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Chapter 1: The Eviction

One Year Ago

Elena Vasquez had thrown men out of better events than this.

She stood at the entrance to the Meridian Rooftop, tablet in hand, earpiece in, and patience at precisely zero. The Bauer Group anniversary gala was forty-five minutes into its three-hour window. The orchids on table fourteen were fractionally off-center. The string quartet was playing Debussy when she had specifically requested Satie. And now there was a man in a crumpled tuxedo sitting on the bar—not beside it, on it—doing what appeared to be a dramatic retelling of a skydiving story to three women who looked dangerously close to abandoning their assigned seats.

The man was, objectively, beautiful. Dark blond hair that had never met a comb with any sincerity. Blue eyes that caught the amber bar lighting like something designed to make people forgive his decisions. Jaw sharp enough to be a structural problem. He had the body of someone who'd spent years outdoors doing things that required waivers and was now, inexplicably, attempting to do them at somebody's corporate anniversary party.

He was also, according to her manifest, not on the guest list.

Elena crossed the marble floor in twelve seconds flat.

"Sir." Her voice came out at precisely room temperature: not cold enough to cause a scene, not warm enough to invite negotiation. "This event is private."

He looked down at her from his perch on the bar—which was seven hundred dollars of white marble she'd sourced herself—and smiled. It was the smile of a man who had never once been told no by someone who meant it.

"I know," he said cheerfully. "My brother-in-law is getting the award tonight. Declan Sterling. Very stiff. You'd recognize him—he looks like someone told him happiness was a liability."

"Then you know where the guest entrance is." She held out her hand. "Name and ID."

He tilted his head, amusement deepening into something dangerously close to interest. "I don't have an ID. I have a story though, it ends with a BASE jump in Bolivia—"

"Security." Elena did not raise her voice. She didn't need to. Two men materialized on either side of the bar within four seconds.

The man looked at the security team, then back at her, and burst out laughing—an authentic, completely uncontrolled sound that scattered across the marble floor and made every nearby head turn.

"You're genuinely terrifying," he said, still laughing as he slid off the bar with the easy grace of someone who'd dismounted more challenging surfaces. "That was impressive."

"Thank you," Elena said flatly. "Good night."

She watched her security team escort him toward the service exit. He went without resistance, still grinning, turning once to look back at her with something in his eyes she didn't bother to catalogue. 

She turned back to table fourteen to correct the orchids.

She thought about him for exactly three seconds. Then she didn't think about him again at all.



Present

"The co-lead for the Sterling Centennial is finalized."

Elena sat across from Declan Sterling's assistant—the same Maya Sterling who had once handed her a coffee during setup hell at the Vanguard dinner and become, somehow, genuinely likable despite being married to the most intimidating man in Manhattan—and felt a very specific premonition drop through her like an ice cube.

"The centennial is the largest event Vantage has contracted in six years," Elena said carefully. "I've been managing it independently for three months. A co-lead at this stage would require significant structural realignment of the—"

"Caleb Sterling." Maya set a file folder on the desk between them. Her expression was the carefully neutral face of a woman delivering a diagnosis. "He's providing the entertainment through Sterling Rush. Declan decided the entertainment and the production should have a unified lead structure."

Elena looked at the folder.

She didn't touch it.

The name dropped through her memory like a stone through still water. Caleb Sterling. Dark blond hair. Bar. Bolivia.

"Mrs. Sterling." Elena's voice was a masterwork of professional control. "I escorted a man named Caleb Sterling out of the Bauer event last year."

"I know." Maya's eyes were doing something complicated. It looked like sympathy wrestling amusement into an armlock. "He told us about it. He described you as—" she glanced down at the table, "—a force of nature with a clipboard."

"He had no ID and was sitting on a marble bar."

"That does sound like him, yes."

Elena opened the folder. Inside was a brief biography, a project brief, and a photograph that confirmed what she already remembered with annoying precision. He looked exactly the same. Worse, actually—someone had put him in a shirt that fit, which made things considerably more difficult.

"When is the first meeting?" Elena asked.

"Thursday. Ten AM. Sterling Rush offices—Caleb's preference."

"My office," Elena said. "My terms. His preference is irrelevant to the project outcomes."

Maya pressed her lips together. It was definitely not a smile. "I'll tell him."

Elena collected the folder, stood, and buttoned her blazer with the efficiency of someone closing a boardroom presentation. She had six weeks to produce the most technically flawless corporate event in Sterling Holdings' hundred-year history. She had a vendor matrix, four subfirms, fifteen internal stakeholders, and a centennial timeline down to thirty-minute intervals.

What she did not have—what she had never had, what she refused to have—was patience for a man who treated everything like an entertaining obstacle.

She took the elevator down, nodded once at the lobby security, and walked out into the gray morning air of Manhattan.

She gave herself exactly three blocks to be angry about Thursday.

Then she let it go and started rewriting the seating chart in her head.


Chapter 2: Ground Rules

The Sterling Rush offices looked like someone had taken a boardroom and put it through a centrifuge.

