
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The CEO’s Forbidden Agreement

Alisson Bento


All rights reserved. 

If you find any issues or inconsistencies, please send them to the author's Instagram: @author.alissonbento.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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One Wrong Turn

Chicago glittered under the full moon like a shattered mirror, reflecting fragments of lives Mack Carter would never touch. The city lights blurred through the Uber's rain-streaked window, a kaleidoscope of neon reds and golds that mocked her champagne-fueled haze.

Mack Mackenzie to her mother, but Mack to anyone who actually knew her slumped in the backseat, her navy bridesmaid dress clinging to her sweat-damp skin like a bad memory. The silk was ruined, stained with bubbly spills and the faint scent of Priya's signature jasmine perfume from their tearful hug at the reception.

Her heels dangled from one hand, the straps biting into her palm, while the other clutched a crumpled slip of paper: the Airbnb address Priya had scribbled in haste.

"Here we are, miss," the driver said, his voice a disinterested rumble as the car pulled up to the sleek high-rise on Michigan Avenue.

The Ainsworth loomed like a monolith, all glass and steel, indifferent to the humid July night pressing down on the city. Mack fumbled for her dead phone useless brick and dug into her tiny clutch for cash. A crumpled twenty emerged, and she shoved it through the partition.

"Keep the change," she mumbled, her words slurring just enough to make her cringe inwardly. The driver arched a brow but said nothing, probably accustomed to post-wedding wreckage like her.

Stepping out, the humid air hit her like a wet towel, thick with the scent of lake water and distant exhaust. She squinted up at the building, its penthouse lights winking like distant stars.

Priya had insisted on this "treat" “a luxurious Airbnb with a view to cap off her maid-of-honor duties. Mack had protested; her Logan Square walk-up was fine, thank you very much. But Priya, glowing in her bridal lehenga, had waved her off. "You deserve something nice, Mack. After Ryan... just take it."”

Ryan. The name twisted in her gut like a knife. Her ex, the charming thief who'd stolen her startup idea for Verde Beauty and sold it for six figures, leaving her with debt and distrust. Tonight's open bar had dulled the edge, but not erased it.

Hiccupping softly, Mack swiped at her smudged mascara and marched into the lobby, heels clicking unevenly on the marble floor. She didn't belong here not in this Gold Coast palace of old money and polished pretense. But the doorman barely glanced at her, just nodded as she punched the code 8421 into the private elevator panel.

The doors whispered shut, and she leaned against the cool metal wall, closing her eyes. The wedding replayed in flashes: Priya and Dev exchanging vows under fairy lights in Millennium Park, the crowd's applause like thunder. Mack's maid-of-honor speech tearful, tipsy, laced with jabs at "men who wear cufflinks unironically" “had drawn laughs, but inside, it felt like a confession. Love? Loyalty? She'd believed in them once. Now, they were just words, fragile as champagne bubbles.”

The elevator dinged. Floor 42.

The doors parted to a dimly lit foyer: cool marble underfoot, a single abstract painting on the wall like a slash of midnight, and beyond floor-to-ceiling windows framing Lake Michigan's inky expanse. The city glow spilled in, casting long shadows that danced like ghosts.

"Holy hell," Mack breathed, the words echoing in the vast space. This wasn't "nice." This was obscene minimalist furniture in sleek leather and chrome, a grand piano lurking in the corner like a silent sentinel, a kitchen island gleaming with quartz and stainless steel. The air smelled faintly of polished wood and something richer, like aged bourbon lingering from a previous occupant.

"Hello?" she called, her voice bouncing off the high ceilings. "Airbnb host? Anyone?"

Silence answered, broken only by the distant hum of the city below.

Good. She didn't need company. Just a shower to wash away the night's regrets, a bed to collapse into, and eight hours of oblivion before her train back to reality.

Kicking off her heels blissful relief as her toes flexed against the cold floor she wandered toward what looked like the master bedroom. The navy silk dress whispered against her thighs, the zipper already half-undone for breathability. The bed was enormous, a sea of white linen and plush pillows that promised escape.

She face-planted onto it, the mattress yielding like a cloud, the faint scent of clean cotton enveloping her. For a moment, she floated, the world's weight lifting.

Then footsteps.

Slow, deliberate, echoing from the hallway like a predator's approach.

Mack froze, heart slamming against her ribs. Adrenaline cut through the fog of alcohol. She snapped her head up, eyes wide in the dim light.

And there he was.

Tall over six feet, easily broad-shouldered, barefoot in tailored black slacks and an unbuttoned white dress shirt that hung open, revealing a sculpted chest dusted with dark hair. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows, exposing veined forearms that spoke of controlled strength. Dark hair tousled as if fingers had run through it in frustration. A jaw sharp enough to carve stone, shadowed with stubble.

And his eyes storm-gray, piercing, locked on her.

He watched her, his gaze sharp. He'd expected someone matching her description from the LuxeVerve pitch deck, but not this... disheveled, defiant beauty. The test had begun.

"You're early," he said, his voice a low rumble, gravel wrapped in velvet, sending an unwelcome shiver down her spine.

Mack blinked, scrambling to sit up, clutching the loose neckline of her dress. "Excuse me?"

He stepped closer, arms crossing over his chest, the scent of sandalwood cologne and faint bourbon wafting toward her like a drug. "My assistant said midnight. It's barely eleven-thirty." He was lying. There was no midnight appointment. He wanted to see if she'd play along, if she'd take the bait.

Her brain short-circuited. "I I don't know what you're talking about," she stammered, heat flooding her cheeks. "I'm Mack Carter. I booked this place on Airbnb. Priya's wedding "

Airbnb? That was unexpected. His team had arranged the "mix-up", but he hadn't anticipated that specific excuse. It was a good cover. He let a dry laugh escape, devoid of humor, his eyes raking over her the wrinkled dress, the smudged makeup, the wild curls escaping her updo. His gaze lingered on the bare skin above her collarbone, where the dress had slipped, igniting a spark she refused to acknowledge.

"This isn't an Airbnb. This is my private residence."

Her stomach plummeted, the room tilting. "What?"

"The Ainsworth doesn't do short-term rentals. Ever." He studied her intently, deciding to press her, to see if she'd crack. "Let me guess. Vanessa sent you. Said I needed to 'unwind' after the Tokyo merger."

The implication hit like a slap. Escort? Her cheeks burned with humiliation. "I'm not I'm not an escort!"

But even as the words left her lips, she saw how it looked: a drunk woman in a fancy dress, invading a billionaire's penthouse at midnight. Ryan's betrayal flashed in her mind how he'd made her feel used, disposable. He watched her flush, a flicker of... respect? She wasn't folding. She wasn't the opportunist he'd been briefed to expect.

He arched a dark brow. "Then what are you doing in my bed?" His tone was hard, but his curiosity was piqued. This was not the test he'd planned.

"I thought it was mine!" She scrambled off the mattress, feet hitting the floor with a thud, clutching her dress tighter. "The address matched! The code worked! I swear, I didn't mean "

He held up a hand, cutting her off, his expression unreadable. He believed her. The test was flawed or maybe, she had passed in a way he didn't expect. She wasn't a corporate spy or an escort. She was... authentic. Messy, but authentic.

He turned toward the sleek wet bar in the corner, needing a drink to recalibrate. He poured two fingers of amber liquid into a crystal tumbler and downed it in one swift motion. Then he poured another. "Look. I don't care if you're lost or lying. But you're here now. And I've had a hell of a week."

Mack's pulse raced, a mix of fear and something treacherous intrigue. He wasn't calling security. He wasn't angry. He was... watching her, those gray eyes stormy with exhaustion and unspoken need.

"You're not calling security," she said slowly, testing the waters.

"No." He set the glass down with a clink, his gaze tracing her form again, lingering on the curve of her hips. "Not yet."

The silence stretched, electric, thick with possibility. The city lights cast shadows across his face, highlighting the faint scar along his ribs, visible through the open shirt.

Mack's mind screamed to run to grab her shoes and flee this mistake. But her body betrayed her, a traitorous heat pooling low in her belly. Ryan had left her guarded, but tonight, in this stranger's gaze, she felt seen. Wanted. Not for her ideas or her loyalty, but for the raw, messy woman she was.

Impulsively, she walked toward the bar, her bare feet silent on the rug. "Got anything besides bourbon?"

He watched her approach like a wolf tracking prey, his lips twitching into a ghost of a smirk. "Champagne?"

"After tonight? Absolutely."

He pulled a chilled bottle from the mini-fridge, popped the cork with effortless precision the sound sharp like a gunshot and poured two flutes. Bubbles fizzed, golden and inviting. He handed her one, their fingers brushing. Electric sparks shot up her arm, her skin tingling where they touched.

"You really weren't expecting me," she said, taking a long sip, the crisp bubbles bursting on her tongue, sharp and sweet like forbidden fruit.

"No." That ghost-smile deepened, his eyes darkening. "But I'm not sorry you're here."

The words hung between them, heavy with intent. Tension snapped like a frayed wire.

One moment, they stood three feet apart, sipping champagne like strangers testing boundaries. The next, he closed the distance in a single stride, his hand cupping her jaw, thumb brushing her bottom lip with rough tenderness. His touch was fire, sending heat cascading through her veins.

"Tell me to stop," he murmured, his breath warm against her mouth, scented with bourbon and desire.

She should have. God, she should have. Priya's words echoed never trust men like this. Ryan's betrayal flashed again, a warning. But this man didn't know her scars. Didn't want her secrets or her startup. He wanted this the raw, anonymous escape. And damn if it didn't feel like freedom.

"Don't stop," she whispered, her voice breathy, defiant.

That was all it took.

His mouth crashed down on hers hot, demanding, devouring. She melted into him, fingers tangling in his tousled hair, pulling him closer. He tasted like power and regret, bourbon and salt, his tongue sweeping against hers in a fierce rhythm that stole her breath.

A low groan rumbled from his chest as he backed her against the wall, the cool plaster a shock against her heated skin. His hands roamed sliding down her spine, gripping the curve of her ass with possessive strength, lifting her effortlessly. She wrapped her legs around his waist, the silk dress riding up her thighs, exposing lace panties that were already damp with arousal.

He pressed against her, his hardness evident through his slacks, grinding in a slow, teasing circle that made her gasp into his mouth.

"Christ, you feel incredible," he growled, breaking the kiss to trail his lips down her neck, nipping at her pulse point hard enough to leave a mark.

"Shut up," she breathed, biting his earlobe in retaliation, her nails digging into his shoulders.

The sting made him hiss, his grip tightening as he carried her to the bed.

Clothes became obstacles, torn away with frantic urgency. His shirt hit the floor, revealing the hard planes of his chest, the scar along his ribs a jagged reminder of battles fought. Her dress pooled at her feet, leaving her in lace and vulnerability.

He paused, eyes devouring her breasts heaving, nipples pebbled under his gaze, the flush spreading down her throat. "You're beautiful," he rasped, but it wasn't a compliment it was a claim.

He laid her down on the bed like something sacred yet profane, moonlight spilling over them, painting her skin silver, his in shadow. Their eyes locked no names, no promises, just raw need.

He kissed her again, slower this time, deeper, his tongue mimicking what was to come. His hand slid between her thighs, fingers finding her slick heat through the lace. She arched, a moan escaping as he teased her clit with expert pressure, circling, pinching lightly until she bucked against him.

"Please," she whimpered, hating how desperate she sounded, but craving more.

He smirked against her skin, ripping the lace aside with a sharp tug. "Patience," he murmured, but his voice was strained, his control fraying.

Two fingers plunged inside her, curling to hit that spot that made stars explode behind her eyelids. She cried out, her walls clenching around him as he pumped slowly, his thumb rubbing her clit in relentless circles. The wet sounds of her arousal filled the room, mingled with her gasps and his ragged breathing. Sweat slicked their skin, the scent of sex and sandalwood thick in the air.

When she shattered body convulsing, nails raking down his back he watched her come undone, his eyes dark with triumph.

But she wasn't done. Flipping him onto his back, she straddled him, grinding against his throbbing length through his slacks. He groaned, hands gripping her hips hard enough to bruise. She unzipped him, freeing his cock thick, veined, pulsing with need. Her mouth watered as she stroked him, thumb circling the tip, spreading the bead of pre-cum.

"Fuck," he hissed, hips thrusting into her hand.

She lowered herself, taking him inch by inch, the stretch exquisite, bordering on pain. He filled her completely, her walls fluttering around him as she rode him slow at first, then faster, her breasts bouncing with each thrust. His hands roamed pinching her nipples, slapping her ass lightly to urge her on. The slap echoed, stinging deliciously, heightening the pleasure.

He flipped her again, pinning her wrists above her head with one hand, the other hooking her leg over his shoulder. He drove into her hard, deep, each thrust hitting her core, the bed creaking under them. Skin slapped against skin, her moans turning to screams as he angled just right, pounding relentlessly.

"Come for me again," he commanded, his voice a guttal growl, sweat dripping from his brow onto her chest.

She did shattering around him, her orgasm ripping through her like fire, clenching him tight.

He followed seconds later, burying himself deep with a roar, spilling hot and thick inside her, his body shuddering.

Afterward, he didn't pull away. He collapsed beside her, pulling her into his arms close, tight as if afraid she'd vanish into the night. Their breaths synced, hearts pounding in tandem, the wreckage of their collision settling like dust.

This wasn't love. It was a storm. And storms always left marks.

***
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CHAPTER 2
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Morning After Disaster

Dawn crept in like a thief, pale gold light filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows, casting long stripes across the rumpled white sheets. Mack stirred, her body aching in places she hadn't felt in months a delicious throb between her thighs, faint bruises blooming on her hips where his fingers had gripped her like a lifeline.

Disorientation hit first: the unfamiliar silk against her skin, the faint scent of sandalwood and sex lingering in the air. Then memory flooded back the stranger's gray eyes, his commanding touch, the way he'd unraveled her defenses in one reckless night.

Oh God. What had she done?

She turned her head slowly, heart hammering. And there he was: Nate his name whispered in a breathless tangle hours ago lying on his back, one arm flung over his eyes, the other resting in the empty space between them. His chest rose and fell steadily, peaceful in sleep, the scar along his ribs rising with each breath. He looked younger like this, less like the untouchable billionaire she'd pieced together from his penthouse and demeanor, more like a man who'd let his guard down just enough to hold her through the aftershocks.

Her stomach twisted with regret and something softer longing? No. She couldn't afford that. Ryan had taught her better: men like this took what they wanted and left you picking up pieces. Last night had been escape, not connection. She sat up slowly, wincing at the pull in her muscles, the sticky evidence of their passion between her legs. Her dress lay crumpled on the floor like a discarded skin, her heels by the door. Her clutch... there, on the nightstand.

And next to it her grandmother's locket.

Silver, oval, worn smooth from decades of Eleanor's touch. Engraved on the back: E.M.C. “Eleanor Marie Carter. The woman who'd raised Mack after her mother's death, who'd believed in her when no one else did. "Wear it when you need strength," Eleanor had said, pressing it into her hand before passing. Mack reached for it now, fingers trembling, the cool metal grounding her amid the chaos.”

She should wake him. Say something thanks? Sorry? This was a mistake? But the thought of facing those storm-gray eyes, of seeing regret or amusement or worse indifference made her throat close up. No. Better to slip away like a ghost, pretend this never happened. Leave the wreckage behind.

Dressing was a silent torture: the zipper snagged on her hair, pulling a sharp gasp from her lips. She froze, glancing at him he didn't stir. Clutch in hand, phone still dead, she slipped the locket into her palm.

Then hesitated, eyes tracing his form one last time. Dark lashes fanned against his cheekbones, stubble shadowing his jaw. The scar she'd traced with her tongue hours ago, tasting salt and skin. He looked vulnerable, a man who carried invisible weights and never asked for help.

Her chest ached with unwanted empathy. Stupid. So stupid.

She placed the locket gently on the nightstand a silent goodbye, or maybe a breadcrumb if he cared enough to follow. Then she crept out, barefoot down the hall, shoes in hand. The elevator ride felt eternal, her reflection in the mirrored walls mocking her: wild hair, kiss-swollen lips, a hickey blooming on her neck like a brand.

The Uber to Logan Square blurred past glass towers fading to brick apartments, coffee shops with chalkboard signs, street art splashed in vibrant defiance. Normal life. She felt anything but normal, her body humming with echoes of his touch, her mind a whirlwind of shame and thrill.

By the time she reached her building, the sun was fully up, birds chirping like nothing had changed. She fumbled with her keys, slipped inside the shared apartment, and collapsed against the door, the wood cool against her back.

"Mack?" Priya's voice floated from the kitchen, bright and concerned. "You're alive!"

Priya appeared in yoga pants and a "Mrs. Kapoor" T-shirt, holding a mug of coffee that smelled like heaven rich, dark roast with a hint of cinnamon. Her eyes widened at Mack's disheveled state. "Girl. You look like you fought a demon and lost. What happened? Spill."

Mack tried to smile, but it cracked. "Close enough. Long night."

She shuffled to the bathroom, peeling off the dress like shedding contaminated skin. It pooled at her feet, reeking of champagne and him. Stepping into the shower, she turned the water scalding hot, letting it pelt her skin until it turned pink. Soap lathered, suds sliding down her body, washing away the traces of sandalwood and sweat. But the memories clung his hands pinning her wrists, his mouth on her breast, the way he'd groaned her name like a prayer.

Sinking to the tub floor, knees to chest, she let the tears come. Not for the sex that had been electric, consensual fire. But for the hope it had ignited. For one night, she'd felt wanted not for her brains or her loyalty, but for her raw self. And that was the most dangerous illusion of all.

Across town, in the silent penthouse, Nate woke alone.

Sunlight stabbed his eyes like accusation. The sheets were cold beside him, the air still thick with her vanilla scent. He sat up, frowning, hand reaching instinctively for the space she'd occupied.

Then he saw it: the locket.

Small. Silver. Innocent.

He picked it up, turning it over in his palm. E.M.C. Not a ploy. Not a brand. Just a keepsake, left behind like a challenge or a regret.

Opening it, he found a faded photo: an elderly woman with kind eyes and a soft smile that mirrored Mack's. His chest tightened, a rare crack in his armor. She'd left it on purpose. A silent goodbye.

He didn't know her full story. Didn't even know her last name beyond the whispered "Carter." But for the first time in years, Nate Callahan felt something beyond control: curiosity. And a quiet ache that whispered of possibilities he wasn't ready to face.

He closed the locket, set it on the nightstand. But he didn't toss it away.

Because some collisions left marks you couldn't ignore.

***
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CHAPTER 3
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New Job, New Nightmare

Three weeks had crawled by since Priya's wedding, each night a restless torment where Mack relived the penthouse encounter in vivid, unwelcome detail the stranger's storm-gray eyes piercing hers, his hands mapping her body with commanding precision, the raw ache of release that left her both sated and shattered.

She'd woken every morning with a hollow in her chest, the locket's absence a phantom weight around her neck. She'd left it behind like a talisman, a foolish hope that it might sever the memory. But memories didn't sever; they festered, whispering of vulnerability in a world that had already betrayed her once with Ryan's theft.

Now, Mackenzie Carter strode into the gleaming glass tower at 175 W. Jackson Blvd., her head held high despite the knot of anxiety twisting in her gut. LuxeVerve the luxury lifestyle PR firm she'd dreamed of since grad school beckoned like a beacon.

Their clients were a curated dream: boutique hotels with soulful histories, indie perfumers blending scents like alchemists, sustainable fashion houses weaving ethics into every thread. After two grueling interview rounds and a high-stakes case presentation on rebranding a floundering eco-resort in Costa Rica complete with mood boards, media outreach strategies, and projected ROI she'd landed the role of Senior PR Strategist. The offer letter had felt like vindication, a fresh slate after Ryan's betrayal had left her scraping by on freelance gigs and student loan deferrals.

She needed this win. No more risks. No more men who wielded power like a weapon. No more anything that shimmered too brightly to be real.

The lobby buzzed with energy: polished professionals in tailored blazers clutching espresso cups from the on-site café, the air scented with fresh-ground coffee and the faint citrus tang of high-end cologne. Mack adjusted the lapels of her cream blazer paired with wide-leg trousers in soft gray and low block heels for that "confident yet approachable" vibe and flashed her new ID badge at the security desk.

The guard nodded, his eyes flicking over her with professional indifference. The elevator to the 32nd floor was a sleek capsule of mirrored walls and soft classical music, giving her just enough time to breathe deeply and recite her mantra: You belong here. You earned this. No one can take it away.

Her desk awaited near the floor-to-ceiling windows, bathed in morning sunlight that danced off Lake Michigan like scattered diamonds. A sleek monitor hummed softly, a potted succulent added a touch of green life, and a welcome note from HR sat propped like an invitation: "Welcome to the team, Mackenzie! Let's make magic." She set down her leather portfolio bought on sale but looking every bit the part and took it all in, the hum of keyboards and murmured conversations a symphony of purpose.

This was her fresh start: strategy decks stacked high, media lists to conquer, the quiet thrill of crafting narratives that mattered.

No ghosts from that penthouse night. No regrets lingering like smoke. Just forward motion.

At 9:15 a.m., her laptop pinged with an email that shattered the illusion:

All-Hands Executive Briefing Conference Room B 10:00 a.m. Mandatory attendance for all department leads and new senior hires.

Perfect. A chance to make a first impression among the brass. She grabbed her notebook, checked her reflection in the glass wall hair sleek in a low ponytail, lipstick a bold but professional red and headed down the hall, heels clicking with determined rhythm.

Conference Room B was already half-full, the air cool and scented with fresh whiteboard markers and brewed tea. Glass walls framed the space, a long table lined with ergonomic chairs, a projector humming faintly. Mack slid into a seat near the window, nodding politely at unfamiliar faces smiles returned with varying degrees of warmth. She jotted quick notes: observe dynamics, listen more than speak, project confidence.

Then the door opened, and the air thickened, charged like the prelude to a storm.

He walked in like he owned not just the room, but the very oxygen within it.

Nate Callahan.

Charcoal suit tailored to perfection, crisp white shirt open at the collar no tie, as if rules bent for him. Hair perfectly tousled, jaw set in unyielding authority, gray eyes scanning the room with detached precision. He carried a slim tablet, but his presence alone commanded silence, the faint scent of sandalwood trailing him like a signature.

Mack's blood turned to ice, her fingers digging into the notebook's edges until the paper crinkled. Her breath hitched once, sharply but in the quiet room, it felt like a thunderclap echoing in her skull. No. This can't be real. The man who'd pinned her to his bed, who'd made her beg and shatter, now stood here as... what? Her pulse roared in her ears, memories crashing in: his mouth on her neck, the slap of skin, the way he'd held her after like she was fragile glass.

He hadn't seen her yet. She ducked her head, tucking a stray curl behind her ear, willing invisibility. But fate, that cruel bitch, wasn't done twisting the knife.

As he rounded the table to the head, his gaze swept the new faces and locked on hers.

Time fractured. The room faded to white noise.

She saw the flicker in his eyes: recognition, sharp and unyielding. Not shock. Not anger. Something quieter, more dangerous a predator spotting prey it hadn't expected to encounter again, mingled with a flash of raw hunger that made her thighs clench involuntarily.

But then nothing. His expression shuttered like steel blinds, blank and professional. He gave the room a bare nod and took his seat, fingers drumming once on the tablet before stilling.

Mack exhaled shakily, her heart a war drum against her ribs. Breathe. Act normal. He won't acknowledge it. But her skin prickled under his invisible scrutiny, the conference room suddenly too warm, too confined.

"Good morning, everyone," said a woman in a navy blazer HR Director Diane Cho, her voice clipped and efficient. "As you know, LuxeVerve was acquired last month by Callahan Global as part of their strategic expansion into lifestyle branding."

A murmur rippled through the room like a wave. Mack's world tilted further she hadn't known. The interviews had painted organic growth, not a corporate swallow. No one had mentioned him.

Diane smiled, though it didn't reach her eyes. "We're thrilled to welcome our new CEO, who'll be overseeing integration and brand alignment moving forward." She gestured to Nate. "This is Nate Callahan."

Polite applause echoed, hollow in Mack's ears. She didn't clap, her hands frozen in her lap. The room spun CEO of Callahan Global, her new boss, the man whose name she'd moaned in the dark like a forbidden incantation. Now he sat ten feet away, sipping black coffee from a minimalist mug, discussing Q3 KPIs with clinical detachment, as if they'd never touched, never tasted, never burned.

He didn't look at her again. Not once. But she felt his presence like a current under her skin, electric and inescapable.

The meeting droned on synergy buzzwords, cross-platform engagement metrics, budget reallocations that blurred into nonsense. Mack took notes on autopilot, her pen scratching paper she wouldn't recall later. All she could think was: How do I survive this? Pretend it never happened? Quit on day one?

When it ended, people filed out, chatting about lunch spots and weekend plans. Mack lingered, pretending to organize her papers until the room emptied, her legs unsteady as she finally stood.

She nearly collided with him in the doorway.

He'd waited. Not overtly perhaps not even intentionally but there he was, blocking her path, tall and unreadable, the scent of sandalwood invading her space like a memory made flesh.

"Ms. Carter," he said, his voice cool, formal, laced with that velvet gravel she remembered too well. "Welcome to LuxeVerve."

Her throat tightened, a flush creeping up her neck. "Mr. Callahan."

A beat of silence, heavy as lead.

His eyes flickered to her mouth just for a millisecond, a ghost of the hunger from that night then back to her eyes. "I trust you'll find the transition... smooth."

"I'm sure I will," she lied, her voice steadier than she felt, though her pulse betrayed her.

He stepped aside with a nod. "Don't be late to your next meeting."

And just like that, he walked away, his footsteps echoing down the hall like a retreating storm.

Mack stood frozen, one hand pressed to her sternum as if to cage her leaping heart. She made it to the bathroom before the tears came hot, silent streams down her cheeks. Not sadness. Not even anger. Pure, unadulterated terror.

Because she knew, with bone-deep certainty: this wasn't over. It had just begun. And in this glass tower, there would be no dawn escape.

***
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The Callahan Cold War

The first week under Nate Callahan's regime felt like navigating a minefield blindfolded, every step a potential detonation. Mack arrived early each morning, the city's dawn light filtering through her apartment window as she armored herself in professional attire crisp blouses, pencil skirts, minimal makeup to mask the shadows under her eyes from sleepless nights.

She left late, burying herself in work until the office lights dimmed and the hum of the HVAC was her only company. Press releases revised until flawless, journalists pitched with tailored precision, media kits redesigned with an eye for elegance all while hyper-aware of him, his presence in the building like a storm cloud hovering, unseen but felt in every charged glance across a crowded room.

He never addressed her directly outside of curt emails or necessary logistics: "Approve attached deck by EOD." "Attend client sync at 2." But he watched. During team huddles, his gaze would drift to her just for a split second as she presented campaign ideas, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. Once, when she argued passionately for retaining a small-batch ceramicist in their holiday gift guide "Authenticity resonates more than aesthetics; it's about stories that stick" “she caught a flicker in his eyes. Approval? Amusement? A shadow of the man who'd growled commands in her ear that night? She couldn't tell, and the uncertainty gnawed at her like acid.”

Worse were the whispers, slithering through the office like smoke under doors.

On Wednesday, she overheard Vanessa Cho VP of Marketing, Diane's sharp-tongued cousin near the espresso machine, her laugh a brittle shard. "Did you see her? That nervous energy, like she's waiting for someone to catch her stealing office supplies. Probably why Callahan hired her. Fresh meat for the merger mill."

The words landed like punches, Mack's face burning as she ducked into the stairwell, gripping the cold metal railing until her knuckles whitened. Fresh meat. It echoed Ryan's dismissal after he'd stolen her work: "Business is business, Mack." She wouldn't crumble. Not here.

That afternoon, she channeled the fury into a crisis comms plan for a client whose star influencer had posted anti-vax misinformation swift takedowns, apologetic statements, pivot to positive partnerships. Nate reviewed it in the leadership huddle, his silence stretching as he scanned the document, the room holding its breath. "Approved," he said finally, voice flat. "Implement immediately."

No praise. No eye contact. But it was validation enough, a small victory in the cold war.

By Friday, she'd earned cautious nods from her team, even a tight smile from Vanessa during the weekly wrap-up. Still, exhaustion clung to her like a second skin, her body heavy as she gathered her things at 6:47 p.m.

Her phone buzzed: Priya. You okay? You look haunted. Saw your Insta story still at the office??

Mack stared at the text, thumb hovering. She ached to confess the penthouse, the locket, the CEO whose gaze stripped her bare. But not yet. Just adjusting to corporate life. New boss = intense.

Priya: Ugh. Tell me about it. Dev’s already talking about merging our bank accounts. 😅 Come over Sunday? Wine + trash TV?

Mack: Yes please. Lifesaver.

She tucked her phone away and headed for the elevators, the hallway lights flickering slightly in the emptying building.

But as she passed the executive wing, a voice stopped her cold, velvet gravel wrapping around her name like a chain.

"Ms. Carter."

Nate stood in his open office doorway, one hand casually in his pocket, the other holding a slim file. His charcoal suit was gone, replaced by a dark cashmere sweater that hugged his shoulders, making her mouth go dry with unwelcome memory the feel of those muscles under her palms.

"Come in," he said. It wasn't a request.

Her pulse spiked, a mix of dread and forbidden thrill. She stepped inside, the door clicking shut behind her like a lock engaging.

His office was a study in restraint: white walls stark and unadorned, a black desk dominating the space, a single vintage globe on a brass stand spinning lazily from a draft. No photos, no awards, no warmth just power, stripped bare to its essence. The air carried his scent, sandalwood mingling with the faint ozone of electronics.
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