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The city was unfamiliar, but the pressure building in my chest wasn’t. 

Geneva shimmered in morning light, too polished, too pristine to match the tension twisting in my stomach. The clean streets, the glass buildings, the low hum of traffic—it was all too quiet. Even the air felt rehearsed, like the whole place had been scrubbed down just to remind you you didn’t belong unless you spoke in numbers, power, or privilege. I’d grown used to cities that looked this way. Places where decisions worth millions got made over espresso, where reputations were built—or dismantled—in conference rooms lined with panoramic views.

Still, this wasn’t home. And for all my experience, all the boardrooms I’d bulldozed through in stilettos and silk, I felt the usual stirrings of doubt under my skin. The kind that whispered you were only one mistake away from watching everything unravel.

I tugged once at the cuff of my blouse and forced myself out of the elevator onto the mezzanine. Third floor. Conference rooms A through C. My heels clicked against the plush carpet, each step too loud in the silence, like even my footsteps hadn’t earned the right to echo in a space like this.

Room B loomed ahead—sleek glass walls, frosted privacy strips, and floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked Lake Geneva. Inside, a scatter of name placards waited at precisely aligned seats, each one an emblem of control. My control, if I played it right.

Jenna was already there, humming to herself at the coffee station like we weren’t about to present a strategic overhaul to one of the most notoriously cautious investment firms in Switzerland.

“There you are,” she said, holding out a cappuccino. “I ordered your usual. Because I’m a good friend, and also because you’d be insufferable without caffeine.”

“You’re a saint.” I took the cup with a grateful nod. “I was up past two polishing the forecasting model. If they don’t bite after this, we’re sending them a bill anyway.”

Jenna laughed, then leaned in. “Don’t stress it. You’re the shark in stilettos, remember?”

“That was one boardroom. And one truly insufferable client.”

“And you still walked out with their portfolio.” She winked. “Face it, you’re terrifying.”

I smiled, but it didn’t reach all the way. I’d learned how to weaponize calm years ago, how to look composed even when the floor felt like it was shifting beneath me. It was a skill—and a necessity. Because no matter how many suits you wore or how many zeros your client accounts racked up, there was always someone ready to remind you that power came with a short leash. Especially for women who weren’t afraid to take up space.

I took my seat, opened my laptop, and began the usual ritual: check the data, then check it again. Find the soft spots in the argument before the client did. Arm yourself. Smile like it doesn’t cost you anything.

I reached into my bag for the red portfolio. The one that had every backup chart, every secondary proposal, every what-if scenario I might need.

Not there.

My fingers paused. Then searched again, faster. And again.

Shit.

Jenna looked over. “What’s wrong?”

“My red portfolio. It’s not here. I had it during breakfast—I must’ve left it in the café downstairs.”

“Want me to run down?”

“No.” I was already moving. “I’ll go. I know exactly where I was sitting.”

The café on the ground floor was nestled just to the right of the hotel lobby—chic, understated, and crowded even at this hour with clean-shaven men in tailored wool and women in structured blazers tapping at laptops.

I scanned the tables as I moved past them, trying to stay calm even as time pressed like a weight between my shoulders.

And then I saw it.

There, at a marble-topped table near the windows, was my red folder—neatly placed at the edge of a table where a man now sat with an untouched espresso in front of him.

And he was holding it.

Tall. Clean lines. Broad across the shoulders. Hair dark and neatly trimmed, his jaw shadowed like it had been an intentional style decision. His suit was charcoal with a dark navy sheen, subtle and expensive. He looked like the kind of man who didn’t wait for permission—just results.

“You dropped this,” he said, lifting the folder slightly. His voice was rich, the kind that didn't need volume to command attention. “Figured you’d be back.”

“Thank God,” I exhaled, stepping forward to take it. “You just saved me from a meltdown.”

He didn’t let go right away.

“Important meeting?” he asked.

“Very.”

I tugged gently. He released the folder with a faint smile. “Then I hope you kill it.”

“Thanks. Seriously.”

“Dax,” he said, offering his hand.

I hesitated for half a second before shaking it. His grip was firm, warm—just the right amount of confidence.

“Estelle Hastings.”

His mouth tilted. “Pretty name.”

I nodded toward the badge still clipped to my lanyard. “Strictly business. I’m presenting upstairs.”

“Then I’ll call this fate. I’m here for business too. And maybe dinner. If you’re interested.”

I blinked. “That’s forward.”

He grinned. “That’s honest.”

I checked my watch. Five minutes until I needed to be upstairs.

“I appreciate the offer,” I said, holding the folder against my chest. “But I don’t mix business with anything else.”

His grin didn’t falter. “Then let’s call it post-business.”

I turned, already halfway back toward the lobby. But I could feel him watching me.

And worse—I liked the feeling.

I made it upstairs with two minutes to spare. Jenna raised an eyebrow when I slipped back into my seat, and I held up the folder like a trophy.

“Saved by the stranger?”

“Something like that.”

She smirked. “He was cute.”

“Dangerous,” I corrected.

“Same thing.”

The presentation went smoothly. Better than I expected. When the senior advisor leaned back, hands folded over his chest and said, “This is... extremely compelling,” I knew we’d nailed it.

Jenna and I celebrated later with a drink on the rooftop bar—wine for me, gin for her—and parted ways when she left to meet with a contact across town.

I went upstairs alone.

I opened my laptop, meaning to answer emails, but paused when I saw the notification.

No subject.

No name.

Just a message.

Dinner tomorrow?

No explanation. No context. Just two words.

But somehow—I knew it was him.

I didn’t respond.

I should’ve deleted it.

I should’ve done a lot of things.

But instead, I found myself standing in front of the mirror twenty-four hours later in a black silk jumpsuit, adjusting the neckline and trying to convince myself that this was just curiosity.

That I wasn’t unraveling something dangerous by answering the wrong question.

The restaurant was dimly lit, its floor-to-ceiling windows framing the quiet ripple of the river. I spotted him immediately—already seated, one arm draped over the back of the booth, glass of something amber in front of him.

“You came,” he said as I approached.

“I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“Then let’s make this a conversation worth agreeing to.”

We talked for hours. Over appetizers, wine, and the kind of easy conversation that slid beneath your skin before you realized it was too late to pull it out. I learned his company specialized in private cybersecurity contracts, that he traveled often, that Geneva was just a temporary stop.

He learned less about me—because I gave him less.

But what I didn’t say, he seemed to read anyway.

“You like being in control,” he said at one point, swirling the last of his drink.

“I like structure,” I corrected. “Predictability. I’ve worked hard to get where I am. I don’t let anything compromise that.”

He leaned in slightly, voice low. “And what happens when something does?”

I didn’t answer.

Because I didn’t have one.

When the night ended, he walked me to the curb.

“You’ll be here another night?”

“Two, maybe three.”

“I hope I see you again.”

“I doubt it,” I said. But I didn’t mean it.

And when he brushed a hand against the small of my back—just a breath of contact—I didn’t step away.

That should have been the end of it.

But instead, it was the beginning.

Of the slow unraveling.

Of the long fall.

Of something I didn’t yet understand—but couldn’t stop.

And as I stepped back into my hotel room that night, the lights still off, my heels dangling from one hand, I realized something I hadn’t let myself admit before.

I wasn’t afraid of him.

I was afraid of how much I wanted to see him again.
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I should have left it at one dinner. 

That’s what I told myself the next morning, while I sat cross-legged on the bed of my hotel suite, the laptop glowing in front of me, untouched for the last forty-five minutes. The numbers on the screen blurred the longer I stared—cash flow projections, expense ratios, equity distributions—all the metrics that usually centered me. Numbers were a balm. Numbers made sense. They didn’t shift when you weren’t looking. They didn’t smile like they already knew the outcome before you said yes.

But all I could think about was him.

Dax Wade.

His name lingered at the edge of my thoughts like the aftertaste of something sweet you’re embarrassed to have enjoyed. He hadn’t touched me, not really. A brush of his fingers here, a smile there. A look that stripped pretense from skin like it was silk. And somehow, the memory of it had rooted itself under my skin in a way I didn’t like.

I wasn’t the kind of woman who got swept up by strangers. I had plans, goals, a life designed for efficiency and results. I had a decade’s worth of walls built brick by brick from heartbreak, near-misses, and knowing too well how men like him moved through the world.

And still—my phone buzzed.

I didn’t need to look.

I already knew.

Café Châtillon. 12:30. No pressure. Just coffee. – D 

No question mark. Just a sentence. Like he already knew I’d come.

I stared at the message. I could ignore it. I could throw myself into the quarterly forecast, bury myself in work, make a list of reasons why he wasn’t good for me and hang it on the bathroom mirror.

But I found myself pulling on a pair of black slacks and a navy blouse instead. Hair pulled back into a loose twist. Lipstick subtle. Earrings small and gold. Just polished enough to pretend I wasn’t trying too hard.

I told myself it was just coffee.

It was always easier to lie when you said it to yourself first.

Café Châtillon was tucked into a quiet side street near the river—a place for locals, not tourists. The kind of place you wouldn’t find unless you were looking for it, or someone had told you where to go. He was already there when I arrived, of course. Sitting at a corner table with one arm draped over the back of his chair, his espresso untouched. He looked too comfortable, too composed, like the table was an extension of him, like he belonged anywhere he chose to sit.

“You’re late,” he said, eyes flicking up to meet mine.

“You assumed I was coming.”

“I was right.”

I sat without a word, folding my hands in my lap.

His gaze lingered on me for a moment before he waved the waiter over. “Double espresso for her.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You remembered.”

He smiled slightly. “I remember details. It’s a habit.”

“Useful in your line of work.”

“Useful in any line of life,” he said. “People reveal themselves in the details. What they order. What they avoid. What they do with their hands when they lie.”

“Planning to analyze me?”

“I already am.”

I forced a smile. “That’s a little unnerving.”

“Only if you’re hiding something.”

The coffee arrived, and I wrapped my hands around the cup, letting the heat seep into my palms.

“I’m not here for games,” I said quietly. “I don’t play them. I don’t chase. I don’t flirt for entertainment. Whatever this is, I need it to be... honest.”

He studied me. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned honesty. Is that what most people give you? Lies?”

“Most people don’t give me anything I didn’t already predict.”

“You can predict people?”

“I try.”

He leaned in slightly. “So what do you predict I’ll do next?”

I didn’t look away. “You’ll test my boundaries. Slowly. You’ll ask questions just close enough to personal without being invasive. You’ll try to get under my skin without ever crossing the line. And when I leave this café, you’ll make sure I remember how easily you slipped past my guard.”

His mouth curved. “And how am I doing so far?”

“Better than you should be.”

We sat in silence for a moment, the only sound the low murmur of conversation around us, the occasional clink of a spoon against a saucer. His eyes never left mine.

“You fascinate me,” he said finally.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

I stood, smoothing my blouse. “This was a bad idea.”

“You came anyway.”

I hesitated. “I don’t mix business and pleasure.”

“This wasn’t business.”

“Then it was worse,” I said. “It was indulgence.”

He rose slowly, lips still curled into that half-smile. “Sometimes that’s exactly what we need.”

“Not me.”

He watched me walk away. I didn’t glance back.

But my heart was doing that traitorous thing again—beating harder than it should for someone I barely knew.

I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to forget. I buried myself in work, scribbled notes, revised models, scheduled follow-up calls. I went back to my suite and ran a hot bath, poured a glass of wine, even scrolled through the photos on my phone like a digital version of grounding therapy.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about his voice.

His eyes.

The way he didn’t push—but didn’t yield, either.

The next day I expected it to end. Expected silence. Or maybe a goodbye text. Something clean and forgettable.

Instead, I walked into the hotel lounge and found him there.

Sitting on the leather sofa across the room like he belonged to the furniture. His sleeves were rolled up, his tie gone, a glass of amber in his hand. He looked like sin bottled in silk.

He didn’t wave.

He didn’t speak.

Just watched me.

I tried to ignore it.

I was meeting a potential investor from London, and I focused on him like it was life or death—smiled, gestured, asked smart questions. I even made him laugh. But I could feel Dax’s eyes on me the entire time.

Like a hand pressed against the base of my spine. Not touching, but there.

When the meeting ended, I turned toward the exit.

Dax was gone.

That night, my phone lit up.

Don’t let fear talk you out of something that could be good. – D 

I didn’t reply.

But I didn’t block him, either.

And that said more than I wanted it to.

On the final day of the summit, Jenna flew back early to prep a client transition. I was alone. I checked out of the hotel, packed my suitcase with the precision of someone pretending their life was not being disrupted by a stranger’s smile.

Then the front desk called.

“A package for Ms. Hastings.”

I hesitated. “From who?”

“No name. Just a note.”

Curious, I went down.

The concierge handed me a slim black box and a folded slip of paper. I opened the lid slowly.

Inside was a fountain pen.

Elegant. Simple. Custom-made.

Engraved on the barrel were the words: For the one who calculates risk before love.

The note said only:

No expectations. Just something to remember Geneva by. – D.W. 

I closed the box.

It was a gift. Not a trap. Not a plea.

And that made it more dangerous.

Because a part of me liked it.

Too much.

I boarded my flight that evening in silence. The pen stayed in my carry-on, untouched, but not forgotten.

Two weeks later, back in New York, I was walking out of the Midtown office tower I’d called home for the last six years when I felt it.

A sensation.

An instinct.

I looked up—and there he was.

Across the street. Black coat, sunglasses, hands in pockets. Still. Watching.

And then he was gone.

No word. No warning. Just a ghost in the shape of a man who had no business being in my city.

That night, I found another package on my desk at work.

Cream envelope. Black wax seal with a simple D pressed into it.

Inside: one letter.

Estelle, 

I didn’t come to New York for you. I came because my firm is expanding operations here. 

You just made the decision easier. 

I won’t interfere. 

But I’d like to see you. 

One night. 

No strings. 

– Dax 

I stared at it for a long time.

It wasn’t a threat.

It was an invitation.

And that was worse.

Because it gave me the illusion of control.

We met the next night at a rooftop restaurant in SoHo. I almost didn’t go. Changed my outfit three times. Stood in front of the mirror longer than I should have.

He was already there when I arrived, standing near the edge of the terrace with the city behind him like a halo of light and steel.

“You came,” he said.

“I shouldn’t have.”

“But you did.”

We sat. We ordered. We danced around everything we weren’t saying.

Until I finally broke the surface.

“Why are you really here?”

His eyes didn’t flinch. “Because I’ve made a choice.”

“About what?”
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