate culture. Apparently, stories about executives sleeping with their assistants don't align with Milano Industries' family values."

The room went dead silent. Lana felt like she might be sick.

"They're reconsidering the acquisition," Victoria continued, her voice smooth as poison. "Unless, of course, we can assure them that this... situation... is being handled appropriately."

"And how," Alexander asked, his voice dangerously quiet, "would you suggest we handle it?"

Victoria's smile widened. "Well, obviously Miss Carter would need to be... reassigned. To a different department, perhaps. Or another company entirely. And you'd need to make a public statement about KingTech's commitment to professional standards and appropriate workplace conduct."

The words hit Lana like physical blows. Victoria wasn't just trying to get her fired...she was trying to make her a cautionary tale, a reminder of what happened to women who reached above their station.

"That's enough," Alexander said, standing abruptly. The authority in his voice could have leveled buildings. "This meeting is over."

"I'm afraid it's not," Victoria said smoothly. "I've called for a vote of no confidence, Alexander. The board needs to decide whether your recent... judgment lapses... have compromised your ability to lead this company effectively."

A vote of no confidence. Lana felt the blood drain from her face. Victoria wasn't just trying to destroy her...she was trying to destroy Alexander too.

"You can't be serious," Alexander said, but Lana could see the tension in his jaw, the realization that Victoria had been planning this for weeks.

"I'm afraid I am," Victoria replied. "Unless, of course, you'd like to reconsider your position on Miss Carter's employment status."

The room was silent except for the sound of Lana's heart hammering against her ribs. She looked around the table at the board members...some uncomfortable, others calculating, all of them waiting to see which way the wind would blow.

This was it. This was the moment where her fairy tale came crashing down, where she learned that girls like her didn't get to keep men like Alexander King, where...

"Actually," came a voice from the back of the room, "I think there's something you should all see."

Everyone turned to find Marcus standing in the doorway, holding a laptop and wearing the kind of smile that suggested someone was about to have a very bad day.

"Marcus?" Alexander asked, confused.

"Sorry to interrupt," Marcus said, entering the room with the air of someone who was about to enjoy himself immensely. "But I thought the board might be interested in some recent developments regarding the Milano acquisition."

He set the laptop on the table and turned the screen toward the board members. Lana couldn't see what was displayed, but she could see the way Victoria's face went pale.

"What is this?" Victoria demanded.

"Email correspondence," Marcus said cheerfully. "Between you and Giovanni Milano's chief financial officer. Very interesting reading, actually. Particularly the parts where you discuss artificially inflating the acquisition price in exchange for certain... personal considerations."

The room erupted. Board members were leaning forward, reading over each other's shoulders, voices rising in shock and anger. Victoria was standing now, her composure finally cracking.

"Those are private communications..."

"Are they?" Marcus interrupted. "Because they were sent from your KingTech email account. Which means they're company property. And as head of IT security, I have every right to review them when investigating potential corporate malfeasance."

Alexander was reading over one of the board members' shoulders, his expression growing darker by the second.

"Victoria," he said, his voice deadly quiet. "Did you really think you could manipulate a hundred-million-dollar acquisition for personal gain and no one would notice?"

"I was protecting this company," Victoria shot back, but her voice was shrill now, desperate. "From the scandal you've created with your little assistant."

"No," Alexander said, standing to his full height and radiating the kind of cold fury that made grown men reconsider their life choices. "You were trying to destroy me because I chose someone else. Because for the first time in years, I'm with someone who makes me happy instead of someone who sees me as a stepping stone to more power."

He turned to address the room, his voice carrying easily to every corner.

"Let me make something very clear," he said. "Lana Carter is the most competent, intelligent, and ethical person I've ever worked with. She's saved me from more mistakes in a month than some of you have prevented in years. And yes, I'm in love with her. Desperately, completely, and without reservation."

Lana's heart stopped. He'd just declared his love for her in front of the entire board of directors, in front of Victoria, in front of everyone who mattered in his professional world.

"The Milano acquisition," Alexander continued, "will proceed as originally negotiated. Without Victoria's interference, without inflated prices, and without compromising our company's integrity. Anyone who has a problem with that...or with my personal life...is welcome to tender their resignation."

The silence that followed was deafening. Then, slowly, one of the board members...an elderly woman with steel-gray hair and kind eyes...began to clap.

"Well said, Alexander," she said firmly. "And for what it's worth, I think Miss Carter has shown remarkable grace under pressure. Victoria, on the other hand..." She turned to look at the other woman with undisguised disgust. "I move to remove you from the board immediately."

"Seconded," came another voice, then another, until the room was full of voices calling for Victoria's removal.

Victoria looked around the room with growing horror, realizing that her carefully planned coup had backfired spectacularly.

"You can't do this," she said, her voice breaking slightly. "I built half the deals this company relies on..."

"Through fraud and manipulation," Alexander said coldly. "Security will escort you out. Don't bother cleaning out your office...we'll have your personal items sent to you."

Victoria's composure finally shattered completely. She looked at Lana with pure hatred.

"You," she spat. "This is all your fault. You're nothing. A nobody who got lucky..."

"Actually," Lana said, standing up for the first time since the meeting began, her voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her veins, "I'm the woman who's going home with Alexander King tonight. And tomorrow night. And every night after that, if I'm lucky."

She moved to stand beside Alexander, taking his hand in full view of everyone in the room.

"You're right about one thing, though," she continued, meeting Victoria's furious gaze steadily. "I did get lucky. Incredibly, impossibly lucky. But not because I'm with Alexander...because he's with me."

Alexander squeezed her hand, his eyes warm with pride and something deeper.

"The meeting is adjourned," he announced. "Victoria, security is waiting outside."

As the board members filed out, many of them stopping to congratulate Alexander and welcome Lana to what one elderly gentleman called "the family," Victoria was escorted from the room by two very large, very professional security guards.

She paused at the door, turning back for one final shot.

"This won't last," she called out. "When the novelty wears off, when you realize what you've given up for her..."

"Victoria," Alexander interrupted, his arm around Lana's waist. "You're embarrassing yourself."

The door closed behind her with a definitive click, and suddenly the conference room was empty except for Alexander, Lana, and Marcus, who was still grinning like he'd just won the lottery.

"How long have you been investigating her?" Alexander asked.

"About three weeks," Marcus admitted. "Ever since she started making noises about Miss Carter being a liability. I figured anyone that determined to cause trouble was probably hiding something."

"Thank you," Lana said, her voice thick with emotion. "I don't know how to..."

"Just keep making him happy," Marcus said with a wink. "It's been a long time since I've seen him smile this much."

After Marcus left, Alexander and Lana stood alone in the conference room, the Manhattan skyline spread out before them through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

"So," Lana said, trying to process everything that had just happened. "You love me."

Alexander turned to face her, his hands coming up to cup her face with devastating gentleness.

"Desperately," he said, echoing his earlier words. "Completely. And without reservation."

"Even though I'm a disaster who causes scandals and eats cereal for dinner?"

"Especially because of that," Alexander said, his thumb tracing across her cheekbone. "You make everything more interesting. More real. More... alive."

He kissed her then, soft and sweet and full of promise, and Lana felt like she was floating.

"I love you too," she whispered against his lips. "Which is terrifying and wonderful and completely insane."

"The best things usually are," Alexander murmured, pulling her closer.

They stood there for a moment, wrapped in each other's arms, and Lana marveled at how far she'd come from the broken-shoed, coffee-soaked disaster who'd stumbled into his life a month ago.

"What happens now?" she asked.

Alexander's smile was pure wickedness. "Now I take you home and spend the rest of the day showing you exactly how much I love you."

"It's only eleven AM," Lana pointed out.

"Then we have plenty of time," Alexander said, his voice dropping to that husky register that made her knees weak.

As they headed toward the elevator, Lana caught sight of their reflection in the glass walls...Alexander in his perfectly tailored suit, her in her simple dress and cardigan, looking like they'd stepped out of two different worlds.

But the way he was looking at her, the way his hand fit perfectly in hers, made her believe that maybe different worlds could collide and create something beautiful.

The elevator doors closed, and Alexander immediately pressed her against the wall, his mouth finding hers with hungry desperation.

"I've been wanting to do this all morning," he murmured against her lips.

"We're in an elevator," Lana gasped as his lips moved to her throat.

"We're in my elevator," Alexander corrected, his hands roaming her body with reverent possession. "In my building. Where everyone now knows you're mine."

The possessiveness in his voice should have annoyed her. Instead, it sent heat racing through her veins.

"Yours?" she asked, arching against him as his teeth grazed her collarbone.

"Mine," Alexander confirmed, his voice rough with want. "Just like I'm yours. Completely, utterly, embarrassingly yours."

The elevator dinged softly as they reached the parking garage, but neither of them moved to separate. Alexander's hands were tangled in her hair, her fingers were working at the buttons of his shirt, and the rest of the world had ceased to exist.

"Car," Lana managed between kisses. "We should... your car..."

"Fuck the car," Alexander said, but he reluctantly pulled away, his eyes dark with desire. "Actually, no. Don't fuck the car. I have much better ideas for what I want to fuck."

"Alexander!" Lana laughed, scandalized and aroused and completely gone for this man who could make her forget her own name with a single touch.

The drive to his penthouse was a study in restraint. Alexander's hand rested on her thigh, his thumb tracing maddeningly light circles that made concentration impossible. Every red light became an opportunity for heated kisses, every turn a chance for wandering hands.

By the time they reached his building, Lana was practically vibrating with need.

Alexander's penthouse was a study in masculine elegance...all clean lines and expensive furniture and windows that offered a view of Manhattan that probably cost more than most people's houses. But Lana barely had time to appreciate the view before Alexander was kissing her again, walking her backward toward the bedroom with single-minded determination.

"I've been thinking about this," he murmured against her ear as they stumbled through the doorway, "about you, all morning. About how you stood up to Victoria, how you defended us, how fucking magnificent you looked doing it."

His hands were working at the zipper of her dress, and Lana shivered as the fabric pooled at her feet.

"I was terrified," she admitted, her own fingers making quick work of his shirt buttons.

"You were perfect," Alexander said, his eyes drinking in the sight of her in nothing but lace lingerie. "Absolutely perfect."

He lifted her easily, laying her on the massive bed with a gentleness that contrasted beautifully with the hunger in his eyes. The afternoon sunlight streaming through the windows turned everything golden, and Lana felt like she was living in a dream.

"I love you," she said, the words coming easier now, like a truth she'd been waiting her whole life to speak.

"Show me," Alexander said, his voice rough with emotion and desire.

What followed was a symphony of sensation...slow, reverent touches that gradually gave way to desperate hunger, whispered endearments and breathless gasps, the exquisite tension of bodies moving together in perfect harmony.

Alexander made love to her like he was trying to memorize every moment, every response, every soft sound she made. His hands and mouth mapped every inch of her skin with devoted attention, until she was trembling with need and whispering his name like a prayer.

When he finally joined with her, the connection was so intense it took her breath away. This wasn't just physical...it was emotional, spiritual, the kind of complete joining that poets wrote about and most people only dreamed of.

They moved together with increasing urgency, years of loneliness and searching finally giving way to the certainty of finding exactly where they belonged. When release finally claimed them, it was with the kind of shattering intensity that left them both breathless and clinging to each other like anchors in a storm.

Afterward, as they lay tangled in silk sheets with the Manhattan skyline spread out before them, Lana felt like she was living in someone else's life. Someone luckier, someone who deserved fairy tale endings and billionaire princes.

"What are you thinking about?" Alexander asked, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on her bare shoulder.

"That this doesn't feel real," Lana admitted. "That any moment I'm going to wake up in my tiny apartment and realize this was all some elaborate dream."

Alexander shifted, rolling over so he could look down at her, his dark eyes serious.

"It's real," he said firmly. "We're real. This..." He gestured between them. "...is the most real thing in my life."

"Even though I'm just..."

"Don't," Alexander interrupted, his thumb pressing gently against her lips. "Don't you dare say you're 'just' anything. You're the woman I love. The woman who makes me laugh, who challenges me, who makes me want to be better than I am. You're everything, Lana. Everything I didn't even know I was looking for."

Tears pricked at her eyes, and she blinked them back. "I love you too. So much it scares me."

"Good," Alexander said, his smile soft and devastating. "Because I'm planning on spending the rest of my life proving to you that you deserve all of this and more."

Six months later, the headlines read: "TECH TITAN ALEXANDER KING ANNOUNCES ENGAGEMENT TO FORMER ASSISTANT...FAIRY TALE ROMANCE BECOMES REALITY."

The accompanying photo showed Lana in a designer gown that probably cost more than her old yearly salary, a diamond ring on her finger that caught the light like captured stars, and Alexander looking at her like she'd hung the moon.

The article described their "whirlwind romance," complete with quotes from anonymous sources about how "smitten" Alexander was, how he'd "completely changed" since meeting Lana, and how their love story had "captured the imagination of women everywhere."

Lana read it while sitting in their...their...penthouse, wearing one of Alexander's shirts and eating cereal for breakfast, because some things never changed.

"Any regrets?" Alexander asked, reading over her shoulder as he handed her coffee in a mug that probably cost more than her first car.

"Just one," Lana said solemnly.

Alexander's expression grew concerned. "What?"

"I should have worn better underwear that first day," she said with a completely straight face. "If I'd known I was going to accidentally flash my future fiancé, I would have invested in something with more lace."

Alexander threw back his head and laughed...the rich, full laugh that had become Lana's favorite sound in the world.

"I loved the polka dots," he said, pulling her into his arms. "They were perfect. You were perfect. Everything about that morning was exactly as it should have been."

"Even the broken shoe?"

"Especially the broken shoe," Alexander said, spinning her around the kitchen until she was dizzy with laughter. "Without the broken shoe, you might not have been running late. Without running late, you might not have crashed into me. Without crashing into me..."

"We might never have met," Lana finished, the thought sobering her.

"Exactly." Alexander set her down and cupped her face in his hands. "So thank God for broken shoes, dead alarm clocks, and whatever cosmic force decided to make you the most beautiful disaster I've ever had the privilege of catching."

As he kissed her there in their sunlit kitchen, with the Manhattan morning spread out before them and a lifetime of tomorrows stretching ahead, Lana thought about how far she'd come from that panicked morning when everything had gone wrong.

Sometimes, she realized, the best things in life came from the most spectacular disasters.

And sometimes, if you were very lucky, your worst day could turn out to be the first day of your happily ever after.

Even if it involved coffee stains, wardrobe malfunctions, and accidentally falling in love with your billionaire boss.

Especially then.

THE END



Two years later, the tabloids would breathlessly report on the birth of Alexander and Lana King's first child...a daughter who inherited her mother's talent for beautiful disasters and her father's devastating smile. Victoria Ashworth, meanwhile, was last seen working for a mid-level consulting firm in Cleveland, still bitter and still alone.

But that's a story for another day.
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EPILOGUE
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Six Months Later

Lana Carter...former professional klutz, coffee catastrophe extraordinaire, and the woman who once made international headlines for accidentally flashing a boardroom...stood at the head of KingTech's biggest conference table, feeling suspiciously like she belonged there.

Which was weird, because six months ago she couldn't even belong in her own shoes without breaking them.

"And that," she said, clicking to her final slide with the kind of dramatic flair that would make Shakespeare weep, "is how you turn a wardrobe malfunction into a marketing miracle."

The presentation screen displayed their latest campaign numbers: engagement up 347%, brand sentiment through the roof, and media coverage that had evolved from "trainwreck chic" to "brilliant disruption strategy." Even the Wall Street Journal had used the word "genius," though they'd buried it in paragraph seven like they were embarrassed about it.

Twelve KingTech executives...the kind of people who usually looked at her like she might spontaneously combust and damage their quarterly projections...were actually smiling. One was even taking notes. George from accounting had stopped glowering long enough to nod approvingly, which was basically the corporate equivalent of a standing ovation.

"Questions?" Lana asked, secretly hoping there weren't any because she was running on pure adrenaline and the memory of Alexander's encouraging text: Burn it down, beautiful. In the best way.

Silence. Good silence. The kind that meant she'd just knocked it out of the park instead of accidentally knocking over the water pitcher.

"Outstanding work, Ms. Carter," said the head of marketing, and Lana had to bite her tongue to keep from responding with, "I know, right? Who saw that coming?"

As the room emptied, Marcus sidled up to her, grinning like the proud big brother she'd never asked for but somehow deserved.

"Head of Creative Strategy," he said, shaking his head in amazement. "Remember when your biggest professional achievement was not getting fired for the bra incident?"

"Hey, that bra incident got me the man of my dreams," Lana shot back, packing up her notes. "Best career move I never meant to make."

"Fair point. Also, I'm stealing that line for my next performance review."

Her phone buzzed:

ALEXANDER : Elevator. Now. I have something for you.

LANA : Is it your pants? Because I thought we agreed, no more office shenanigans.

ALEXANDER : Different kind of surprise. Trust me.

LANA : Famous last words...

The private elevator...scene of several crimes against professional conduct...carried her up to the penthouse with the smooth efficiency of everything else in Alexander's world. When the doors opened, he was waiting, looking like he'd stepped off the cover of CEO Weekly (if that was a thing, which it probably was).

Navy suit, no tie, sleeves rolled just enough to show off those forearms that had ruined her concentration during approximately forty-seven video calls. The man was a walking hazard to productivity.

"There's my brilliant disaster," he said, and somehow made it sound like the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to her.

"Former disaster," she corrected, walking straight into his arms like she'd been doing it her whole life instead of just the past six months. "I'm reformed. Professional. Completely together."

"Mmm." He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. "Is that why you're wearing mismatched earrings?"

Her hand flew to her ears. Different shapes, different metals, both gorgeous but definitely not a set. "They're... making a statement?"

"The statement being 'I'm Lana Carter and I'm fabulous enough to make this work'?"

"Exactly."

He laughed, the sound rumbling through his chest where her cheek was pressed. "Perfect. I have something for you."

"If it's another company acquisition, I'm going to need more coffee first."

"Better." He pulled out a small velvet box.

Lana's heart performed an Olympic-level gymnastics routine. "Alexander..."

He opened it.

Not a ring. (Though honestly, after the past six months, she wouldn't have been entirely surprised.)

Custom Louboutin heels. Fire-engine red, with delicate gold detailing that caught the light like tiny flames. The insoles were embossed with Ms. Chaos in elegant script.

She stared at them for a full five seconds before bursting into laughter. "Are you seriously giving me shoes?"

"I'm giving you shoes that will never, ever break," he said solemnly. "Professionally reinforced. Tested by engineers. These could survive a nuclear apocalypse."

"And you thought this was romantic because...?"

"Because," he said, dropping to one knee to help her into them, "I never want you to have to duct-tape yourself together again. You're perfect exactly as you are, chaos and all. But you deserve shoes that can keep up."

The heels fit like they were made for her. Which they probably were, because Alexander King didn't do anything halfway.

"There's still a polka-dot bra hanging in your closet," she pointed out, testing the stability of her new footwear.

"Framed," he confirmed. "Right next to that coffee-stained blouse you wore to our first real date."

"You kept the blouse?!"

"Evidence of the moment I knew I was completely gone for you."

She looked up at him...this impossible man who'd somehow seen past every disaster to find something worth loving...and felt that familiar flutter of amazement. Six months, and she still couldn't quite believe this was her life.

"Do you know," she said, reaching up to straighten his collar, "that I used to think fairy tales were just elaborate lies designed to make regular people feel inadequate?"

"And now?"

"Now I think they just had terrible marketing. Should have mentioned that Prince Charming comes with his own PR team and a really excellent benefits package."

He kissed her then, slow and sure and deep enough to remind her that some dreams were worth the wait, worth the disasters, worth every mortifying moment that had led her here.

When they broke apart, the city was glittering beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, all lights and possibilities and the kind of view that used to exist only in movies she couldn't afford to see in theaters.

"Ready for dinner?" he asked.

"Depends. Are we celebrating?"

"Always," he said, taking her hand. "We're celebrating the fact that you walked into my life, turned everything upside down, and somehow made it better."

"I did crash your board meeting while wearing a sports bra."

"Best crash of my life."

As they walked toward the elevator...her new heels clicking confidently against the marble, his hand warm and steady in hers...Lana caught their reflection in the mirrored wall. A year ago, she would have seen a woman who couldn't catch a break. Six months ago, she would have seen a woman pretending to be someone she wasn't.

Now?

Now she saw exactly who she was supposed to be. Messy and brilliant, chaotic and capable, perfectly imperfect and completely, utterly loved.

She'd started with broken shoes, broken confidence, and a spectacularly broken sense of timing.

She'd ended up with a corner office, a closet full of clothes that actually fit, and a man who thought her disasters were just another word for adventures.

Not bad for a walking catastrophe.

Not bad at all.

The End (And this time, we really mean it.)

The Billionaire’s Borrowed Fiancée
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Chapter One: Sold for a Sandwich and a Shady Deal
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The smell of cheap motor oil and burnt toast was never a good omen, and yet here Ava found herself...again...in the back of her father's garage, elbow-deep in an ancient engine that wheezed like her dignity every time someone mentioned her existence.

"Girl!"

The voice that made her want to dive headfirst into a vat of brake fluid echoed across the corrugated tin walls like the battle cry of a particularly ornery hyena.

"You done scratching your arse on that car? Get in here. We got company. Real company. Not your usual loser friends."

Ava wiped her hands on the only rag that wasn't stiff with questionable grease and said nothing. 

She didn't have loser friends. She didn't have friends, period. Not when her social life was monitored by her father like she was the family dog...fed scraps, barked at regularly, and occasionally shown off for visitors when he needed to prove he wasn't completely worthless as a human being.

"That's my cue to disappear into the oil change pit," muttered Marvin, the garage's resident rainbow in grease-stained overalls and the only person in a fifty-mile radius who didn't make her want to commit vehicular homicide. He was also the only openly gay man in their backwards little town who somehow managed to survive by being too useful to hate and too funny to ignore.

"Not so fast, sunshine," Ava grabbed his sleeve. "If I'm walking into whatever fresh hell Frank's cooked up, you're coming with me. Moral support and all that."

Marvin gave her a covert wink that somehow managed to be both encouraging and deeply concerned. "Go get 'em, baby girl. But maybe don't smile too much. Your teeth say 'honest,' and these types don't like that. Trust me, I've seen enough rich boys to know the signs."

She barely had time to roll her eyes before she was shoved...literally shoved...into the cramped, dusty office that smelled like disappointment and failed dreams. Her father stood grinning like a toothy, oil-soaked devil who'd just discovered a new circle of hell to torment.

Across from him sat a man.

Not just any man.

No, this was the kind of man who didn't belong within ten miles of this garage, this neighborhood, this dimension. 

Tailored navy suit that probably cost more than her father made in a year, crisp white shirt, no tie but somehow having the absolute audacity to pull it off. Hair dark and a little messy like he'd just run a hand through it in irritation...or maybe that was just his natural state of being too beautiful for mortal comprehension. And cheekbones. Sweet Jesus, cheekbones that could slice tires and probably had.

Ava blinked hard, wondering if she'd inhaled too many engine fumes. "Did someone take a wrong turn trying to find the country club? Because I hate to break it to you, but the valet parking here involves a rusty shopping cart and a prayer."

The man looked at her. Not scanned. Not glanced. Not the usual male appraisal that made her feel like livestock at auction.

Looked.

Really, truly looked, like he was seeing something the rest of the world had missed entirely.

And Ava, grease on her hands, dirt on her jeans, and a smudge of God-knows-what on her cheek, suddenly felt... seen. It was terrifying and exhilarating and made her want to run screaming into traffic.

Her father laughed like a pig discovering truffles. "That's my girl. Real spitfire, ain't she? Course, she gets that mouth from her mother." He shot a look toward the door where Ava's mother lurked like a ghost who'd given up on haunting. "Tell 'em, Sharon. Tell 'em how feisty our girl is."

Sharon Carter materialized in the doorway with all the enthusiasm of wet cardboard. "She's... spirited," she said in a voice that suggested she'd rather be discussing root canals. "Does what she's told, though. Eventually."

Ava frowned, that familiar knot of unease tightening in her stomach. "What's going on? And why do I feel like I'm about to be sold into indentured servitude?"

"You've been hired," her father announced with all the grace of a door slamming shut on someone's fingers. "To play fiancée to this fine gentleman here."

The silence that followed was so complete that Ava could hear Marvin snickering from behind a stack of tires outside.

She turned to Mr. Country Club, who was watching this family drama unfold with the detached interest of someone observing a nature documentary about particularly dysfunctional primates.

"Is this a joke? Are we being Punk'd? Did I accidentally stumble onto the set of 'Rich Boy's Guide to Slumming It'? Because if Ashton Kutcher jumps out from behind that filing cabinet, I'm going to lose what's left of my sanity."

The man stood, unfolding himself to his full height with the kind of fluid grace that should have been illegal in at least twelve states. Cool as sin and twice as tempting.

"My name is Dean Carrington. I need someone to play the role of my fiancée for a few weeks. My family's throwing an engagement party, and there will be investors there. It's... important. I need someone believable."

She snorted so hard she nearly gave herself a nosebleed. "You came here? To him? For ‘believable’? That's like going to a gas station for gourmet cuisine. Frank couldn't sell water to someone dying of thirst."

Dean's eyes flicked to her father with something that might have been amusement or pity...it was hard to tell. "Believe it or not, he was recommended."

"By who? Satan? Because that's literally the only entity I can think of who would consider Frank Carter a reliable business partner."

"A mutual acquaintance assured me you'd be perfect for what I need."

"Well, your mutual acquaintance clearly doesn't know me, because I wouldn't pretend to like you if you were the last man on Earth and I was desperate for company."

Her father stepped forward, his voice dropped to that low, dangerous register, and Ava braced herself. This was the one that meant a lecture on gratitude and family obligations was about to begin. Her father's fists clenched so hard his knuckles were white, and she knew he was trying desperately to stop himself from slapping her in front of his guest. "You're going to do this, girl? After all we've done for you? Fed you. Raised you. Put clothes on your back..."

"Secondhand from the Salvation Army. And let's not forget your favorite reminder about how you never wanted a daughter in the first place. How girls are just a drain on resources. How I should be grateful you didn't leave me on a church doorstep." The words came out bitter, twenty-two years of resentment boiling over like an overheated radiator.

Sharon shifted uncomfortably but said nothing. She never said anything when it mattered.

"Still clothes! Still food!" Frank's face was turning that particular shade of red that usually preceded either violence or a stroke. "You owe us. You owe this family everything."

Marvin appeared in the doorway like a grease-stained guardian angel with questionable fashion sense. "Maybe she doesn't owe you squat, Frank. Maybe she owes herself a goddamn break from this toxic waste dump you call a family."

Dean was still watching her. Not pushing. Not pleading. Not making promises he probably had no intention of keeping. Just watching, like he already knew how this was going to end and was simply waiting for her to catch up.

"Why me?" Ava asked, arms folded defensively across her chest. "Why not some Instagram influencer or struggling actress or woman who owns more than three pairs of jeans and actually knows which fork to use at fancy restaurants?"

He tilted his head, considering her question with the seriousness it probably didn't deserve. "Because fake only gets you so far, and I have a feeling my grandmother would see right through anyone trying too hard. You're real. You're sharp. And frankly, you're the only person who's told your father to shut up within five seconds of meeting him. That impressed me more than you know."

Ava wanted to laugh. Wanted to throw a wrench at his perfect face. Wanted to kiss him and punch him and maybe run away to join the circus all at the same time.

Instead, she sighed like the weight of the world was resting on her shoulders. "And what exactly is in it for me? Because I'm assuming this little arrangement comes with some kind of compensation that doesn't involve me getting paid in exposure and life experience."

Dean turned to her father, and Ava's heart sank faster than the Titanic. "The payment goes directly to Mr. Carter, as we discussed."

She bristled like an angry cat. "Of course it does. Wouldn't want to accidentally pay the girl who's actually doing the work. That would be too decent, too logical, too much like treating me like an actual human being instead of property."

Dean hesitated for just a moment, and she caught something flickering behind those impossibly blue eyes...guilt, maybe, or recognition that this whole situation was messier than he'd bargained for.

"But you'll be staying at my penthouse," he added quietly. "Fully stocked kitchen. A room of your own. And I can promise you one thing...no one yells. Ever."

The silence stretched between them like a bridge neither was sure they wanted to cross.

Marvin cleared his throat dramatically. "Take the damn deal, Ava. Let a billionaire pretend to love you for a few weeks. Hell, stranger things have led to fairy tale endings. And even if it doesn't work out, at least you'll get to eat food that wasn't purchased with coupons and sleep in a bed that doesn't creak like a haunted house every time you roll over."

Dean extended his hand...perfectly manicured, no calluses, the hand of someone who'd never had to work with his hands to survive.

Ava stared at it like it might bite her.

Her father was watching with naked greed in his eyes. Her mother was already mentally spending whatever money was about to change hands. And Marvin was giving her that look that said 'take the leap, baby girl, because this life is killing you slowly anyway.'

She thought about her cramped room above the garage, sharing a bathroom with parents who treated her like an unwelcome houseguest. She thought about working fourteen-hour days for no pay and being reminded daily that she was a disappointment, a burden, a mistake they'd been paying for since the day she was born.

She thought about Dean Carrington's penthouse and fully stocked kitchen and the promise that no one would yell.

God help her, but that last part might have been what sealed the deal.

She took his hand.

His skin was warm, softer than she'd expected, and when he smiled...really smiled, not the polite businessman smile he'd been wearing...she felt something dangerous flutter in her chest.

"Just so we're clear," she said, trying to ignore the way her pulse jumped when he squeezed her fingers gently, "I have no idea how to be a convincing fiancée to someone like you. I don't know which fork to use, I've never been to a charity gala, and my idea of dressing up involves jeans without holes in them."

"We'll figure it out," he said, and for the first time since this surreal conversation began, she almost believed him.

And just like that, Ava Carter was no longer just a mechanic's unwanted daughter in oil-stained clothes.

She was a borrowed fiancée to a man who oozed power, walked like he owned the planet, and had secrets flickering behind his eyes like a warning light on a dashboard.

God help them both.

Because something told her this arrangement was going to be far more complicated than either of them had bargained for.
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Chapter Two: Penthouse, Pretending, and a Billionaire with Boundaries
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Ava wasn't used to leather seats that didn't stick to your thighs in the summer heat or require a tetanus shot after prolonged contact. She definitely wasn't accustomed to car doors that closed without a twenty-minute wrestling match, three creative curse words, and a prayer to Saint WD-40, patron saint of things that should work but absolutely refused to cooperate.

But here she was, sitting in the back of a sleek black SUV that probably cost more than most people's houses, surrounded by the scent of new money and what she was pretty sure was chilled peppermint mixed with the kind of leather that had never seen a discount rack.

Dean sat beside her in comfortable silence, phone in one perfectly manicured hand, his face an unreadable mask of calm professionalism. Every few seconds, he'd type something with the kind of fluid efficiency that suggested he regularly conducted million-dollar deals via text message while sitting in traffic.

The silence stretched between them like expensive silk...smooth, luxurious, and somehow making her hyperaware of every breath she took. She shifted in her seat, the leather making the faintest whisper of sound, and immediately felt ridiculous for noticing.

"So..." she ventured, her voice cutting through the quiet like a rusty saw through velvet. "Do you always buy women from shady garages, or am I just special? Because I'm starting to feel like a really expensive impulse purchase you're going to regret by morning."

He glanced at her, and she caught the faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth...not quite a smile, but close enough to make something flutter dangerously in her chest. "You're definitely special."

The words hit her like a shot of whiskey on an empty stomach...warm, unexpected, and leaving her slightly breathless. Her cheeks warmed in a way that had nothing to do with the SUV's climate control, and she hated that reaction almost as much as she loved it.

"That's either the nicest thing anyone's said to me in months, or you're really good at making your business transactions feel personal," she muttered, turning to stare out the window before he could see the blush spreading across her face like wildfire.

"Maybe it's both."

The simple statement made her stomach do something acrobatic and entirely inappropriate. She caught her reflection in the tinted glass...smudged mascara that had given up any pretense of being waterproof, flyaway hair that looked like she'd been wrestling with automotive parts all day (which, to be fair, she had), and eyes that couldn't decide whether to be terrified or thrilled by this sudden turn her life had taken.

Twenty minutes later, the SUV glided to a stop in front of a skyscraper so shiny and modern it looked like it had been Photoshopped directly into the city skyline by someone with unlimited funds and questionable taste in architecture. The building rose into the sky like a middle finger to anyone who'd ever struggled to make rent.

The doorman...because of course there was a doorman...opened her door with a polite smile that suggested he'd seen stranger things than grease-stained women emerging from luxury vehicles, though probably not by much.

"Good evening, Mr. Carrington," the doorman said with the kind of deference usually reserved for royalty or people who tipped in hundreds. "I trust you had a pleasant evening?"

"Pleasant enough, James. This is my fiancée, Ava. She'll be staying with me for the foreseeable future."

The word 'fiancée' rolled off Dean's tongue so smoothly that for a moment, Ava almost believed it herself. James's expression didn't change by so much as a muscle twitch...clearly, he was either extremely well-trained or had seen enough of Dean's complicated personal life to roll with whatever walked through those doors.

"Of course, sir. Miss Ava, welcome. Please let me know if there's anything you need to make your stay more comfortable."

Dean led her through the lobby with the casual authority of someone who'd never been told no, never been denied access, never had to wait for anything in his entire charmed life. His hand found the small of her back as they walked toward the elevators, and the simple touch sent electricity shooting up her spine like she'd grabbed a live wire.

The elevator ride to the penthouse was mercifully short, because Ava was starting to think that being trapped in small spaces with Dean Carrington was hazardous to her mental health and possibly her ability to form coherent sentences.

When the doors opened directly into his penthouse...because of course it was one of those ridiculous private elevator situations...Ava stopped cold, her breath catching in her throat like she'd been sucker-punched by luxury.

Marble floors that gleamed like they were personally polished by unicorns. Floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view of the city that sprawled below like a carpet of diamonds. A kitchen that looked like it belonged in a five-star restaurant, complete with more buttons, knobs, and mysterious appliances than her entire neighborhood possessed collectively.

The living area was an exercise in minimalist perfection...all clean lines, expensive fabrics, and the kind of furniture that probably cost more than most people's cars. Everything was arranged with the precision of a museum exhibit, beautiful and untouchable and so far removed from her world that she felt like an alien who'd crash-landed on the wrong planet.

Dean dropped his keys in a sleek ceramic bowl by the door and turned to face her, his expression unreadable but his eyes holding something that might have been amusement at her obvious shock.

"Your room's down the hall," he said, his voice cutting through her awed silence. "Second door on the left. Walk-in closet, private bathroom, balcony overlooking the park. I had my assistant stock some basics, but we'll need to go shopping tomorrow."

She blinked slowly, trying to process the casual way he'd just described what sounded like accommodations nicer than anywhere she'd ever lived. "You didn't mention this would come with a spa package and what sounds suspiciously like a vacation rental in paradise."

"I didn't think you'd care about the amenities."

She shrugged, aiming for nonchalance and probably missing by a mile. "I don't. I'm just impressed that even your towel hooks probably have their own trust funds and investment portfolios."

That earned her a genuine smirk, the kind that made his eyes crinkle slightly at the corners and revealed a hint of the man beneath the polished businessman exterior. "Do you want the full tour, or would you prefer to settle in first?"

"No tour. I want food that doesn't come from a gas station, and I need to make sure this isn't secretly an elaborate hostage situation where I wake up tomorrow missing a kidney and my dignity."

Dean moved toward the kitchen with fluid grace, opening the massive stainless steel refrigerator and pulling out a covered tray that looked like it had been prepared by actual professional chefs rather than assembled from whatever was on sale at the corner store.

"My chef stocked everything this afternoon," he said, uncovering what appeared to be gourmet sandwiches arranged with artistic precision. "Chicken pesto panini work for you?"

Ava's stomach growled loudly enough to be heard in the next building. "Work for me? Sir, that looks like a five-star apology sandwich. Yes, absolutely yes, and if you have any more where that came from, I might actually start believing this fairy tale you've dragged me into."

As she settled onto one of the bar stools at the kitchen island and proceeded to devour the sandwich with the enthusiasm of someone who'd been surviving on vending machine cuisine and questionable leftovers, Dean leaned against the counter across from her. He'd rolled up his sleeves, revealing forearms that were definitely not fair to the female population, and was watching her eat with an expression that was equal parts fascination and something darker, more intense.

"First order of business," he said, his voice taking on a more serious tone that made her look up from her culinary heaven. "We need to get you a ring."

Ava choked on her bite of sandwich, coughing and sputtering like she'd just inhaled liquid fire. "A what now?"

"An engagement ring," he said, his tone dry as expensive wine. "You're supposed to be my fiancée, remember? People will notice if you're not wearing one. Especially my grandmother, who has an eye for detail that would put a forensic investigator to shame."

"Right. Of course. Because fake engagements require real jewelry. That makes perfect sense in this alternate reality I've apparently stumbled into."

"We also need to work on your wardrobe," he continued, apparently immune to her sarcasm. "I have a family brunch on Sunday. My grandmother's flying in from the Hamptons specifically to meet you. She's... traditional."

Ava swallowed hard, suddenly feeling like she was about to walk into a lion's den wearing a meat suit. "When you say traditional, do you mean 'will politely disapprove of my existence' or 'will set me on fire with her eyes and use my ashes to fertilize her prize-winning roses'?"

"Somewhere in between. She'll be charming and gracious right up until the moment she decides you're not good enough for the family name. Then she'll destroy you with the kind of subtle cruelty that takes decades to perfect."

"Well, that's not terrifying at all. Any other cheerful family dynamics I should know about?"

Dean's expression darkened slightly, and she caught a glimpse of something complicated flickering behind his eyes...old pain, maybe, or frustration that ran deeper than business concerns.

"My parents will be there too. My father will ignore you completely unless you say something that threatens his financial interests. My mother will be polite but distant...she's never quite recovered from the disappointment of not getting to plan my real engagement to someone more... suitable."

The word 'suitable' hung in the air between them like an insult, and Ava felt her defensive walls slam back into place with the force of a steel trap.

"Let me guess," she said, setting down the remains of her sandwich with more force than necessary. "Suitable means blonde, skinny, trust fund, Ivy League education, and the kind of pedigree that comes with its own Wikipedia page."

"Something like that."

She stood abruptly, needing to move, to pace, to do something with the restless energy that was building in her chest like steam in a pressure cooker. "You know this is all kinds of messed up, right? This whole situation is like a psychological experiment designed to see how many ways two people can pretend to be something they're not."

He nodded, his gaze following her movements with the kind of attention that made her skin feel too tight. "And yet here we are."

"Here we are," she repeated, stopping to face him across the kitchen island, her hands braced on the cool marble surface. "Fine. I'll play the part. I'll wear whatever dress you buy me, smile at your investors, and pretend to be madly in love with you. But let's get something crystal clear right now...I'm not sleeping with you, Carrington. This arrangement has boundaries, and that's a big, neon-lit, absolutely non-negotiable one."

Dean's eyes darkened, the pupils dilating slightly as his gaze dropped to her lips before slowly traveling back up to meet her eyes. When he smiled, it was slow and dangerous and made her knees feel distinctly unreliable.

"Noted," he said, his voice dropping to a register that did things to her nervous system that should probably be illegal in several states. "Though for the record, I'm not the one who keeps staring at my mouth like it's the most interesting thing in the room."

Heat flooded her cheeks as she realized he was absolutely right...she had been staring at his lips, wondering what they would feel like, what he would taste like, whether that perfectly controlled exterior would crack if she...

"I was not," she lied, turning on her heel and heading toward the hallway with as much dignity as she could muster while her entire body was betraying her with its reaction to his proximity.

Behind her, Dean's low chuckle followed her down the hall like a promise of trouble to come.

"Your room has a lock," he called after her, amusement rich in his voice. "Though something tells me you're not going to use it."

Ava slammed the bedroom door behind her and immediately locked it, just to prove him wrong.

But as she leaned against the solid wood and tried to catch her breath, she had the sinking feeling that Dean Carrington was going to be right about a lot more than just the lock.

This was going to be a disaster.

And possibly the best thing that had ever happened to her.
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Chapter Three: Shopping, Secrets, and Sunday Brunch from Hell

[image: ]




Ava woke up in a bed so soft she briefly wondered if she'd died and gone to thread count heaven. The sheets were Egyptian cotton...she knew this because there was probably a tag somewhere announcing it like a pedigree certificate...and the mattress felt like sleeping on a cloud that had been personally fluffed by angels with excellent taste in luxury bedding.

For a moment, she forgot where she was. Then reality crashed back like a bucket of ice water: fake fiancée, billionaire's penthouse, family brunch tomorrow that would either make or break this insane charade.

A soft knock on her door made her sit up, clutching the sheet to her chest like it was armor.

"Ava? You decent?" Dean's voice carried through the door, and even muffled by expensive wood, it made her pulse jump in ways that were becoming embarrassingly predictable.

"Define decent," she called back, running her fingers through hair that probably looked like she'd been wrestling with a tornado. "I'm wearing clothes and haven't broken anything yet, if that's what you're asking."

"Close enough. We have shopping to do."

Right. Shopping. For clothes that would convince his family she belonged in their world instead of under the hood of a car with questionable mechanical problems.

An hour later, she found herself in the back of the SUV again, this time wearing the one decent pair of jeans she owned and a sweater that had seen better decades. Dean sat beside her in casual perfection...dark jeans that probably cost more than her monthly grocery budget and a simple white button-down that should have been boring but somehow made her want to trace the line of his collar with her fingertips.

"Where exactly does one shop for fake fiancée attire?" she asked, watching the city blur past the tinted windows. "Is there a special section between 'business casual' and 'help, I'm pretending to be someone I'm not'?"

"Fifth Avenue," he said simply. "My stylist is meeting us at Bergdorf's."

"Your stylist." She turned to stare at him. "Of course you have a stylist. Do you also have someone who coordinates your sock drawer and makes sure your coffee is the perfect temperature?"

"Her name is Marcus, and he's very good at what he does. He's also discreet, which is more important than you might think."

The way he said 'discreet' made something cold settle in her stomach. "Discreet about what? How many fake fiancées you've dressed up for family events?"

Dean's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "Discreet about not asking questions I don't want to answer."

The shopping expedition was like being caught in a whirlwind of silk, cashmere, and price tags that made Ava's eyes water. Marcus turned out to be a tall, impeccably dressed man with an eye for fashion that bordered on supernatural and a personality that could charm paint off walls.

"Darling," he said, circling Ava like a shark who'd found particularly interesting prey, "you have bone structure that most women would kill for and absolutely no idea how to showcase it. This is going to be fun."

Three hours, twelve outfits, and one minor panic attack later, Ava stood in front of a three-way mirror wearing a dress that cost more than her father's car was worth. It was midnight blue silk that clung to curves she hadn't known she had and made her feel like a different person entirely.

"Perfect," Marcus declared. "Elegant but not trying too hard. Expensive but not flashy. You look like money, but old money, not lottery winner money."

In the mirror, she caught Dean's reflection. He was leaning against the wall, arms crossed, watching her with an intensity that made her skin feel warm and tight. When their eyes met in the glass, something passed between them...electric, dangerous, and absolutely not part of their business arrangement.

"We'll take it," Dean said, his voice rougher than usual. "And the other three."

"Three other what?" Ava spun around, the silk swishing around her legs like liquid moonlight.

"Dresses. For other occasions. My family tends to have a lot of occasions."

The bill, when Marcus discreetly showed it to Dean, made Ava feel faint. She grabbed his arm...solid muscle beneath expensive cotton...and hissed, "That's more than some people make in a year. I can't let you spend that much on clothes I'm going to wear exactly once."

"You're not letting me do anything," he said calmly, signing the receipt like it was a grocery list. "This is a business expense. And you'll be wearing them more than once."

Something in his tone made her look at him sharply, but his expression gave nothing away.

Sunday morning arrived with all the subtlety of an execution. Ava stood in front of her bedroom mirror, wearing the midnight blue dress and what Marcus had called 'minimal but strategic makeup'...which apparently meant she looked like herself, only better, more polished, more like someone who belonged on a billionaire's arm.

The engagement ring Dean had surprised her with the night before caught the light every time she moved her hand. It was a simple solitaire, elegant and classic, and probably worth more than her father's garage. When he'd slipped it onto her finger, his touch had been gentle, almost reverent, and she'd had to remind herself that it was all pretend.

"Ready?" Dean appeared in her doorway wearing a charcoal suit. He looked like he'd stepped off the cover of a magazine dedicated to making regular humans feel inadequate.

"Ready to lie to your family about being madly in love with you? Sure. Ready to convince your grandmother I'm not a gold-digging opportunist? That's a harder sell."

"Just be yourself," he said, moving closer. Close enough that she could smell his cologne...something expensive and masculine that made her want to bury her face in his neck. "That's why I chose you, remember?"

"Because I told my father to shut up?"

"Because you're real." His hand came up to cup her cheek, thumb brushing across her skin in a gesture so tender it made her breath catch. "In a world full of people pretending to be something they're not, you're exactly who you are. Don't lose that today."

The moment stretched between them, charged with possibility and the kind of tension that made smart women do stupid things. Ava found herself leaning into his touch, her eyes fluttering closed for just a second before reality crashed back.

This was pretend. All of it. The ring, the dress, the way he was looking at her like she hung the moon and personally arranged the stars for his viewing pleasure.

She stepped back, immediately missing his warmth. "We should go. Don't want to keep the firing squad waiting."

The Carrington family estate was exactly what Ava had expected...massive, imposing, and designed to make visitors feel small and inadequate. The brunch was being held in what Dean called 'the informal dining room,' which was still larger than most restaurants and decorated with the kind of understated elegance that screamed old money.

Dean's grandmother was a silver-haired woman with sharp eyes and the kind of posture that suggested she'd never slouched a day in her life. She looked Ava up and down with the thoroughness of a general inspecting troops.

"So you're the young woman who's captured my grandson's heart," she said, her voice carrying the kind of authority that made world leaders nervous.

"I prefer to think of it as temporary custody," Ava replied before she could stop herself.

A moment of silence stretched like a held breath. Then the older woman smiled...actually smiled...and Ava felt like she'd just passed some kind of test she hadn't known she was taking.

"I like her," the grandmother announced to the room at large. "She has spine."

The rest of the family was a mixed bag of polite interest and barely concealed skepticism. Dean's parents were exactly as advertised...his father distant and calculating, his mother gracious but cool. But it was the quiet woman sitting at the far end of the table who caught Ava's attention.

She was probably in her late forties, dressed simply in black, with the kind of sadness that clung to her like a second skin. When she looked at Ava, something flickered in her eyes...recognition, maybe, or surprise.

Following Ava's gaze, Dean said, "This is my aunt, Catherine. She works as a chef for various families in the area. We all just grew up calling her 'Auntie,' despite no blood relation. Catherine, this is Ava."

Catherine's fork clattered against her plate. "Ava," she repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. "That's... that's a lovely name."

There was something strange in the woman's tone, something that made Ava's skin prickle with unease. But before she could analyze it further, Dean's grandmother was asking pointed questions about her background, her family, her intentions toward Dean.

Ava navigated the interrogation with a mixture of honesty and careful omission, acutely aware of Dean's hand resting possessively on her thigh under the table. Every time she started to feel overwhelmed, he'd squeeze gently, a silent reminder that she wasn't alone in this.

It was during dessert that Catherine approached her, ostensibly to compliment the dress but really to study Ava's face with an intensity that was borderline uncomfortable.

"You have beautiful eyes," Catherine said softly. "Very distinctive. And that birthmark on your wrist...it's quite unusual."

Ava glanced down at the small, crescent-shaped mark she'd had since birth. "My parents always said it looked like a moon. Nothing special."

Catherine went very still. "Your parents," she repeated carefully. "Tell me about them."

Something in the woman's tone set off alarm bells in Ava's head, but before she could respond, Dean appeared at her elbow.

"Everything all right?" he asked, his gaze moving between them with sharp attention.

"Fine," Catherine said quickly, but her hands were shaking slightly. "I was just... admiring Ava's dress. You have excellent taste, Dean."

As they drove home later, Ava couldn't shake the feeling that something significant had happened, something she didn't understand.

"Your aunt seemed nice," she said carefully. "Sad, though. Has she always been like that?"

Dean's hands tightened on the steering wheel. "She lost her daughter in a fire years ago. Never really recovered."

"That's terrible. How old was the little girl?"

"Just a baby. Catherine was devastated. The whole family was." He glanced at her sideways. "Why do you ask?"

"No reason. She just... looked at me strangely. Like she recognized me or something."

Dean was quiet for a long moment. "People see what they want to see sometimes. Especially when they're grieving."

But as they pulled into the garage beneath his building, Ava caught him studying her reflection in the rearview mirror, his expression thoughtful and strangely troubled.

Later that night, as she lay in her impossibly comfortable bed staring at the ceiling, she couldn't stop thinking about Catherine's reaction to her birthmark, the way the woman's voice had caught when she'd said Ava's name.

And she couldn't shake the feeling that Dean knew more than he was telling her.

In the living room, unbeknownst to Ava, Dean sat in his study with his laptop open, staring at a private investigator's report he'd commissioned weeks ago. A report about a fire, a missing baby, and a grieving mother who'd never stopped looking for answers.

His eyes moved from the screen to a photo Catherine had sent him earlier that evening...a picture of a baby's hand, showing a distinctive crescent-shaped birthmark.

The same birthmark he'd noticed on Ava's wrist the first day they'd met.

Dean reached for his phone, dialing a number he knew by heart.

"It's me," he said when Catherine answered. "We need to talk."
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Chapter Four: Truth, DNA, and Dangerous Territory
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Ava woke to the sound of hushed voices drifting down the hallway. She glanced at the clock...2:47 AM. Who the hell was Dean talking to at this ungodly hour?

She slipped out of bed, bare feet silent on the cool marble floor, and crept toward her bedroom door. The voices were coming from Dean's study, and while she couldn't make out words, there was an urgency in the tone that made her stomach clench with unease.

"...can't be sure without a DNA test..."

"...twenty-three years, Dean. Twenty-three years I've believed she was dead..."

Catherine. That was definitely Catherine's voice, thick with emotion and something that sounded dangerously close to hope.

Ava's hand froze on the doorknob. They were talking about her. She knew it with the kind of bone-deep certainty that came just before your entire world shifted on its axis.

"The birthmark is distinctive, but we need to be absolutely certain before we..."

"Before we what?" Ava pushed open the door and stepped into the hallway, not caring that she was wearing nothing but an oversized t-shirt that barely covered her thighs. "Before you what, exactly?"

The voices stopped abruptly. A moment later, Dean appeared in the study doorway, his hair rumpled like he'd been running his hands through it, his shirt unbuttoned at the collar. Even in the dim lighting, she could see the tension radiating from every line of his body.

"Ava." His voice was carefully controlled, but his eyes...God, his eyes were full of something that looked like guilt mixed with something deeper, more complicated. "You should be sleeping."

"Hard to sleep when people are having mysterious conversations about DNA tests in the middle of the night." She crossed her arms, acutely aware that the movement made her shirt ride up higher on her thighs, and equally aware of the way Dean's gaze dropped for just a moment before snapping back to her face. "Care to explain?"

Catherine appeared behind Dean, her face streaked with tears, her hands trembling as she stared at Ava like she was seeing a ghost.

"Oh my God," Catherine whispered, her voice breaking. "The resemblance is... you have your father's eyes. My late husband's eyes."

The words hit Ava like a physical blow. "What are you talking about? My father's eyes are brown. Muddy brown. Nothing like mine."

"Frank Carter isn't your father," Dean said quietly, and the gentleness in his voice somehow made the words hit harder than if he'd shouted them. "And Sharon isn't your mother."

The hallway tilted sickeningly. Ava reached out to steady herself against the wall, her legs suddenly feeling like they were made of water. "That's... that's insane. You're both insane. I think grief has..."

"You were kidnapped," Catherine said, stepping closer, her voice gaining strength with each word. "As a baby. From my house. Sharon took you while I was at the grocery store, then set fire to your nursery to make it look like you'd died in the flames."

"Stop." Ava held up a hand, shaking her head violently. "Just stop. This is crazy. This is..."

"The birthmark," Dean said softly. "Catherine showed me a photo tonight. Of her daughter's hand. The exact same crescent-shaped mark in the exact same place."

Ava looked down at her wrist, at the small mark she'd had as long as she could remember. Her parents had always said it was just one of those things, nothing special, nothing to think about.

"Lots of people have birthmarks," she said weakly, but even as the words left her mouth, she knew she was grasping at straws.

"Not like that one," Catherine said, pulling out her phone with shaking hands. "Look."

The photo made Ava's knees buckle. A tiny baby's hand, perfect and small, with a crescent-shaped birthmark in exactly the same spot as hers. The mark was distinctive, unusual...not the kind of thing that could be coincidental.

Dean was beside her in an instant, his strong arms catching her before she could collapse completely. The contact sent electricity shooting through her system even as her world crumbled around her.

"I need to sit down," she whispered, and somehow found herself on Dean's couch, his body warm and solid beside her, Catherine perched on the edge of the coffee table like she was afraid to get too close.

"How long have you known?" Ava asked Dean, her voice barely audible.

"Suspected? Since the day I met you. You look exactly like Catherine did at your age, and when she told me her daughter's name had been Ava..." He ran a hand through his hair, looking exhausted and guilty and beautiful in the soft lamplight. "I've been investigating for weeks. The fire never made sense...no body found, conflicting witness reports. And Catherine never stopped believing you were alive."

"So this whole fake fiancée thing..."

"Started as a legitimate business arrangement," Dean said quickly. "I really did need someone to play the role. But when I realized who you might be..." He met her eyes, and the raw honesty there nearly undid her. "I couldn't tell Catherine until I was sure. I couldn't put her through that kind of hope and then have it be wrong."

Ava looked between them, her mind reeling. "You're telling me that the people who raised me, who I've called Mom and Dad for twenty-three years, kidnapped me as a baby?"

"Sharon was desperate," Catherine said softly. "She'd been trying to get pregnant for years, had multiple miscarriages. Frank threatened to leave her if she couldn't give him a child. When she found out I'd had a baby..." Catherine's voice broke. "I was young, unmarried, struggling. She probably thought she was saving you from a difficult life."

"By taking me from my real mother?" Anger was starting to burn through the shock, hot and cleansing. "By letting you think I was dead?"

"People do terrible things when they're desperate," Dean said quietly. "It doesn't make it right, but..."

"Don't you dare defend them." Ava stood abruptly, pacing to the window, needing space to think, to breathe, to process the fact that her entire life had been built on a lie. "They made me feel like a burden every single day. Frank never let me forget that daughters were worthless, that I owed them everything for keeping me fed and clothed. And all this time..."

"All this time, you had a mother who never stopped loving you," Catherine said, tears streaming down her face. "Who never stopped looking for you. Who always believed you were alive..."

The silence stretched between them, heavy with twenty-three years of loss and longing and the terrible weight of truth finally surfaced.

"We need proof," Ava said finally, turning back to face them. "Before we do anything else, we need DNA confirmation. Because if you're wrong..."

"We're not wrong," Catherine said with quiet certainty. "I carried you for nine months. I held you every day for the first six months of your life. I know my daughter."

"DNA test," Ava repeated firmly. "First thing tomorrow."

Dean nodded. "I'll arrange it. Discrete lab, fast results."

"And then what?" Ava wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold despite the warm apartment. "If it's true, what happens to Frank and Sharon?"

"They go to prison," Dean said without hesitation. "Kidnapping, fraud, probably a dozen other charges."

The thought should have brought satisfaction, but instead Ava just felt hollow. These people had shaped her entire life, for better and worse. They were the only family she'd ever known, even if they'd been terrible at it.

"I need air," she said suddenly, heading for the balcony doors.

"Ava, wait..." Dean caught her arm, his fingers warm against her skin, and the contact sent that familiar jolt of electricity through her system.

She looked up at him, this man who'd turned her world upside down in more ways than one, and saw her own confusion reflected in his eyes.

"This changes things," she said softly. "Between us. This whole arrangement..."

"Changes nothing," he said firmly, his hand moving to cup her face, thumb brushing across her cheekbone in a gesture that was becoming dangerously familiar. "If anything, it makes everything clearer."

"How can you say that? Your whole reason for choosing me was because I was some down-on-her-luck mechanic's daughter. Now I'm..."

"Now you're still the woman who told Frank Carter to shut up within five seconds of meeting him. Still the woman who called me out for shopping at shady garages. Still the woman who makes me laugh and keeps me on my toes and drives me absolutely insane in the best possible way."

His voice had dropped to that low, rough register that did things to her nervous system, and he was standing close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body.

"Dean," she whispered, but she didn't step away.

"I've been fighting this for weeks," he continued, his other hand coming up to frame her face, holding her gaze captive. "Telling myself it was just physical attraction, just the novelty of someone who wasn't impressed by my money or my name. But it's not, is it?"

She shook her head, unable to form words when he was looking at her like that, like she was something precious and necessary and worth fighting for.

"It's not just physical," she managed to say, her voice barely audible. "It's terrifying and complicated and..."

"And real," he finished, leaning closer until his forehead rested against hers, until she could feel his breath against her lips. "God help me, it's the most real thing I've ever felt."

The kiss, when it finally happened, was nothing like the polite, performative kisses they'd shared for his family's benefit. This was desperate and hungry and full of weeks of denied tension finally finding release.

His lips were soft but demanding, his hands tangling in her hair as he backed her against the window, his body pressing against hers in all the right ways. She could taste the coffee he'd been drinking, could feel the rapid beat of his heart against her chest, could hear the soft sound he made when she nipped at his lower lip.

"We shouldn't," she gasped against his mouth, even as her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer.

"Probably not," he agreed, trailing kisses along her jaw, finding that sensitive spot just below her ear that made her knees weak. "Tell me to stop."

Instead, she pulled his face back to hers, kissing him with all the pent-up desire and confusion and desperate need that had been building between them since that first day in her father's...Frank's...garage.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing hard, Dean rested his forehead against hers again, his hands still tangled in her hair.

"This is dangerous territory," he said softly.

"I know." She looked up at him, seeing her own desire reflected in his eyes, along with something deeper, more tender. "I don't care."

"You should. I'm supposed to be protecting you, not..."

"Not what? Not making me feel like I'm worth something for the first time in my life? Not looking at me like I'm someone worth fighting for?"

His eyes darkened at her words, and she saw the exact moment his control snapped. This time when he kissed her, there was nothing gentle about it. It was claiming and possessive and full of promises that made her entire body come alive with want.

She was vaguely aware of Catherine clearing her throat from across the room, but she couldn't bring herself to care. Not when Dean was kissing her like she was air and he'd been drowning, not when every touch of his hands was writing new truths across her skin.

"Perhaps," Catherine said gently, "we should continue this conversation in the morning. After the DNA test. After we've all had some time to process."

Dean pulled back reluctantly, his breathing ragged, his hair even more disheveled than before. "Catherine's right. You need time to..."

"What I need," Ava said, looking directly into his eyes, "is to stop pretending this is just business between us. Because it stopped being business the moment you decided to investigate my entire life to help a woman who was just your hired chef find her lost daughter."

He stared at her for a long moment, something shifting in his expression. "You're right. It stopped being business a long time ago."

"So what is it now?"

Dean's smile was soft and real and full of possibilities that made her heart race. "Now? Now it's whatever we want it to be."

As Catherine quietly let herself out and Dean walked Ava back to her room, she couldn't help but think that in the space of a few hours, she'd lost the only family she'd ever known and potentially found both a mother and something that felt dangerously close to love.

Tomorrow would bring DNA results and difficult conversations and probably more upheaval than any one person should have to handle.

But tonight, she was going to hold onto the feeling of Dean's arms around her and the promise in his eyes when he'd said goodnight.

Because for the first time in her life, Ava Carter...whoever she really was...felt like she might actually be home.
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Chapter Five: DNA, Justice, and Love Worth Fighting For
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The DNA results arrived at 10:47 AM on a Tuesday that would forever divide Ava's life into before and after.

Dean sat across from her at his kitchen island, the manila envelope between them like a loaded weapon neither wanted to touch. Catherine paced by the windows, her nervous energy filling the space with electric tension.

"Someone needs to open it," Ava said, her voice steadier than she felt. She'd barely slept, her mind cycling between the impossible possibility that everything she'd known about herself was a lie and the memory of Dean's hands in her hair, his mouth on hers, the way he'd looked at her like she was something precious.

"It's your choice," Dean said quietly, but his eyes never left her face. "Whatever it says, nothing changes between us."

The certainty in his voice made something warm unfurl in her chest. She reached for the envelope, tearing it open with fingers that trembled only slightly.

The words blurred together at first...scientific terminology and percentages and clinical language that reduced twenty-three years of lies to cold, hard facts. But the conclusion was crystal clear:

99.9% probability of maternal relationship.

"Oh God." The paper fluttered from Ava's fingers as Catherine's sob echoed through the penthouse. "Oh my God, it's true."

Catherine was across the room in an instant, pulling Ava into arms that smelled like vanilla and tears and twenty-three years of grief finally finding release. Ava had never been held like this...like she was precious, like she was loved unconditionally, like she was worth moving heaven and earth to find.

"My baby," Catherine whispered against her hair, and Ava felt something inside her chest crack open, letting in light she hadn't known she'd been living without. "My beautiful girl. I never stopped believing. Never stopped looking."

For the first time in her adult life, Ava let herself be held. Really held. Not the awkward, obligatory hugs Sharon had dispensed like bitter medicine, but the kind of embrace that said home, safety, beloved.

"I'm sorry," she whispered into Catherine's shoulder. "I'm so sorry you went through that. All those years thinking I was dead..."

"Don't you dare apologize." Catherine pulled back to cup Ava's face, her thumbs brushing away tears Ava hadn't realized she was crying. "None of this was your fault. You were just a baby. A perfect, innocent baby who was stolen from me by people who were supposed to protect children, not take them."

That's when Catherine's gaze dropped to Ava's forearms, to the small circular scars that dotted her skin like a constellation of old pain. Scars that Ava had learned to hide, to explain away as accidents, childhood mishaps, anything but the truth.

Catherine's face went white, then red with a fury so pure it was frightening to witness.

"He hurt you," she whispered, tracing one of the cigarette burn scars with a trembling finger. "That monster put cigarettes out on your skin."

Ava tried to pull her arms back, embarrassed by the evidence of Frank's particular brand of discipline, but Catherine held on gently, counting each mark with growing horror.

"Only when I really messed up," Ava said quietly, the old shame rising in her throat like bile. "Only when I deserved it."

"You never deserved it." Dean's voice was low and dangerous, and when Ava looked at him, she saw murder in his eyes. Pure, cold murder. "No child ever deserves that. No human being deserves that."

"Dean," she started, but he was already pulling out his phone.

"I'm calling Detective Morrison. This ends today."

The next few hours passed in a blur of police interviews, sworn statements, and the kind of media attention that made Ava grateful for Dean's army of lawyers and security personnel. By evening, Frank and Sharon Carter were in custody, charged with kidnapping, child abuse, fraud, and a list of other crimes that would keep them locked away for the rest of their natural lives.

Ava felt hollow watching it all unfold. These people had shaped her entire world, had been the only family she'd known, and now they were being led away in handcuffs while cameras flashed and reporters shouted questions.

"You don't have to feel guilty," Catherine said softly, settling beside her on Dean's couch as they watched the news coverage. "What they did was unforgivable. What they put you through..." She touched one of the scars again, so gently it made Ava's throat tight. "A mother's job is to protect her child, to love them unconditionally. They failed you in every possible way."

"But they raised me," Ava said, the words feeling strange in her mouth. "Fed me, clothed me..."

"The bare minimum," Dean said, settling on her other side, his presence solid and warm. "That's not love, sweetheart. That's not even basic human decency."

The endearment slipped out so naturally that it took a moment for the impact to hit. When it did, Ava turned to look at him, seeing her own surprise reflected in his eyes.

"Did you just call me sweetheart?" she asked, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth despite everything.

His cheeks actually flushed. Dean Carrington, billionaire businessman who commanded boardrooms and intimidated grown men, was blushing because he'd let a pet name slip.

"I might have," he said, his voice carefully neutral. "Is that a problem?"

"Only if you don't mean it."

Something shifted in his expression, his professional mask dropping away to reveal something raw and honest and breathtaking in its intensity.

"I mean it," he said quietly. "I mean everything I've said to you since the day we met. Every word, every touch, every moment we've shared. It's all real, Ava. More real than anything I've ever felt."

Catherine cleared her throat delicately. "Perhaps I should give you two some privacy."

"No," Ava said quickly, catching her mother's...her mother's...hand. "Stay. Please. I've lost twenty-three years with you. I don't want to lose another minute."

But Catherine smiled, standing and pressing a kiss to the top of Ava's head. "I'll be here tomorrow, sweetheart. And the day after that, and every day for the rest of our lives if you'll have me. But right now, you and Dean have some things to work out."

She squeezed Dean's shoulder as she passed. "Take care of my daughter," she said, and the words carried the weight of years of worry finally finding release.

When they were alone, the silence stretched between them, electric with possibility and the kind of tension that had been building for weeks.

"So," Ava said, turning to face him fully on the couch, "what happens now? The fake engagement is over. I'm not the down-on-her-luck mechanic's daughter you needed to convince your family you were changing your ways. I'm Catherine Moreau's stolen child, which probably comes with its own trust fund and social complications."

"Actually," Dean said, a small smile playing at his lips, "you're Catherine Carrington's daughter."

Ava blinked. "What?"

“She kept my uncle's name after he died: Catherine Carrington," Dean explained. "She's been part of the family for years, long before we knew who you were." His smile widened. "Technically, you're already a Carrington. You have been all along. Her husband...your father...was adopted by my late grandfather as a young lad."

The irony wasn't lost on her. All those weeks of pretending to be worthy of the Carrington name, and she'd been born to it.

"That's either the most romantic coincidence in history or the universe has a seriously twisted sense of humor," she said.

"Maybe both." Dean reached for her hand, threading their fingers together like he'd done it a thousand times before. "But it doesn't change the fundamental question."

"Which is?"

"Whether you're willing to make this real." His thumb traced circles on the back of her hand, the simple touch sending electricity up her arm. "The engagement, the relationship, the future we've been pretending to plan."

Ava's heart did something acrobatic in her chest. "Are you asking me to marry you? For real this time?"

"I'm asking if you love me," he said simply. "Because I love you. I love your smart mouth and your stubborn streak and the way you call me on my bullshit. I love how you took care of Marvin at the garage and how you stood up to your...to Frank and Sharon when they tried to break you down. I love your strength and your vulnerability and the way you make me want to be better than I am."

The words hit her like warm rain after a drought, soaking into places she hadn't known were thirsty.

"Dean," she whispered, but he wasn't finished.

"I love how you look at me like I'm just a man, not a bank account or a business opportunity. I love how you challenge me and surprise me and make me laugh even when I want to strangle you." He lifted their joined hands to his lips, pressing a soft kiss to her knuckles. "I love you, Ava. All of you. The grease-stained mechanic and the elegant woman in silk dresses and every complicated, beautiful facet in between."

Tears were streaming down her face now, but they were the good kind, the kind that washed away years of believing she wasn't worth loving.

"I love you too," she said, the words coming out fierce and sure. "I love your stupid perfect face and your ridiculous penthouse and the way you make me feel like I'm worth something. I love how you investigated my entire life just to help Catherine find peace. I love your kindness and your protective streak and the way you kiss me like I'm the only woman in the world."

He was moving closer now, his free hand coming up to cup her face, and she could see forever in his eyes.

"Marry me," he said, and it wasn't a question this time. "For real. Not for business or family obligations or any reason except that I can't imagine my life without you in it."

"Yes," she breathed, and then his mouth was on hers and the world exploded into sensation.

This kiss was different from all the others...deeper, hungrier, full of promises and possibilities and the kind of desperation that came from almost losing something precious. His hands tangled in her hair, tilting her head to give him better access, and she melted into him like she'd been made to fit in his arms.

"I need you," he whispered against her lips, his voice rough with desire. "God, Ava, I need you so much it's driving me insane."

She pulled back just enough to look at him, seeing her own desire reflected in his dark eyes. "Then have me. All of me. No more boundaries, no more pretending. Just us."

Something primal flashed across his features, and then he was lifting her, carrying her toward his bedroom with the kind of purposeful stride that made her pulse race.

"Are you sure?" he asked as he set her down beside his bed, his hands framing her face, thumbs brushing across her cheekbones. "Because once we do this, there's no going back. You'll be mine, completely, and I don't share."

The possessiveness in his voice should have annoyed her. Instead, it sent liquid heat pooling low in her belly.

"I've been yours since that first day in the garage," she said, reaching for the buttons of his shirt. "I just didn't know it yet."

His shirt hit the floor, followed by her sweater, and then they were skin to skin, the contact electric and perfect and not nearly enough. His hands mapped every curve, every scar, every inch of skin like he was memorizing her, while his mouth worked magic along her throat, her collarbone, the sensitive spot just below her ear that made her gasp and arch against him.

"So beautiful," he murmured against her skin, his lips trailing lower. "So perfect. Mine."

She had never felt beautiful before, never felt desired or cherished or worthy of this kind of reverence. But the way Dean touched her, looked at her, whispered her name like a prayer...it made her feel like a goddess, like something precious and powerful and absolutely irresistible.

When he laid her back on his bed, she felt like she was coming home.

The rest of their clothes disappeared in a tangle of eager hands and breathless laughter, and then it was just skin against skin, heart against heart, two people who had found each other against all odds finally becoming one.

Dean took his time, his hands and mouth worshipping every inch of her until she was trembling and desperate and beyond rational thought. Only when she was begging, her nails digging into his shoulders, did he finally join with her in one smooth, perfect thrust that made them both cry out.

For a moment, they stayed perfectly still, overwhelmed by the intensity of the connection, the rightness of it. Then Ava moved, and Dean groaned like a man in exquisite pain.

"Don't move," he gasped against her throat. "Give me a second or this is going to be over embarrassingly fast."

She laughed, the sound breathless and full of joy. "I love you," she said, because she needed to say it again, needed him to hear it while they were joined like this, complete.

His response was to capture her mouth in a kiss that was all heat and possession and desperate love, and then he was moving, and she was moving, and they found a rhythm that was theirs alone...desperate and tender, wild and controlled, everything they were together distilled into this perfect, electric connection.

When she shattered, it was with his name on her lips and his eyes locked on hers, and when he followed her over the edge, she felt like she was witnessing something sacred, something that belonged only to them.

Afterward, they lay tangled together, their breathing slowly returning to normal, Dean's arms wrapped around her like he was afraid she might disappear.

"I love you," he said, his voice rough with emotion. "More than I knew it was possible to love another person."

"I love you too," she replied, pressing a kiss to his chest, right over his heart. "Thank you."

"For what?"

"For seeing me. For fighting for me. For giving me a family and a future and a love I never thought I deserved."

He tightened his arms around her, holding her closer. "You deserve everything, sweetheart. Every good thing this world has to offer."

As they drifted toward sleep, Ava thought about how much her life had changed in just a few weeks. She'd gone from being unwanted and unloved to having both a mother who adored her and a man who would move mountains to keep her safe.

The little girl who had been stolen and abused and told she was worthless had finally found her way home.

Three months later, Ava Catherine Carrington...she'd legally changed her name to honor both her real mother and the man she loved...stood in a couture wedding gown that made her look like a princess from a fairy tale, preparing to marry the man who had saved her in every way a person could be saved.

Catherine stood beside her, tears of joy streaming down her face as she helped with the final adjustments to Ava's veil.

"Your father would be so proud," she whispered. "So proud and so happy that you found your way back to us."

Through the window, they could see the garden where the ceremony would take place, filled with flowers and fairy lights and everyone who mattered. Marvin was there in a suit that somehow managed to be both respectable and slightly outrageous, beaming like a proud father. Dean's family had welcomed her with open arms once they learned the truth, and his grandmother had declared the whole story "deliciously romantic" and exactly the kind of drama the family needed.

As the music began and Ava prepared to walk down the aisle toward the man who had given her everything she'd never known she wanted, she thought about how perfect it was that their love story had begun with pretending.

Because now, finally, everything was real.

And it was beautiful.



Epilogue: From Grease to Gold ... A Love Forged in Fire

The garage was no longer just a building. It was hers...every bolt, every whisper of oil and metal, every heartbeat within those walls.

Ava Carrington, now proudly carrying the name of the man who saw her worth beyond grease-stained coveralls, stood beneath the gleaming new sign. A name that honored both a father she was robbed of knowing but would forever love, and a mother who now smiled like the weight of decades had finally lifted.

The gold letters shimmered in the afternoon sun: AVA’S RISE – FOR WOMEN WHO FIX MORE THAN ENGINES

Inside, the air buzzed with laughter, grit, and sisterhood. Women, fierce and fearless, bent over engines and each other’s stories, healing wounds both mechanical and emotional. Marvin, ever the soul of the shop, led the charge with his signature flair...though even he couldn’t hide the tears that spilled over at the sight of these women rising.

Dean leaned against her cherry-red truck, sleeves rolled up, the breeze catching his hair just enough to make him look aggravatingly perfect. The sunlight turned his smirk golden, but the look in his eyes? That was all Ava.

“Mrs. Carrington,” he called, voice low and teasing, “are you going to stand there all day admiring your kingdom, or are you coming home with me?”

Ava’s fingers, still speckled with grease and pride, slid into his. “I told you once...marrying me means marrying all of this.” She swept her arm toward the shop, the women, the lives in bloom. “This is my life. My fire.”

Dean pulled her in, arms wrapping around her like they were made just for her. “And marrying you was the best decision I ever made.”

Their kiss was slow and sweet, the kind that said I see you, I know you, I still choose you. Six months into marriage, and it still felt like they were writing chapter one of a very long love story.

“Tonight’s the gala,” he murmured, lips brushing her cheek. “Are you ready to tell your story?”

She smiled, lips curved with quiet strength. “I survived it. I lived it. Telling it? That’s the easy part.”

Dean’s hand ran down her back, settling at the curve of her waist. “And after?”

Her eyes sparkled. “After, I’ll wear that black dress you love...the one that makes you forget you’re the richest man in the room. And I’ll thank you. In private. For building me more than just a garage...for giving me space to be me.”

He traced the band on her finger, the gold still warm from the sun. “Promise me one thing.”

“Anything.”

“Next time you need a fake fiancée... don’t.”

She laughed...a rich, unfiltered sound that could break curses. “I’m the real deal. Messy, mouthy, magnificent. And you needed a fake fiancée, not me. All I remember needing was that sandwich you bribed me with.”

Dean dipped his head and kissed her again, longer this time. “Best damn sandwich I ever made.”

Hand in hand, they stepped into the shop, into the future they’d built from ashes and stubborn hope. Not as a placeholder love story or a business arrangement, but as partners, lovers, equals.

Ava Carrington was no longer the kidnapped girl, the second-choice daughter, or the stand-in.

She was a queen...rising from grease to gold...and Dean Carrington? He was her king.

The End. No, seriously. Cross my heart, smudge my lipstick, and hand me the damn crown.

The Billionaire's Stranded Bride
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Chapter One: Silk, Scandal, and Second Chances
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The wedding dress was a monument to bad decisions.

Ivory silk that cost more than Tasha's car...which wasn't saying much, considering her Honda had died three months ago...pooled around her feet like spilled champagne. The bodice, encrusted with enough pearls to make a Mikimoto executive weep, pinched her ribs and pushed her breasts up so high she was genuinely concerned about oxygen deprivation.

She looked like a virgin sacrifice. Which, given the circumstances, wasn't entirely inaccurate.

"Stop fidgeting," snapped Miranda, the wedding planner who'd been screwing her fiancé for God knew how long. The woman had the audacity to stand there with her perfectly coiffed blonde hair and her clipboard of lies, acting like she hadn't been on her knees in Derek's office just forty-eight hours ago.

Tasha caught her reflection in the cracked motel mirror. The makeup artist...a chain-smoking woman named Dolores who clearly moonlighted as a mortician...had done her best to cover the purple bruise blooming around her left eye. But no amount of concealer could hide the truth: she looked like a battered doll dressed up for a tea party in hell.

"I need some air," Tasha whispered, her voice barely audible over the chaos outside. Through the paper-thin walls, she could hear

her mother directing the photographer, her voice sharp with the kind of religious fervor that had taken root after Pastor Jeremiah had arrived in their lives like a plague of locusts in a three-piece suit.

"You need to stay put and think about your responsibilities," Miranda said, her voice dripping with false sweetness. "Derek is being very generous, marrying you in your... condition."

Condition. As if pregnancy was some kind of communicable disease instead of the result of one drunken night when she'd mistaken Derek's smooth-talking charm for actual human decency.

Except she wasn't even sure she was pregnant anymore. The test had been positive, but something felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. The nausea she'd attributed to morning sickness might just have been her body's natural response to being trapped in a life that was slowly suffocating her.

"Where is Derek?" Tasha asked, though she wasn't sure she wanted to know.

Miranda's smile faltered for just a second. "He's... preparing."

Preparing. Right. Probably practicing his vows while high on whatever cocktail of substances kept him functioning. Or maybe he was with one of his other women, because apparently Tasha wasn't the only one who'd fallen for his particular brand of manipulation.

The door burst open, and her mother swept in like a tornado in polyester. Susan Carter had embraced her new religious awakening with the enthusiasm of a convert and the subtlety of a sledgehammer. Everything was God's will, including Tasha's black eye and shotgun wedding.

"Tasha Marie, stop looking like someone died. This is the happiest day of your life." Susan adjusted her own dress...a modest floral number that screamed 'reformed sinner'...and surveyed her daughter with the critical eye of a livestock judge. "Pastor Jeremiah says a woman's greatest joy comes from serving her husband."

Pastor Jeremiah said a lot of things. Most of them involved women knowing their place and keeping their mouths shut. His wife, Beverly, had perfected the art of the sanctimonious smile and the backhanded blessing. Just last week, she'd told Tasha that her "wayward nature" was probably why Derek had strayed.

Because nothing said Christian love like victim-blaming wrapped in scripture.

"Mama," Tasha started, but Susan held up a hand.

"Not another word. You made your bed, now you lie in it. With your husband. As God intended."

The word 'husband' hit Tasha like a physical blow. In thirty minutes, she would walk down the aisle of the Riverside Community Church...a building that had seen better decades...and promise to love, honor, and obey a man who'd given her a black eye for having the audacity to question his fidelity.

She thought about the baby that might or might not exist. If she was pregnant, did she really want to raise a child in this toxic soup of manipulation and violence? If she wasn't... what was she doing here?

The answer hit her with stunning clarity: absolutely nothing good.

"I can't do this," she said, louder this time.

Susan's eyes narrowed. "What did you say?"

"I said I can't do this." Tasha stood up, her legs shaky but determined. "I won't marry him."

The room went dead silent. Even Miranda stopped pretending to be busy with her clipboard.

"Tasha Marie Carter," Susan's voice dropped to a dangerous whisper, "you will not embarrass this family. You will not make Pastor Jeremiah question his faith in our redemption. You will walk down that aisle and..."

"And what? Let him hit me again? Let him cheat again? Raise a child in a house where love comes with bruises and apologies?"

Susan's face went white, then red. "You're being dramatic. Derek loves you. Men sometimes... express their feelings differently."

"By sleeping with the wedding planner?"

Miranda made a choking sound.

"By giving me a black eye because I dared to ask where he'd been all night?"

"Marriage requires sacrifice..."

"Not this much." Tasha grabbed her cheap white sneakers from under the vanity chair. Her hands shook as she bent to put them on, the wedding dress bunching around her awkwardly. "I'm done sacrificing myself for other people's comfort."

She was halfway to the door when Susan grabbed her arm. Not gently.

"If you walk out that door, you are no longer my daughter. Pastor Jeremiah has been very clear about the consequences of abandoning one's duties to God and family."

Tasha looked at her mother...really looked at her. When had those laugh lines become permanent worry creases? When had her eyes gotten so cold? When had she become someone who would choose a man in a collar over her own daughter?

"Then I guess I'm an orphan now," Tasha said softly.

She yanked free and bolted for the back exit before anyone could stop her.

The hot Georgia sun hit her like a wall of humidity and freedom. Her sneakers slapped against the cracked asphalt as she ran, the wedding dress's train catching on every piece of debris in the motel parking lot. She could hear voices behind her...her mother shouting, Miranda shrieking something about photographers and deposits...but she didn't look back.

She had ninety-three dollars in her purse, half a tank of gas in her dying Honda, and absolutely no plan beyond getting as far away from Riverside as possible.

It felt like the best decision she'd ever made.

Two hours later, mascara streaking down her cheeks like war paint, Tasha realized that freedom came with its own set of problems. Her GPS had died somewhere outside Macon, her air conditioning was blowing hot air, and she was pretty sure she'd taken a wrong turn about fifty miles back.

But she was still driving. Still free. Still...

The expensive-looking black car came out of nowhere.

Actually, that wasn't true. She came out of nowhere, blinded by tears and running on pure adrenaline, and rear-ended what appeared to be a Maserati.

A very, very expensive Maserati.

"Oh, sweet Jesus and all the apostles," she whispered, watching steam rise from both vehicles. "I'm going to jail."

The other car's door opened with the kind of smooth precision that screamed German engineering and unlimited resources. The man who stepped out was... well, calling him a man seemed insufficient. He was a specimen. A work of art. The kind of beautiful that made women forget their own names and their commitment to feminism.

Tall...probably six-three...with dark hair that looked like he'd just run his fingers through it and somehow made it look intentionally tousled. His white dress shirt was rolled up to his elbows, revealing forearms that suggested he did more with his hands than sign checks. Dark slacks that fit him like they'd been tailored by the gods. And his face...

His face was the kind that belonged on magazine covers and in women's inappropriate fantasies. Strong jaw, straight nose, and eyes the color of storm clouds. But those eyes were currently fixed on her with an expression that could freeze hell.

He approached her car with the measured stride of a predator who'd already decided whether his prey was worth the chase. Tasha rolled down her window, fully prepared to throw herself on his mercy.

"I'm so sorry!" The words tumbled out in a rush. "I didn't mean to hit you! I know it looks bad...the wedding dress and the crying and the obvious mental breakdown...but I'm not actually insane. Well, not completely insane. I'm just having what you might call a life crisis, and apparently that includes becoming a menace to luxury automobiles and..."

He held up one perfectly manicured hand, and she shut up so fast she bit her tongue.

"Are you injured?" His voice was deep, cultured, with just a hint of an accent she couldn't place. British? Australian? Rich-person-who-went-to-fancy-schools?
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