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      I slip into the office at precisely 8:27 every morning. Not early enough to seem eager, not late enough to draw attention. Perfect invisibility. That's the goal. For two years at Roth Enterprises, I've perfected the art of blending into beige walls and glass partitions, of making my soft, curvy body as unremarkable as the office furniture. Until today, when everything shatters.

      The marketing department buzzes with the usual Monday energy—keyboards clicking, coffee machines gurgling, hushed conversations about weekend exploits. I tuck my bag beneath my desk and smooth down my navy pencil skirt, the one I bought a size too large so it wouldn't hug my hips. My white blouse buttons to the neck, a fabric fortress.

      "Morning, Robin," calls Melissa from accounting. I offer a practiced smile in return—warm enough to be polite, brief enough to discourage conversation.

      That's how I survive here. Polite but forgettable Robin Hastings, the marketing assistant who takes excellent notes and remembers everyone's coffee order but whose name most people struggle to recall. "The chubby girl with the good grades" from high school evolved into "the competent one who fades into the background" at Roth Enterprises.

      It's safer this way. Curves like mine draw the wrong kind of attention, the kind that reduces you to parts rather than person. So I've learned to disappear. Hair pulled back in a tight bun, makeup minimal, clothes that conceal rather than reveal. The invisibility cloak of the corporate world.

      My monitor flickers to life as I log in, the calendar notification making my stomach drop.

      Marketing Department Meeting - Boardroom A - 9:00 AM - MANDATORY. CEO attending.

      The CEO. Hudson Roth himself. The man whose name graces the building but who rarely graces us with his presence. Marketing meetings typically involve our department head, sometimes a VP. Never the CEO.

      "Did you see the email?" whispers Janet, leaning over the partition that separates our desks. Her eyes are wide, bright with the gleeful terror of someone about to witness a bloodbath from a safe distance. "Roth is coming down. Apparently, the Johnson campaign numbers were shit."

      My mouth goes dry. I worked on those projections, those careful columns of numbers that suggested cautious optimism. Nothing revolutionary, nothing that would draw attention. That's how I like my work—solid, unobtrusive, competent.

      "Maybe he's just doing rounds," I suggest, though nobody in the history of corporate America has ever believed that a CEO showing up unannounced was "just doing rounds."

      Janet snorts. "Yeah, and maybe I'm getting a promotion today." She taps her coral nails against my desk. "Wear your thickest skin, Robin. They say he can smell fear."

      I spend the next twenty minutes preparing—gathering my portfolio of work, reviewing the Johnson numbers, trying to find where I might have made an error. My hands tremble slightly, leaving faint pencil smudges on my notepad. It's not rational, this fear. I'm a tiny cog in this machine. If the Johnson campaign failed, the blame will fall on people far above my pay grade.

      Still, I find myself in the bathroom five minutes before the meeting, staring at my reflection. Hazel eyes with gold flecks that my mother once called special look ordinary to me, especially behind my practical glasses. I dab at a strand of dark hair that's escaped my bun, tucking it firmly back in place. My lips are pale from gnawing at them, so I apply a touch of tinted balm. Not to look pretty—to look professional, put-together, unmemorable.

      Walking into Boardroom A feels like entering a gladiatorial arena. Already, the glass table is surrounded by people clutching notebooks and tablets like shields. I slide into a seat near the back, arranging my materials with mechanical precision—notepad perfectly aligned with the edge of the table, two pens placed just so.

      "He's coming," someone whispers, and the room falls into charged silence.

      The double doors swing open, and Hudson Roth walks in.

      I've seen him before, of course. His face is on the company website, on business magazines, occasionally in tabloids with some willowy model or actress on his arm. But none of those prepared me for the reality of him.

      He's tall—taller than I expected—his broad shoulders stretching the fabric of a suit that probably costs more than my monthly rent. His jawline could cut glass, and his jet-black hair is styled with just enough product to look deliberate but not fussy. But it's his eyes that freeze me in place. Steel gray, cold as winter morning, scanning the room like a predator assessing which prey to take down first.

      Everyone's back straightens. The air thins. He doesn't sit immediately but walks the perimeter of the table, a gesture so dominantly territorial it makes something primal in me want to shrink further into my chair.

      "The Johnson campaign," he says, his voice deep and crisp, requiring no amplification to fill the room. "Someone explain to me why we're twenty percent below projections."

      The marketing VP launches into a defense that sounds rehearsed, all technical terms and market fluctuations. I keep my eyes on my notepad, scribbling relevant points, drawing my usual neat boxes around action items. Safe in my invisibility.

      Until I feel it. A weight on my skin, like a physical touch.

      I glance up.

      Hudson Roth is staring directly at me.

      Not a passing look. Not a general sweep of the room. His steel eyes are fixed on mine with an intensity that makes my lungs forget how to draw air. I feel a heat rising from my collar, up my neck, blooming across my cheeks in what I know is a mortifying flush.

      Look away, I command myself. But I can't. His gaze holds mine prisoner, and in that eternal moment, something shifts in the room—in the world. His expression changes almost imperceptibly. The corner of his mouth lifts, not quite a smile but something more dangerous.

      He's still speaking, still addressing the room about market strategies and accountability, but his eyes never leave mine. It's as if he's having two conversations—one with the department and one, silent but deafening, with me.

      My hands grow damp. I cross my legs beneath the table, then uncross them, acutely aware of every movement, every breath. The pencil in my grip threatens to snap. Why is he looking at me? Have I done something wrong? Is there something on my face? Does he somehow know I worked on those numbers?

      When he finally breaks the stare to respond to a question, I feel like I've surfaced from underwater, gulping air. My heart pounds so loudly I'm certain everyone can hear it. I glance around, but no one seems to notice anything amiss. They're all focused on Hudson, on their notes, on not becoming the target of his obvious displeasure.

      The meeting continues for forty more excruciating minutes. Twice more, his eyes find mine across the room, lingering longer than professional courtesy would dictate. Each time, that same almost-smile plays at his lips. Each time, my body betrays me with a flush, a quickened pulse, a tightening low in my belly that I refuse to acknowledge.

      When it finally ends, people scatter like buckshot, eager to escape the tension of the room. I gather my things slowly, deliberately, waiting for the crowd to thin before I attempt to leave. My legs feel unsteady, as if I've run a marathon rather than sat in a chair for an hour.

      "Ms. Hastings."

      My name in his mouth is a command. I freeze, my portfolio clutched to my chest like armor.

      Hudson Roth stands by the door, one hand in his pocket, the other holding it open. Waiting. For me.

      "Y-yes, Mr. Roth?" My voice emerges higher than usual, a stranger's voice.

      "Good work on the demographics section of the Johnson report. The only part that made sense." He says it flatly, matter-of-factly, as if he hasn't just singled me out from twenty other people in the marketing department.

      "Thank you," I manage, wondering how he knows which part I worked on, wondering why he knows my name.

      He nods once, sharp and definitive, then steps aside to let me pass through the door. I have to move close to him, close enough to catch the scent of expensive cologne and something underneath it, something darkly, undeniably male. As I squeeze past, being careful not to brush against him, I feel his eyes on me again—on my face, then lower, taking in the curves I've tried so hard to conceal.

      "Have a good day, Robin," he says as I step into the hallway, my name in his mouth now a caress instead of a command.

      I hurry back to my desk, heart racing, skin tingling. What just happened? Why did Hudson Roth, billionaire CEO who doesn't even know the names of his VPs, just call me by my first name? Why did he look at me that way?

      And why, despite all my careful planning and professional boundaries, did I like it?
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      I'm bored. Board meetings, quarterly reports, acquisition strategies—the same tedious cycle. I built this empire from nothing, turned it into a billion-dollar monolith, and now I'm trapped in its clockwork. Nothing surprises me anymore. Nothing challenges me. I make decisions that ruin or elevate lives before my morning coffee, and I feel nothing but the dull satisfaction of efficiency. Then I walk into the marketing department meeting, and everything changes in a single glance.

      The day starts like any other. My penthouse suite offers a view of New York City that most people only see in movies—a sprawl of concrete and ambition spread out beneath me. I own a significant chunk of it. From my bedroom window, I can see three buildings with my name emblazoned on them in steel letters. Hudson Roth. A name that opens doors, closes deals, makes lesser men quake.

      My morning routine is precisely timed. Workout: 5:00 to 6:00. Shower: 6:00 to 6:15. Breakfast and news briefing: 6:15 to 7:00. Car arrives at 7:10. I'm in my office by 7:30, reviewing the day's agenda while my assistant—a forgettable man whose efficiency is his only memorable trait—briefs me on any overnight developments.

      This morning, there's a marketing report on my desk. The Johnson campaign. Numbers well below projections, despite a substantial investment. I scan the pages, noting the careful analysis, the projections, the recommendations. A waste of paper. The problem is obvious—the campaign lacks focus, tries to appeal to too broad an audience. Basic marketing principles being ignored by people I pay too much money.

      "Schedule a meeting with Marketing. Today." I don't look up as I give the order.

      "Sir, your schedule is⁠—"

      "Clear it."

      He hesitates only a moment before nodding. "Yes, Mr. Roth."

      By nine, I'm striding toward the elevator that will take me down to the marketing floor. I rarely venture from the executive levels. My presence causes disruption—people straightening, voices lowering, the entire atmosphere shifting to accommodate my status. It's tedious but occasionally necessary. Sometimes fear is the most effective motivator.

      The elevator doors slide open silently, and I step onto the marketing floor. Glass partitions, open workspaces, the buzz of activity that falters as heads turn, registering my presence. I don't acknowledge any of them as I head directly to the conference room where the meeting has been arranged.

      I pause at the threshold, observing before entering. Twenty or so employees arranged around a glass table, clutching their devices and papers like talismans against corporate wrath. I scan their faces—some familiar, most not. It doesn't matter. They're interchangeable parts in my machine.

      I enter, and the room freezes. "The Johnson campaign," I say without preamble. "Someone explain to me why we're twenty percent below projections."

      The VP of Marketing—Peterson? Patterson?—launches into an explanation that sounds like excuses wrapped in jargon. I half-listen, circling the table slowly, a deliberate power move that reminds everyone whose room this is. I ask pointed questions, watch people squirm. This is when I feel most alive—in control, unchallenged, absolute.

      That's when I see her.

      She's sitting near the back, head bent over a notepad, a cascade of dark hair falling from a severe bun. Not looking at me like everyone else, not trying to catch my eye to seem engaged. Just writing, focused, separate from the tension in the room.

      I continue speaking, redirecting a question about market segmentation, but my eyes stay fixed on her. Something about the curve of her neck, the way her teeth worry at her full bottom lip as she concentrates. She's dressed in clothes meant to diminish—a boxy blouse buttoned to her throat, a skirt that hints at curves she's trying to hide.

      It has the opposite effect. I want to see what she's concealing.

      She finally looks up, perhaps sensing my attention, and our eyes lock. Hazel with gold flecks, widening behind practical glasses. Her cheeks flush a deep pink that spreads down her neck, disappearing beneath her buttoned collar, and I find myself wondering how far down that blush extends.

      Something shifts in my chest. A tightening. A recognition I've never felt before.

      Mine.

      The thought is so immediate, so primitive, that it startles me. I've never looked at a woman and thought that before. I've wanted women, taken women, discarded women when I grew bored. But this—this instantaneous claim staking—is new.

      I continue leading the meeting on autopilot, my mind now working on two tracks. On one, I'm dismantling the marketing team's strategy, pointing out flaws, demanding solutions. On the other, I'm studying her.

      She doesn't speak during the meeting, but her body communicates volumes. The way she shifts in her seat when I look at her too long. The subtle crossing and uncrossing of legs beneath the table. The nervous habit of tucking escaped strands of hair behind her ear. Each movement tells me she feels this too, this unexpected current between us.

      I need to know her name.

      As the meeting concludes, I position myself near the door. People file past, eyes down, eager to escape. I scan their badges as they pass. Then she approaches, clutching a portfolio to her chest like armor.

      Robin Hastings. Marketing Assistant.

      "Ms. Hastings." I keep my voice neutral, professional.

      She freezes, looking up at me with those remarkable eyes. "Y-yes, Mr. Roth?"

      "Good work on the demographics section of the Johnson report. The only part that made sense." It's true—her analysis was clean, thorough, intelligent. But that's not why I'm singling her out.

      "Thank you," she says, her voice soft but not weak.

      I step aside, forcing her to walk close to me to exit. She smells like vanilla and something uniquely feminine that makes my pulse quicken. My eyes track her body as she passes—the curves she tries to hide evident despite her efforts.

      "Have a good day, Robin," I say, deliberately using her first name, watching her reaction.

      She hurries away without looking back, but the flush on her neck tells me everything I need to know.

      Back in my office, I call in my assistant.

      "Find out everything about Robin Hastings in Marketing."

      "Sir?"

      "Everything. Her file, her performance reviews, her education, her current projects. I want it all within the hour."

      He nods, knows better than to ask why. Within forty-five minutes, a folder appears on my desk. I open it immediately.

      Robin Hastings. Twenty-five. Bachelor's in Marketing from NYU, graduated with honors. Hired two years ago. Performance reviews consistently above average but not outstanding enough to fast-track her career. Lives alone in a one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. Unmarried. No workplace relationships noted.

      Unremarkable on paper. But I saw something in that conference room—intelligence, yes, but also a hidden fire behind that professional facade. Something that connects directly to a primal part of me I didn't know existed.

      I pick up my phone. "Send Robin Hastings from Marketing to my office. Now."

      Twenty minutes later, there's a tentative knock at my door.

      "Enter."

      She steps in, clutching that same portfolio, her eyes wide and uncertain behind her glasses. Up close, in the privacy of my office, I can see her more clearly. Her lips are fuller than I realized, her face heart-shaped, her figure more generous than her conservative clothes attempt to disguise.
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