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If I’m being honest, I wasn’t supposed to be at that charity gala.

Twenty-year-olds do not belong in rooms with crystal chandeliers, tuxedos that cost more than my tuition, or waiters offering champagne I couldn’t pronounce. But the event photographer bailed an hour before the shoot, and my boss at the studio said, “Noah, you’re up. Try not to embarrass me.”

So there I was, adjusting the strap of my too-small camera bag, walking through the marble lobby of the Harridan Hotel like I knew what I was doing.

I didn’t.

The place felt unreal — all soft gold lighting and quiet music and people who probably never tripped over their own shoelaces in public.

I stayed near the wall, taking photos like my life depended on it because, honestly, paying rent next week kind of did.

That’s when the room shifted.

Or maybe it was just me.

Because the moment he walked in, I forgot how to breathe.

Adrian Wolfe.

I didn’t know his name yet, but I knew him the way you recognize lightning before it hits. Tall, dark suit tailored within an inch of its life, shoulders perfectly squared, jaw sharp enough to cut through the hum of the room.

He didn’t smile. Didn’t need to.

People parted around him like he was gravity dressed in black.

I lifted my camera, zooming in just enough to catch his expression — controlled, unreadable, devastating. The kind of face you’d swear belonged on a movie poster for a man you should definitely never fall for.

And then he looked at me.

Not the camera.

Me.

My breath stuttered. My finger froze on the shutter.

His eyes were cold and deep, like storm clouds deciding whether or not to break. Sharp. Assessing. As if he were trying to place me in a world I didn’t belong to.

I dropped the camera a little too quickly, pretending to focus on some lady’s necklace.

Smooth, Noah. Really smooth.

I told myself he’d already forgotten me.

I was wrong.

Because ten minutes later, when the speeches started, I moved closer to the stage to get a better angle — and didn’t realize he was stepping down from the staircase until I collided with something solid and unmoving.

Him.

My camera nearly slipped. My dignity definitely did.

His hand shot out, steadying my arm with surprising strength.

“Careful,” he said, low and calm, voice like velvet dragged over steel.

“I—I’m so sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t see you.”

He held my gaze for a beat too long, dark eyes flicking briefly to my parted lips before returning to my face.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

No one at events like this ever asked me that.

“Noah,” I said, my voice somehow smaller than I meant it to be.

His jaw flexed, as if he were tasting the name, testing it for weight.

“Noah,” he repeated softly. “You should watch where you’re going.”

A pause.

“These rooms can be... dangerous.”

My pulse kicked.

He released my arm gently — too gently — for a man who looked like he didn’t do anything gently.

Before I could even exhale, a woman in diamonds called his name, and he turned toward her, the moment breaking like glass underfoot.

But as he walked away, he glanced back over his shoulder.

Not at the crowd.

Not at the stage.

At me.

And for reasons I couldn’t explain, a single thought slid through me like a warning:

You’re in trouble.

I tried to go back to photographing the event, but every shot looked shaky, like my camera was suddenly made of gelatin and anxiety. I kept replaying that moment in my head — his hand on my arm, the way he said my name, the way he looked at me like he was trying to decide what to do with me.

And then I made the rookie mistake of glancing toward the stairs again.

He was already watching me.

I looked away so fast I probably gave myself whiplash.

Great. Smooth. Very professional.

I forced myself to blend back into the crowd — not too hard, considering I was basically the smallest guy in the room. Five-seven on a good day, slim enough that jackets never fit right off the rack, and with blond hair that always curled a little at the ends no matter how hard I tried to tame it.

A twink.

That’s the word my friends used, laughing, whenever I wore a tank top or ordered something with extra whipped cream.

“You’re basically a twink-fairy-elf,” my roommate Ethan once said, “just missing wings.”

He wasn’t wrong.

In a sea of tuxedos and jawlines carved by personal trainers, I probably looked like someone wandered in from a freshman dorm tour.

So why had he looked at me?

I tried to stay focused on my job, snapping pictures of donors pretending to care about the silent auction items, but the hairs on the back of my neck kept lifting, little static jolts telling me I was being watched.

When I finally gave in and scanned the room—

he wasn’t where I’d last seen him.

Great. Now I was imagining things.

I moved toward the back of the ballroom to photograph the displays — paintings, sculptures, some glass pieces that looked like they’d shatter if you breathed on them wrong. The lighting back here was dimmer, softer, quieter.

I raised my camera—

“You missed a shot.”

I spun so fast I nearly threw my camera across the floor.

Adrian Wolfe stood behind me. Closer than he should have been. Close enough to feel the warmth of his breath near my ear.

“S-sorry,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure what I was apologizing for.

“That angle.” He gestured toward the sculpture behind me. “The reflection works better from the right.”

I blinked, startled. “You... know photography?”

“No,” he said. “But I know what I like.”

My pulse tripped.

He stepped beside me — not touching, but close enough that the air around me felt warmer, heavier. His presence filled the space like a storm cloud deciding where to strike.

I lifted my camera, slid a few inches to the right, and took the shot.

He leaned in slightly, eyes on the preview screen.

“Hm,” he murmured. “Better.”

Better.

The man probably had an empire, and he was giving me photography notes?

Sure. Totally normal.

“I didn’t catch your last name, Noah,” he said.

“Oh. It’s Reyes.” My voice cracked like I was thirteen again, which was mortifying.

“Reyes,” he echoed, and somehow my last name sounded expensive when he said it. “You’re young.”

“O-okay,” I said weakly. “Thank you?”

His mouth twitched — not quite a smile, but the closest I’d seen.

“That wasn’t a criticism.”

I swallowed. “Then what was it?”

“A fact.”

His eyes held mine.

“And an observation.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but the way he said it made my stomach twist in a way that definitely wasn’t hunger.

A server passed us with champagne. Adrian took one glass, then paused.

He took another.

He handed it to me.

I stared at it like he’d just offered me a winning lottery ticket.

“I’m not— I mean, I’m not supposed to drink while working.”

“You don’t have to drink it,” he said calmly.

“Just hold it, so people stop bumping you like you don’t exist.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks.

“Oh.”

I took the glass, fingers brushing his for half a second.

His expression didn’t change — but something in his eyes did.

That was the moment I realized he noticed everything.

Every detail.

Every weakness.

Every place my guard slipped.

And then he tilted his head, studying me like a puzzle he fully intended to solve.

“Tell me, Noah Reyes...” his voice dropped lower, almost a whisper,

“...why does a boy like you look like he’s afraid to take up space?”

My throat tightened.

Because he was right.

Because I’d spent most of my life hoping not to be noticed.

Because being seen always felt like the first step toward being hurt.

I opened my mouth — no idea what I was going to say.

But before I could answer, the lights in the ballroom brightened, signaling the start of the next speech.

Adrian stepped back, the connection breaking with the shift in light.

He didn’t look at the stage.

He looked at me.

“We’re not finished,” he said softly.

Then he walked into the crowd like a shadow disappearing into fog.

I tried to stay focused on shooting the rest of the event, but after Adrian slipped back into the crowd, I kept catching myself glancing toward every corner, every shadow, every person in a tailored black suit.

He was gone.

Or maybe he wasn’t.

Maybe I was just trying too hard not to look for him.

By the time the speeches ended and the last of the champagne trays disappeared, my nerves were a frayed wire. I stepped out into the hotel’s side terrace to get some air — a little balcony overlooking the city, quiet and dimly lit. Cool night air hit my skin, and I exhaled for what felt like the first time in hours.

I leaned against the railing, rubbing my hands together for warmth. My shirt was thin. I never checked the weather before leaving. Classic.

I lifted my camera to review shots — anything to get my brain off him — when the terrace door clicked open behind me.

I didn’t turn.

I didn’t have to.

Something about the air shifted, like the room inhaled and held it.

His voice slid through the quiet.

“You disappeared.”

My breath caught. I looked over my shoulder.

Adrian Wolfe stepped onto the terrace, the glow of the city behind him. His suit looked sharper in the night air, darker, his presence somehow even bigger outdoors than inside.

“I—I was just taking a break,” I said.

He moved closer. Not too close. Just enough that I felt the gravity of him.

“You didn’t answer my question earlier,” he said.

My heart stumbled. “What question?”

“Why you move like you’re afraid someone will notice you.”

I looked back out at the city, cheeks burning. “That’s... a lot to ask someone you just met.”

“I didn’t ask it to be polite,” he said, voice low. “I asked because I want to know.”

I swallowed hard. “Well... I’m not really the kind of person people notice. Not unless I’m in the way.”

“And you think that’s a reason to make yourself smaller?”

I didn’t answer.

The silence stretched long and warm and dangerous.

“How old are you, Noah?” he asked quietly.

“Twenty.”

He inhaled like he was absorbing that information, weighing it carefully.

“And you?”

“And you what?” I whispered.

He stepped beside me at the railing, watching the street lights far below.

“How old do you think I am?”

I wanted to lie. Pretend I hadn’t studied every line of his face, every shadow of his jaw.

“Forty-one,” I said softly.

He glanced at me, clearly surprised. “You’re perceptive.”

“I pay attention.”

“Good.”

His voice carried an edge of approval — sharp, intense, unsettling.

“I’m Adrian,” he said at last.

The name landed between us like a locked door being opened.

“Adrian Wolfe.”

I let the words settle in my mind, rolling them over like a secret.

“Nice to meet you,” I said quietly, because I didn’t know what else to say.

His gaze lingered on my face — my lips, my cheekbones, my hair catching in the wind.

I suddenly felt very aware of the fact that I looked young.

Soft.

Breakable.

A twink, my friends always joked, but standing next to him, I felt... exposed.

Adrian studied me like he could tell what I was thinking.

“You don’t look afraid,” he said.

“Just... uncertain.”

I gave a tight laugh. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

“No,” he said.

Then, softer,

“Not for people like you.”

People like me.

I didn’t know whether to be flattered or terrified.

“I should go,” I murmured, stepping away.

His hand lifted — just slightly — as if he meant to touch my arm.

He stopped himself.

But the almost-touch felt more intimate than an actual one.

“Noah,” he said, voice low. “Before you leave—”

My pulse jumped.

“Be careful who you let close.”

My breath shivered out. “Is that a warning?”

“A reminder.”

He took one slow step toward me, closing the gap by inches.

“People notice you more than you think.”

His eyes dropped to my mouth.

I froze.

The moment stretched, pulsed, hovered.

If he leaned in even an inch—

if I moved even a breath—

something irreversible would happen.

But he didn’t.

He exhaled, steady and controlled, and stepped back.

“Goodnight, Noah.”

He turned and walked inside, leaving the night colder in his absence.

And I stood there, heart pounding, knowing with absolute certainty:

I wasn’t in trouble.

I was already lost.

***
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BY THE TIME I GOT TO the studio the next morning, my eyes felt like sandpaper. I’d barely slept — partly because I was editing photos until dawn, and partly because I couldn’t stop replaying that moment on the terrace.

Be careful who you let close.

The words echoed in my head like a warning written in fog.

I pushed the studio door open, bracing for my boss’s usual grumble about lighting, exposure, or the way I “overthink composition like a poet on a thrift-store salary.”

Instead, he looked up at me like I’d brought him news of the second coming.

“There he is!” he said, practically sprinting across the floor.

“You— Noah— you incredible little camera demon— come here.”

“What?”

“You saw the email?”

“What email?”

He blinked. “Adrian Wolfe’s assistant contacted us.”

My stomach dropped straight through the floor.

“His... what?”

“His assistant. His team. His people. Whatever billionaires have. They emailed at six this morning.”

My palms went clammy.

“What did they say?”

My boss pointed at his screen, giddy. “They said Mr. Wolfe viewed the gallery of the gala photos online — you know, the ones the event planners posted overnight — and he was very impressed with the work. And he specifically asked who shot the portrait sequence.”

Portrait sequence.

The one he told me to adjust.

My chest tightened.

“And then,” my boss continued, “they said he wants to meet you. At his penthouse. Today, if possible.”

My heart completely forgot how to function.

“His... penthouse?”

“Yeah! The Wolfe Tower penthouse? The one nobody gets in unless they’re wearing a suit or signing a contract with ten zeroes? THAT penthouse.”

I felt faint.

“Why— why would he want to meet me?”

My boss shrugged. “No idea. Maybe he wants portraits. Maybe he wants to hire a personal photographer. Maybe he wants to network with you. Rich people do weird things.”

He lowered his voice.

“Or maybe he’s one of those eccentric art-collector types who sees someone and thinks, Yes, that’s the one. Bring him to me.”

My face went hot.

“Anyway,” my boss said, clapping me on the shoulder, “I already told them you’re available.”

“You WHAT?”

“Noah, are you kidding me? This could make your entire career. When a billionaire wants to meet the twinkie little photographer who captured his good side—”

“I’m not—”

I groaned. “Please don’t call me that.”

He smirked. “Look, kid. The point is: go. Shower. Do your hair. Wear something... less wrinkled. And for the love of God, don’t faint if he offers you a drink.”

I didn’t move.

“You okay?” he asked, suddenly softer.

“I just...”

I swallowed.

“I don’t know what he wants with me.”

My boss’s expression shifted — not mocking, for once.

“You’ll figure it out.”

***
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BACK IN MY APARTMENT, I sat on the edge of my bed and opened my laptop, telling myself I was only researching him because it was professional.

Responsible.

Totally normal.

It wasn’t.

I typed his name and hit enter.

ADRIAN WOLFE — WOLFE GLOBAL INVESTMENTS

Net Worth: $12.4 billion

Private holdings, real estate, tech, defense, global acquisitions

I skimmed article after article:

‘Wolfe seldom speaks publicly.’

‘A reputation for intensity and impossible standards.’

‘Associates describe him as intimidating, focused, emotionally inaccessible.’

My throat tightened.

The photos were even worse.

Or better.

I wasn’t sure.

Magazine covers, business conferences, charity galas — every image showed the same thing:

A man who didn’t bend.

Didn’t soften.

Didn’t break.

And still, I kept replaying the way he’d looked at me on the terrace last night — like I was something he’d discovered by accident and wasn’t sure whether to examine or consume.

I closed the laptop. My head was a mess.

That’s when the knock came.

Firm. Measured.

Not a neighbor.

Not a package.

I opened the door.

A man in a charcoal-black suit stood there — older, broad-shouldered, posture perfect. He looked like he’d been carved out of discipline.

“Mr. Reyes,” he said with a crisp nod. “I’m Mr. Wolfe’s driver.”

My stomach dropped.

“I’m here to bring you to him,” he said.

“Mr. Wolfe expects you within the hour.”

Expects.

Not requested.

Not invited.

Expected.

He handed me a matte black garment box, sleek and heavy, no logo, no brand — just wealth packaged in silence.

“Mr. Wolfe has provided attire for your meeting,” the driver continued.

“He asks that you wear it.”

My pulse stuttered.

“He— he sent clothes?”

“Yes, sir.”

I blinked, heat creeping up my neck. “Did he say... why he wants to see me?”

The driver’s expression didn’t move an inch.

“My instructions are only to escort you.”

A brief pause.

“And to ensure you arrive.”

Then he checked his watch — smooth, casual, lethal.

“I’ll be waiting downstairs. We leave in twenty-five minutes.”

He stepped away without waiting for my answer, disappearing down the hallway with the same quiet precision Adrian carried himself with.

I closed the door slowly and stared at the garment box.

Inside, wrapped in tissue paper, was:


	a fitted black button-down, thin and silky

	tailored black trousers

	a simple leather bracelet

	and a small card embossed with a silver A.W.



The note inside was handwritten in sharp, controlled strokes:

Wear this.

My breath caught.

This wasn’t a request.

This wasn’t a suggestion.

This was Adrian Wolfe shaping the moment exactly the way he wanted it.

I lifted the shirt. It felt unreal between my fingers.

It was the kind of fabric that didn’t wrinkle.

The kind of shirt made to be removed slowly.

The kind of thing someone like him would choose for someone like—

No.

Not like me.

I wasn’t his type.

I didn’t even know if he had a type.

But as I changed into the clothes he’d selected — clothes that fit shockingly well, like they had been chosen with exact measurements — I felt my pulse hammering.

Twenty-five minutes.

He wasn’t calling.

He wasn’t checking in.

He wasn’t wondering if I’d show up.

He already knew I would.

And God help me, he was right.

***
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THE DRIVER DIDN’T SPEAK when I climbed into the back of the black car — not a limo, not a town car, but something in between: sleek, silent, more polished than any vehicle I’d ever sat in.

The leather seats were cool beneath my palms. The entire interior smelled faintly of cedar and something darker, sharper — expensive cologne, but restrained.

As we pulled away from my apartment, the windows tinted automatically.

I swallowed.

Of course they did.

I smoothed the shirt Adrian had chosen for me.

It fit perfectly — not tight, but precise. Like it was meant to highlight the shape of me without flaunting anything.

He’d chosen this.

He wanted me to walk into his space looking like... this.

I couldn’t decide if I was flattered or terrified.

Probably both.

The city blurred past in silence.

The driver didn’t even turn on the radio.

He didn’t need to.

The quiet did enough.

When the car pulled up to Wolfe Tower, my mouth went dry.

I’d seen the building online — glass, steel, fifty floors of untouchable money — but in person it felt different.

Bigger.

Colder.

Alive.

The driver stepped out and opened my door with clinical precision.

“Mr. Wolfe is expecting you,” he said. “Private entrance.”

He led me past the regular lobby, through a side passage where a security guard scanned the driver’s badge, then my entire silhouette.

“Right hand,” the guard said.

I placed my hand on a sleek panel. No idea what it was reading — fingerprints, temperature, intentions, my immortal soul.

The guard nodded.

“He’s cleared.”

The driver motioned toward an elevator that didn’t look like an elevator. More like a brushed-metal wall with a single black panel.

He pressed his hand to it.

The wall slid open.

I stepped inside.

He didn’t follow.

“Mr. Wolfe prefers guests arrive alone,” he said.

“Penthouse. It will take you directly.”

The doors closed with a soft hiss, sealing me inside.

My stomach dropped as the elevator surged upward — fast, smooth, weightless.

I gripped the rail, breathing shallowly.

Halfway up, a soft click sounded.

A camera lens in the corner shifted.

I froze.

He was watching me.

Not a guess.

Not a possibility.

A certainty.

I felt it — that same pressure from the terrace, that same silent pull — like his presence filled the elevator even without his body in it.

I straightened instinctively.

My pulse was loud enough to echo.

The elevator slowed.

Stopped.

Breathed.

The doors slid open.

I stepped out into silence.

Not emptiness—

silence.

Thick.

Expensive.

Intentional.

The hallway was long, minimalist, lined with dark stone and soft lighting.

A fingerprint scanner glowed beside a single black door at the end.

And that’s when I saw him.

Adrian Wolfe.

Standing in the doorway like he wasn’t waiting for me — like he’d simply decided when to let himself be seen.

He wore a charcoal suit, jacket open, shirt unbuttoned at the collar.

His hands in his pockets.

His expression unreadable.

But his eyes—

His eyes pinned me the way a blade pins a map against wood.

Slowly, he took in everything:


	the shirt he chose

	the way it fit

	the way I moved

	the way I froze when I saw him



For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then he stepped aside.

“Noah,” he said quietly.

His voice wasn’t warm.

But it wasn’t cold.

Just... final.

“Come in.”

I walked toward him, pulse hammering.

As I passed, he shifted slightly — not touching me, but close enough that the heat of him skimmed my arm.

The smallest, almost-touch.

Enough to make my breath catch.

Enough to make adrenaline race through me in a way I couldn’t explain.

No one had ever made me feel like this.

Not with a look.

Not with a word.

Not with the absence of both.

When the door clicked shut behind me, the sound echoed in my chest like a lock sliding into place.

I turned.

He was watching me.

Not casually.

Not politely.

But with the focus of someone who already knew he had the upper hand —

and was waiting to see what I’d do with it.

“Before we begin,” Adrian said softly,

“there’s something I need you to understand.”

He took one step closer.

“You walked into this because I asked.”

Another step.

Close enough to feel his breath.

“But you’re here now,” he murmured,

“because you wanted to.”

My heart stuttered.

No denial came out.

Because none existed.

Adrian’s gaze deepened, sharp and unreadable.

“Good,” he whispered.

“Then we can begin.”

***
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ADRIAN DIDN’T TOUCH me.

He didn’t even move closer at first.

He just stood there in the center of his penthouse, hands in his pockets, posture relaxed — but somehow the entire room bent around him, like gravity shifted to accommodate him.

“I imagine,” he said softly, “you’re wondering why you’re here.”

My throat bobbed.

I nodded.

“Good,” he murmured. “Honesty is a start.”

He walked past me — slow, deliberate — and I had to resist the urge to turn and follow his movement like a magnet tracking metal.

He didn’t look at me at first.

He looked out over the fifty-story view of the city, hands clasped behind his back.

Then he spoke.

“You don’t see yourself clearly, Noah.”

I blinked. “...What does that mean?”

He didn’t turn.

Not yet.

“It means,” he said, “you walk through the world apologizing for taking up space. You shrink. You fold. You hover at the edges of rooms. You watch instead of exist.”

My stomach twisted.

“I— I’m not—”

He lifted one hand sharply.

I fell silent.

He finally turned — slow, elegant, dangerous in a calm way — and his eyes met mine with unnerving precision.

“You have potential,” he said.

“And no framework for controlling it.”

My breath hitched.

“I don’t— I don’t understand.”

“You do,” he said. “You understood it the moment I stepped toward you last night.”

The air tightened between us.

“You react strongly to direction,” Adrian continued.

“You respond instinctively to authority. Not submission.”

His gaze dipped over me, then back to my eyes.

“Structure.”

Heat slid down my spine like a shiver.

“And structure,” he said quietly, “is what changes people like you.”

I felt small and seen at the same time.

“I’m not—” I swallowed. “I’m not that kind of person.”

“People rarely know what kind of person they are,” he said, “until they’ve been placed in the right context.”

He stepped closer.

Just one step.

My pulse tripped hard.

“Mr. Wolfe...” I whispered, though I didn’t know what I was asking.

“I brought you here for a reason,” he said.

“Not for photographs. Not for work.”

His voice lowered.

“You’re intelligent,” he said. “Self-aware. But you act like you’re waiting for permission to be yourself.”

I looked away — down, to the left, anywhere but his stare.

He didn’t raise his voice.

He didn’t move.

He simply said,

“Noah.”

My head snapped back up instinctively.

His eyes locked onto mine.

“That,” he said quietly, “is why you’re here.”

I stared at him, breath trembling.

“You follow direction,” he murmured, “without realizing how naturally it comes to you.”

“I’m not— I don’t—”

I struggled for air.

He stepped closer — barely a foot between us now.

“Look at me,” he said.

I lifted my eyes instantly.

“And that,” Adrian said, almost approvingly,

“is Rule One.”

The words slid through me like heat.

My heart pounded against my ribs.

“Rule One,” he repeated.

“When I speak, you look at me.”

I swallowed hard. “Why?”

“Because you hide when you’re unsure.”

He tilted his head slightly.

“And I intend to teach you not to.”

My breath stuttered.

He didn’t touch me.

Didn’t reach for me.

He didn’t have to.

“You can walk out,” he said softly.

“Right now. And I’ll forget this entirely.”

The room held its breath.

“Or,” he continued,

“you can stay.

And learn what structure feels like when it’s meant for you.”

My knees nearly buckled.

He held my gaze — piercing, steady, waiting.

Not forcing.

Offering.

But offering in the way a cliff offers the sky:

a single step, and nothing is ever the same.

“Noah,” Adrian said quietly,

“Rule One is simple. Look at me when I speak.

Do you accept it?”

Everything inside me twisted — fear, want, confusion, heat —

“Yes,” I whispered.

His eyes darkened.

“Good,” he said, barely audible.

“Then we begin.”

***
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THREE DAYS.

Three days of pretending nothing inside me had shifted.

Three days of pretending Adrian Wolfe wasn’t living somewhere between my ribs.

Three days trying not to obey a rule that had no business following me into the real world.

When the message came —

Tonight. 9PM.

— my breath punched out of me like I’d been waiting for orders.

By 8:53 the driver had me in the private elevator again, and I swear I felt the air tighten the higher I went. Halfway up, the camera in the corner turned with that deliberate click.

He was watching.

And I liked it.

When the doors slid open, he was already standing there.

Same posture.

Same focus.

Same charged stillness that made the world feel quieter.

He didn't greet me.

He didn’t ask if I was nervous.

He just looked at me like he could read the last seventy-two hours right off my skin.

“Come here,” he said.

Not loud.

Not soft.

Just inevitable.

I stepped toward him. My heartbeat tried to outrun the elevator back to the ground floor.

He stopped when I was close enough for his breath to warm the space between us. His eyes dropped to my clothes — the button-up shirt I’d ironed until my hands hurt.

Too formal.

Too stiff.

Too covered.

Adrian lifted his hand and touched the top button. Very lightly. Just enough for the heat of his fingers to bleed through the fabric and into my chest.

“Undo this,” he murmured.

My throat closed. “Here?”

“Yes. Now.”

I hesitated only a second — a stupid, instinctive pause — and his eyes flicked up sharply.

“That hesitation,” he said, voice low but firm,

“is exactly why we’re here.”

Heat crawled up my neck.

My hands trembled as I undid the first button.

Then the second.

Then the third.

The air hit my skin, cooler than I expected, and I felt exposed in a way that wasn’t physical. More like he had peeled back something I didn’t know I was hiding.

Adrian stepped in.

His fingers brushed the open edge of the shirt — the lightest contact, not even a caress — but it sent a slow current down my spine.

“Why hide yourself?” he asked quietly.

The question hit deeper than it should have.

Like he wasn’t talking about my shirt at all.

“I— I don’t know.”

My voice cracked.

He lifted his chin slightly.

“Noah.”

Soft, but exact.

“When I ask a question, you answer without hesitation.”

The new rule slid between us like a knife.

I swallowed. “Okay.”

“Not ‘okay.’”

He stepped closer, and my chest grazed his jacket — not enough to call it touching, but enough to feel how warm he was under the suit.

“Say it correctly.”

My breath caught. “Yes.”

His eyes held mine.

“Good.”

He moved past me, slow and controlled, and gestured for me to follow him deeper into the penthouse. The room was dim tonight — soft lighting, long shadows, the whole space quiet as a confession.

“Stand here,” he said.

I obeyed instantly.

He circled me once. Not like a predator — more like a scientist examining a live wire.

“You came quickly,” he said.

“That— That doesn’t mean anything,” I managed.

He raised an eyebrow.

“Rule Two,” he reminded me.

“Speak plainly.”

I winced. “I wanted to come.”

He stepped closer, studying my face with unnerving precision.

“Say it again,” he said.

“I wanted to come.”

“Why?”

I swallowed hard. “Because... it felt like I needed to.”

Adrian’s eyes darkened slightly, pleased.

“You respond to direction naturally,” he said.

“Your body listens even when your mind protests.”

I felt my face burn. “Is that bad?”

“No.”

He moved behind me again, voice steady in my ear.

“It means you’re teachable.”

My breath faltered.

“Look at me,” he said from behind.

I turned.

“Do you understand why hesitation is a problem?” Adrian asked.

I wanted to look away. I didn’t.

“No,” I admitted.

“Hesitation is fear disguised as thought.”

He paused.

“And fear is a cage you walk into voluntarily.”

I swallowed hard. “So what do I do instead?”

“You learn to answer cleanly,” he said.

“You learn to trust your instincts.”

Another movement — closer — breath ghosting my cheek.

“And you learn to trust mine.”

Something tugged deep inside me.

It startled me how badly I wanted to agree.

“I— I think I do,” I whispered.

His gaze sharpened.

“Rule Three,” he said slowly.

“When I ask something of you... you answer without hesitation.”

My pulse kicked painfully.

“Say it back.”

I exhaled. “When you ask something of me... I answer without hesitation.”

His eyes softened — just a fraction.

Barely visible.

But unmistakably satisfied.

“Good,” he murmured.

“You’re learning faster than I expected.”

My breath stuttered.

He steps back.

“This is enough for tonight,” he said.

“Too much, too quickly... and you’ll confuse intensity with trust.”

The dismissal landed like a blow and a relief at the same time.

“You’ll come tomorrow,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

Or a request.

Just the future, spoken out loud.

I nodded before I could stop myself.

He watched the movement with quiet ownership.

“Good,” he said again.

“Go home.”

And that was it.

No touch.

No goodbye.

Nothing but the echo of his voice and the open heat of my chest where my shirt still hung undone.

I left shaking — and aching — in ways I didn’t know how to explain.

***
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THE NEXT NIGHT, I DIDN’T recognize myself in the mirror.

That’s the first thing I noticed.

I’d stood there for ten full minutes, staring at the open line of my shirt — open, not just loosened. A few days ago, I would’ve buttoned it up to my throat like armor. But tonight...

I wanted him to see me.

I wanted to see if he’d notice.

No — I wanted to see how he’d notice.

My fingers trembled as I left the top four buttons undone, exposing more chest than I’d ever shown outside a beach. I pushed the fabric back slightly, testing it, adjusting the fall of it until my reflection looked like someone who’d stopped pretending he didn’t want to be looked at.

It felt wrong.

And it felt so, so right.

By the time the car arrived — same driver, same expressionless professionalism — my pulse was climbing up my throat.

“The same floor,” he said.

Nothing else.

The ride up felt longer this time.

Or maybe that was just me.

The camera moved with that soft, deliberate click as the elevator rose.

He was watching again.

My chest tightened.

When the doors slid open, Adrian wasn’t waiting in the doorway tonight.

He was standing a few feet back, hands clasped loosely behind him, as if I were a subject being presented for inspection.

His eyes lifted.

And the moment he saw me — really saw me — something in his expression shifted.

A slow, warm, controlled darkening.

Not lust.

Not surprise.

Approval.

“Come in,” he said.

My breath stuttered. I stepped out, the cold marble brushing against my bare skin where the shirt parted.

He walked toward me in measured steps, gaze sweeping across my chest, down my stomach, back up to my eyes.

“You remembered what I told you,” he murmured.

My pulse thudded. “About hiding?”

“Yes.”

His voice dipped lower.

“And you chose not to.”

He reached out, slow enough that I could have stepped back.

I didn’t.

He stepped closer, his gaze fixed on the open line of my shirt.

Not rushing.

Not hesitating.

When his fingers touched the fabric, they brushed my skin first — barely, lightly — and then slid along the edge of my shirt.

He pushed the fabric back a little farther.

Just enough to expose more of my chest.

More of me.

And when his hand moved higher, his fingers grazed across my nipple —

not intentionally,

not accidentally,

somewhere in the charged space in between.

A bolt of heat shot through me so fast my knees nearly buckled.

I tried to hide my reaction, but I felt my breath shudder — and he felt it too.

His eyes flicked down for the briefest moment —

a controlled, clinical, devastatingly perceptive glance.

Not at my chest.

Lower.

He saw the bulge.

Saw it.

Registered it.

Didn’t comment on it.

Didn’t smirk.

Didn’t shame.

Just a tiny shift in his posture —

a deeper inhale,

a barely-there tightening of his jaw,

a flicker of something that could’ve been satisfaction.

Then his gaze returned to mine as if nothing had happened.

“Better,” he said quietly.

His voice was steady.

Mine was gone.

“Do you... like it?” I asked, my voice barely holding steady.

I swallowed hard. “I... I didn’t know what you’d want.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Noah.”

My eyes snapped to his instantly.

“What is Rule One?”

I inhaled sharply. “When you speak... I look at you.”

“And Rule Two?”

“Speak plainly.”

“Rule Three?”

My heart pounded. “When you ask something of me... I answer without hesitation.”

He stepped closer, so close the warmth of his body touched my open skin.

“And what rule,” he said quietly, “did you forget just now?”

I froze.

His eyes held mine steadily.

No anger.

Just expectation.

I swallowed. “I hesitated before answering.”

He nodded once.

“And why is that a problem?”

I opened my mouth — but nothing came out.

His gaze sharpened.

“Plainly,” he said. “Noah.”

My voice came out small. “Because hesitation means fear.”

“And?”

“And fear is a cage.”

A flash of approval crossed his face — quick, but unmistakable.

“Good.”

He turned slightly, gesturing toward the interior of the penthouse.

“Walk with me.”

The command slid under my skin.

I followed.

He didn’t look at me again until we reached the center of the room — the dim, quiet space that felt designed for confessions and undoing.

He stopped.

I stopped.

He faced me fully now, his presence steady and consuming.

“You’re different tonight,” he said.

My breath shook. “I wanted to... do it right.”

“Do what right?”

“Whatever this is.”

His eyes softened — not in kindness, but in precision, like he was seeing through me.
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