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​Chapter 1: The Promise
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I've been in love with Marcus Sterling since I was sixteen.

It started the night of my sweet sixteen party, when some college asshole cornered me in the garden, his hands sliding up my thighs while he pressed me against the garden wall. Marcus appeared like a fucking avenging angel, all controlled fury and protective instincts. After he'd literally thrown the guy out on his ass, he found me shaking behind the rose bushes.

"Hey," he said softly, crouching down to my level. "You okay, sweetheart?"

I nodded, wiping my tears, suddenly hyper-aware of how devastatingly handsome he looked in his perfectly tailored suit. Dad's best friend had always been attractive, but that night, something primal shifted inside me.

"I'm going to make you a promise, Emma," he said, his dark eyes burning with intensity. "I will always protect you. From everyone, from everything. You understand?"

"Yes," I whispered, my teenage heart already half gone.

"Good girl." He helped me up, his large hands strong and warm on my bare arms. "Now let's get you back to your party."

That was six years ago. Six years of stolen glances, of touching myself to thoughts of him, of pretending I didn't get wet every time he walked into a room.

Now, at twenty-two, I'm sitting across from him at my parents' dining table, and everything has changed. The way he looks at me isn't the same protective, almost paternal gaze I've grown used to. There's pure hunger in his eyes now, a dark intensity that makes my nipples harden beneath my silk dress and heat pool between my thighs.

"Emma's graduating summa cum laude from Columbia," Dad announces proudly, raising his wine glass. "Top of her class in business administration."

Marcus's eyes burn into mine across the table. "I'm not surprised. You've always been exceptional, Emma."

The way he says my name, low and rough, sends liquid fire straight to my core. I shift in my chair, clenching my thighs together.

"Thank you, Mr. Sterling," I purr, deliberately letting my tongue dart out to wet my lips.

His jaw ticks. "Marcus," he corrects, his voice strained. "You're not sixteen anymore."

No, I'm fucking not. And from the way his gaze drops to my cleavage, lingering on the swell of my breasts barely contained by the low neckline, he's very aware of that fact.

"What are your plans now, sweetheart?" Mom asks, breaking the sexual tension crackling between us.

"I'm looking for positions at marketing firms in the city," I say, never taking my eyes off Marcus. I lean forward slightly, giving him a better view down my dress. "I'm very... motivated to work hard."
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