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Florence

I HATE GARRETT CALLAHAN.

I hate his smile, I hate his little jokes, his relentless good mood, his vanity, and his enormous ego.

I hate him.

And this is the story of how he got me pregnant.
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​CHAPTER 1
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Garrett

“YOU’RE SURE I WON’T lose my internship over this, Mr. Callahan?” Brian asked over his shoulder while I knelt in front of the lock.

Why did he kneel too? God only knows.

Apparently, neither of us was cut out for espionage.

“Why would a little field research cost you your internship?” I muttered under my breath, hoping nobody could hear us, trying to twist a bobby pin in the lock the way I’d seen in... cartoons.

I’d love to say I learned that trick from a James Bond movie, but the truth is it was a healthy dose of Scooby-Doo at the children’s hospital that led me to that technique.

A shitty technique, if you ask me.

And still Brian was breathing down my neck, whispering like a restless spirit.

He was a good kid, overall. Dedicated, always eager to learn, asked smart questions, and knew how to order a decent caramel macchiato.

But right now, he was being a major pain in the ass.

“Because I looked it up, and that would constitute breaking and entering, which is a federal crime that—” I craned my neck just to shoot him a withering look.

What was wrong with the new generation of interns? A little adrenaline and suddenly they’re throwing out phrases like “breaking and entering” and “federal crime”? Back in my internship days, if my boss told me we needed to break down a door, I’d be there with a crowbar.

Of course, back then my boss was my father.

And that was probably the most arrogant, entitled thought I’ve ever had in my entire life. The poor kid wasn’t lucky enough to be a talented nepo baby like me, but desperate times called for desperate measures, right?

I couldn’t just be the most brilliant, visionary, disruptive, charming, and humble architect of my entire generation, could I? Sometimes you had to get your hands dirty.

And right now, the dirty work consisted of breaking and entering.

Not that it was really breaking and entering. No way. After all, the entire Callahan Structures building was... a Callahan building, and as far as my birth certificate was concerned, I was one of them.

So technically, me, my brothers, and my parents owned everything inside it.

Or at least, that’s what I’d say when the judge asked.

Okay, okay! Kneeling in front of a door, shoving a bobby pin into the lock wasn’t exactly the brightest moment of my entire career. And I wouldn’t be doing this under normal circumstances.

Never.

I wore Charles Tredici suits; that kind of fabric didn’t deserve to touch office dust.

But again: desperate times called for desperate measures.

All’s fair in love and war.

Even a little invasion of enemy territory.

“I’m just saying, sir...” he warned seriously.

“Are you here to help me or give me a lecture?” I raised an eyebrow at him, demanding he make a quick choice.

Was the intern a man or a mouse?

Although, if he turned into a rodent right now, it would be pretty helpful. His tiny little paws could fit inside that goddamn lock and do the job that the stupid bobby pin one of the girls had left at my house couldn’t manage.

Suddenly, I understood Stuart Little’s brother.

“I didn’t come here, Mr. Graham, I was passing by and you called me over, and...” he started saying, and I rolled my eyes.

Brian was way too hung up on details.

“Well, maybe if this works out, you’ll get a raise.” I refocused on what mattered.

Breaking into Florence Beaumont’s office.

Not in a weird, obsessive way like Joe from You, but in a... sexy, cool way, like Christian Grey had read The Art of War. Desperate times called for desperate measures, and I wasn’t afraid to be seen kneeling outside the engineer’s door.

Especially with Brian beside me.

Who would fire a nineteen-year-old kid who just dared to follow a superior’s orders? Me, on the other hand... I could bet Raiden would fire me without a second thought.

Bastard obsessed with rules.

My oldest brother would probably even smile when he got the chance to sign the termination papers for our parents’ favorite, yours truly.

I should have called him to watch the door.

You can’t fire someone who’s your accomplice.

But now it was too late.

“Why can’t you just call the client and ask which of the two projects he chose?” Captain Obvious whispered behind me.

“You must be a real hit at college parties, huh?” I grumbled, bending the pin inside the small hole.

I definitely took a class on locks in college, but I doubted any professor taught us the art of breaking in. And come to think of it, an activity like that could come in handy.

You never know when an architect needs to check the scoreboard of his imaginary rivalry with his enemy. It was for reasons like this that academia was a failed institution. Where were the practical examples for the students?

Later, I’d email Harvard, volunteering to give lectures on the subject.

As soon as I managed to unlock this piece-of-shit door.

“I don’t think it’s going to work, sir,” Brian whispered.

The last thing I needed was an intern who demotivated me. I needed someone solid on my team.

And someone skilled in picking locks.

“You want to try?” I exploded in a low voice.

If you can’t help, don’t hinder, but actually helping would be a good option too.

“And leave my fingerprints on the pin?” he asked, horrified.

“Who’s going to analyze a bobby pin, Brian?” This guy watched way too many crime shows.

“Don’t get me wrong, Mr. Callahan, but Miss Beaumont...” his voice faltered and he shuddered, “is kind of scary.”

To that, I had no answer.

Lying wasn’t really my style, but I also wasn’t about to admit my rival was a little... terrifying.

Not physically. Round blue eyes and a button nose didn’t exactly inspire fear in anyone. Quite the opposite.

I could admit, unfortunately, the damn woman was... easy on the eyes. Her terrible personality could have come with a hideous face, but there was no denying it: Florence Beaumont was beautiful.

Like a siren was beautiful from the waist up, luring fishermen so she could devour their brains. Gorgeous, but deadly.

Like a witch-vampire-maniac stuffed into the body of a little fairy.

A little fairy capable of breaking solid concrete with her bare hands.

Not that I’d ever seen it, but that was the rumor going around the company’s construction sites.

“This isn’t the time to...” I started saying, twisting the pin inside the lock, but before I could say anything else, I heard a click coming directly from the door.

“Did it work?” Brian asked quietly, his brown eyes wide.

Why was he so surprised? Of course it worked.

I was an architect; I knew how to unlock a door. I just didn’t know I had that skill so strongly developed.

I’d have to send that email to Harvard.

I really was phenomenal.

“I think...” I started, turning the doorknob.

But before I could do anything, the door swung open with a jolt.

And I fell to the floor like a sack of potatoes.

With Brian, the intern, on top of me.

The most embarrassing scene of my entire life.

Whew! Good thing no one was here to see it.

Right?

Right?

Wrong!

“What a lovely surprise,” said that terrible, mocking voice, and I opened my eyes just to see a pair of dark heeled boots, framed by light jeans and a black overcoat, as if I were staring at Blade, the vampire hunter.

And just for the record, I’d rather be face-to-face with a real exterminator, anyone but her.

“Miss Beaumont,” the intern said, mortified, getting up from his position on top of me in a split second.

I stayed lying down, even though my brand-new white Charles Tredici shirt definitely had a very unflattering dust stain now.

I liked my office spotless. Beth, one of the company’s cleaning ladies, was especially meticulous with my room.

Especially if I was inside it.

I doubted anyone could get into Florence’s lair, where she surely conducted virgin sacrifices in the name of all her engineering success.

“Brian,” the she-devil greeted, and I looked up, realizing that even though she was talking to him, her eyes were fixed on me on the floor.

The intern didn’t move.

I rolled onto my back and, in a gesture even I could admit was annoying, I linked my hands behind my head.

Florence looked at me like she could shoot laser beams from her icy blue orbs.

“Garrett,” the French accent slipped out a little, and she didn’t use any remnant of politeness to say my name; quite the opposite. The tone was like she was saying: you-disgusting-sewer-rat-who-crawled-up-through-the-toilet-while-I-was-peeing-and-traumatized-me-forever.

Or something like that.

But just because she was rude didn’t mean I should stoop to her level.

“Cement fairy,” I said, my smile widening with all the gentleness Marie Callahan taught me.

I wouldn’t be surprised if Florence had been born from the hands of an ice sculptor. It would explain her rigid demeanor.

Her reaction to the nickname didn’t surprise me.

Her eyes turned into slits; the irritated frown I knew so well appeared between her eyebrows. She made it so often at me that I considered delicately leaving Dr. Sophie Harrison’s business card on her desk. But the chances of Florence shoving it right where the sun didn’t shine were high.

Not everyone was interested in wrinkle prevention.

Too bad.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, specifically to me.

“Don’t you care that Brian is here?” I pointed at the intern, and it was his turn to glare daggers at me.

I huffed, annoyed.

That wasn’t being a tattletale, it was stating the obvious.

“He’s my intern.”

“Our intern,” I corrected, even though I always referred to Brian that way myself, but coming from her it sounded anything but polite.

We shared Brian; my brother found him talented and offered him a spot in engineering to pad his resume. The kid would leave with tons of experience.

And probably a nervous stomach ulcer from dealing with Florence.

I was sure the kid loved me.

“And he doesn’t have a bobby pin in his hands.” Sherlock Holmes in panties raised an accusing finger, pointing at the accessory in my palm.

“And is that a crime, by any chance? We’re in the United States of America; the Second Amendment guarantees the people’s right to keep and bear arms.” Let no one hear me say that; God forbid I be mistaken for a Trump supporter.

But again: all’s fair in war.

“A bobby pin is a weapon?” Her hands landed on her hips, frustrated, and I heard Brian take a step back in response to the engineer’s rising irritation.

What a traitorous intern!

“You know I’m a pacifist, Fairy.” I propped myself up on my elbows, getting out of the very uncomfortable position. “You’re missing a nice, plush rug in your office, maybe something modern and...” I started suggesting, but that didn’t make her happy at all.

Anything that hinted to Florence that a room should be more than walls, ceiling, and floor pissed her off. Especially when the advice came from me.

So I loved giving unsolicited suggestions.

Too bad for her.

Florence could have a project from the greatest living architect—me, in case that wasn’t clear yet—and she’d rather grunt and threaten me. Sometimes the steak fell on the vegan’s plate.

On my feet, I could see her evil figure better. The engineer never wore tight clothes that showed off her curves, and this time was no exception. The pants and blazer had a straight, modern cut, but were just as bland as her projects.

But it didn’t make her any less attractive. Quite the opposite. There was a mystery there: what was underneath the layers of fabric? Even in summer she opted for pants instead of skirts and dresses, marching through the company like a general.

And it’s not like I wanted to know what she was hiding.

I was certainly more selective with my women. I liked them beautiful, smiling, and very happy around my dick, and Florence only met one of those criteria, but an attractive face didn’t change a sour personality.

“You were trying to break into my office,” she accused, cutting me off, without any proof.

Besides the fact that I was actually trying to break into her office.

A very cruel accusation.

“Of course not,” I said, pocketing the bobby pin and smoothing the lapel of my dark blue blazer, brushing off the dust particles that had stuck to the fabric.

Was that cement on there?

I wouldn’t be surprised.

Florence loved visiting every single one of Callahan’s construction sites.

Her whole office radiated that idea. On a bland table near the window, which looked more like a giant crate, there was a profusion of exposed bricks, ready to be analyzed, all meticulously catalogued. Each sample was labeled with technical details like strength, durability, and cost.

I’d love to steal that information.

On the opposite wall, large project blueprints were carefully hung. There was no room for abstractions or artistic flourishes; everything was functional, from the technical diagrams to the handwritten notes on calculations and structural adjustments.

Florence’s room wasn’t decorated to please the eye, but to serve a purpose. It had only the essentials: ergonomic chairs for her quick meetings and an old drafting board she refused to retire.

That was it.

No family photos, pets, or cozy curtains.

A rug.

She even refused to have a rug.

“So what were you two doing crouched outside my door, Garrett?” She had a very peculiar way of saying my name. With a softer, rolled “r” in her almost imperceptible French accent.

Most of the time you couldn’t tell the engineer was Parisian, but when she said my name, it became very clear. Almost as if something escaped her tight control.

I liked that more than I could admit.

“Praying,” I shrugged, and she huffed. “What? I’m baptized, you know? Maybe I reconnected with my faith?”

A man couldn’t have his beliefs?

“We need to tell the truth, Mr. Callahan.” The intern swallowed hard. I rolled my eyes. “He was trying to break in, Miss Beaumont, and I wanted to stop him.”

“Traitor!” I turned to declare, and he cowered.

Architecture was about trust, too.

And sometimes, trust meant breaking into an engineer’s office.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Callahan,” he pleaded, and I rolled my eyes.

Party pooper.

No wonder Raiden loved him.

That kid was a snitch.

“Okay, okay!” I raised my hands in surrender. “Yes, I wanted to...” Break in was such a strong word.

“Break in,” Florence finished, correcting me as if she could read my mind.

I wouldn’t put it past her.

“Know,” I chose a more appropriate word, one that wouldn’t land me in jail.

Now it was the Cement Fairy’s turn to smile.

I was very successful at breaking into her office, and she was smiling? Crazy.

“Do you know which one of us New York General Hospital picked?” She crossed her arms over her chest, one dark-blonde eyebrow arching in a challenging look.

“You’re wrong.”

She was right.

The score was 15 to 15.

Not that anyone was keeping count—we both were—but inside Callahan Structures, there was a bit of a... rivalry between projects signed by Florence Beaumont and Garrett Callahan.

In the place where I valued creativity, daring to push unique aesthetic standards, the engineer was more interested in things like technical feasibility, cost, and durability. Blah, blah, blah. Page-one stuff. Sure, I kept an eye on those criteria too, but who would Superman be if he hadn’t jumped off that first barn and realized he could fly? And what if Simone Biles had never thrown that first backflip?

Life needed a courageous outlook on things.

Construction was obviously about walls staying up safely and permanently. But it was more than that. It was about bringing people’s essence inside a space.

But Florence didn’t see it that way.

And she was very vocal about it with clients.

Little by little, we started butting heads. And competing.

I couldn’t even remember exactly how it started, but suddenly, I caught myself thinking about her during meetings more than I wanted to.

Always with a dozen questions in my mind: what would stand out to consumers? Sustainable materials or conventional ones? Exposed brick or standard cladding? Open concepts or separated spaces?

Then, one day...

We made the deal.

It was her third approved proposal over mine when the Cement Fairy, with her superior French accent, turned to me:

“I can count how many times they’ve picked you this year,” she said, and then made a zero with her hands, pressing her fingers to her thumbs.

“I don’t know how you say it back in Paris, but that’s not cool at all.” I pointed at her, and she smiled, mockingly. “You’re pretty full of yourself for someone who’s just on a lucky streak.”

Maybe she’d been rubbing a rabbit’s foot somewhere, or carrying a four-leaf clover in her pocket.

She looked at me like I’d just said croissants were disgusting.

“Lucky?” Her accent thickened, outraged. “I bet I can get more projects approved than you.” She stuck out her delicate little chin, hands on her hips.

“A bet? For what?”

Florence thought for a second. She wasn’t that creative.

“Whoever wins gets to... do whatever they want with the other.”

My smile widened when I heard those words.

“What do you want to do with me for a night, Fairy?” I asked, suggestive, not liking how my dick reacted to the prize.

Her eyebrow shot up.

“What’s wrong, Garrett? Scared?”

Of her? Never.

That goddamn woman.

“One year?” I raised my hand in the air.

Florence didn’t think twice before pressing her soft palm against mine. An electric jolt shot through my wrist—must have been her hatred passing into me. Crazy woman.

“One year.”

Which was next week.

August 12th.

It was marked in my calendar. And it was probably drawn inside a pentagram somewhere in that office.

“They’re going to pick me,” she said, and I made a disgusted sound at that stupid idea.

“In your dreams.”

Yeah, sure, a hospital would choose the conservative/boring option over the visionary/brilliant one, but in this case, it wasn’t an absolute truth. They were planning to remodel the waiting room, and in this specific situation, the bold could win.

I was certain my project was more interesting than the straight, sterile idea Florence had gone with, and the clients always loved that. My plan had natural materials, improved acoustics, and cozy lighting.

I’d spent a good part of my childhood going between hospital rooms and uncomfortable waiting areas. They were more than just flat surfaces to sit on until your back ached.

Spaces were experiences. Every detail contributed to a silent narrative, and I knew, better than anyone, how those details could turn difficult moments into something a little more bearable.

A curved sofa, instead of chairs lined up like a soulless army, said: “You can relax.” Slightly warmer lighting, adjusted to avoid the oppressive glare of the rest of the hospital, whispered: “It’s okay, you can breathe.”

Florence’s project embraced none of that.

But mine did.

I had a real chance of winning.

Still, it had been a week since our last meeting with no response.

Of course, they’d pick me.

Obviously.

But... what if they’d already given the answer to Florence? What if, for the first time in my entire life, I was wrong?

Impossible.

But... what if?

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” She jutted out her chin, but I knew her well enough by now to know when she was bluffing.

She hadn’t heard from the Hospital either.

“Well, I am sure.” Now it was my turn to show off. “I’m going to win. The score will be 16 to 15, and when you lose, you’ll have to do whatever I want, and the sky’s the limit.”

Florence made a sickened face, looking away.

I smacked my hands together, brushing the leftover construction material dust off my fingers.

My job here was done.

“So my break-in worked.” I tucked the paperclip back into my jeans pocket. “Mission accomplished. Come on, Brian, I need you to help me catalog the material samples that came in.”

He nodded, almost relieved.

“Not before you review my quality control reports,” Florence demanded, and I rolled my eyes.

Of course she was terribly jealous of my excellent relationship with the intern. The Cement Fairy couldn’t be nice to someone even if her life depended on it.

“I can...” Brian swallowed hard. “Do both.”

“Great,” Florence said, crossing her arms.

“Great,” I said, because I was also getting the last word here.

The student nodded before disappearing out of the office, leaving the engineer and me alone.

“Garrett?” She called, my name sounding like an insult.

“Yeah?” I said, reluctantly.

“I was the one who opened the door.

Conceited.

​
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[image: ]




Florence

I WASN’T LIKE THAT. I didn’t do those kinds of things.

But still...

“And what’s your name?” The receptionist asked, her badge reading New York General Hospital.

Shit.

I hadn’t thought that part through. I couldn’t give my real name, could I? I’d never once tried to pass myself off as someone else in my entire life. Never given a fake ID to buy alcohol or sneak into an age-restricted party.

Never.

But still...

“Brigitte...” don’t say Bardot, don’t say Bardot, don’t say Bardot. “Bardot.”

The woman in her fifties furrowed her brow at me.

Xenophobia against my own people. For God’s sake, I couldn’t think of another French icon?

“Like the actress?” I should have built the character better.

“Yes,” I said flatly, and she stared at me for a full second before going back to typing on her computer.

“You can wait, Brigitte.”

“Thanks,” I said, stepping away from the counter and heading back to one of the waiting chairs.

Before you judge me, let me explain why I walked into a free walk-in clinic with a fake name, feeling absolutely nothing wrong with me, in perfect health.

First of all: blame Garrett Callahan.

He drove me to a little lie.

His invasion of my office made me realize the cretin was worried about the score of our little competition. He wouldn’t have broken in if he knew the hospital’s decision already, would he? And if he was desperate enough to try investigating me, then maybe the administrators hadn’t chosen yet.

One thing led to another and... suddenly I was on an expedition to find out with my own two hands.

Could I have just sent an email or called someone in hospital administration? Yes. Would I do that? Never. Because that would be desperate. And good engineers didn’t get desperate.

Even though, at the moment, I was desperate.

So I made a decision. Not out of revenge or pride, but necessity.

If Garrett was willing to play dirty, I needed to make sure he didn’t get the upper hand.

That’s why I was here. It wasn’t an invasion or espionage—at least not in the traditional sense. It was a direct, objective, and yes, risky investigation.

Top-level fieldwork.

I couldn’t lose that bet.

First of all: I never should have made it in the first place.

Watching him fail over and over with my client suggestions had made me arrogant. Of course people preferred the stability of my projects, and gradually, his terrible ideas got left behind.

Until I suggested that goddamn bet.

One year.

And ever since then, his ideas started getting approved like magic.

More and more, clients were convinced by sustainable materials, automation systems that allowed light control, and those fucking open-concept layouts.

I had to work twice as hard, giving it everything, just to reach a tie.

Fifteen projects for me versus fifteen projects for him.

New York General Hospital was the finish line. The last job before the deadline.

And if, by some cruel twist of fate, I lost, I knew there were no limits to what Garrett Callahan would do to me—because I had ideas just as wild for him as he had for me.

New York General Hospital was more than just another project. It was proof that I could be the best. That my work spoke louder than any facade or empty charm.

If anyone was going to win this tiebreaker, it was me.

I took a deep breath, straightened my posture. Garrett might be good—exceptional, even, according to some people—but I was better.

Maybe he didn’t know that yet, but he would soon.

While I waited, I looked around. The waiting room was full of people in bad shape, some clearly dealing with something far more serious than a professional rivalry. And definitely far more contagious.

A knot of discomfort formed in my stomach, but I ignored it.

Too late to back out now.

My goal was clear: protect the future of my project and make sure my work wasn’t swept away by Garrett Callahan and his usual arrogance.

When they called “Brigitte” from the door of an exam room, I stood up immediately, adjusting my bag on my shoulder and straightening my blazer.

“Good morning,” the woman greeted me with a smile, gesturing to a chair inside a curtained cubicle, identical to several others where patients were being seen.

“Good morning.” I sat down, pressing my back against the hard plastic.

“Do you know how the clinic works?” she asked, picking up her clipboard to review the information.

“Yes,” I said, setting down my bag and placing it neatly beside me on the chair.

The confusion on the professional’s face didn’t surprise me. There was a name embroidered on her white coat—Dr. Emily Rodriguez—but she was definitely just a student. That would explain why, despite being professional, the girl seemed a little uncomfortable. For some reason, it reminded me of Brian, my intern.

“Well... we’re a philanthropic clinic affiliated with New York General Hospital, and we provide free preventive care, referring more serious cases to the main hospital... okay?” Why were her hands shaking?

“Yes,” I said, looking around. I should have scheduled an exam—that would have given me more access to the hospital’s infrastructure. “Do you know if...” I started, but she cut me off.

“And what brought you to the clinic today, Brigitte?” she asked, adjusting her pen over the paper, ready to write down my answer.

I figured “investigating the hospital project” wasn’t a good answer.

“Uh... sickness?” It almost sounded like a question.

“What kind of sickness?” Her eyebrows drew together.

“Physical.” I had perfect health. Never broken a bone or needed surgery—at most, follow-up for gastritis. As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t a health condition a good ibuprofen couldn’t fix.

And because of that, I didn’t have much to draw from.

“You need to be more specific than that, Miss Bardot,” she said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, uncomfortable.

“Do you know if the hospital is due for any renovations?” I cut to the chase, and the confusion only seemed to worsen.

Terrible idea.

I should have booked a colonoscopy. Less embarrassing.

“Renovations?” she repeated, thrown off. “Not that I know of, but... why is that relevant to your appointment?”

“Just heard something around and got curious. I like to stay informed.”

Emily frowned but seemed to accept my flimsy excuse.

“Right...” She paused before looking back at her clipboard. “I don’t know about any... renovations.”

“Can you think harder?”

“About... renovations?” Her head tilted to the side, her professional expression melting into pure curiosity.

“Exactly,” I nodded, waiting until she gave me a better answer.

I swallowed hard. I couldn’t leave here without more information, but I also couldn’t raise suspicion.

“I don’t think I know anything about renovations.”

“That’s fine,” I shrugged. “I can wait.”

“Wait for what?”

“Until you ask someone who does know,” I clarified the obvious.

Had a third eye sprouted on my forehead? It wasn’t that hard.

I sighed, seeing that she wouldn’t help unless I gave her what she wanted.

“Alright...” I started, hesitating. “Maybe a little back pain?” That seemed like a good choice, coming from someone who spent hours in front of technical drawings.

Emily seemed to perk up at the possibility of a real symptom.

“Okay,” she said, looking relieved but still eyeing me like I was a strange case. “And when did it start?”

“Uh... seven?”

“Seven... days?” she offered.

Stupid. Who goes to the hospital for a little pain that started days ago? Americans were weak.

“Years.”

“Seven years?” She choked on the answer, and her pen hesitated over the paper. “And you only decided to seek help now?” That probably wasn’t very professional, but I could bet Dr. Emily was about to lose patience with me.

The feeling was mutual.

How could she work in a place and know nothing about the renovations about to happen?

“Busy life.”

That part wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t a good excuse either. The critical voice of my mother, who lived inside my head, would say that “busy life” was the excuse of the lazy.

Committed people made time.

Emily shot me a suspicious look but said nothing. Maybe she was trying to understand why someone with a supposed seven-year backache seemed so casual about it.

“Right...” she said, jotting something down on the clipboard. “So it’s chronic pain. Let me see... where exactly do you feel the pain?”

“In my...” I hesitated. I needed something that wasn’t alarming, but also not so simple that it wouldn’t require more questions. “Lower back.”

“Of course, of course,” Emily replied, now in full clinical mode. “Have you tried any form of treatment? Physical therapy? Massage therapy?”

“Yes,” I lied outright. “But it didn’t help much.”

She nodded, interested in building the full picture of my fictitious medical history.

“Any history of injuries?”

“No,” I answered quickly. “Just... you know how it is.”

“I understand,” she said, without really understanding at all. “Well, I’ll need to examine you.”

I held back an eye roll. I didn’t have time for this.

“That’s not necessary,” I tried to backpedal. “I don’t want to take up anyone’s time here, I was just looking to...”

“What exactly do you want, Miss Bardot?” Emily stared at me with a raised eyebrow, clearly suspicious.

Damn. I needed to think fast.

“Just... to know more about the treatment options available. How am I supposed to know if you can treat my pain? Maybe you don’t have the materials available or the spaces,” I pointed to the curtains around us. “Maybe a renovation is necessary to accommodate people with the same condition as me.”

“The condition of back pain?”

“Yes,” Miss Obvious.

“Okay...” She set her clipboard down on the small side table, her gaze suspicious. “I’m going to get a second opinion on... the renovation.” Finally, we were speaking the same language.

“Great,” I sighed. “I’ll wait here.”

Emily shook her head and left the cubicle, leaving me there.

At rock bottom.

Christ, I wasn’t like this.

I didn’t invade spaces under the pretense of finding out if projects had been approved. I didn’t give fake names or try to pry secrets out of employees. Obsessed with my own work? Yes. A potential criminal? No.

But Garrett Callahan brought out the worst in me.

It was more than just the stupid bet. It was knowing I had won not because my last name was on the company facade, but because my work was so good it stood out on its own.

I took a deep breath, crossing my arms.

If I could just talk to someone better informed than Dr. Emily, maybe I could get rid of this pressure once and for all and forget the shame this fucking agreement was putting me through.

Once I won and could do whatever I wanted with Garrett, I’d go back to being the balanced, intelligent professional who didn’t give fake names at clinics for the poor.

As soon as the doctor came back.

I craned my neck, looking for her across the huge hall full of other doctors and patients. And there she was, standing next to another professional—tall, strong, older, and definitely better informed.

I squinted, hoping to read the word staff on his badge, or maybe something even better, like administration. Someone who knew where things stood with the hospital’s renovation process. Anyone.

But because I was wearing my contacts, I could see exactly what his credential said.

Psychiatry.

“Shit!” I whispered to myself, grabbing my bag from the floor.

Psychiatry? No! This couldn’t be happening!

Someone named Brigitte Bardot showing up at a hospital claiming to have back pain for seven years, asking if the hospital was under renovation. Not exactly a great display of mental health.

I circled around the chair, ducking behind the curtain and slipping into the next cubicle, where an elderly man with a cast on his arm stared at me with a surprised expression.

“Are you the nurse?” The people in this hospital asked way too many questions.

“No, and you didn’t see me here,” I hissed, moving into the next cubicle, which, luckily, was empty.

I focused on the mission: get out of here without ending up in a straitjacket.

When I finally reached the other side of the room, I used an IV stand to camouflage myself until I reached the door where the ambulances came in, and I didn’t look back until the metal door slammed shut behind me with a hollow thud that seemed to echo in my chest.

I only stopped when I was in the parking lot. I started my car and pulled out at a speed that couldn’t be considered safe.

I gripped the steering wheel hard, trying to control the wave of hatred that had a very fixed target in my head: Garrett Callahan. The man who threw me completely off balance.

But it was almost over.

Soon I would have won this fucking competition and could go back to my normal life—to the balance and centeredness I’d always carried.

After I rubbed Garrett Callahan’s face in the dirt.
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CHAPTER 3
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Garrett

“READY TO DIE?”

“Mom, that’s not the most tasteful way to say we’re about to start playing,” Zayn pointed out, but she just rolled her eyes and set the ceramic bowl of mini pretzels in the center of the professional poker table.

Anyone else might think the whole expert-setup for a family game night was overkill. But the Callahans were known for going overboard. The only reason we kept things casual was that Mom suggested hiring a professional dealer—and penalizing table talk.

We had to gently remind her that the whole point was to talk to each other.

“But that’s what she does to us,” my dad grumbled, adjusting his cap. Because yes, he wore a cap to play. “She kills us without mercy.”

“All’s fair in love and war, sweetheart,” she said, blowing him a kiss that—despite every effort from Anthony Callahan—made him melt right there under her gaze.

Once a month, Anthony and Marie gathered their kids for a themed night that boiled down to hours and hours of poker, where the matriarch wiped the floor with our losing tears.

We even had a dedicated room for it. My dad handled the structural design, and I did the architecture, with my mom’s help on the decor. It was spacious, with floor-to-ceiling glass windows that looked out onto the pool, which at that moment was lit only by the night lights in the grass. Everything was modern and elegant: less Vegas, more New York.

But it turned into a war zone when we got together in there.

“Speak for yourself,” Raiden said, sitting down next to Dad, still wearing the same black blazer from work because he was always the last to arrive, buried in extra tasks.

As the current CEO of Callahan Structures, his duties never ended, and my older brother seemed perfectly happy taking over our father’s role—along with all the thousands of problems that came with it.

The job was boring, and he seemed to love every second of it.

Zayn and I were less... dedicated. To put it nicely.

My younger brother had taken over the entire communications department, and I’d become one of the senior architects at the company, as well as the owner of the slice my brothers and I split. A ton of nepotism, but none of us could brag about having it easy. Anthony Callahan only handed his company over and retired once he was absolutely sure we wouldn’t fuck everything up.

And we’d been doing fine ever since.

Our dad didn’t come from a rich family. He worked his ass off to build his empire and always made it crystal clear that it was our inheritance, but we wouldn’t get it if we weren’t capable. So we made damn sure we specialized.

I went to the School of Architecture and Planning at MIT. Raiden did his MBA at Harvard Business School. Zayn graduated with honors from the University of Amsterdam in Advertising. All so we’d be worthy of Anthony Callahan’s legacy—even though he never forced us or demanded we take the business forward.

He showed us, through his daily example, that the family company was something worth fighting for.

“Any news?” he asked, because even in retirement, the old man hadn’t quite let go of the bone.

“We’re bidding on a multimillion-dollar city contract for school renovations. It’s going to be pretty good for business,” Raiden said in the same serious tone he used to address our father, the one he’d had back when he was still an intern at the company.

“Well...” Anthony mused, scratching his graying hair under his cap. “It’s good for the image to have our logo on billboards at all those schools.”

“And there’s going to be a lot of content around that,” Zayn cut in, grabbing a handful of pretzels and tossing them into his mouth. “We’re going to cover the renovations with reels, and I was thinking about running some ads. Soon, all the private schools will be coming to us too.”

“And I already have the perfect design for each one,” I said, because I really enjoyed doing architecture for educational spaces. It was my favorite area. Colleges, learning centers, labs—combining the useful with the pleasant.

“Look at you three, already turning a family conversation into a business meeting,” Mom interrupted, shuffling the cards with precision.

She was always the one to shuffle, and she always wore her Islanders shirt for luck. Like I said: we took things a little too seriously at home.

“Think you could set work aside for a few hours and focus on something truly important? Like beating me at poker, for example.” She flashed a brilliant smile, her green eyes—identical to Zayn’s—sparkling with excitement.

“That’s if you can handle my bluff this time,” I shot back, just to get under her skin, trying to keep the confidence in my eyes even though everyone knew nobody could beat Mom.

But I was in the running.

“Bluff?” Raiden let out a low, hoarse laugh, grabbing his chips. “You’re transparent as glass, Garrett. I could guess your hand just by the way you’re breathing.”

My brother was the most reserved among us, and that made him think he was some kind of mind reader compared to me and Zayn. His problems, dilemmas, or whatever disturbed that brilliant head of his stayed locked up in there, soaked in a little of that classic Callahan brother ego.

Was he arrogant? Yes.

Charles Xavier? Hardly.

“Only in your dreams,” I shot back, earning a smug look he never dared to wear at the office. Inside that place, Raiden was way too serious for that. “But don’t forget we’re still tied on the overall house score.” I pointed to the small whiteboard that recorded our wins, the one element that clashed with the elegant decor.

At the top, with a yellow crown she’d drawn herself, was Mom’s name. Right below, Raiden and I tied for second, followed by Dad and Zayn—even though they were both great players too, only three wins behind us.

“Speaking of bets...” Zayn said, snapping his fingers and looking dramatically at me. “Over in communications, we’re running a pool. Florence Beaumont is leading.”

I scoffed, annoyed.

Zayn was our golden boy, but he could be real fucking irritating when he wanted to.

“Then get ready to watch your friends lose big.”

My younger brother’s smile only grew.

“I’m betting on her too.”

I glared at him, wishing that idiot would just disintegrate in front of me. How dare he? Where was his sense of family? And more than that—was he insane? There was no way anyone—even Florence Beaumont—could beat me in a contest like that. Traitor.

“What’s this about a bet?” Mom asked, setting the deck aside for just a moment, the conversation catching her attention.

I rolled my eyes.

There was only one thing that could pull a Callahan’s focus away from the game. And that thing was gossip.

“Garrett has a bet with one of the senior engineers that he can get more project approvals than her. They’re tied, but there’s one last contract to close before the deadline,” he explained in the most clinical, boring way possible. “Which, if you ask me, is a huge waste of time. But you wouldn’t listen to me anyway, would you?” He flashed a cold smile.

“And you’re absolutely right,” I said, giving him the same smirk.

“A little competition never hurt anyone,” my dad chimed in, leaning back in his chair. “Back in my day, we did that all the time.”

“But there’s a prize for whoever wins,” Zayn butted in, sounding sleazier than the whole bet deserved. “And word is, if he wins, Garrett’s taking her out to dinner.”

I groaned, exasperated.

Was that what people thought of me?

Terrible.

Even worse was the huge grin my mother cracked.

“Really?” She propped her elbows on the table and rested her face in her hands. “Don’t tell me that’s your way of getting to the girl you like. Like little boys pulling girls’ pigtails on the playground.”

The collective laughter that filled the room made me nauseous.

Me? Trying to get Florence Beaumont’s attention?

Ridiculous.

“You two have been more productive because of this stupid bet,” Raiden shrugged.

“Trying to impress the engineer?” Marie Callahan’s cheeks looked like they might burst from the size of her smile.

The mere suggestion was outrageous.

I was not trying to impress Florence Beaumont. I’d gotten past that phase about three years ago. Sure, when she first showed up, I put her on my radar. It was obvious I’d notice her. Beautiful, talented, smart, strong-willed. But it became crystal clear that all her opinions revolved around me being an asshole.

Things had changed drastically since then.

If she didn’t like me, I didn’t like her either.

Some people might think that was just me being full of myself, but honestly... it was. No point in denying it. I knew my worth, and I wasn’t going to chase after a woman who seemed to despise me like the devil hates holy water.

Especially an engineer.

I had my limits too.

“Of course not,” I said, offended. “I just want to wipe that smug little grin off her face. It’s the opposite of that.”

“Well...” Marie Callahan shrugged. “Sounds pretty romantic to me.”

Even though he was a total traitor, Zayn backed me up on that one.

“Everything sounds romantic to you, Mom,” he teased lightly, but reached out to touch her cheek, and she twisted her face into an offended grimace.

“Don’t blame me for wanting the best for you,” she said, flipping her brown hair over her shoulders.

Raiden was a copy of Dad, with his blue eyes and full beard, but Zayn and I looked a lot like her. Same brown hair, same green eyes, same easy smile. With the notable difference that we weren’t obsessed with marriage.

Or babies.

“You tried to trick me into going on a date with your Pilates instructor’s sister,” Raiden reminded her, sharp, narrowing his eyes into unwelcoming slits.

Our mother didn’t look particularly guilty, so my older brother brought up another memorable detail.

“She was sixty-seven,” he recalled through gritted teeth, while Zayn and I hid our laughter behind fake coughs and yawns.

I would never forget the look on his face when he showed up for our poker night and told us about the ambush she’d staged in his name—Italian restaurant, candlelight, the whole deal.

“You’re not exactly a spring chicken either, Rain,” Marie said, lifting her chin, and this time none of us could hold back our laughter—not even my older brother.

“If I’m old, that makes you and Dad...” He didn’t finish the sentence, leaving it open-ended, which the Callahan couple found outrageous.

Raiden had just turned thirty-five—three years older than me and six years older than Zayn—but his grumpy soul seemed to double everyone’s age. Including our parents’.

“Makes us what?” Mom shot back quickly, raising an eyebrow and daring Raiden to continue.

“...the fountain of youth, of course.” He smiled out of the corner of his mouth, with that look of someone who knows when to back down.

Zayn let out a low whistle.

“Smooth move.”

“I always know what I’m doing.” Raiden shrugged, starting to organize his chips. Even though he was always the last to arrive, he was also one of the most focused players. Like everything else in his life, poker was a task to be completed with perfection.

Mom crossed her arms and gave him a suspicious but amused look.

“You can’t blame me for wanting grandkids.” I rolled my eyes, grabbing a handful of mini pretzels and chewing them lazily.

This was a long conversation.

“I don’t even remember what it feels like to hold a baby anymore.” She let her bottom lip push out into a pout. “A mother can want what’s best, can’t she?”

“Best for us, or best for you?” Zayn asked, smiling gently, even though I knew he was just as opposed to the idea of settling down as Raiden and I were.

Well, settling down with just anyone.

I could bet that if Sophie Harrison, his best friend, were in the picture, that conversation would go differently. But as far as I knew, the dermatologist was tied up with another guy at the moment, which made the odds of our youngest brother giving our parents grandkids pretty damn slim. He’d never admit it, but that was the real story. The heart doesn’t always choose right.

His, in this case.

Mine was doing just fine choosing all the women I could have, which, generally speaking, was absolutely all of them, with rare exceptions.

“And isn’t it obvious?” Our mother smiled wide. “Best for me, of course. Isn’t that right, Tony?” She used the nickname for my dad that only ever came out when she was doing some kind of emotional blackmail.

My dad laughed, looking at his wife with that same lovesick expression he always had. He looked like he hadn’t aged a day since retiring—still strong, athletic, and in good spirits. But that wasn’t true. Marie and Anthony were definitely getting older. But grandkids were Zayn and Raiden’s problem, not mine.

“Boys, give your mother some grandkids,” he joked in a falsely dictatorial tone, making everyone at the table laugh. Anthony Callahan, for all his power outside the house, knew he’d lose any argument with his wife, so he raised his hands in surrender.

I wouldn’t be surprised if he ordered babies for our mother, because there was nothing Marie asked for that her Tony would deny her.

“See? That’s why she wins at poker,” he muttered, pretending to be indignant as he adjusted his cap again, like it would help him focus better.

Mom laughed, victorious, and started dealing the cards like the professional dealer she never was but should have been. Every move was flawless, almost theatrical, and her smile never wavered.

“Watch what you say, because men like you need a family. It’s only a matter of time before you realize it.” She gave me my last card, smiling. “And fate has a cruel sense of humor.”

“Cursing your own kids, Mom?” I joked, and she rolled her eyes.

“And you, Garrett Anthony Callahan—” yes, she gave all three of us our father’s name—“will be the first of them all.”

I faked a shiver.

I’d never seriously thought about starting a family. Even though I came from a traditional, very loving one, I always saw things differently.

I got too close to death as a kid, barely survived leukemia, and my parents did everything to make up for the year I lost in the hospital. Trips to Disney, beaches in South America, off-season Christmases, Halloween parties in the middle of July. Anything to make sure I didn’t feel like time had been stolen from me. They gave me everything, and it left me with a different perspective on what mattered in life.

I didn’t see it in a dramatic way, but all time was limited. There was no promise of a tomorrow. I only had today, and I made sure to enjoy every moment—even though I always took care to make sure there was a next day. I got regular checkups, kept myself healthy, and lived life as much as I could.

I just hadn’t found a woman who could make things like commitment, stability, and kids feel like anything other than a waste of time that was finite.

“Sorry to tell you, Mom,” I said, picking up my cards and finally looking at them. I kept my expression steady when I saw the shit hand: two of clubs and seven of diamonds.

“Why, Garrett?” she asked, challenging.

“That’s one game you’re not going to win.” And I wasn’t talking about poker.

Her loving smile grew, like I was a mischievous boy about to cause trouble.

“We’ll see, my son.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Florence

EVEN THOUGH I COULDN’T show it, I felt a secret satisfaction every time I visited my projects while they were still under construction.

I knew some of my fellow engineers preferred the comfort of their offices, but for me, nothing beat seeing the lines from my drafting board turn into real walls, ceilings, and beams.

It was the materialization of my visions. The construction site was the stage where my work truly came to life, where decisions made in meetings and simulations became something tangible, solid. It never stopped feeling like magic to me.

Even with the chaos of machinery noise, the frantic movement of the workers, and the dust that never seemed to settle, I felt at home—which was pretty ironic. A girl who grew up in actual palaces, yet as an adult, she believed unfinished walls and scaffolding were her home.

My mother would have hated it.

Maybe that’s why I loved it so much.

“Miss Florence!” The foreman called out to my left, his expression a mix of respect and something I always identified as unease.

Héctor Martínez always seemed a bit wary when I arrived, even though I’d seen his true state of mind with the other workers plenty of times. Smiling, joking, warm. All of that vanished the moment I showed up.

“Yes?” I replied, stepping closer, my boots crunching over the wood chips covering the floor that would one day be the lobby of a commercial building.

“The central beam is practically ready, but we need your approval on the alignment of the columns here.” He pointed at the structure, his gaze sharp, waiting for me to catch even the smallest mistake.

I pulled the clipboard from my bag and started checking the measurements. I knew there were powerful software programs for this, but I couldn’t quite give up good old paper and pen. I fished out the plumb line I always kept at the bottom of my bag and positioned it, checking the columns and comparing them to my notes. Héctor followed along in silence beside me.

“The alignment is close, but we need to adjust the left column. It’s slightly off level,” I said without hesitation, pointing to the spot that stood out, even though the difference was minimal.

Héctor frowned, as if searching for the flaw, but stayed quiet. He knew that when it came to precision, I didn’t let anything slide.

“We’ll fix it, Miss Florence.”

“Thank you,” I said, putting the equipment back in my bag.

The foreman walked away, calling over a group of workers with yellow hard hats—different from mine—to gather around him and solve the problem. The construction crews at Callahan Structures were very agile, and I knew I could trust their work.

I’d never had issues with authority there, even though I knew that on many job sites across the country, women weren’t well received in leadership positions. It happened back when I was an intern. Stupid little jokes, my orders ignored, causing structural issues in later phases of the projects.

I never let that get to me, and now, as a senior engineer, my word was law.

Everything was at peace.

The smell of concrete mixed with steel structures, and the sound of hammers hitting beams formed a symphony unique to me—a melody that only those who lived in the world of construction could understand.

I sighed, satisfied.

Out here, there were no problems I couldn’t solve. No crazy mother, distant sister, lovesick best friend, or... Garrett Callahan.

I huffed, annoyed. The mere memory of his name disrupted the perfect music of the site, turning everything into a shapeless cacophony.

He visited sites too, but usually in later stages, and never when I was around. I’d rather stick my head in fresh concrete than have to listen to him tell stories to the workers, making friends and getting laughs wherever he went.

The idiot thought he was the life of the party anywhere he showed up.

I knew his charm worked on everyone else, but I wasn’t just anyone. The problem was, he seemed to have this unbearable ability to turn any serious, professional environment into a parade of smiles and pleasantries.

Part of me wanted to believe we were so close to a tie on the projects because he convinced people his work was good. But to my utter misfortune, I knew the truth.

Garrett was... good.

I wouldn’t dare say more than that.

My phone buzzed in the front pocket of my pants, and I pulled it out, reading “Callahan Structures” on the screen.

“Hello?” I said, a little curious.

My schedule was empty for the rest of the day; there was no reason for them to call me at this hour. Brian was handling the office tasks, and I wanted to stop by two other sites before lunch for an informal visit.

“Miss Beaumont,” I recognized the nasal voice of Grace, the secretary. “Are you busy? Mr. Callahan asked me to schedule a meeting with you.”

I frowned, not liking the sound of this.

“Mr. Callahan?” I asked, unable to keep the sour tone out of my voice.

“Raiden Callahan,” she clarified carefully.

People at the company were well aware of the light... rivalry between Garrett and me.

That’s why we had an “unofficial” system that practically prevented any encounters between us at the office. Even though it was impossible to avoid seeing him entirely, since he was always wandering the hallways, getting coffee, cracking jokes with the employees. Especially the female ones.

The projects we worked on together were always flawless, but that took a lot of effort on my part and, apparently, a lot of pleasure on his. Garrett Callahan seemed to take a terrible satisfaction in irritating me.

After all, every little thing about him made me want to tear my own skin off with my nails. His gigantic ego that seemed too big to fit inside him, the way he was always perfectly put together, as if that were some kind of virtue, and... all those women.

So disgusting! How did he manage to get all those foolish girls into his car? Show up with them in the social columns, in paparazzi photos, and have them all look so... satisfied? It was downright repulsive.

“Miss Beaumont?”

“Yes?”

“It was Mr. Raiden Callahan who called you,” she repeated, just making sure I’d understood.

The last time I’d seen his hateful face was when that idiot barged into my office. I didn’t need any more interaction.

At least, not until we finally found out that I’d won the bet.

After that, the pleasure would be all mine.

“Mr. Callahan asked me to set up a time with you. He wanted to discuss some details about the New York General Hospital project. Do you have time in your...”

She didn’t need to say another word.

“I’m on my way now,” I said, holding the phone against my shoulder as I headed toward where my car was parked, on the other side of the site, taking off my fluorescent orange vest and white hard hat.

On the other end, Grace let out a barely suppressed little laugh.

“Mr. Callahan said you’d have the time.”

To find out I’d beaten Garrett? I always had time.
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FOR A BUILDING CALLED Callahan Structures, the elevator was a piece of shit, and there were way too many floors for such a ridiculous piece of equipment.

Or maybe I was just terribly anxious.

The company lobby was well designed—modern architecture without being cliché. No dark wood, granite reception desk for the two secretaries, or neutral-toned walls that showed up so often in interior design magazines. No. Callahan Structures had a clean style with industrial touches. Strength, solidity, and at the same time, a certain unobvious contemporaneity.

And right then, I hated all of it.

I raised my hand to press the elevator call button again, but before I could, a large palm covered mine, the index finger clicking the panel.

I shouldn’t have known.

I shouldn’t have.

But I knew who was behind me.

Because of the hand.

His fucking hand.

Big, firm, and warm, with light calluses that I knew came from the hours he spent working as an architect. Long, thick fingers that, despite their rough appearance, produced soft, delicate shapes. I knew his hands so well because I’d spent hours in team meetings pretending not to watch them.

I closed my eyes for a second.

And then there was the smell. A captivating blend, like freshly sanded wood, that warm, earthy sensation of something solid, strong, resistant to time. But there was more. A layer of new leather, rich and smooth, adding a striking depth to the scent.

If I couldn’t see Garrett Callahan, I would recognize his cologne anywhere.

Maybe I had a weird fetish for hands—his specifically, since no one else’s seemed to have the same effect—or an overly powerful sense of smell.

That was the best explanation.

“Good morning, concrete fairy.” I opened my eyes in an irritated snap.

And of course, there was his voice.

If I lost all my senses and could only hear, I’d still recognize him.

Because everything Garrett said pissed me off.

“Good morning,” I said, lifting my face to look at the small screen showing the floor numbers.

“So dry?” His fresh breath brushed against the back of my neck, making the hairs there stand on end.

Why did he have to be so close?

“I don’t want your day to be good.”

“What’s wrong? Didn’t sleep well dreaming about me?”

“If nightmares count as a form of dreaming...”

“Such a sweet way of saying I’m in your bed at night, Florence.”

I turned to look at him, annoyed by his existence.

His stupid face had stylish sunglasses and a very punchable smile. He was wearing one of his thousand expensive blazers—this time a navy one—matching pants, an off-white shirt, and his perfectly styled hair. As always.

Garrett Callahan was never disheveled because he was that kind of shallow person.

“Where do you keep that enormous ego?” I spat, hearing the elevator arrive, but suddenly I didn’t care about the wait anymore.

“Inside my boxers. It’s giant.” He gave a fucking wink, and his smile only grew. “Want to see?”

A group of people passed by us, talking, just exiting the elevator, and that helped clear my mind as I turned and stepped in, walking stiffly, looking at my reflection in the mirror at the back of the wall.

My cheeks were flushed, and my expression was anything but friendly. Worst of all: there was a possessive spirit in the form of an architect behind me, following me with a wide grin, as if he’d already won the day.

I couldn’t help but ask the most important question.

“This happy after your brother’s call?” I turned and pressed the button for the seventh floor.

The best part was watching his expression drop, a worried crease forming between his eyebrows.

“I know I’m going to win this.”

“Did Raiden tell you that?” I asked, and the doors closed in front of us.

“He doesn’t have to,” he shrugged, taking off his sunglasses and putting them in his blazer pocket, trying to look unconcerned, but failing.

I breathed a sigh of relief, despite myself.

So there was no verdict yet. Garrett didn’t know who had won the bet.

And from the way his smug smile vanished, he knew there was a chance I could win. And when I did... the sky was the limit.

Make him take care of horny old ladies in a nursing home? He was afraid of heights? Oh yes! I hoped so! Because then I’d make him go bungee jumping and then bathe horny old ladies.

Garrett could pretend all he wanted that he was calm, but I knew he was rotting inside.

Just as much as I was rotting.

But I was better at pretending.

“What’s wrong, Callahan? Nervous?” I leaned against the elevator wall, crossing my arms. “Thought about what you’re going to do when I win?”

He raised an eyebrow, leaning against the opposite wall as if he were relaxed, but the tension in his jaw gave him away.

“Nervous? No. Just curious. Are you going to survive the humiliation when you lose?”

“Humiliation?” I let out a short laugh. “You’re the one who’ll have to face that. And I’m already thinking of something pretty creative.”

“Going to make me walk around the office shirtless? Because if so, I can tell you right now, no one would complain.”

“I was thinking of something more elaborate... like you delivering coffee to everyone wearing a t-shirt that says ‘Florence owns me,’ maybe with cat ears? High heels... the sky’s the limit!”

He laughed—that low, lazy laugh that made me feel like I’d fallen right into his trap. I clenched my fists hard, not liking that feeling one bit.

“If you want to dress me up, just ask. But to be fair, I think you prefer me with nothing on.”

I swallowed hard, trying not to show the irritation rising along with the heat in my face. What the fuck? Couldn’t the elevator go any faster?

“Why do you always have to go there?” I pointed at him, angry. “Maybe I should file a complaint with HR about you and your inappropriate sexual behavior.”

Garrett leaned forward, his smile turning even more dangerous as his voice dropped to a husky, malicious tone.

“You can try, little fairy. But careful... HR might end up agreeing the problem isn’t me. It’s you, who can’t stop imagining me inappropriate.”

“Stop treating me like I’m one of those stupid girls in your car,” I said, hoping all the disgust showed in my words. “I’m not falling for your cheap charm.”

“That would be a dream for you, wouldn’t it?” His smile only widened.

Luckily, the elevator opened, and I marched out, bothered by the heat rising through my veins.

I hate him, I hate him, I hate him.

I heard his footsteps behind me, and in front of Raiden Callahan’s door, I turned to look at him for a second.

His smile was gone.

Apprehension had taken its place.

I took a deep breath, rapping twice on the caramel-colored wood and hearing the rough voice say from the other side:

“Come in.”

I walked in, unfortunately without managing to slam the door in Garrett’s face. He caught up and entered right behind me.

I crossed the room, creating distance between us, getting closer to the desk where Raiden was focused on some document in front of him, seeming oblivious to the fact that we had arrived.

“For God’s sake, Rain,” Garrett said behind me, and the older brother looked up, seeming surprised.

“You came together? Good.”

They looked alike physically, but at the same time... they didn’t. They were like sun and rain—Garrett being a terrible global warming heat wave, and Raiden a steady storm, calm until potentially dangerous.

“So?” My declared enemy didn’t let his kinship with the other two Callahans show in the work environment, but at that moment, he was the youngest brother being bothered by the eldest.

Raiden rolled his eyes, signing one last document.

“I don’t want any more of these bets in the company,” he warned, acidic, but I didn’t care—that criticism wasn’t directed at me. “But... it worked this time. You two were more productive, so... congratulations.”

Neither of us dared to respond, because there was a real prize at the end of that sentence.

“The hospital called an hour ago. They’ve chosen which direction they’re going with the project.”

My heart beat twice inside my ear as the boss finished:

“Congratulations, Garrett. They want your proposal.” Raiden said without emotion.

And there was no way for me to know what kind of reaction those words sparked, because by the time the sentence ended, I was already outside the room.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Garrett

I WAITED FOR THE EUPHORIA, that intoxicating rush of being the winner.

But nothing came.

Because the loser had evaporated from the room.

Raiden sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, irritated.

“Go after her and call off that fucking bet. I don’t want this turning into some office soap opera,” he said firmly, lifting his eyes to me, looking exhausted.

My brother needed a vacation. But I sure as hell wasn’t going to give him one.

“No,” I countered, watching his nostrils flare as he took a deep breath, trying to contain his anger.

The controlling bastard never knew how to take no for an answer.

“Look, Florence is going to see the bet through. She’s a woman of her word,” I said, and Raiden frowned, curiosity washing the anger off his face. “She’ll just... try to kill me first. But trust me.”

“I don’t want to hear it, Garrett,” he said, using his boss voice. “Go after her and make sure this doesn’t become a problem.”

I took a deep breath, turned, and walked out the door, closing it behind me.

She was still at the other end of the hallway, in front of the elevator, the toe of her boot tapping against the floor, fists clenched, staring at nothing. She hadn’t noticed me yet.

I walked slowly, like the biologists in those Discovery Channel wildlife documentaries.

“There she is,” the narrator said in my head. “The rare species of supremely pissed-off Frenchwoman. Her attack can be lethal, but... she’s quite majestic.” Since this was one of the few moments we weren’t trying to kill each other, I allowed myself to look at her.

She was wearing the same boring clothes as always. But Florence could be dressed in a potato sack and still be beautiful. Her light hair cascaded around her, framing her pretty face. From the side, the small curve of her upturned nose made me smile against my will.

For someone so terrifying, she had the most adorable features.

Then she noticed me walking toward her.

“Espèce de fils de pute, j’espère que tout ce bâtiment s’effondre sur ta tête et qu’il finisse dans ton cul,” she spat, and I rolled my eyes.

Typical.

Whenever she got really pissed, she started speaking French. I knew she didn’t realize she was doing it, because I was sure she’d love for me to understand every word.

“That all sounded like a really big sneeze, so... bless you!” I said, and her eyes shot daggers of hate. A growl escaped her throat.

“Oh, you want a translation?” The craziest part was that her voice never rose. Florence still spoke low and deadly. “You miserable son of a bitch, I hope this whole building collapses on your head and then falls up your ass.”

That wasn’t even one of the best insults she’d ever thrown at me.

“I don’t really get the mechanics of it, but I appreciate the creativity,” I said, stifling a laugh because there were real chances she’d try to kill me.

Florence closed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths, and I let her have her moment of peace because I didn’t want her to have a heart attack. Not before I collected the reward for our bet.

“I’m done,” she said, pretending to be more composed. “I don’t want any part of this anymore.”

I laughed out loud.

Not a fake, mocking laugh, but a real one.

That brought out the spirit of Napoleon Bonaparte in panties, and she went back to swearing in words I didn’t know.

“You wouldn’t have let me off the hook if you had won,” I shot back when she paused for a second to catch her breath.

That finally shut her up.

This time, I didn’t hold back my smile.

She knew it was true.

“See?” I pointed out, and she rolled her eyes, crossing her arms and pressing the elevator button again. I knew it was never coming.

Callahan Structures’ architecture always saves its own.

“Don’t be a sore loser,” I said, and if looks could kill, I’d be dead.

She wanted to murder me.

And I was loving every minute of it.

“Don’t act like losing the bet is some great martyrdom.”

“You are a great martyrdom, Garrett!” she shot back, her voice that falsely calm, no less terrifying tone.

“And I’m a great big something, too.” I gave a little wink because I could. I’d won.

Florence took a deep breath. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six... at some point I lost count, but it was fascinating to watch her.

“Her attack mode consists of sucking all the air out of the world through her cute little upturned nose, asphyxiating her prey,” the Discovery Channel narrator in my head observed.

“Every time you make a comment about your genitals,” she said the word with a teacher’s precision, “it sounds more like compensation than a joke.” She accused, and I shrugged.

If she wanted to fool herself... that was her problem.

“Oh, Florence,” I murmured, stepping closer, close enough that she had to tilt her head up to look at me. “You know you don’t need to compensate for anything when you were born a winner.”

Her eyes glowed with a mix of exasperation and that spark I loved to provoke.

“Don’t confuse luck with skill, Callahan.” Her voice was sharp as a blade, but I didn’t back down.

If there was one thing I’d learned over the years, it was that Florence couldn’t stand losing. That gave me an unbeatable advantage.

“Skill is having the vision to win. Luck is you still thinking you can beat me.” I smiled, letting my words hang in the air.

She turned abruptly, staring at the elevator panel as if she could force the doors open with the sheer power of hatred. I tried not to laugh, but the slight tremor in her shoulders as she forced herself to take deep breaths didn’t help.

“No matter what you say or do, Garrett, this ends here.” Her voice was low, but firm, carrying something that felt final.

Poor thing.

“It doesn’t end until you pay up on the bet, Cement Fairy.” I used the nickname she hated, just to watch her back stiffen even more. “And let’s face it, you’re a woman of your word, aren’t you?”

“And if I don’t pay?” she challenged.

“Oh, you will pay.” I leaned in a little closer, letting my voice drop to a lower tone. “Because you don’t run away.”

In that, we were the same.

And maybe that was the only thing we had in common.

I’d watched Florence Beaumont take on project after project alongside me, many of which she could have refused, since we were, well... mortal enemies. But she stayed. Always. No matter what crazy architectural project I wanted to bring to life. She didn’t run.

Those words seemed to hit her, because suddenly, the irritation vanished. The calm, calculating Florence Beaumont was back, sweeping away the angry expression.

Which, in hindsight, was much worse.

“You’re right.”

“I usually am.”

“About both things. I wouldn’t have let you run, and I’m not going to run. But you’re missing the best part.”

“And what’s that, Florence?”

Suddenly we were too close. I could see the freckles on her nose, the tiny dark specks in the vast blue of her eyes, smell the soft scent her skin gave off. Something surprisingly sweet, like caramel and vanilla. The kind of scent that stuck in your memory, delicate and unexpected, so at odds with her fierce personality it felt like a cruel joke.

My eyes dropped to her lips, red and slightly parted, as if she were about to let out another sharp insult. But no sound came. Instead, Florence stood still, her gaze locked on mine, as if challenging some invisible force between us.

“There’s nothing you can do to me that’s worse than what I would do to you.”

The worst part was that she smiled slightly when she said it. The crazy woman never smiled, but right then I could see all her perfect, white teeth.

Crazy. Psychopath. Destroyer. Fucking beautiful.

And I must be a masochist, because suddenly, my dick was very much awake for this conversation.

Hell, when was the last time I’d fucked? Two weeks ago? Three? Too long. So long that the time without sex was driving me insane.

Florence lifted her chin.

“I’ll give it my best,” I promised.

“What do you want me to do?”

My sex-deprived mind dared to look at that demon and think about filthy things. Filthy. Filthy. Underground filthy.

In all of them, my dick ended up buried in Florence Beaumont.

I swallowed hard, pushing the lust down into the deepest part of me, letting what really mattered stay.

The fact that I’d won.

With a bold move, I reached out and swept the mantle of brown hair off her shoulder, giving myself the full view of her face.

Suddenly, her expression went blank with pure shock.

“It won’t be that easy.”

The elevator finally opened, but she stood frozen, as if paralyzed. So I stepped inside.

“But you’ll know when I’ve decided.”
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CHAPTER 6
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Garrett

“BUSY?” I ASKED, PUSHING the door open and finding Zayn staring fixedly at his second screen while his hand moved freely with a stylus across a drawing tablet.

His office was the most decorated in the entire building. The cream walls were covered with corkboards, inspiration images pinned up with little colored tacks, plus a whole series of artwork he’d acquired from around the world. He was the head of our marketing department and threw himself into the creative craft way too hard.

That’s why Zayn was so important to me right now.

“Yes,” he answered, without turning around.

“Great. You’re not anymore.” I wheeled the small blank whiteboard from the conference room into his office. “Time for a break.”

My brother sighed, scratching his brown hair and leaning back in the expensive chair—which I knew was better than mine, and I’d be filing an HR complaint about the inequality soon. My spine needed dual lumbar support too.

But I had more urgent things to deal with.

“What’s that?” Zayn pointed at the board, squinting at the scribbles.

“My brainstorming,” I stated the obvious, grabbing a black marker and doodling circles to make sure it still worked after everything I’d written on it.

“Wine tasting in a haunted cellar, swimming in a shark tank, pretending the door is open, and a Saw-themed escape room.” My brother read it out loud, and as the words sank in, his confusion curdled into impatience. “You’re not actually holding up my work to tell me about everything you plan on doing to Florence Beaumont, are you?”

“Obviously I am.” I rolled my eyes, crossing my arms but keeping the marker in the air, hunting for inspiration. “There are too many options. I’ve got twenty-four hours to do whatever I want with her, but I need to be strategic.”

Zayn stared at me, like he was hoping this was all a joke. If he thought that, he didn’t know me very well.

“If anyone overheard this conversation, they’d definitely call the cops,” he said, rubbing his eyes and setting down his stylus on the desk.

“Relax, bro. Everything here is consensual.” I smiled—the kind of smile I knew made Zayn even more pissed off.

“Consensual or not, this is all terrible.” He gestured at the board. “Swimming with sharks? Escape room? Haunted cellar? Are you sure this isn’t going to end with her throwing you under a bus?”

It definitely would.

That only made my smile grow wider.

“That’s exactly why I’m here. You’re the guy for practical, creative ideas.” I pointed the marker at him like it was a magic wand. “Help me refine them.”

Zayn huffed, but he leaned back in his chair and studied the board more closely.

“If I say yes, will you leave right after?” he asked, rolling up the sleeves of his black sweater, his eyes narrowed into accusatory slits.

Zayn was the kind of guy who looked like he’d stepped straight out of a casual fashion ad, but with a calculated sloppiness that only added to his charm. Tall and lean, with broad shoulders and a posture that oozed confidence without being arrogant. His skin was tan, like he spent hours outdoors, but we all knew he preferred the comfort of air-conditioning.

The perfect mix of serious guy and creative rebel, and right now, he was exactly what I needed.

“I will,” I promised, and he took a deep breath, looking at the blank board again, pressing his thumb and forefinger against his chin as he analyzed my chaotic masterpiece.

“I think...” He tilted his head, seeing something there that was definitely brilliant and creative. “You’re losing your mind, Garrett.”

Asshole.

“Seriously, I’ve never seen you plan anything this elaborate, even for the girls you go out with. A shark tank?”
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