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✨ Chapter One: The Collision


The air reeked faintly of burnt coffee and copier ink, the signature scent of Greyson & Cole Publishing. It was supposed to be a place where words came alive, but for Aurora Bennett, every hallway was a minefield — and one particular man was the landmine she always seemed to step on.

Ethan Cole.

Her boss’s golden boy.

Her personal nightmare.

Aurora adjusted the manuscript box she was carrying, hugging it against her chest as she tried to avoid eye contact with anyone in the crowded office. Mondays were brutal, especially when she was running late, and today felt cursed from the moment she’d spilled tea on her blouse that morning. She kept her head down, focused on getting to her desk, until—

“Watch it, Bennett.”

The voice slid like ice water down her spine. She didn’t have to look up. She knew.

Aurora froze, heat rushing to her face. The box slipped in her arms, pages shifting precariously. She managed to keep them from toppling over, but the smug chuckle that followed told her Ethan had noticed.

She lifted her gaze slowly, preparing her most poisonous glare. There he was — Ethan Cole, leaning casually against the wall with that infuriating half-smile that screamed I run this place. His tie was loosened just enough to look intentional, his sleeves rolled in that careless way women in the office swooned over.

Aurora wanted to swoon too. She hated herself for it.

“You always move like you’ve got blinders on,” he continued, one brow arching in mock amusement. “Carrying around other people’s brilliance like it’ll rub off on you.”

Her teeth clenched. “At least I carry something worth reading, Cole. Unlike you.”

That earned a ripple of laughter from the interns standing nearby, but Ethan’s grin didn’t falter. If anything, it widened, sharp and taunting. He leaned closer, lowering his voice so only she could hear.

“You’re still mad I shredded your proposal last month, aren’t you?”

Aurora’s pulse spiked. Mad? She had been furious. Months of research, late nights, and sacrifice — torn apart in a meeting where Ethan’s critique had been harsher than necessary. He hadn’t just dismissed her idea; he’d embarrassed her in front of half the editorial board.

“You didn’t shred it,” she hissed, stepping closer despite herself. “You buried it alive and laughed while it suffocated.”

Their eyes locked, tension so thick it pressed against the air between them. She hated how tall he was, how her neck strained just to meet his gaze. She hated how alive she felt when their arguments flared like sparks.

Ethan tilted his head, studying her. “You should thank me. I saved you from wasting your career on mediocrity.”

Aurora’s nails dug into the manuscript box. One second longer and she might’ve thrown it at his too-perfect face.

But she didn’t. She pushed past him, her shoulder brushing his chest harder than necessary. The scent of his cologne—crisp cedarwood and something darker—clung to her even after she walked away.

At her desk, Aurora slammed the manuscript down with more force than necessary. She sat, exhaling sharply, but her thoughts refused to settle.

It wasn’t just that she hated Ethan Cole.

It was that she couldn’t ignore him.

Every idea she pitched, every step she took in this company, it was as if he was already there, waiting to block her path. He thrived on it, on needling her until her composure cracked. And worst of all—his words lingered, crawling under her skin, daring her to prove him wrong.

Aurora tapped her pen against the desk, staring at the blinking cursor on her computer screen. She wasn’t here to play his games. She was here to carve out a place of her own, no matter how many walls Ethan tried to build in her way.

That afternoon, the summons came.

“Conference room two, five minutes,” her supervisor, Ms. Ramirez, announced. “Aurora, Ethan—you’re both in.”

Aurora blinked. Both? That never boded well.

When she arrived, Ethan was already there, leaning back in his chair like he owned it. He didn’t even glance at her, which somehow irritated her more than his smirk ever could.

Ms. Ramirez wasted no time. “We’re launching a special imprint this quarter — modern romance fiction with fresh voices. The board wants a test project to kick things off. And lucky you two—” she paused, letting her words hang like a guillotine— “you’re co-leading it.”

Aurora’s heart stopped. What?

Ethan’s head finally turned, his gaze colliding with hers. Shock flashed for only a second before it melted into something that looked dangerously like amusement.

Aurora opened her mouth, words tangling in panic. “With him?”

Ethan, ever composed, simply said, “This should be... interesting.”

Ms. Ramirez’s tone brooked no argument. “I expect results. Aurora, Ethan—you’ll bring me a draft proposal in three weeks. Figure out how to work together, or don’t bother coming back with anything at all.”

The room felt smaller, suffocating. Aurora could barely hear over the pounding in her ears.

Work with Ethan Cole. For three weeks.

It was a nightmare dressed as an assignment.

Ethan stood smoothly, buttoning his jacket, and leaned closer as he passed her. His voice was a whisper, smug and low.

“Looks like we’re stuck with each other, Bennett. Try not to set me on fire.”

Aurora’s jaw tightened, her pulse betraying her with a traitorous flutter. She forced herself to breathe, to remember who he was: the man who thrived on humiliating her, who dismissed her ideas, who embodied everything she swore she’d never need.

But beneath the ashes of her anger, something dangerous stirred. A spark she refused to name.

And that was how it began — not with love, but with fire.
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✨ Chapter Two: Terms of Engagement

[image: ]




The rain started just as Aurora left the office that evening. Fat, unrelenting drops hammered against the glass windows of Greyson & Cole, blurring the city lights into a watery haze. She lingered by the door, umbrella-less, watching colleagues rush by with coats pulled tight and hoods raised.

Her phone buzzed.

From: Ms. Ramirez

Conference room tomorrow, 9 AM sharp. You and Cole — project kickoff. Be prepared.

Aurora’s stomach knotted. As if the universe hadn’t punished her enough today.

She shoved her phone back into her bag and cursed the rain. She’d have to sprint for the subway and pray her laptop survived the soaking.
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