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ABOUT THIS NOVEL

She’s my best friend’s sister, and I’m her new boss.

There are three things I expect from a good assistant:
Punctuality, honesty, and trustworthiness.

She says she’s all that. Despite my reservations, I decide to give her a shot.

To my surprise, she’s not the nerdy girl I knew when we were young.
She follows my every command.

She wins over our clients.

She charms her colleagues.

Including me.

Our one-on-one “meetings” are getting hotter—by the copy machine, in the
archive room, on top of my desk.
We’re putting on a show for the company security cameras, that’s for sure.

I’m determined to make her mine.
Until I catch her in my office with her hand in my secret drawer.
I can’t wait to hear what she has to say for herself.

Her job (and a happy ending for us) is on the line.



ACE



IT STARTED GOING TITS-UP AT TALIA’S

I3
ou weren’t in love with her, were you?” my buddy Miles asked

with a cocky grin on his face.

“Don’t be stupid,” I grumbled and directed my gaze toward Gracie, the
bustling bartender a few yards away, hoping she’d spot me. She didn’t.
“She was an assistant.” 1 emphasized the last word and noticed that Miles
didn’t follow immediately. It must have been the lead he had on me beer-
wise because he wasn’t usually that slow on the uptake. “Sex and work
don’t mix,” I continued. “Besides, I’'m not looking to get involved. But I do
need a new assistant.”

“Dude, getting an assistant is not that fucking hard,” Miles argued, and
next to him, Oliver nodded in agreement.

“Then you’ve probably never tried to find a trustworthy and not
completely incompetent assistant. Agencies, headhunters—they all keep
putting me off. I need an assistant now, not in three months. My paperwork
is piling up, my calendar is about to explode—I don’t get shit done.”

Being back in New York was daunting in its own way—never mind the
fact my personal life also needed a complete makeover. At least I had three
people back in my life I trusted, even though they got on my nerves.
Damon. Oliver. Miles.

Damon had been the first of the group to befriend me when we were in
college. The guy was a straight-talking, strait-laced businessman—
incredibly driven—with a love for bikes, not unlike me. Miles and Oliver
were brothers. Oliver was what you’d best describe as the watchful,



protective kind, and, well, Miles was just the same fun-loving dude he’d
always been. A real jokester. Unfiltered and snarky.

It felt good to be with the boys again.

Back then, Talia’s had been our favorite place to hang out: an old-school
biker bar in the city, unchanged since it had reopened in the early *80s, with
several pool tables in the back. The beer used to be too warm for my taste,
and it still was—I guessed some things never changed—but we liked going
there anyway.

“What about the smart lady who sat in during our last meeting?” Damon
asked. “Why don’t you get her more involved?”

“Mrs. Mills doesn’t have the architectural background that’s needed.”

“Look on the bright side,” Miles said. “At least you’re not getting bent
over your boss’s desk by a delivery guy.”

Oliver erupted into raucous laughter. He raised his fist to Miles, but
Miles faked him out and then pulled his hand away. In return, Oliver put
Miles in a headlock and roared, “Not this time, brother. Not this time.”
Even Damon smirked, which was saying something. The dude rarely
smiled.

“Hey...guys?” a sugary-sweet voice asked from behind me. I swiveled
in my seat, only to notice a face I didn’t recognize, holding a tray. “Can I
offer you boys a shot?”

Oliver turned his head. “It depends on who’s offering.”

“The company I work for is sponsoring it.” The chick parted her red lips
in a cheeky smile to reveal a mouthful of blindingly white teeth. “We’re
supposed to offer customers shots when we’re not...dancing.” She threw a
sassy wink at Oliver, then at Miles.

“Dancing?” Miles peered at the woman with a curious expression.
“Since when does Talia’s have strippers?”

“It’s not that kind of dancing.” She playfully slapped his arm, flipped
her long ash-blonde ponytail over her shoulder, and rested her left hand on
her hip. Her bright-green nail polish matched her green T-shirt perfectly.
With her gaze, she directed our eyes from the top of her shirt to her tits,
making each of us look down.

A white slogan sprawled across her curves in a thick Non-Serif:

Get Hot for Some Shots



The letter “O” in “Hot” was a fire emoji.

At first, I was certain that somewhere out there, a wannabe marketing
executive had been mulling this little catchphrase over in his mind for
weeks and was likely feeling immensely proud of it. Second, I asked myself
how effective the slogan was—compared to the short-cut shirt that almost
exposed her nipples.

“Strippers take off all of their clothes,” the dancer explained, giving
Miles another sultry wink. “We don’t undress all the way...”

“You only undress a little bit?”” Amusement swung in Miles’s voice,
meaning, “Girl, you’re basically naked as it 1s.”

“Yeah,” she chirped. “It’s a new thing the bar is trying out—you know,
to get some new faces in here. So, are you boys going to have some shots,
or are you a bunch of chickens?” She shifted her gaze and stared straight at
me.

She hadn’t addressed me because she thought / was a chicken. No.
Clearly, she recognized the decision maker of the group.

“Sure, we’ll have some shots,” I decided, making up my mind on behalf
of the four of us. “But right after we’re done here, I need you to find our
waitress and ask her how long a man has to wait for a refill around here.
Our glasses have been empty for ages.”

“I second that,” Oliver added.

“Who’s your waitress?”

“Gracie.”

“Yeah, I’d be happy to, but first things first.” The blonde girl whipped
four shot glasses out of her apron pocket before withdrawing a small bottle
of green liquid.

“That looks like poison,” Damon grumbled, furrowing his brow.

“Oh, it 1s, big boy. It is,” she sang and poured the green liquor into the
first shot glass.

By the time she’d finished filling the fourth glass, she was batting her
eyelashes at Damon, who was not giving into her attempts. She handed him
the final shot, obviously making an effort to /ean in, making it undeniably
clear she wasn’t wearing a bra—as if we all hadn’t fucking noticed.

She wiped her fingers on the small apron, which was already showing
traces of the sticky lime-colored concoction. “Enjoy, boys.”

She stepped backward. It seemed like she was about to leave when she
hesitated for a moment, looking back at Damon. “I hope you don’t mind me



asking, but could I have your number? I think I’d like to see you again. You
know, hopefully somewhere more...romantic.”

“I’ve got a girl, doll,” Damon replied.

“You sure?” She looked disappointed. “I’ve heard you’re a big player in
the construction business.”

“Says who?”” he asked.

“One of the waitresses.”

“Babe,” Oliver jumped in, canting his head toward Damon, “if that guy
was a property, he’d be a mansion made out of gold, situated on a beach
made of ground-up pearls on Manalapan’s coast.”

She blinked twice. “Ehh...meaning?”

“Properties like him are never on the market.”

“Oh.” She shrugged. “Too bad.” With one final glance, she pivoted on a
heel and walked to another table.

“What’s wrong with you?” Damon huffed as soon as she was out of
sight. “Shut the fuck up.”

“Yeah, bro. What the corny fuck was that?” Miles stared at his brother,
shaking his head. “Are you drunk?”

“Nope, I'm driving,” Oliver said with a “duh” face. “I was just trying to
ease the situation. Make a joke. Make light of the awkward moment.” He
turned to Damon. “Dude. Didn’t you fucking see how you crushed the girl’s
confidence with your brutal rejection? ['ve got a girl,” he mocked him,
imitating Damon’s signature baritone. “You know the balls it takes to walk
up to four big-ass guys? And the even bigger balls it takes to ask one of
them out?”

“And your line helped exactly, how?” Damon asked, clearly pissed.

“Yeah, man, you made it worse,” Miles said, grabbing his shot glass.
“You embarrassed her even more by piling shit on top of shit.”

“I did not.”

The whole conversation had started to get on my damn nerves.
“Cheers,” I announced, raising my shot.

“Cheers.” They lifted their glasses to mine. “Cheers!”

We all clinked and brought our drinks to our lips before we slammed
them back down onto the wooden surface. The shot was good. Tasty.

The guys voiced their approval. Damon, Oliver, and Miles all worked in
the same billion-dollar real estate company: Humphries Properties, built
from the ground up by Miles and Oliver’s father, Charles Henry. Humphries



Properties was on the brink of acquiring my business, Windsor Architects.
The deal would turn us into the biggest and most influential construction
firm in the country, and I was determined to ensure there would be no more
damn roadblocks.

Damon was my contact person. He was a soon-to-be partner at
Humphries Properties and a decision maker in the acquisition. Not that he
made me nervous by any means. We were best buddies. I was confident that
if push came to shove, he’d vote in my favor.

Well. I was almost sure.

For one, Damon had a damn good poker face. But, I’d also been away
from the flock for a long period of time. San Francisco and New York
weren’t exactly a stone’s throw apart. Even though we’d stayed in touch
throughout, this was business. It would be a lie to say that Damon was
known to let his business persona overwhelm his private real-life
personality at times. In fact, sometimes it was hard to distinguish Damon
“the normal guy” from Damon “the adamant businessman” (his far more
serious counterpart)—as if Damon “the normal guy” wasn’t serious enough
already.

“You 're the one who needs to fucking relax,” Oliver said to Damon, still
on the same topic. “You scared her off.”

“Nobody scared anybody off.” Damon swiveled his gaze between the
three of us. “A girl like her appreciates directness. I can only imagine what
kind of shit she hears all day.”

“Sorry, disagree.” Oliver shook his head. “She looked crushed. She’s
probably crying her heart out as we speak. If you ask me, she’s never
coming back.”

“She has to,” Damon said, undeterred. “She needs to get these shot
glasses.”

Miles looked up and scanned the room. “Wait, hold on, Damon’s right.
She’s coming.”

We stared as the blonde ponytail girl returned to our table. For a
moment, she seemed to wonder why we were staring at her. “Just back to
collect the shot glasses, guys,” she said. I gave her extra points for returning
instead of sending another one of her green-shirt-wearing colleagues.

She turned to Oliver. “And sorry, I’ve got a question, but what’s
Manapan? None of the girls knew.” She lifted her chin, directing our
attention to Gracie and the other girls by the bar. Her blue eyes darted



between Oliver, Miles, Damon, and me as she seemed to try to gauge our
reactions. She was a daredevil in her own right. I appreciated a bold
woman.

“Manalapan,” Damon corrected her. “In Florida.”

“Oh.” She gulped, giving Damon a scrutinizing look and frowned.
“Isn’t he way too young to live in Florida? I thought only old people lived
there.”

“He has an ancient soul,” I interjected and was rewarded with a grimace
from Damon.

“Anyway, as he said,” Oliver pointed to Damon, “he’s not on the
market.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “None of us are.”

“Actually.” Miles arched an eyebrow at me. “Isn’t Ace single right
now?”

The blonde girl looked at me with a curious expression as she chewed
on her gum.

I shook my head. “Sorry, I’'m not looking for anything serious.” I shifted
my gaze to Miles and gave him a “What the fuck?” expression. He clearly
knew I wasn’t—

“’'m not looking for anything serious either,” the girl chirped,
interrupting my thoughts.

I let out an impatient sigh and faced her. “Yeah, no, sorry.”

“You deaf? You heard the lady, man,” Miles hissed at me. “She’s not
looking for anything serious either.”

What the fuck? “Stay out of it,” I said to him. Why was he being so
pushy?

“You sure? No girlfriend? No relationship?” She leaned into me further,
brushing my arm with her tits. “Absolutely no...fun?”

“No.” I set my empty shot glass on her tray with a cold c/ink, possibly a
bit too forcefully. It was a knee-jerk reaction, and not one I’d given any
thought to, but it caused the girl to take a step back.

“That’s okay,” she squeaked. “I’ll be over there if you need me.” She
gathered up the other three empty shot glasses, hastily set them onto her
tray and hurried away.

“Dude, what the fuck was that?” Miles asked me. “That was the worst
fucking rejection ever. Even more brutal than Damon’s.”

“Shut. Up. You’re the one who got me into it.”

“So?” he asked.



“So, I was just being honest.”

“That’s worse than being direct. It’s pedantic. Dude. At least package it
up differently if you can’t help it. There’s a difference between being nicely
honest and being fucking honest.”

I didn’t answer. Since when was honesty a bad thing? As she sauntered
in the direction of the bar, I allowed my eyes to linger on her. I should have
felt something. Sure, she had gorgeous tits, thick hips, and legs, but I
couldn’t exactly admit any sparks were there. The old me wouldn’t have
minded a flirt or a hookup, even though she clearly didn’t seem to be very
picky when it came to the men she chose to spend time with.

“Back to business,” Damon said, as we noticed Gracie hurriedly
shuffling toward us with four more draft glasses full of—I could already tell
—Ilukewarm beer.

Damon plucked a glass from Gracie’s arms and placed it in front of him,
then turned back to me. “Cards on the table. Are you still interested in the
acquisition? Or have you changed your mind?”

“No,” T answered curtly. “Why should 1?” I’d let no wild horses stop
Humphries Properties from acquiring Windsor Architects. “Just because the
server broke, files got lost, a few boxes got shipped to who knows where,
and my former assistant shredded what she thought were ‘duplicate papers’
from the boxes that did arrive?” I tried to sound confident. Frankly, it was a
huge mess, but nothing I couldn’t handle—I just needed more time.

“Was that before or after she fucked that delivery guy on your desk?”

I gave him a hard stare.

“Jesus, what a clusterfuck.” Miles raked a hand down his face. “Are we
sure we wanna merge with this guy?” he asked, and they all chuckled.

I wasn’t laughing. “I’m working on it.”

“You better. You’re not getting out of it,” Damon said. “We’ve been
stuck in the information exchange stage for too long already—nothing’s
happening. We sent you our info ages ago, and we need that information to
start the valuation and synergies, before we send in the offer. You know
that. You need to get your shit together. And quickly. Dad and the board are
getting impatient. Two weeks—max.”

“Four,” I countered, unable to hide my irritation at his deadline. “That’s
the bare minimum.” I had never been the type to give false promises or
make excuses. Already, we were more than two weeks behind after moving
to New York. While the recoup process with my teams between San



Francisco and NYC was in full swing, putting together a convincing
presentation was time consuming. “Humphries Properties benefits from the
merger as much as I do.” It didn’t hurt to remind them that the deal was a
two-way street and they wanted it just as much as I did.

“All right. Tell you what. You get your four weeks. On Monday
morning in exactly one month, I want the papers on my desk, or the deal is
off.”

I wouldn’t get more time from Damon, I knew that.

“Done,” I agreed, and we shook on it. Even if the lost boxes were to
show up again—unlikely—and even if I did find the ideal assistant within
the next few days—equally unlikely—it was a damn close call.

Gracie handed me my beer, and I looked at her. “Keep them coming.
Let’s say, get the next round to us in thirty minutes, sound good?” The place
wasn’t as crowded as it had been when we’d arrived. There was no reason
for a delay. “Don’t make us wait.”

“Yes, sir,” she sang, playfully placing her right hand to her temple,
giving me a mock salute. “I’m sure a man like you isn’t used to waiting for
anything.” She leaned in to grab Oliver’s empty whiskey glass, giving him a
“What’s wrong with this guy?” look.

“Hey, Gracie. No worries,” Miles replied before his brother had a
chance to. “Tonight, he even kicked Damon from the dickface pedestal.”

“I’ve got to piss,” I announced, not giving a shit if it ruffled the guys’
undershirts—they’d live. I’d gotten tired of the circular conversation and
decided a walk to the urinals and a splash of fresh water might calm me
down. “But I’'m serious about that beer, Gracie.”

“Yeah, I heard you the first time, tiger,” Gracie said as I turned my back
on them. “Lighten up. I’ve only got two hands.”

Okay, I knew I was acting like an asshole. I’d been this way for quite
some time. Trying to care was hard after everything I’d gone through.
Perhaps some of my mood may have been self-inflicted, but nobody wanted
to hear that after a breakup. Just pick up, move on, business as usual. But
life wasn’t that simple, and it seemed my personal shit had started to affect
nearly every aspect of my life.

As I parted an ocean of patrons to make it to the other side of the bar, a
scruffy biker dressed in tattered leathers sat slumped against the farthest
wall, snoring loudly. It was impossible to remember the last time I’d had a
good night’s sleep. The empty bottle clasped in his limp fist spoke volumes.



Poor guy. These days it took me a lot more, and only a small part of Allison
and my breakup was responsible for my insomnia. I wasn’t sad Allison and
I hadn’t worked out. No, I was pissed the fuck off. I also had enough self-
awareness to know that my biggest issue was mostly offended vanity that
hung over my head like a thundercloud. This feeling would soon evaporate,
I was sure. Then sunshine and rainbows, and all that shit.

Time would tell.

“Where are you going, stranger?” A voice interrupted my train of
thought.

Turning around, I was met by the blonde ponytail girl from earlier,
staring at me eagerly. “I realize I didn’t introduce myself to you earlier. I’'m
Emily, but my friends call me Emmie.” She wiggled her hips from side to
side like an excited puppy preparing to pounce. “You’re Ace, right?”

“How do you know?”

“I overheard it earlier when you guys were talking.”

“Thanks for the shots, Emmie. But I’'m on my way to the bathroom,
excuse me,” I grumbled, pushing past her. I opened the Western saloon-
style double doors that separated the men’s room from the rest of the bar,
and strode in, hoping I’d left her behind.

“Hold on,” Emmie practically squealed. “I’ll come with!”

She skipped into the bathroom beside me, matching my pace. Her hand
touched my ass as she followed, and when I glanced at her over my
shoulder to confirm it was an accident, she winked at me. The blonde
ponytail now cascaded over her shoulders, bouncing around in the middle
of her back. It wasn’t the only thing that was bouncing around. My cock
stirred, but not enough to make me succumb to temptation. Silently, |
cursed Damon and the fact he had brought the merger to the table. Instead
of a quickie, lost boxes and a faceless future assistant haunted my mind.

Emmie slinked closer to me like a wild cat stalking its prey, licking her
lips. As she reached out to undo my pants, I gently grabbed her wrists.

To hell with the boys and their suggestion that I should be more polite
in my rejections. Apparently, Emmie didn’t want to understand that I wasn’t
in the mood for a dirty fuck in the restroom. “I don’t think that’s a good
idea. Seriously,” 1 growled, and this time—finally—it was enough for her to
understand.

Her eyes widened as realization dawned, and she shrugged indifferently.
“All right, cowboy. You know where to find me.” My sympathy was



limited. I wouldn’t even have been her first choice—she’d put Damon first.
I’d never been good at being number two, and I wouldn’t start now.



DAMON

“@ on’t forget about Ace’s beer, doll,” I said as Gracie handed Miles
his drink. “Don’t make him come looking for you to get it either.
He’s dealing with some shit.”

“I won’t,” Gracie replied. “You know I won’t. I was joking. I can tell
something’s bugging your friend. Nobody, not even Ace, can be that
grumpy without a good reason.” She nodded at me and smiled, causing her
messy brown bun to flop around on top of her head.

“Appreciate it, Gracie.”

“But he better cheer up soon, or Axel will kick his ass out.” She
grabbed an empty glass, gave me another smile, turned on her heel, and
shuffled away from our table.

“I feel bad for Ace, man.” Miles held his pale lager in one hand and
rested it against his chest, like he was holding some kind of helpless baby
animal. A few light beers and one shot were enough to make him tipsy.
“Allison, that”—he made quote fingers—*“‘dream girl’ of his, really did a
fucking number on him. I’ve never seen him like this.”

“It’s damn normal. He thought he loved her.” Oliver speared his fingers
through his hair. “You can’t blame him for feeling a little down.”

“I’'m concerned about him, too,” I admitted. “But not for the same
reasons.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, I don’t want to speak ill of the guy while he’s taking a piss, but
doesn’t this all seem just a little...off? The breakup. The sudden move to
New York. The rush. Files got lost? Papers got shredded? Hello? Now he



can’t get the paperwork ready. Would he really be selling Windsor
Architects to us if it was doing as well as he says it is?”

“Damon, hang on,” Oliver said. “We’ve known Ace since college. He’d
never screw us over. You know that.” He took a swig of beer. “He’s only
selling 51 percent of it, and he still wants to be a director. Ace would never
be stupid enough to make this position a condition if his company was built
on sand.”

“I know that. But something’s not right.”

“He’s a stand-up fucking guy.” Miles flashed a toothy grin at me. “Yeah,
you need to chill, man. He’s not the enemy.”

“For fuck’s sake, listen. I’'m not saying he’s a bad guy.” I took my
glasses off and pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to concentrate, despite
the beer. “I’m saying that we need to do our homework. Your father will
have our asses if this deal goes sideways and hurts the company.”

“Well.” Miles glanced up at me. “He will have your ass. And not just
your ass. Dad will fucking put you on the chopping block. He can’t harm
me and Oliver because, well...he’d have no heirs. But you, my friend, are
fair game.”

I took a swig of my beer. “Yeah. Thanks for that, Miles.” I set my drink
in front of me and put my glasses back on to glare at him.

“What? Just being direct. Honest.”

Our table was rickety and wobbled at the slightest touch. Its poor
construction had cost us more than one drink over the years, and I wasn’t
looking to risk losing another one.

“Hmm. Actually, I see your point, Damon,” Oliver said, leaning
forward, rubbing his chin. “I mean, I don’t think Ace is up to something,
but checking up on how Windsor Architects is doing would be normal
procedure. Just like any other firm. We need to know whether everything
checks out, if the company’s financial reports confirm his claims—which
they will, of course.”

Behind him, a group of dancers in bright-green T-shirts started
“dancing,” circling around a table occupied by a group of burly bikers.
Oliver lost his train of thought, glancing over his shoulder at the spectacle.

“And we need to know who he’s doing business with,” I said,
attempting to draw his attention back to me. “Earlier tonight he mentioned
drafting a blueprint for a mansion in Short Hills. Isn’t Ecclestone
Construction currently busy with a project in Short Hills? If it were any



other suburb, I’d be less worried, but there’s not a lot of construction that
happens out there.”

Ecclestone Construction, a billion-dollar firm led by CEO Edmund
Ecclestone—the self-proclaimed “Construction King of New York”—was
not only a thief, but an immoral deceiver. An online cartoon in the New
York Times titled “Apres moi, le déluge” (basically “devil-may-care”) had
made fun of the “Construction Shark of New York,” hinting at money-
laundering scams that had brought several reputable firms to their knees.
The article with the cartoon, and its absurdly large mustache gracing
Ecclestone’s character, was removed twenty minutes later, unsurprisingly.
Ecclestone had half of New York City in his pocket, and the colossal staff
of lawyers he employed were doing their fucking jobs. Funnily enough, that
and other claims going around hadn’t hurt Ecclestone in the least—his
empire was thriving, bigger than ever.

Oliver turned back to me and narrowed his eyes. “What did you say?”

“Ecclestone? Nah, man.” Miles set his beer down mid-swig and shook
his head. “Nah.”

“Yeah. You’re going too far.” Oliver frowned and swallowed the last
dregs of amber liquid from his glass. “There’s no fucking way. Ace is an
honest guy. He would never, not in a million years, associate with
Ecclestone.”

“I know, and I won’t be any happier once we confirm that very point.
But we’ve got to be sure,” I insisted, leaning back. “We’ve got to do our
due diligence.”

“Hold on,” Miles said, lifting his hand. “I’ve got an idea.”

“What?”

For a moment it seemed like he was sifting through the drunken fog of
his mind to find what he wanted to say. “Let’s just ask him. When he gets
back from the bathroom, we’ll sit him down and say, ‘Hey, dude. Are you
bankrupt—or, worse—buddy-buddy with Edmund fucking Ecclestone, that
shady son of a bitch?’”

“Are you serious?” I was quickly losing my patience and definitely not
sober, but what Miles had suggested wouldn’t have even made sense if I
was flat-out drunk.

“Yeah, why not?” Miles appeared offended. “He’s our bro. Why
shouldn’t we be direct and honest with him?”



“Because,” I replied, growing irritated, “we have no way of
guaranteeing that he’ll be direct and honest with us, that’s why.”

“Hmm.” Oliver inclined his head. “Damon’s got a point. We better not
mention anything to him.”

“Of course we shouldn’t.” I gave a curt nod. “There’s no point in
pissing him off and screwing up the potential merger.”

Oliver leaned back in his seat. “And a perfectly good friendship.”

“That too,” I agreed.

“Yeah. Whatever.” Miles drank what was left of his beer. “Fine,” he
added when Oliver glared at him.

“I won’t mention it either,” Oliver confirmed, shifting to face me, “but
I’m sure as hell not going to help you to dig up dirt on him.”

“I don’t expect you to,” I said, as I noticed Ace making his way back
toward the table out of the corner of my eye. “That’s my job, anyway. I’ll
investigate his firm like I do with all of our high-risk cases. It’s procedure.
This one won’t be special. I won’t make it personal. I’ll keep it objective.”

“Ace, heyheyhey.” Miles cut me off. “Bro! Did you have a nice dump?”

Ace shook his head. “I wasn’t taking a dump.” He hung his semi-formal
black jacket on the back of his chair and quietly sat down. “Dick.”

“Nobody pisses for ten minutes,” Miles argued, chortling at his own
words and flicking a beer cap at Ace. “You do look happier than when you
left. Oh, I got it. Were you rubbing one out?”

“I was outside getting some fresh air.” Ace lifted the beer glass in front
of him and tilted its contents down his throat.

“Since when are you a fresh air fanatic?” Oliver narrowed his eyes
suspiciously.

“Get out of my ass.”

Beep, beep.

We all paused and stared at my cell.

It was lying face-up on the center of the table, since I’d ignored making
it part of our “no phones during nights out” initiative. To my annoyance, its
screen lit up and revealed a preview of a message from my baby sister,
Stella.

It was a brief one.

Stella: Hey, Batman. Remember spending Halloween in Big Bend
National Park...



The message itself wasn’t problematic, but the photo that accompanied
it was.

It depicted a much younger version of me, dressed up as the Dark
Knight, a.k.a. Batman. Even worse, it showed a, let’s say, rather unflattering
version of my sister, wrapped in orange cloth—a failed attempt to dress up
as a pumpkin. Her round, orange-painted face was perfectly framed by a
pair of chunky tortoiseshell glasses and her braces glistened in whatever
light source we’d posed in front of for the photo. She was making a funny
face and crossing her eyes. It was the stupidest picture I’d ever seen of her.
By a long shot. Not that I could talk. I didn’t look any better.

Needless to say, I didn’t feel the urge to get into that conversation. I was
hopeful that in their drunken state, the guys hadn’t registered any of it. In
one smooth motion, I snatched my phone away, stowing it in my pants
pocket.

Silence.

When I looked back up at them, all three were staring at me.

“Batman?” Ace asked.

“Dude.” Miles grinned.

“So what?” I grumbled.

“The better question is: Who was the oddball?” Miles pointed out,
crossing his eyes. The guys chuckled.

“Yeah, exactly.” Oliver jumped in before I had a chance to wave it off.
“The girl. Who was the pumpkin next to you? Your fugly neighbor?”

“My sister.”

Everybody’s face dropped. “Oh.”

Miles and Oliver gave me sad “Fuck, sorry” eyes.

“She doesn’t look like that anymore,” I said, unsure why I felt the
sudden need to explain myself. Maybe some weird sense of protection over
my baby sister. Not that it mattered what my buddies thought of Stella’s
face or her costume choices.

They still stared at me. Ace gave me an “Oh, really, she doesn’t look
like that anymore?” look.

“She never looked like that,” I corrected. “That was a failed attempt to
look like an enchanting Jack-o-lantern.”

All three of them stared at me.

Miles was the first to speak up. “No need to apologize, bro.” He
hiccupped and reached for his lager, only to realize it was empty. “Chill,



bro. She’s your sister, and we’re cool with her. Never saw you hide your
phone like that though. It’s not like any of us are invested in her looks.
Chill.”

“Don’t tell me to chill,” I bit out. “I am fucking chill.”

“How’s she doing these days?” Ace asked.

“She just graduated from Princeton, actually,” I said, glad for the
change of subject. Despite my irritation, I couldn’t hide the sense of pride
welling up in my chest when I noted their appreciative nods. It was still
hard for me to believe my sister had graduated. The guys raised their
glasses (including Miles and Oliver with their empty ones) in excessive
congratulatory gestures, clearly trying to make up for the -earlier
awkwardness.

“Good for her,” Ace said. “And what degree?”

“Architecture.”

“Really?” Miles said. “Architecture? Cool.”

“Yeah. She’s been applying for junior architect vacancies, but she hasn’t
had any luck so far.”

“That’s too bad. Junior architect, you say?”” Oliver asked.

“Yeah. She’s currently keeping herself busy with an unpaid internship at
a smaller engineering firm, but not sure if she’s really enjoying it. She
spends her days assisting the CEQ’s assistant, helping with the calls,
keeping things organized and prepared. She’s good at it too, but she told me
it isn’t what she’s passionate about. Anyway, her internship is almost over.”

“If you ask me, she needs to get a foot in the door at an architecture
firm,” Miles suggested with a drunken smirk and nudged Oliver with his
elbow.

Oliver returned the gesture, leaned in, and said in a conspiratorial tone,
“Hey, don’t we know a poor SOB with an architecture firm who just lost his
assistant in a truly tragic accident?” He jerked his head in Ace’s direction
and winked at me.



ACE

&?‘ uck me. The first word that had popped into my head when the
photo of Stella had flashed across Damon’s cell was “nerd.”

She couldn’t have been much older than nineteen or twenty when the
picture had been taken, and she radiated an wunprecedented level of
geekiness.

Those dorky glasses.

Those braces.

And those eyebrows, almost unibrows. Jesus Christ.

No wonder the guys didn’t recognize her. Hell—/ barely recognized her.
She looked different, and not the good kind of different. Although it wasn’t
hard to tell she still had a curvy figure under her homemade pumpkin
costume. Her hair was different too. It used to be mousy brown, but in the
photo, it hung all over the place in weird orangey-colored ringlets. It looked
frizzier than ever before.

The last time I’d seen Stella, she had just turned eighteen, and it’d been
a hot afternoon in July. I was at the Copelands’ home, hanging out with the
guys. | was twenty-six at the time and busy wrapping up the last year of my
Architecture Experience Program to become a licensed architect. Back then,
I didn’t think of much, except how much money I’d make—ready to grab
life by its horns and pull off the grand plans I had for my new career.

I hadn’t been wrong either—I had made a lot of money.

And a lot of mistakes.

Actually, a substantial number of mistakes. Some would even say a shit-
ton. Not that it was uncommon for a startup. You fly the plane as you 're



building it.

Anyway, that day, I was sitting around the pool with Damon, Oliver,
and Miles. We were all lounging around in our swimming trunks, having a
couple of beers, and discussing what we thought our lives would be like.

We were dangling our feet into the pool’s cool water when Stella came
stumbling out onto the deck.

I barely recognized her.

Instead of her nerdy thick-rimmed black glasses, she wore fashionable
white ones. It was a record-breaking summer filled with nothing but
abnormally high temperatures and whining, so I wasn’t too surprised to see
Stella dressed in a bikini that was far skimpier than the baggy black
swimwear she usually wore. No, this time, it was a tiny white number that
contrasted well against her slightly sun-kissed skin.

Of course, I attempted to avert my gaze.

I lived by the “bro code,” a silent set of rules that were all centered
around one golden rule: Bros didn’t kiss, date, or dip their dicks into other
bros’ sisters.

In fact, they didn’t even look at them.

Trying to clear my mind, I tried to think of something else: a white
motorcycle I’d set my eyes on—I mean...a black motorcycle I’d set my
eyes on, when I heard a loud splash. I lifted my head just in time to notice
one of the guys throwing a handful of frigid ice water at Stella. Her bikini
turned see-through the second the water made contact with her skin. She
shrieked and whipped a pool towel off a nearby chair, tightly wrapping it
around her curvy body, and dropping her white sunglasses in the process.

Everyone laughed. Sure, it’d been funny. That shriek! I bet the whole
neighborhood had heard it.

I, for my part, wished I could say that she’d wrapped the damn towel
around herself fast enough.

She hadn’t.

In the split second between someone throwing water and Stella reaching
for the towel, I’d seen more than I was supposed to. Gorgeous, gloriously
shaped tits. Her fully erect pink nipples practically blushed at me through
her translucent bikini top, ready to be sucked. Of course, I looked
downward to stop myself from making eye contact with them—only to be
met with the alluringly clear outline of the “womanly charms” nestled
between her thighs. She was fully waxed.



“I think I’'m going to sunbathe for a while,” was the first—and only—
thing I said, before awkwardly teetering over to the closest lounger and
slamming myself down onto it—stomach-first. The guys, mostly Miles,
protested and teased me for leaving our beer circle to “toast myself,” but I
hadn’t slipped away to catch a fucking tan. I’d made myself scarce to hide
the one thing that eventually betrayed all young men: their own body’s
damn response to fucking physical perfection.

After all, the bro code prohibited me from even looking in Stella’s
direction.

Let alone at her wet tits and wet pussy lips.

I’d tried to justify the whole incident by telling myself that my stressed-
out, caffeine-fueled mind was longing to give into my most basic urges
because I’d denied them for a bit too long.

I had seen (and felt) plenty of other women naked. But this here, she—
the curvy Stella in her transparent white bikini—had awakened something
in me that had not stirred until then.

It was the first time the beast in me had opened its eyes, ready to hunt.

“Dude.”

“Ace?” I heard someone call my name.

“Earth to Ace! Bro, hello?” Miles jeered loudly, slamming his palm
against my back.

And with that, I found myself back in Talia’s and yanked from my
recollection of that hot afternoon in July.

Blinking to clear my thoughts, I took a swig of my beer, sweeping the
rest of the cobweb-like memories of Stella in her bikini from my mind.
“Hmm,” 1 replied, nodding, unsure of what to say. I’d lost track of the
conversation.

“So, are you going to hire Damon’s sister or not?”” Miles stared at me,
eyebrows raised. “Man. What’s there to think about? Didn’t you hear? She
did admin for Princeton’s dean. Now she’s assistant to the assistant, it
means she gets shit done. Sounds like prime assistant material to me.”

“There’s no harm in giving her a shot.” Oliver smiled sympathetically in
Damon’s direction as if to tell him, “I’m on your side, bro.”

“You really don’t have to offer Stella a job.” Damon shook his head at
us. “Might not be the best idea.”

“You were the one who brought up that she was looking for a job,”
Miles said, his tone clearly teasing. “Sounded to me like you were covertly



trying to line up a position for her at Windsor Architects. Am I right?”

“No, I wasn’t, and stop pissing me off,” Damon grumbled. “You guys
asked how she was, and I answered.”

I looked at my beer glass and wondered where the hell Gracie was with
our next drinks. “Oliver and Miles are right. She sounds like the ideal
candidate,” I said. “Tell her to send over her résumé.”



DAMON

@’ nce | stepped over the door’s threshold and into the chilly night
spring air, my glasses fogged up.

“See you, bro,” Ace said as we exchanged quick bro-hugs.

“Remember to tell the pumpkin to send her résumé to Ace,” Miles
almost slurred. “And tell the pumpkin we say hi!” Miles waved as Oliver
dragged him to his car. “See ya tomorrow.”

A layer of pebbles crunched beneath the soles of my shoes as I made
my way down the sidewalk toward my car. Under better circumstances, |
would have ridden my motorcycle to the bar. Hell, we all would’ve arrived
there in a cacophony of roaring engines if it hadn’t been for the shitty
weather. On a normal day, I’d drive home, light a fire in my living room’s
fireplace, and surrender to a cuddling session with Aria as we sprawled out
on the couch in front of it. But today hadn’t been an ordinary day. Aria,
Oliver and Miles’s sister, was in Europe on a “girls-only trip.”

Before I knew it, I was winding my way up my private road on a
ridiculously long driveway, wondering what nutcase had decided to make it
the gold standard to spend what seemed like twenty minutes on a scenic
drive from the road to their house. I parked my car under the porte-cochere
in front of my front door and killed its engine. The outside world was eerily
quiet as I got out. It didn’t take much to make silence seem eerie when you
were used to spending your time in rowdy biker bars or in corporate
negotiations—which, believe it or not, were on occasion, the louder of the
two.



Typically, I’d end the night with a glance in a folder or my laptop to
read up on a current project, bourbon in hand. Today, I decided to end it
with a glass of wine. I had a surplus of the blood red. Ace’s parents lived
next to a commercial vineyard in France’s beautiful Burgundy region,
where they’d moved to retire. In a show of generosity—or perhaps gratitude
—they’d sent me a case of exquisite Musigny Pinot Noir Grand Cru straight
from their neighbor’s cellar, a gesture they repeated at least once a year. It
wasn’t the kind of alcoholic beverage 1’d typically drink in public, bourbon
was my drink of choice, and so it was reserved as my little guilty pleasure
—something I preferably indulged in with Aria, simply for the sake of
indulging.

However, instead of opening a bottle, I found myself fishing my cell
phone out of my pocket.

Even though I’d dismissed Miles’s suggestion to ask Ace outright about
his connection to Ecclestone, something urged me to reconsider, concluding
that 1t wasn’t the worst idea he’d ever had. I wouldn’t be able to live with
myself if [ didn’t give Ace a chance.

My phone’s clock read 2:13 a.m., but I dialed Ace’s number, anyway.

Tuut. Tuut.

I held my cell up to my ear and listened to the monotonous dialing tone.
Several rings in, I was about to give up and end the call when I heard a
click on the other end of the line.

“Damon? That you?”

“Yeah, 1t’s me.”

“Everything all right?”

“Yeah. Sorry.” I reclined on the couch. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“You didn’t.” Ace’s voice sounded raspy, but not sleepy. “Are you just
calling to check up on me, or is there a different reason you got me on the
line in the early-morning hours?”

“You know me too well. I actually want to talk shop.” I put my feet up,
enjoying the warmth radiating from the fire. It was a chilly night outside,
but you’d never know it from my spot on the couch.

“Shop? You mean business?”

“That’s what [ mean.”

“You want to chat about business at a quarter past two in the morning?”
I could practically hear him pulling his bed covers over his head. “Why
didn’t you say what you had to say earlier at Talia’s? Slipped your mind?”



“Something like that. I thought it would be better to discuss it sooner
rather than later,” I explained.

“Okay, what’s up?”

“Earlier tonight you mentioned that you were drafting blueprints for a
mansion in Short Hills.”

“Yeah. And?”

“Ecclestone is busy developing property in that area. I can’t help but
wonder whether you’re working with him, or perhaps worked with him, and
that’s why you’re looking to sell Windsor Architects.”

I waited for Ace to reply. The silence was deafening.

“So, which one is 1t?” I pushed.

More silence.

“Are you high?” Ace finally said. “Did you take something?”

He sounded angry, likely for a good reason. I hadn’t expected that he
wouldn’t be. Hell, I would be if someone asked me this. But, I needed an
answer.

“No and no. What a bullshit question. I’ve never met the fucking guy.
Do you really think so little of me?”

“You know I’ve got to do my job.”

“Fuck your job,” Ace said.

He abruptly ended the call, leaving me staring at my phone’s blank
screen. Well, I had my answer. I would call him back when the sun was up.
He couldn’t stay mad at me forever. He knew it was my due diligence to
cross the T’s and dot the I’s.

Instinctively, I found myself dialing Miles’s number next. The clock
now read 2:18 a.m. Oliver would’ve gone to bed the minute he got home,
but I knew that Miles was likely lounging around having his last beer, kind
of like I was—sans the beer.

He answered immediately.

“Tsup, bro. You gonna come over for a drink?”

“What? Right now?”

“When else?” he replied happily.

“That’s not why I’m calling,” I said. “I just spoke to Ace. Asked him
about Ecclestone.”

“What the fuck, bro? Didn’t we say we weren’t gonna do exactly that?”

“I know, I know,” I rumbled.

“So, what’d he say?”



“He called it a ‘bullshit question.””

“Well, there’s your answer.” I could hear him opening the fridge.

“Hang on. Before he denied it, there was an awkward pause. A long
one. I don’t think he knew what to tell me. It was like he was buying time to
come up with an answer.”

“Or maybe he fell asleep, man.” Miles snorted, and I could hear him
shuffling in the fridge. “It’s almost two in the morning.”

“Actually, it’s well past two in the morning.”

“Is 1t? Damn.”

“I was thinking we could put Harris on him,” I suggested, a sense of
urgency shooting through my veins.

“No way, dude.” Miles sounded shockingly more sober than he had
seconds earlier. I heard the fridge door close. “Too late. If you put Harris on
it now, Dad will find out about it. If Dad detects we set up a merger, and
now we’re having doubts? Man, he will be pissed. Shit has already leaked
to the press—it will look shittier. You know how Dad is about our
reputation.”

“Better late than never.”

“That’s not how Dad thinks. And you know it.”

“We don’t know that Harris will definitely tell your father about it.”

“Are you kidding me? He’ll definitely tell him,” he said. “But if your
Spidey-sense rings true, then—"

“We’re fucked.”

There was a pause. “I’ve got an idea,” Miles said.

“What?”

“Your sister. What was her name again?”

“Stella. What about her?”

“You need to ensure Stella gets that job at Ace’s company...”

“Be...cause?” 1 asked, already guessing where this was going. “So she
can spy on Ace? Are you fucking nuts?”

“Huh. Not what I was going to say, but that’s fucking genius!” Miles
sounded thrilled. I heard a beer can crack open. “Problem solved then. Talk
to you later, bro.”

“What? Wait. Don’t hang up. What the fuck? What were you going to
say?”

“Well, that she can ask him, get him to open up. Female sensitivity and
shit. But your idea is better! Way better.”



“What’s way better about it? It’s fucked up. Investigating a company is
one thing, but snooping on our friend, via my sister—of all people—is
something else entirely. Don’t you get it? Stella is my blood. Not a fucking
spy. I could never do that.”

“Why not?” Miles’s voice sounded calm. “We can’t use Harris. Your
own investigations will only get us so far. And time is running out. If Ace
isn’t doing anything wrong, then nobody will be hurt by it. And if he is
hiding something, then he’s no friend of ours. It’s a win-win situation. Easy-
peasy.”

“Sending in my sister to fucking spy is not a fucking win-win situation.
No matter the result.”

“Bro, you’re thinking about it the wrong way. She isn’t spying. She’s
paying attention.”

“Paying attention, huh?”

“Yeah, dude. We’re not asking her to go through his drawers. She’s just
keeping an eye out. You know? Nobody will ever know. We merge, we’re
all happy. Done. Flawless idea.”

“No. It’s a shit idea. It’s shady as fuck.”

“But we’ve got to do our due diligence. It’s procedure. Those were your
words, Damon.”

“I fucking know,” I grumbled, annoyed.

“Like I said, no harm no foul, if Ace isn’t hiding anything. And he isn’t
—we all agreed on that. She’s not going to find shit. So fucking loosen up. |
don’t think asking Stella to ‘keep an eye out’ is shady at all. It’s legitimate.
She’ll enjoy pretending to be a ‘double agent.” She’s a nerdy geek like
that.”

“Hey. That’s my sister.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not true.” Miles chuckled, and I couldn’t even prove
him wrong. It wasn’t as if [ hadn’t presented proof of her geekiness just this
very evening. | heard Miles take a swig of his beer. “Just think about it. It’s
fucking perfect.”

“Fucking perfect,” I grumbled, staring into the glowing red fire in front
of me, sorrow filling my mind.

“Get her on board.”

I should have gone to bed, not fucking called him. “All right. I’ll ask
her.”

“Don’t just ask her. Get her on board.”



“You’re wrong about one thing though: I don’t think she’s going to like
it.”

Miles ended the call, and I sank further into the couch.

Double agent, my ass.

The room spun around me. The cool air seeping in through unseen
crevices chased the fire’s heat around the space. Darkness enveloped me
with one more worry. Precisely, how the fuck was 1 going to bring this shit
up with Stella?

But first things first: she needed to get the job. Then, and only then,
would I approach her—and not a second sooner.

The desire for a bottle of Pinot Noir was completely gone.



S

STELLA

(S itting up in bed, I looked over at the red alarm clock on my bedside
table. It read 6:30 a.m. Superb! I loved early starts. Lazily, I
stretched my arms upward and brought my frizzy hair into a messy bun.

This would be a perfect day.

I swung my legs off the bed. My humble but lovely apartment’s well-
worn wooden floor felt cold beneath my feet, and I bent over and stuck my
arm under my bed, searching for my fluffy slippers. Where did the darn
things go? My fingers brushed against their fuzzy surface, and I whipped
them out, hastily wiggling my feet into them.

Time for a coffee. I’d planned to spend the day baking and the evening
reading Poirot Investigates by detective novel queen, Agatha Christie. My
favorite author in the world! Then I would re-read the short story “The Four
Suspects,” featuring Miss Jane Marple, Christie’s most famous detective
character. My late mother had introduced me to Miss Marple when I was a
teen, and to this day, I felt closer to Mom and truly comforted when I
picked up one of her books. The way the loveable old English spinster did
everything in her power to solve those difficult cases was simply brilliant!
She was astute and witty, and most of all, madly courageous in her spirit as
an amateur detective helping to bring rightfulness to the world. How I
admired her unwavering boldness. It was the opposite of me—I wasn’t the
bold and unwavering kind. I was the “quick to have a heart attack at any
sticky situation” kind.

Oh, how I enjoyed the days I had to myself, the days when I wasn’t
working or worrying about finding work after my internship was over. The



last applications I’d sent out hadn’t yielded any results, and quite frankly, I
was growing anxious. Very anxious. Maybe [ should try to make éclairs
before jumping back into job hunting. Baking relaxed me, and I loved the
smell of fresh baking. Except for the last time. The last time I’d attempted
the recipe, I’d nearly set my kitchen on fire. I wasn’t the clumsy type, and
usually all my baking attempts yielded success (and later ended up on my
hips). So, not sure what went wrong there, but I was intent on making it
work this time.

Full of enthusiasm, I set the pot on the stove, added the milk, water,
sugar, and butter, and let the mixture heat up. Today would end on a
fantastic note, I could feel it.

I was in the process of pouring the flour (all at once, just as the recipe
noted) into the pot, when my cell phone rang. It vibrated in my pocket
before I heard my Miss Marple theme song ringtone. The song was
reaching its climax by the time I got it out. Oh, damn. With the choux
pastry for the éclairs, the key was to stir the mass constantly once the flour
was added. If I stopped now, I’d have to start all over again. But what if it
was a call from a company I had applied to? Fumbling, flour all over my
hands, I tried to swipe right to answer the call, but [ was too late.

“Missed call: Brother heart emoji,” my phone’s screen flashed.

“Darn. Too late,” I mumbled to myself, wiping my floury hands into a
kitchen towel and pulling the pot off the stove before I really lay my kitchen
in ashes this time. I dialed Damon’s number and waited.

“Stella?” His raspy voice crackled through my phone’s speaker.

“Oh! Hey, Batman. You sound awful. Are you okay? Are you sick or
something?”

“I’m okay, don’t worry about me,” he said. “I was out with the guys last
night. It was a rough night. Probably should’ve gone home earlier.”

“Probably,” 1 agreed. “But I'm glad you’re okay. How are Miles and
Oliver?”

“They’re fine. Ace joined us t0o0.”

Ace. 1 cringed hearing the name, but didn’t say anything about his
presence. “To discuss the merger?” I asked instead. My brother couldn’t
shut up about it, and I was in the picture.

“Mostly just to have a few drinks. Listen, Ace was feeling a bit down
because he...well, he had to fire his assistant. He’s lost without her.”

Figures.



“Why did he fire her if he can’t get anything done without her?” I
asked, maybe a tad too emotional, fiddling with a teaspoon I’d found on one
of the kitchen’s countertops.

There was a pause. I could hear Damon’s news channel blaring in the
background.

“I’d rather spare you the details,” he finally replied.

“Oh. Is it something juicy?”

“Possibly.”

“Tell me! Tell me!” I practically begged into the phone. “I’m dying to
know.” Damon knew how curious I was.

“That’s not why I’'m calling.”

“No?” Of course he hadn’t called me to tell me about Ace. I twirled the
teaspoon around like a baton before dropping it on the floor. It landed with
a loud clang.

“What was that?”” Damon asked.

“Nothing.” I scrambled to pick the spoon back up again.

“Anyway, let me get to the point. Ace needs a new assistant. I told him
that your internship is almost over and that you’re looking for a job, and he
suggested that you should apply.”

Oh.

“He suggested it?”

“Yeah.”

“When? Immediately?” 1 asked.

I didn’t have too many good memories of Ace, to say the least, and
honestly, I’d doubted he’d remembered me—and that day. And by
“doubted,” I meant I hoped he had long forgotten it.

“Immediately. He wants your résumé,” Damon said without hesitation.
“Plus, it’s an architecture firm. It’s a starting point. You could make a career
there.”

Of course. Of all the companies, Windsor Architects had to have an
opening for a position architect graduates would kill for.

Yes, I needed a job. Yes, I was desperate. But was I that desperate?

Darn it.

Yes. Yes, I was.

But was Ace as desperate as I was? It was more than unusual for an
inexperienced person like me to even be considered for a position of trust as
assistant to the CEO.



“You didn’t somehow...force him to offer me a job?”

Damon snorted. “You don’t have the job yet, sis. He wants to see your
résume,” my brother reminded me. “Ace isn’t someone who lets himself be
talked into his business decisions. I told him about your qualifications and
convinced him.”

Oh. A warm feeling spread through my chest as I heard the pride in my
big brother’s voice.

Not gonna lie, I used to have a huge crush on Ace. He was the hottest
guy in school, with his messy “fresh out of bed” hair and those incredible
eyes. I’d never seen eyes like his. Every girl had a crush on him. Too bad he
was such a douche. A jerk. A real asshole. And men like him never
changed. They became worse. Like cheap wine that turned into a sour
unappetizing gunk.

“Would I work for him directly?”

“Yes.”

“Why doesn’t he hire somebody more, you know, experienced?”

“It’s 1mpossible to find a good assistant with an architectural
background in such a short time. You might have a shot.”

“Not enough trustworthy and diligent people out there, huh? And the
pay?”

“From what I’ve learned so far, Ace pays his employees well above
industry standards.”

Well, that surprised me.

What chance did I really have? Yes, Ace Windsor was a jerk face. A
total dick.

But I needed a job. Soon. Now.

Was I ecstatic at the thought of working for the biggest douche on the
planet? Hell no. Was I in the position to be picky? Not really. Also, it
wasn’t like I could say no to my brother for handing me this unexpected
opportunity without at least thinking about it objectively—and without
grudges. It would be good for my bank balance, that was for sure. Maybe it
would be good for my growth too. You know, like an “if you make it in a
bosshole’s firm, you can make it anywhere” type situation.

Especially since it would mean that I didn’t have to ask my brother to
help with my rent, again. It was bad enough that I had asked Damon to help
me “a little” during my studies and with my loans, furniture, and other stuff.



I knew he’d give me anything, his last shirt if needed, but it was time to
stand on my own two feet.

One thing was odd though. It didn’t make any sense why Ace would
want me—of all people—to work for him, let alone pay me to be anywhere
near him eight-to-five, five days a week. He disliked me just as much as I
disliked him. Sure, I was honest, hardworking, and reliable, and he would
be getting a great assistant with me. Still, I wasn’t naive enough to believe
he was offering the job because the years had softened his heart and turned
him into a good guy. I was a realist, and was convinced he was the same
asshat who was just doing my brother a favor.

A favor I’d ultimately pay for. The moment I’d walk in, he’d show me
his ugly side, and boss me around. Yeah, you know what? Bring it on. I
could handle a jerky grump any day of the week.

A hot jerky grump, nevertheless. But who knew, maybe he wasn’t hot
anymore. Guys changed. Typically, the college heartbreakers turned
shockingly ugly, while some of the dorky-looking guys aged into attractive
men (Matthew McConaughey...swoon, Johnny Depp...meltmeltmelt, Colin
Farrell...heaven have mercy).

Most certainly, time had given Ace the hideous appearance he deserved.

Ultimately, I told myself that, if for whatever reason I couldn’t handle
the monster, I’d quit. Simple as that.

“I mean, if he personally suggested that I should apply, it would be rude
if I didn’t,” I said, hating myself for the hint of excitement at the prospect of
seeing Ace again. Only because of the job, that was. Not because of him as
a man. [ told myself it was just my curiosity getting the better of me,
wanting to find out exactly how ugly he’d become after all these years.

“Definitely,” Damon replied. “Get your résumé and a cover letter ready
and email them to me. I’ll pass them on to him.” It seemed like Damon was
really worried about Ace’s ability to run his company without an
experienced assistant at his side.

No worries. Stella Copeland would soon have that sorted out.

“Despite everything, you know you’re the best brother ever, right?”

“I know,” he teased.

“Love you.” I made kissy sounds into the phone. “Bye, Muffin. Love
you. Mwah.”

“Bye, Pancake. Love you too.”



I abandoned my dreams of crafting the perfect éclair the minute the call
ended. Flying around my kitchen like Cinderella before the ball, I
haphazardly stashed all of my baking supplies back into my small pantry
and almost threw the almond milk back into the fridge.

After flying into the corner of my living room that I’d turned into my
cute “dedicated home office,” 1 opened my laptop. My sunflower
screensaver lit up the otherwise poorly lit room.

I searched through my laptop’s files. Where is it?

So far, I’d applied online by filling out application forms. I hadn’t
updated my résumé in ages, but this was Windsor. The lady who was
facilitating my internship was one of my professors’ friends and hadn’t
even asked to see it. After what felt like an eternity of panicked searching, |
found the correct file. I had labeled it “My resume_final final real final.”

Gotta remember to rename that before I send it over to Damon. Imagine
if I’d sent it off like that.

After some quiet contemplation, I started typing.

More specifically, I started listing my achievements during college that
would interest a CEO in an architectural firm: how I’d been on the dean’s
list, how I’d acted as the dean’s personal assistant, and how I’d attended
every lecture and aced every test (jeez, such a geek). It didn’t feel like a
sufficient ode to the dedication I had shown toward my education, but it
was honest—and likely a better choice than mentioning that I’d obsessed
over Miss Marple so much that I’d even taken up knitting, gotten into bird
watching, and became Captain of the Agatha Christie Book Club. It was
embarrassing stuff, definitely not the kind of thing you’d want your future
boss to see. Delete. Delete. Delete. I didn’t want to risk him laughing his ass
off at me. Once was more than enough.

Instead, I pointed out my love for detail, my organizational talent and
appreciation of to-do lists and notes (I loved getting notes), as well as
excellent communication skills. Communication was one of my strengths. |
was quick on my feet, and typically, I had a witty line ready in most any
situation, especially awkward ones. It was sort of my superpower. One that
I could really use, because somehow, I kept getting into tricky situations.

When I was finally satisfied, I wrapped it all up with a longer section
dedicated to what I’d learned during my internship as “strategic assistant to
the CEO’s Chief of Staff” at my current engineering company. This was the
part that would be most interesting to Ace, so I made sure to make things



sound extra fancy by highlighting my tasks as a “collaborative partner with
high-level administrative support experience”: organizing presentations for
sales pitches, coordinating, and managing schedules, writing up analyses
and research that would be helpful in preparations for upcoming mergers.
Ha! If anything, he would love this part. Last but not least, I mentioned that
I had experience at the front desk to show that I was a flexible team player
who loved social interactions with customers and clients.

Okay. Yes. I knew I lacked the experience in years, but the truth was, |
had learned a fon during my internship, especially after the CEO’s assistant
became pregnant and started to have severe morning sickness.

That’ll have to do. 1 observed my handiwork, and despite everything,
felt quite proud of it. I inserted a professionally taken photo of myself and
saved it as a PDF.

Very good! Turning to the cover letter, I took a deep breath.

Dear future boss, 1 started. Then I gushed on and on about how much a
job at Windsor Architects would mean to me, dedicating nearly two pages
to what could only be described as being only an inch short of outright
begging. I didn’t want to seem desperate, but the truth of the matter was:
Your girl was freakin’ desperate.

It was almost noon by the time I started drafting my email to Damon. It
said only what was necessary: “Here is my résumé and cover letter.” I
attached both documents after giving them professional names—I had many
flaws, but luckily, being forgetful wasn’t one of them—crossed my fingers
and hit “Send.”

Then waited.

And waited.
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Z é fter one hour, I checked again.
This was silly. It would be a while before Damon forwarded my

résume to Ace, and who knew how long it would take him to review it? It
could take several days, if not weeks. I should do something useful to keep
myself busy.

If T had been less distracted, I may have decided to resume baking the
éclairs I’d originally planned to make. But [ was distracted. Very distracted.
Ace, or rather the job opportunity at Ace’s firm, had completely derailed
my day.

So, I decided to occupy myself by choosing my potential interview
outfit instead. Was I being overly optimistic? Yes. But I didn’t see optimism
as a character flaw. After gathering my thoughts—somewhat (and a few
necessities)—I made my way back into my bedroom.

My favorite piece of furniture was a large antique wardrobe that stood
against the wall opposite my bed. I’d inherited it from my dad and stored all
of my clothes in it. My love for old furniture and anything that was a period
piece I’d inherited from Dad. There was just something romantic about
antiques. My huge collection of old books that were left to me by Mom sat
on several wooden corner shelves right next to it. The wardrobe’s double
doors gave a loud squeak as I opened them. I peeked inside. The wooden
shelves and hangers were filled with a heap of gray leggings, three pairs of
blue jeans, a collection of cute summer dresses, some T-shirts and
pullovers, and exactly three formal outfits. So far, I never needed more than



that—the engineers I worked with weren’t too concerned about the office’s
dress code.

I suspected I’d need more business attire, if Windsor Architects ended
up hiring me.

The old wardrobe creaked as I leaned into it to reach my formal outfits.
I laid them out on my bed and stared at them. They consisted of an emerald-
green dress with mid-length sleeves, an elegant pantsuit, and a cream dress
with black piping. I wondered what a potential boss would think of me in
each of them, and then decided on the cream dress.

While pulling the wrinkled oversized white T-shirt I’d slept in over my
head and almost bringing my glasses along while doing so, I kicked off my
sweatpants and scooped the dress up into my arms. Quickly, I sashayed
over to the full-length mirror that stood next to my wardrobe and started
squeezing into it.

After a bit of a struggle, I managed to pull up its rigid zipper. It was
very snug, but not uncomfortably so. My only hope was that it would look
as good on me now as it had when I’d bought it. Slowly, almost hesitantly, I
lifted my head to examine myself in the mirror.

Bad hair day, but okay. The dress hugged my curves, stretching taut
across my breasts and round bottom, and cinching in at my waist. The color
looked good on me. My frizzy brown hair almost seemed to have a hint of
gold in it when contrasted with the dress’s lighter color, and my dark-brown
eyes looked even darker.

I smiled. If he doesn t think I look good in this, and hire me on the spot,
he’s a lost cause.

Satisfied with my outfit, I peered into my wardrobe to find a suitable
pair of shoes. I decided on a pair of elegant sky-high cream pumps. They
were my favorite for two reasons: first, they’d been a gift from my best
friend from kindergarten, Bonnie. Bonnie was an operations agent at a huge
firm, and I loved her more than anything. Second, they made me look taller.
At just under five feet two, I was used to being the shortest person in the
room. When I was wearing the pumps Bonnie had gifted me, I was closer to
being average height and felt a bit more confident.

Bonnie would love it if I snapped a photo, and that’s what I did, just to
make her happy that I was putting her gift to good use. After unlocking my
phone, I aimed it at the mirror, and made a funny face. Selfies were so
awkward, but if anyone would appreciate it, it was Bonnie.



My message included the caption: “Do these look familiar?”

A moment later, my phone vibrated.

Bonnie: Yass, gurl! Smiley with heart eyes emoji.

Bonnie: Who are you all dressed up for?

Me: Prince Charming ;-)

Bonnie: Really? Who!?

Me: JK. I may have a job interview coming up. Do I look okay?

Bonnie: You’re the whole package.

Me: You’re too sweet. Hug emoji.

Bonnie: What place? Heart emoji.

Me: I’ll let you know—IF I get invited to the interview.

Truth was, I wasn’t really eager to tell Bonnie that it was Ace’s place.
She hated the “ace-hat” more than I did after she’d had to comfort me for
several hours when I’d cried my eyes out to her about him not loving me
back.

Bonnie: Good luck! We’ll go from there. Heart emoji.

Me: Yes, thanks! XOXO

Me: Heart emoji.

After I tossed my cell phone onto one of my bed pillows, I unzipped my
dress, and prepared to slip back into something more comfortable: a pair of
gray leggings and a T-shirt. I was still busy wrestling the T-shirt over my
head when I heard my phone vibrate again. Bonnie s feeling chatty today.

I stretched over my bed, picked it up, and unlocked its screen.

Damon: I’ve sent your résumé to Ace, Pumpkin Face.

Me: Thank you so much, Batman.

Damon: He should get back to you soon. Let me know if he doesn’t.

Me: Okay.

Me: I’m dying to find out if I made the cut.

Me: Thanks for lining this up for me.

Damon: Anytime. Remember to let me know if he doesn’t get back to
you.

Me: Nerd emoji.

Me: Hug emoji.

Me: Kiss emoji.

He better get back to me. 1 flopped down onto my bed. Hugging one of
my pillows, I started wondering whether Ace was reading my résumé right
this second, perhaps even staring at the picture of me I’d selected.



My phone didn’t vibrate again, and I shuffled out of the room, heading
straight to my cozy home office. My laptop’s fan was humming loudly.
“Don’t die on me there, little buddy,” I whisper-begged as I plopped myself
down onto the chair behind my desk. “It’s not warm enough today for you
to be making that racket, and I can’t replace you if you succumb to heat
stroke.”

Before 1 could help myself, I had opened Google and typed “Ace
Windsor” into the search bar.

Within seconds, Google regurgitated hundreds of pages related to “Ace
Windsor.” The search result at the top of the list was a link to Windsor
Architects’ website. After scanning through the first page, I clicked on a
link at the top that read, “Meet our Team.”

Ace’s picture was the first thing that appeared as the new webpage
started to load.

No. Impossible. That was not him.

Squinting, I adjusted my glasses.

The guy in the photo didn’t look good. He looked hotter than hot.
Burning. Those eyes. Stunning. Piercing. Mesmerizing.

Under the photo, it read, “Founder and CEO, Ace Windsor.”

For a few seconds, I tried to calm my thundering heart. He was sporting
a cheeky smile across a pair of rather handsome lips. His dirty-blond hair
partially obscured one of his icy-blue eyes and stuck up rebelliously in the
middle. It was like his eyes held all the stars in the universe and one look
into them enchanted you for the rest of your life. And that jawline, girl, it
was lick-worthy perfection. Ace was wearing a dark-blue tie, and a pastel-
blue dress shirt that was particularly tight over his broad chest and muscular
biceps. It was almost so tight that it was transparent in places, revealing an
array of tattoos.

He was a ten without the buts. Maybe even more. No, definitely more.
A thousand.

The “jerk” had aged well. He hadn’t turned sour at all, that much was
certain. Damn.

After scanning the “Recruiting” section and making sure that, yep, the
CEOQ’s assistant position was still open, and feeling intimidated as could be
by the tasks and experience “preferably” required for that position, I calmed
myself with the knowledge that I still had a chance because I held one



“unique skill” that would set me apart from all the other applicants. The
Damon card.

I navigated my way back to Google’s search results and clicked on the
second link from the top. It took me to an article about the “Infamous

Billionaire Ace Windsor.”
The bold headline read:

Rumors Run Wild as Windsor Engagement is Called Off

According to the article, Ace had been engaged to a woman named
Allison Gardener. It contained a picture of them embracing each other on an
ivory-white beach. Truth? She was spectacular. Long platinum-blonde hair
meeting size zero. She could best have been described as spectacular
perfection. So that’s still his type. Not that I cared. The article didn’t say
why their engagement had been broken off. All possible scenarios that
could cause a woman like her to leave a man like him rushed through my
head, but honestly, only one plausible likelihood came to mind. He was a
self-absorbed douchebag.

Obviously, he was still running around breaking women’s hearts.

She had likely fallen into his trap. I needed to stay away from him—as
far as I could, heart-wise.

The final website Google guided me to read:

An Ace up his Sleeve: Ace Windsor Wins Triple Gold

The article was nothing less than a worship of Ace and his performance
on his college’s swim team. They’d come first in several regional
competitions. [ wasn’t too interested in his lap times, and I wasn’t interested
in the picture that accompanied them. Not at all. Specifically, the one with
him standing bare-chested just in his swimming trunks. I clicked to enlarge
it. Then zoomed in on his tattooed pecs and six pack. Then zoomed out a
little bit again. Ace was posing with the rest of his team, his arms wrapped
around his teammates’ necks in a friendly victory hug. A hundred and
ninety-four pounds’ pure strength. His rippling washboard abs started from
the “V” peeking out of his Speedo and ended under his bulging muscles. He
could have upstaged a Greek god. I tried to force myself to look away, but I



couldn’t. Instead, I nonchalantly took another gulp of my water bottle and
sat forward in my chair (while glancing back at the “V” disappearing into
the speedos), feeling my cotton underwear dampen. “Stop it, Stella!” I
practically scolded my own body. “OMG. You’re not in high school
anymore. You can’t let him get you this excited.”

Luckily, 1 did take my own advice. I did not find myself staring
longingly at the photograph of Ace, and I did not imagine what it would be
like to peek inside his trunks at you know what. Most of all, I did not
wonder for even one second what it would be like to be touched by him, by
his gorgeous, strong, manly hands. And to feel his undoubtedly big, long,
thick you know what—you know where.

Just when my fantasies threatened to steal me away from the real world
forever, my phone started ringing again.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw a number I didn’t recognize flash
across my screen.

It was him.

Him.

I answered my phone, a little light-headed and frazzled by all the
“excitement,” and loudly said, “Stella here! Hi there!” Maybe I sounded a
teensy bit too overeager. A smidge?

“Am I speaking to Miss Copeland?” a stern female voice asked from the
other end of the line.

Oh. Not him.

So. Awkward.

You totally got this, girl. Just breathe.

“This 1s she,” I replied in a friendly (not high-pitched) voice, hiding my
disappointment—and relief—that the caller wasn’t him. “How can I help
you?”

“m Glenda Meeks. I’'m calling from Windsor Architects’
administrative support. Our executive HR team has reviewed your
application for the assistant position and would like to invite you to a
formal interview the day after tomorrow at eleven o’clock.”

Before I could stop myself, I squealed into the phone’s speaker, “I-I-1...
Thank you! Thank you!” It was the pent-up stress that burst free into sheer
excitement. Yeah, that was a bit high-pitched. And, we re back to awkward.

“Miss Copeland,” Glenda said, raising her voice above my own. “A
modicum of professionalism, please.”



Wow! What a cow. Surely she was a real Cerberus, a hellhound who
monitored all contact with the boss—and reduced it to a minimum.

“Whoops. Sorry,” I squeaked, my voice properly “shushed” back down
to normal volume. “I’m just so excited. I studied architecture, and it has
always been a dream of mine to—"

“Very well. See you the day after tomorrow then.”

“Wait, one more question,” I said before she could end the call.

First, there was silence, and it made me think that she’d hung up after
all. “Yes. What is 1t?” Glenda sighed impatiently from the other end of the
line.

“Will the CEO be interviewing me? Or will I be meeting with someone
else?”

“Ha-ha...tsk-tsk.” There was another mocking laugh. “It’s highly
unlikely that Mr. Windsor will meet with you himself. He’s a very busy
man with important matters to attend to.”

“I see. It’s just that—"

“Goodbye, Miss Copeland.” Glenda clearly couldn’t wait to end our
call, and hung up. A Cerberus, as I had thought.

Hopefully, “being as unfriendly as humanly possible” wasn’t part of the
company culture that Ace cultivated. I rotated to face my laptop again and
allowed my eyes to drift over the picture of him one last time.

I didn’t know why, likely because of the rudeness of the caller, it
triggered a certain memory—one I had been trying to repress.

It was the week after I’d turned eighteen. My brother had invited Ace,
Miles, and Oliver over to our house, and they were lounging around the
pool, drinking the beer from my dad’s secret bar fridge stash. I’d had a
crush on Ace from the first day I’d met him, and decided I’d try to catch his
eye. To do so, I’d purchased a brand-new white bikini from a cute online
boutique the previous week. It reminded me of something that Marilyn
Monroe or Audrey Hepburn might wear. With all the suaveness and fashion
sense of a wide-eyed teenager, I accessorized with a pair of super-glam
thick-rimmed white sunglasses and a white sun hat. I thought I looked like a
goddess—I know I must have looked like a hat on two (short) legs—but
back then, I was aiming for “glamorous.”

It was an unusually sweltering summer day, so my chosen outfit was
ideal. It allowed the gentle breeze that danced through the air to caress my
pale skin in passing. In my fantasies, I was a sun-kissed goddess with



Aphrodite’s body and a seductress’s charm. (In reality, I spent way, way too
much time with my nose stuck in my books to bronze my skin to a color
that was more than half a shade darker than its pages.) I remember applying
more makeup that afternoon than any eighteen-year-old had any business
wearing (or anybody of any age really), de-frizzing and curling my hair for
almost thirty minutes, and then emerging from my room to make my way
outside.

I stepped out into the sunlight, ready for my “big reveal.”

Ace’s eyes met mine as I stepped onto the wooden deck that led up to
the pool. I started strutting toward the group of boys, making an effort to
keep my left hand on my hip and to sassily sway my hips from side to side.
Just as I approached the water’s edge and prepared myself to throw Ace a
sassy wink with a blown kiss (one that I had practiced in front of the mirror
all morning—cheeky sideways glance, slight smile but not too much, blow
a kiss, then hold it like Marilyn Monroe, then a quick wink with the right
eye, smile sassily, then turn away, and, mic drop). All I remembered was
being in the middle of the “blowing a kiss” sequence when I heard my
brother yelling, “Incoming!” and then flinging a whole bucket of ice-cold
pool water at me. It splashed across my torso, soaking me to the bone. I was
mortified. The shock of the freezing-cold water had me paralyzed from the
neck down for a millisecond or two, mouth wide open. To my horror, once |
managed to look down, I realized that my “bargain basket” online purchase
was not water friendly after all. It had turned almost completely see-
through, and you could see absolutely everything underneath. Faster than
the speed of light, I whipped a white pool towel from a nearby chair and
wrapped it around my essentially naked body before any of the boys could
notice.

Luckily, nobody saw anything.

“You bully!” I remembered berating my brother. Never in all my life
had I been so angry. I definitely hadn’t anticipated that Damon would
humiliate me in front of the boy of my dreams. It was so embarrassing.
When I turned to storm back into the house, I saw Ace, Damon, Oliver, and
Miles laughing their asses off. Ace. I will never forget his face. It was at
that crushing moment that I realized he didn’t feel the same for me. He
didn’t love me, not even a little. He was just like the others. A dick.

Later that night in bed, I came to the conclusion I’d never be the kind of
girl that Ace Windsor could love—I simply wasn’t his type. Not that it



mattered anyway. From now on, he wasn’t my type, either! I wasn’t into
jerk faces who made fun of fun-sized women. I would not love him
anymore—~never again.

From that day forward, he avoided me like a cat avoided a bath. It was
like he had suddenly developed a severe allergy to my very existence, like I
had suddenly become his Achilles’ heel, a piece of gum stuck to the bottom
of his shoe, a walking embodiment of his worst nightmare, and he couldn’t
escape fast enough.

After that, I made it a point to avoid him as well as I could. My move to
study at Princeton helped. Not once did I stalk his socials or ask Damon
about his whereabouts (for real, for real). I knew my brother kept in close
contact over the years, especially when Ace moved states with his pretty
girlfriend, but I refused any knowledge of him.

Today, I could only hope that Ace had forgotten all about the bikini
incident. I’d be utterly mortified if my potential boss remembered how I
had tried and failed to impress him in the most embarrassing way possible.

Ring. Riiiing.

My phone pulled me away from the humiliating memory I was
replaying in my mind. I lifted it up. The screen read: “Brother heart emoji.”

I held the phone up to my ear, ready to speak.

“Have you heard anything from Ace yet?” he asked without waiting for
my greeting.

“Well, hello to you, too,” I said. “Actually, I was just about to call you. I
just heard back from Windsor Architects.”

“You’re not crying. I assume it’s good news?”

“Like I would be crying,” I said. (I totally would be.) “They invited me
to an interview the day after tomorrow at eleven. The woman I spoke to
said that Ace probably wouldn’t be interviewing me personally though.”

“CEOs don’t typically conduct interviews. He has an empire to run.
And in this case, why would he? He knows you. Don’t take it personally.”

“I won’t,” I assured him. “I’'m sure I’ll get more than enough
opportunities to talk to him once they’ve hired me.”

“I’'m sure you will,” Damon said. “Keep me updated on how it goes...
and good luck.” With that, he ended the call, leaving me alone with my
thoughts again.

I have the best brother ever. He was so invested. I loved him. Who else
could say that their big brother had gone out of his way to find them their



dream job?
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@‘ wo days later, 9:35 a.m.

M v lucky day.

My life flashed before my eyes as I heard a loud snap. Shit. In my
reflection, I saw myself standing in front of the full-length mirror in my
room with one half of my beige dress’s zipper in my hand. The other half
was still attached.

Shit, shit, shit.

The zipper was only halfway up, and now | had no way to pull it up any
further. It was now 9:38 a.m., and I had less than one and a half hours until
my interview at Windsor Architects, an event I’d already decided would be
Act One of my dream life. That seemed less likely to be the case as I stood
staring at my own shocked reflection, sweating bullets.

Shaking my head, I picked up my cell from the bedside table. Bonnie’s
number was saved as my emergency contact.

The ringtone hit my ear as I waited for her to answer.

“Stella! Girl!” Bonnie’s sugary voice came flooding through my
phone’s speaker. It had a melodious quality that reminded me of the Disney
princesses I’d admired in my youth.

“Bonnie. I’'m having a crisis. Something terrible has happened.”

“Oh, no,” she gasped. “What happened? Are you okay?”



“No. I'm dying...dying of frustration! I’'m getting dressed for my
interview, and the slider to my dress’s zipper broke off. Do you think that’s
a bad omen?”

“No, just a bad slider or pull tab,” she said, releasing a laugh.

“Well, I can’t pull it up. I’'m going to have to go half-dressed, because I
can’t pull it down either.”

“I’m sure the person interviewing you would think it was hilarious,” she
replied. “Have you tried using a wire coat hanger to pull it up? If you can
hook it through what’s left of the zipper tab, you should be able to get the
job done. It worked for me last time.”

“I love you,” I said more sincerely than I meant to. “Hold on, let me put
you on speaker phone so both my hands are free.”

“Okay. It’s a bit tricky. You have to wiggle it into the sliding thingy.”

I put my phone down on my bed and retrieved a wire coat hanger from
the wardrobe. It took a good dose of athleticism (and gymnastic prowess) to
hook it into the zipper’s remains, but I managed to do it without pulling a
muscle. One proper upward jerk (and more sweaty armpits) was all it took
to pull the zipper up all the way.

“It worked!” I did a little happy dance around the room.

“Yay! I told you it would,” Bonnie cheered. “Are you nervous about
your interview?”

“No, I'm perfectly composed,” | said, throwing the coat hanger I’d used
across the room like a boomerang. It landed on Laundry Mountain without
making a sound. “I’m the picture of poise and control-—can’t you tell?”

“Uh-huh, girl. I know you’re being sarcastic, but the thing is, despite
everything, I’ve never seen you shy away from a challenge.”

“But I’'m a nervous wreck.”

“Roosevelt said that courage is not the absence of fear,” she said, “but
doing stuff even when you’re scared shitless.”

“Yep. I'm sure that’s exactly what he said.” I laughed. “I better get
going. I’ve still got to do my hair and makeup.”

“Your hair and makeup? Wow, you’re really going all-out for this
interview. I can’t wait to hear how it went. But wait—what company 1is it?
You were going to tell me if you got the interview. You got the interview.”

I gulped. “Promise to not get mad.”

“Girl, I’'m not promising shit. Spill.”

“Windsor Architects.” I mumbled the words.



“What did you say? Wait. Did you say Windsor Architects...as in Ace
Windsor Architects?”

“Uh-huh. Maybe.”

“Girl. What the actual fuck? Seriously? You want to be his assistant?
Cocky Ace’s assistant? Please tell me you’re kidding. Have you lost your
mind? You seem to have forgotten the tears you shed for that ace-hole.” I
heard a loud sigh when I didn’t say anything. “Now I really can’t wait to
hear how it went.”

“I can’t wait for it to be over either. Bye, Bonnie. Gotta run! Love you!”

“Let’s hope he doesn t hire you. Love you, girl.”

The room seemed markedly quieter without Bonnie’s voice
reverberating through it. Yes, she had a point, and yes, something was
clearly wrong with me.

Mascara and lipstick were next on my to-do list. Makeup was non-
negotiable when it came to job interviews. (It had nothing to do with Ace.)
Also, I had this new lipstick that just looked phenomenal on me. After
putting in my contacts, I quickly applied mascara with a few precise flicks
of its round brush and finished off my “look” with a single layer of
strawberry-red lipstick.

There I stood, examining myself in the mirror. It was understandable
why some women made a habit of wearing makeup every day. Maybe I
should, as well. Undeniably /ot, that’s how I looked, even if I did say so
myself.

[ left my hair hanging loose across my shoulders. Good hair day.
Jackpot. Usually, when allowed to do as it pleased, my hair hung to the
middle of my back in a frizzy sea of messy curls, but I didn’t usually give it
free rein to do so. Normally, I wore it in a large bun on top of my head or in
a thick low ponytail to stop it from getting tangled, but I was willing to risk
any number of tangles to make a good impression at Windsor Architects.

A s [ put on my coat, I texted Damon, hooked my handbag’s handle in the
crook of my arm, and boldly opened my apartment’s door.
Me: I’m leaving now, dork.
Me: Heart emoji.
Damon: Good luck, nerdy birdy.



The sun was shining outside—it was a welcoming sight and I decided to
take 1t as a good omen. The first warm smells of spring were starting to take
hold of the morning air: fresh blossoms, dew, and churned earth.

1t’ll be warm enough for summer dresses soon, 1 thought excitedly as I
made my way down toward the road that ran in front of my apartment
building.

My cab was approaching, or what I hoped would be Jay in my cab. I
counted my blessings as it decelerated, carefully coming to a stop next to
me.

“At your service, mi’lady! Almost didn’t recognize you without your
glasses,” Jay said in his distinctive British accent, leaning out of the cab’s
open driver-side window. “That lipstick, though...phiwwwhht,” he whistled.

I stepped over a puddle next to the curb, opened one of the cab’s
backdoors, and got in.

Jay was my new friend from yoga class who had moved to the States
from Hackney Wick, east London, a few years ago, for love. Specifically
for Zeke, a sassy and quirky pro-choice guy I’d met at their wedding only a
few weeks ago. According to Jay, Zeke used to be a “a dog with two
dicks”—translation: a man-whore—but completely became a one-man man
after meeting him.

Jay turned down the exotic music he was playing as I made myself
comfortable on the back seat. “Where to, love?” he asked, peering back at
me.

“Third Avenue in Manhattan, please, darling,” I replied, in a weak Brit
accent attempt. “The building is on the corner of East 60th Street. And step
on it.”

“No problem, sweet cheeks,” he countered with a surprisingly good but
still wonky US accent, before he slipped back into his usual gentle Cockney
twang. “Big meeting today? You look a bit on edge... Not gonna rob them,
are ya?”’

“Me? Maybe. Rob their senses that is,” I corrected, chuckling at the
suggestion and my own joke. “I’m just going to an interview.”

“‘Just an interview?’ Nice one. It’s your lucky day already then, innit?
Never enough jobs in this bloody city. Zeke always says that, and he’s
bloody right.”

“He’s bloody right,” I agreed, “but I’m about to get one.”



“Yeah, you bloody are! Any music requests for the drive there, love?”
He tapped at a pair of mini disco balls dangling from his rearview mirror.
“Gift from Zeke.” They cast glistening specks of light that zipped across the
car’s outdated interior like shooting stars through the night sky.

“Nope. Actually, I liked what you were playing when I got in. You can
turn that back up again, please.”

Jay smiled and nodded, adjusting the volume. “Excellent choice. Nice
reminder of my honeymoon—me and Zeke wandering round Mumbai, that
gorgeous Konkan Coast. Seems like longer than a month ago...” He pulled
away from the curb and joined the rest of the traffic rushing toward New
York’s heart, subtly swearing and tapping on the horn at a female driver in a
sports car who cut him off and who also proceeded to give Jay the bird.
That was actually so funny to me that I had to hide my grin behind my
hand, as Jay mumbled, “Yeah, yeah, same to you, daft cow. Some people
don’t belong on the road.”

“They say that men are the worse drivers of the two genders though.”

“You’re ’avin a laugh! Bloody ridiculous, that is. Anyway...”—with his
chin, he gestured to the player of the car—*So this tune here is a Hindu folk
song about a troll who falls in love with a handsome priest. She tries to
seduce him, but he’s not having it. It’s quite the story.”

“Sounds like 1t,” I said and listened intently. “Tell me—did the troll
wear a beige dress?”

“A beige dress? Nah. Why? Reckon that might have worked?”

“Well, it better!”

He looked at me, and his eyes fell to my beige dress, and we both
grinned. Jay started to spout off more stories about his honeymoon trip and
the exotic food he and Zeke had eaten as I listened to the soothing music,
with my head resting against the cab’s window. Jay would never know how
much I appreciated his attempt at distracting me.

The city rushed by like a Hollywood-style montage of sounds and
colors, and it wasn’t long before we crossed Manhattan Bridge. The digital
clock in the cab’s center console read 10:11 a.m.

“Should be there in just under twenty minutes,” Jay announced, smiling
back at me through the rearview mirror.

“That should leave me with more than enough time to get to the
reception desk and calm down a bit—you know, before the execution,” |
said, evoking a chuckle from Jay.



“Nah, nah, nah, no talk like that. You are gonna smash this. Got pepper
spray and a taser in the boot though, y’know... just in case...”

“Sounds great. I should keep a taser in my handbag in case my future
boss tries something funny.” Chuckling, I wrung my sweaty hands together
as we reached the end of the bridge. Despite Jay’s jokes, I could feel myself
growing more and more anxious as we moved closer to my destination.

We had just crossed over onto East Broadway Street, heading past
Chinatown, when I saw it. Traffic was jamming up, and we were slowing
down, slowing until we were traveling no faster than your average tortoise.

“Oh, fuckin’ ’ell, mate,” Jay exclaimed. “Move it, you muppet!”

When I craned my neck, I could see what had happened over the roofs
of the cars in front of us: a multi-lane accident obstructing one, two, three
lanes. A huge food truck lay horizontally with hundreds of crates sprawled
out across three lanes, with what looked like red and green apples rolling
around everywhere, and a yellow convertible with its fold-down roof
steaming against a tree trunk on the other side of the sidewalk. Two guys—
the drivers I assumed—stood nearby, arguing loudly. Luckily, nobody
seemed seriously injured.

I heard the low whine of an approaching police siren somewhere in the
back. “How did that happen?” I asked, turning my head just in time to see it
navigating its way through the rows of stationary cars.

“Well, I can tell you how—they’re complete bloody pillocks, that’s
what the problem is. Look how mangled all that fruit is. I think you’re
going to need to call that lot you’re supposed to be meeting. This shit can
take forever to clean up—could be waiting here bloody ages.”

“Oh, dang,” I replied. “I’m supposed to be there no later than eleven. I
can’t show up late for a job interview. They’ll never take me seriously.”

For a moment, I just stared at Jay through his rearview mirror, trying
not to panic.

“Well, I don’t think you’ve got a lot of choice.” He shrugged. “Sorry
love, unfortunately not within my powers to magic all this crap away.
Bloody wish it was...”

He was right, of course. There was just no way we could get there in
time, and I started to search for my cell. “Dang, dang, dang. I need this
job.” The words had barely left my lips when I saw a flash of white in my
peripheral vision. It was as if time itself slowed down to give me a moment
to concoct a plan. A pizza delivery guy was zooming through traffic on a



dirty white scooter, unfettered by the growing flock of cars. He was headed
straight toward us. Without thinking twice, I whipped open the cab door and
got out.

“Jesus Christ—what are you doing?” Jay’s eyes widened as he realized
what [ was planning.

“Hey! Hey there! Please stop,” I screamed and waved at the scooter.

Jay joined me. He got out of the cab and waved one of his hairy arms to
get the delivery driver’s attention. “Stop! O1, over here, mate! Stop!”

For a moment, [ was certain the white scooter would simply race past
us. Just as I was preparing to resign myself to my fate, the vehicle slowed
down and pulled up next to us.

“Were you gesturing at me?” the driver asked in a raspy voice, tilting
his scooter to one side and placing his right foot on the pavement.

“Hey there, yes,” I started. “So sorry for stopping you. But I need your
help.”

“What kind of help?” the delivery driver asked suspiciously. He was a
younger guy, somewhere around twenty-two, with a patchy brown beard
covering his cheeky face. He looked friendly enough. He raised one of his
hands and leaned away from me. “But fair warning: I don’t have any
medical training if it’s something like that—"

“No, no. It’s nothing like that,” I reassured him. “Can you give me a
1ift? It’s just that I’'m going to be late for an interview.”

“An interview? For a job?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “A job that I really, really need.”

“Where do you need to go?”

“You’d give me a lift? Oh, my gosh, thank you! I thought I was pushing
my luck—"

“Hold up, Miss. I haven’t agreed to anything yet. I’ve got to stick to my
route. If where you’re going is on my route, I’ll take you there.”

I told him the street and corner I needed to get to. “I can pay you. I have
an extra twenty in cash on me. I’'ll give you twenty dollars if you can just
get me there. You have no idea how much it would mean to me.”

“Hop on! It’s your lucky day. I’'m headed that way anyway. I’ll have
you there before you can say ‘interview.’”

“Make sure she gets there safe please, mate,” Jay told him, as I pulled
out my cell to pay the cab dues plus a sizable tip. Jay refused to accept,



telling me that as always, Damon was covering all costs in my account,
including tip—and so I fumbled my way up onto the scooter.

“Thanks!”

“No probs—you just get there and get that bloody job. Good luck,
love.”

Maybe it was my lucky day. The delivery man started the scooter’s
engine again before it spluttered to life, and we zipped forward. Within a
matter of seconds, we were snaking through the traffic, drawing even closer
to my final destination.

Just as he had promised, the scooter guy promptly delivered me to the
address I had given him. “What time is it?” | asked as I scrambled to my
feet and started digging through my handbag to retrieve the payment I’d
promised him.

“Ten minutes past eleven,” he replied.

“Shit.”

“Hey, how about instead of paying me, you give me a kiss and your
number?”’

Huh? I wrapped my fingers around my purse and looked up at him,
taken aback. “I’m sorry, but I’'m not looking for a relationship right now.
It’s nothing personal.” It was the truth. Sure, I could have used Bonnie’s
favorite technique and told him that I had a boyfriend to avoid the
awkwardness, but I couldn’t bring myself to lie. I waved a twenty-dollar bill
at him and hoped he’d forgive me for turning him down.

“Okay, just your number then?”

“No...I’m sorry, I’'m good.” I started feeling a little uncomfortable.

“Just have dinner with me then? I’d let you choose the pizza place, you
know.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered, but I’'m good. It wouldn’t be fair of
me to let you buy me dinner. Thank you, though, I appreciate it.” I tried to
deposit the twenty-dollar bill into his hand, but he pulled away.

“Keep your money, sweetheart,” he replied with a mischievous smile.
“No hard feelings. Just go in there and get the job.”

“I’m going to try my best.”

“Maybe I’ll stop by in a week or two. Maybe you’ll have changed your
mind,” he rasped and winked, and this time it gave me creepy vibes.

“No, plea—" 1 was unable to complete my sentence before he sped off,
disappearing into Manhattan’s buzzing streets.




W ell, this was it. Better late than never, 1 thought as I turned to face the
looming building I’d been told to report to. The sun illuminated its
large glass windows, casting an almost ethereal circle of light around it. The
ground was covered in small white flowers that had fallen from a tree
planted beside them. Two eastern bluebirds were sitting on one of the
branches, looking down at me, chirping happily. Usually, I would have
appreciated the sweet moment much longer, but I was too focused on my
trembling legs as I climbed the handful of steps that led up to its imposing
double doors. They swung open as I pushed my way through, revealing a
receptionist seated at the other end of the huge bright foyer.
My stiletto heels clicked on the elegant ceramic floor as I approached
her.
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STELLA

3
6}% a’am, can I help you?” the receptionist asked, staring at my
shoes. She, herself, looked flawless, from her blonde hair

braided in a perfect ring, to her subtly shimmering dark-blue silk blouse. I
was sure the rest of her appearance was impeccable, but since she was
behind the reception desk, I couldn’t see it.

“Sorry, so sorry,” I instinctively began when I stood before her. “I’'m
late. I’m here to interview for the assistant vacancy.”

The receptionist tilted her head. She seemed to be trying to determine
whether I could be trusted or if I was a crazy person. “And your name is?”
she asked coldly.

“Oh. Stella Copeland. I was supposed to be here at eleven, but there was
an accident near Chinatown.”

She glanced up at the clock. “You’re late, Ms. Copeland. I see here on
my list that our CEO Mr. Windsor has scheduled to see you personally at 11
a.m. sharp. I’'m afraid I’'m not supposed to let late interviewees in. Mr.
Windsor sets exceedingly high standards for his employees, and neither he
nor HR tolerate tardiness.”

“Could you make an exception? Just this once?” I pleaded. “I’m usually
very punctual.”

“I don’t think I can. ’'m sorr—"

“Could you phone Mr. Windsor, please? I’d really appreciate it,” |
insisted. “Please tell him I’'m Damon Copeland’s sister.”

She stared at me, motionless.

“It really wasn’t my fault that I’m late.”



“Very well,” she said with a smug sigh. “But the chances that he’ll be
interested in seeing you really are minuscule.” She picked up the office
phone and punched a few numbers on its keypad. “Mr. Windsor, I’m sorry
to disturb you,” she said into its speaker. “There’s a ‘Miss Copeland’ here to
see you. She’s very late for her interview, but she’s insisting I phone you to
find out whether you’d still like to meet with her, despite her apparent lack
of time management skills. She asked me to mention that she’s Damon
Copeland’s sister.”

I couldn’t hear what Ace was saying on the other end of the line,
although I desperately wished I could.

Suddenly, her face fell. “Oh. Very well. Yes, Mr. Windsor. Of course,
Mr. Windsor. I’ll send her up,” the receptionist said into the phone’s
speaker. She hung up slowly, as if to come to grips with how truly
astonishing whatever she’d just heard was. Then she looked up at me. “Mr.
Windsor says he will see you. Take the elevator to the 8th floor, and Mrs.
Mills will show you the way. In case she isn’t at her desk, head down the
hallway to your left. The last door at the end of it leads into a conference
room. It’s next to Mr. Windsor’s office. He will meet you there.”

“Thank you, but I thought he wouldn’t be personally interviewing me?”

“His schedule opened up this morning,” she explained, then added a
rather weak, “Good luck,” which clearly meant she wasn’t wishing me good
luck at all. She pointed toward the elevator and motioned for me to hurry. I
smiled at her and set off at a near jog.

A group of people were squeezing into the elevator by the time I
reached it. I joined them and stood shoulder to shoulder with two well-
dressed businessmen. “We’re kind of like sardines in here, eh?” I joked, but
no one reacted. Tough audience.

So, there I stood and took a deep breath, counted to five, and exhaled. It
was an old breathing exercise my former yoga instructor taught me several
months ago. He said that utilizing it would help me to calm my nerves
during exam season. However, standing in the middle of Windsor
Architect’s elevator surrounded by all the well-dressed ladies and
gentlemen, I feared it wasn’t nearly potent enough to diminish my sweaty
hands.

Ping.

When the elevator doors finally opened at the top floor, I bolted through
them.



Gosh, my heart was drumming ninety miles a minute.

There was nobody there. The nearby receptionist’s desk was empty.
Where did the woman at the front desk say I needed to go? Was I on the
correct floor?

He is going to think I'm so scatterbrained, 1 scolded myself,
accelerating to a sprint that any track athlete would have been proud of, and
zooming down the hallway to my left. The creamy-white wall color
complimented the calming spaciousness. I just needed to pay attention to
the door signs.

The hall was lined with office doors that had names and important-
sounding titles clearly marked on each of them. One said, “Mrs. Mary
Kettles: Senior Account Executive,” another said, “Mr. Harvey Hardy:
Head Engineer.” I wondered if he was as fun as his name sounded. I also
wondered if I’d ever have an office with my name on it. I could see it now.
“Miss Stella Copeland: Head Architect.”

What would Ace’s sign say? “Mr. Ace Windsor: GWIC (Grumpzilla
Who’s in Charge)”? I was so busy fantasizing that I almost forgot where 1
was.

I continued my sprint.

Inconveniently, my armpits were sweating, and other places too. My
boobs. Was the A/C even working up here? A bead of sweat started tracking
a path down my lower back. Gross. 1 couldn’t greet him all sweaty.
Hopefully my deodorant was holding up.

What would be the best thing to say to him?

“Hi, Ace.”

No. That didn’t feel right.

“Hey, long time no see?”

Nah, worse.

“Hello, Ace, thanks for inviting me.”

Better, that could work. Maybe a tad more formal. We’d never been
“buddies.”

“Good morning, Ace, thank you for inviting me to the interview.”

That was it.

Professional. Perfect. On point.

“Oof,” I grunted. It was like running into a wall, sweaty breasts first. A
hint of expensive aftershave hit my nose. Cedar and sandalwood.
Invigorating, fresh, and powerful. Before I knew what was happening, my



sweaty butt was seated on the hardwood floor, and I was looking up.
Luckily, my contacts had survived the collision.

I blinked.

Six-foot-four. Black tie. Impossible jawline. Dimples. Perfectly straight
nose. The most kissable lips I had ever seen.

And...piercing icy-blue eyes that seemed to see right through your
soul.

My breath hitched.

Ace. Windsor.

The air crackled. Time froze. All I was physically capable of was
staring at him, speechless. For the first time in forever, I could not find any
words. They were lost.

But they weren’t the only things that were lost.

My big handbag had flown halfway across the hallway, and I’d lost a
shoe in the fall too. My dress had definitely ridden up to reveal my legs.
Millions of thoughts attacked my brain. The first was: Thank goodness I
shaved my legs this morning. I quickly sat up, smiling awkwardly. I
adjusted my dress and hooked my foot back into the stiletto I’d stumbled
out of.

Why the freaking hell was he even hotter in person?

“Didn’t your mom ever tell you not to tackle people in hallways?” he
rumbled in a deep, stern baritone, and extended his hand toward me. I took
it and allowed him to help me up. I was dumbstruck by how effortlessly he
lifted me, as if I weighed less than a feather.

Ace nonchalantly strolled over to my handbag, picked it up, and
returned to my side.

“Oh, my gosh,” I blurted, finally finding my words. “Well, tackling
CEOs is sort of my thing,” I joked.

He didn’t find my comment funny. He raised a stern eyebrow, and for
whatever reason, his chiseled jaw looked even more herculean. “So, you
decided to go all in?”

“Well, of course, since I was a little late,” I continued, “I wanted to
make up for it with a well-planned collision, head-on, you know, with the
full intention to leave a lasting first impression.” I smiled at him. I mean, at
this point, I had nothing to lose.

“Well, it’s not a first impression,” he grumbled, not smiling back and
not acknowledging my attempts at humor—jerk, that’s what he was. He ran



his hand through his blond hair, causing it to momentarily obscure his eyes
in the sexiest way. “We’ve met before, although I think I last saw you when
I was in college.” He handed me my bag.

“That’s right.” I took the bag, refusing to get into any college-related
memories, at the same time, unable to stop myself from staring at him.

He was taller than I remembered, and bigger, and more vigorous. The
photos on the Internet hadn’t even come close to his larger- and mightier-
than-life persona. He was breathtakingly gorgeous. His well-muscled arms
could barely be contained by the thin white cotton shirt he was wearing. |
imagined the buttons across his chest beneath his tie were likely pulled taut
by his bulging tattooed pecs. He had always been athletic, but now he
looked formidable.

“I’m surprised you remember me,” I said.

“How could I forget?” he rumbled, his piercing eyes connecting with
mine.

A tingling I’d never felt before washed over me. Was he flirting with
me? No way. Blood rushed to my cheeks, and my heart pounded against my
ribcage like a wild animal trying to escape. Each breath 1 took made me
more aware of the fact that [ was tingling all over. What s happening to me?
Panic started setting in. He s going to notice something s wrong with me.

This man is an asshole, 1 reminded myself. Just a regular run-of-the-
mill asshole. Act normal!

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes! Uh-huh, of course.” I nodded quickly.

His icy-blue eyes sparkled like moonlight reflected off the ocean’s
surface. “You look a little flushed. Let’s go to my office over there and have
a seat. I’d hate for you to faint on me.”

He led me into one of the rooms connected to the hallway. Its beautiful
old wooden floor creaked as I stepped onto it.

“Excuse the floorboards.” Ace gestured to the ground. “The interior
designer reclaimed the planks from the Titanic film set. It’s a good talking
point during boring meetings, but they creak. I’ve been threatening to pull
them up and redo the floor, but I haven’t gotten around to it.”

“You couldn’t do that! They’re worth a fortune.”

“And noisy,” he said matter-of-factly. He pointed at a brown leather
chair on one side of the large oak desk in the center of the room. “Please,
take a seat.”



Obediently, I complied, neatly tucking my beige dress beneath me.
“Here, drink this,” he said, handing me a glass of water. “I suppose |
only have one question for you. Why do you want to be my assistant?”



ACE

(S itting down in my chair, I leaned forward, and rested my hands on
my table. She was more attractive than I had anticipated. I’d half-
expected an “enchanting pumpkin” to show up for the interview, but it
didn’t. At least the photo on Damon’s phone had proved that she didn’t take
herself too seriously. I had firm priorities for my staff. The last thing I
needed was another pretty face or an apple-shiner crumbling under pressure
—those were my exact thoughts as I listened to her rather boring ramble
about her college achievements. I could tell she was nervous, and it was
obvious that she was desperately trying to hide it, which in itself wasn’t a
bad thing. Getting this job seemed to be crucial to her—but something was
off. She kept staring at me like I was a ghost from her past, which made
little sense. Her chest rose and fell quickly as she regurgitated a speech,
highlighting her skills gained during an internship that, according to her,
had proved to be more effective than your typical training. I heard
everything, despite being busy trying to make my mind up about her.

“And that’s why I think I should be your assistant,” she finally
concluded, slightly winded from her lengthy speech.

She would break under any pressure, I surmised. She wasn’t the right
fit. What it ultimately boiled down to: she had almost no experience, even
though she’d done her best to gloss over it to convince me otherwise. It was
true: experience wasn’t everything, but we were in a time crunch, and I
needed someone who had built a certain portfolio to remain calm in
stressful situations.

She wouldn’t last.



It would be madness to hire her.

I knew that. She knew I knew that.

I owed Damon. He was my bro. If she weren’t his sister, I wouldn’t
have asked for her résumé in the first place, much less demanded—after my
HR department had dismissed her application with a depreciatory chuckle
—for Glenda to call her in ASAP.

The move had caused a certain disarray, and if anything, we’d become
masters of improvising. Many people were on edge. I was no exception.
Until things were back to our smooth rhythm, we had to power through.
Aside from renovating the building, setting up offices, hiring new staff, and
taking care of day-to-day business, the merger was on top of my priority
list. It was the one thing I’d been working toward over the last months, ever
since Damon had brought it up. Back then, it seemed like an impulsive idea,
but it turned out to be one I was growing to like more each passing day—
albeit not for the obvious reasons. Sure, a fusion with Humphries Properties
would mean more opportunities, more control, more power. It would turn us
into the largest architecture firm in the country and relieve me from dealing
with the corrupt deeds of the other major players breathing down my neck.

But that hadn’t been my only motivation. For me, it was about more
than just the money.

Time. That was what I wanted. To focus on the shit that really mattered
to me. Tilly. My siste—my family. She had just moved in with me, and I
craved time away from the office.

Timing was essential. The sooner my team and I got this merger in the
bag, the better.

In short, I couldn’t allow any more mistakes to slow us down. My new
assistant needed to be on the up and up. We had four weeks. Four weeks to
put together information that presented us in the best light regarding
finances, history, and future.

“How do you feel about working overtime?” 1 decided on one last
question, offering her a perfect way out. “I work late most nights and,
ideally, I need an assistant that won’t mind facilitating me during them.”

“Oh,” she said, still seeming to try to catch her breath. “I don’t mind
working overtime. I’m a bit of a night owl anyway.”

“You? A night owl? I remember you being an early bird.”

“Well, we haven’t seen each other in quite some time. There’s probably
a lot you don’t know about me.”



“That’s true,” I conceded. “I think the last time I saw you, you had just
turned eighteen.”

“Yeah, true.”

“Wasn’t it at a pool party?”

“Ehh...sort of,” she said, stiffening.

“Your brother had invited Miles, Oliver, and me over for a few beers.
We were hanging out around the pool. Do you remember?”

“I...remember...” Her eyes widened and fixed on mine. Did she stop
breathing?

“Yeah? And you wore a white bikini?” I pushed, arching an eyebrow.
Maybe I was an asshole, but I was curious how she’d react to the memory.
“Do you remember that?”

The way she looked at me reminded me of a deer caught in the
headlights, and for a second, I regretted wasting more time by digging up
the past. But again, it was a perfect out for her. She’d better take it. Stella
turned a shade of bright red one rarely saw, and I was sure she’d storm out
at any moment. Just like she had done that summer.

She caught her breath, saying, “I did wear a white bikini, and I was
hoping you wouldn’t remember it.”

“Oh, I remember it,” I said. “Someone splashed you with water just as
you came out of the house.”

She shook her head and breathed out. “My brother Damon did, yes. And
my bikini turned see-through.” I perked up. She was upfront, not trying to
hide what had happened or brush over it. I appreciated truthfulness in
people. In my line of work, it was hard to find. I listened intently to her,
watching her shake her head, as if she were reliving the moment. “I grabbed
a towel before anyone could see...and luckily, nobody did,” she continued,
“but still, it was the most embarrassing moment of my life. And then you
laughed at me as I fled the scene.”

“I wasn’t laughing at you.”

“Yes, you were,” she insisted. “You don’t have to deny it. It was ages
ago.”

“I wasn’t laughing at you,” I repeated calmly.

“Oh, really?” Stella sat across from me and frowned, clearly not
believing a word I’d said.

For some reason, something inside of me was enjoying her reaction. I’d
always despised ass-kissers or sheepish people, but the young woman in



front of me clearly had a mind of her own, and she had no problem voicing
it.

“It was ages ago, anyway,” she said as she tried to compose herself,
taking another drink of water. “Consider it ancient history. Let’s just forget
about it.”

A breeze glided through the air, making its way into the room from an
open window behind her. Her loose mahogany curls danced around her
round face like they had a life of their own as a sweet mandarin orange
smell enveloped me.

“Take a walk with me,” I said on a spur-of-the-moment decision, and
got to my feet. “I want to show you something.”

“O-of course,” she stuttered, pushing up from her seat. “Where are we
going?”’

“Follow me.”

Once we were out in the hallway, I led her toward the conference room
at the end. “We were supposed to meet in here, but after you nearly knocked
yourself out, my office felt more personable,” I said as we stepped into the
room.

“I didn’t nearly knock myself out,” she corrected. “The floor nearly
did.”

Huh. Inside, I couldn’t help but chuckle. All things aside, she was keen
—bright even, with a ready tongue. She had proven that on numerous
occasions today.

“This 1s what I brought you here to see.” I led her to a large table in the
conference room’s farthest corner, with a model apartment building resting
in its center. “This 1s Sky Gold Tower, one of our developments in Los
Angeles. When it’s done, it’ll be the world’s most expensive apartment
building complex. It has a restaurant on the ground floor.” I watched her
approach and examine the model. “Naturally, it will have a bar stocked with
the world’s rarest liquors: several bottles of 1796 Lenox Madeira vodka that
has been purified by filtering it through diamond shards, and crates full of
whiskey bottles made from white gold and rubies. The top floor is dedicated
to a penthouse with an indoor pool that stretches out onto a large balcony,
becoming an infinity pool with the most spectacular view of Hollywood.
Each apartment will be luxurious, with five or six bedrooms. Each bedroom
will boast a large en suite, of course. What do you think?”



“I like 1t,” Stella said and broke away from the model for a moment to
look me straight in the eyes. I could tell she was still anxious, but now she
held a confident smile. She knew I hadn’t made up my mind whether or not
to hire her. She was compulsively fidgeting with one of her curls, twisting it
around her finger and tugging at it. “I mean, I’d prefer something a bit
more...quaint, but that’s just me,” she added.

“My clientele doesn’t do ‘quaint.” Do you know why I’m showing this
to you?”

“Well, of course. So I’d know what I’d be working on?”” She poked the
tip of the model building’s roof. There was something fresh about the
energy that radiated from her. Its intensity was tangible, almost like the kind
you’d expect from the late afternoon sun during summer. I couldn’t put my
finger on it, and that irritated me.

“No. To show you the kind of company that Windsor Architects is. We
are one of the top-five largest firms in the state. That means I can’t afford to
hire anyone who isn’t up to our standards. Do you know how many projects
we’re working on, daughter firm in San Francisco included?”

“I don’t know...let me guess. Fifteen, big ones. Twenty?” She paused
and appeared to be thinking. The sunlight highlighted her frame as its rays
cascaded through the building’s windows. She wrinkled her forehead like
she was busy doing some kind of complicated calculation. “Ooh! I'm
guessing forty,” she finally exclaimed.

After I told her the number that was much higher than the one she had
suggested, I watched her eyes grow large. Turning, I glanced out of one of
the conference room’s windows where the traffic below was rushing by.
“We’re busy.” I looked her in the eye to make sure she knew what “busy”
meant—never-ending focus, working overtime, vigilance, and above all,
going above and beyond the ordinary. “Plus, as I’'m sure you’re aware,
we’re in the process of merging with Humphries Properties. I need someone
who’s able to withstand stress, who’s reliable, honest, punctual and mostly,
trustworthy.”

“That’s me. ’'m sure I’'m the best candidate,” she said, still feigning
confidence, but I realized it had more to do with uncertainty about what my
answer would be than with her self-assessment. It wasn’t the typical
boasting and bragging, and although she overestimated herself, I liked her
confidence. It was promising.



“We shall see,” I said, turning back around. “I’ve still got other
applicants to interview before I make my decision.”

“How many have you already interviewed?” she asked.

“Many.”

“How many? More than twenty?”

“Fifteen.”

“Then I guess I must be lucky number sixteen.” She smiled.

“It was nice to see you again, Stella.” 1 approached, offering her my
hand. “We’ll let you know the outcome of your application either way. You
may return to the foyer.”

“It was nice seeing you too, Ace.” She took my hand, and I shook it. “I
know you’re a busy man. I’ll wait for your call. I just know you’ll end up
choosing me.”

“You do?”

“I do. Today’s my lucky day, remember?” She beamed, letting go of my
hand and flipping her curly brown hair over her shoulder. I watched as she
turned and left the room, her hips swaying seductively with every step she
took.

Just like they had on that summer day when she’d blown me that kiss.
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ACE

he end of the day came faster than it usually did. The late
afternoon sun dangled lazily above the horizon as I packed my
briefcase, shoving an assortment of documents and my laptop into it.

Mrs. Mills, the office manager and my receptionist, who now more or
less acted as my fill-in assistant for the time being, came storming down the
hallway as I closed my office door behind me. Her long skirt fluttered
behind her like a banner as she rushed in my direction. She was a
straightforward, lively, and incredibly vivid widow in her 60s, who had
immediately jumped in to offer her help when she’d heard of the
discrepancy. Even though she lacked the necessary architectural
background, in her ad hoc stand-in, Mrs. Mills had proved to be invaluable
in assisting me anywhere she could, including the paperwork needed for the
acquisition.

“Mr. Windsor! Mr. Windsor,” she exclaimed, a smile spreading across
her face, deepening the heavy lines at the edges of her mouth and around
her gray eyes. “Congratulations on landing the Children’s hospital project
with the new OBGYN clinic. We received written confirmation. Also, Mr.
Garfield just agreed to a meeting. Seems like it’s your lucky da-ay!”

“Thanks, Mrs. Mills.”

“Oh, speaking of lucky day—how did your interview with that
Copeland girl go? Was she as promising as you thought she’d be?”

Mrs. Mills had no problem matching my step as I strode toward the
elevator that would take me to the underground parking lot where I’d left
my Sian. “It went well,” I said. “She seems competent enough.”



“So, you’re going to hire her?” Mrs. Mills’ eyes were the size of
saucers.

“We’ll see.” I pressed the silver button to summon the elevator and
waited. Its doors slid open, but Mrs. Mills was still hovering at my side,
waiting for my decision. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told her. “Good night,
Mrs. Mills.”

“You should tell that girl you’re hiring her before she finds other
employment,” Mrs. Mills shouted after me as I stepped inside the elevator.
The doors slid closed again, but I could still hear her. “Good assistants are
hard to fiii-ind!”

I

M y Sian’s leather seat felt smooth and familiar as I slid into the

Lamborghini, and its steering wheel’s curve fit into the palm of my
hand like we were made for each other. The drive home was uneventful. In
fact, I couldn’t remember much about it—*“highway hypnosis” was that the
official term?—flying past the other cars without any recollection of doing
SO.

Making my way back through traffic, I continued to run a cost-profit
analysis in my head. There weren’t many memories of Damon’s sister I
could recall, but one stood out: I vividly remembered her having an almost
unhealthy fascination with books. Back then, it seemed to me as if she had a
book obsession. It was only later that I learned that she clung to those books
because they had been her late mother’s.

Despite having urgent projects to think through, I moved on from
reminiscing about Stella Copeland’s reading habits and recalled an event
where she’d rescued an injured pigeon from the side of the road. I hadn’t
personally witnessed it, but Damon had recounted the tale to us.
Apparently, the Copeland family had been en route to Disney in Florida
when young Stella witnessed the truck in front of them speeding over a bird
that had found itself sitting in the middle of the road. According to Damon,
she forced their parents to pull over and dashed across the busy highway to
retrieve it.

Instead of riding rides and eating Disney delicacies, she spent their
Disney vacation cooped up in the hotel room, where she’d smuggled the



pigeon, nursing it back to health. At least nobody could blame her for not
having kindness, humility, or empathy, and a big heart for birds. The latter
in particular was not a qualification for the job as my personal assistant, but
the fact she had gotten both her parents and big brother to bend to her will
was different. It seemed like Stella Copeland had been assertive even as a
young girl.

My apartment on the Upper East Side had designated underground
parking, much like Windsor Architects offered. Once I parked my car in the
spot that bore a sign: “Penthouse Apt,” it was a short walk from there to the
elevator that would take me straight up to my floor, after I punched in the
security code.

“There you are,” Tilly squealed as soon as I opened the front door and
strolled through. My sister had been living with me since my nephew’s birth
three weeks ago. Teddy, as he had affectionately been named by her,
resembled a chubbier version of my father, but had Tilly and my mother’s
soft blue eyes.

Both of my parents had moved to France to retire a few months after
Tilly and I had gone off to college. My mother said that there was more to
do there for two retirees than there was in the States, but I didn’t think that
was quite true. If anything, my mother moved to France for the wine. She
had always been a self-proclaimed “wine mom”—the kind of woman who
had a selection of red, white, and rosé for guests to choose from at every
birthday party and special occasion, just so she wouldn’t have to drink
alone. My mother wasn’t an alcoholic—*“hedonist” was probably a more
accurate description. After all, France had the longest history of
winemaking. The most expensive bottle of wine ever sold at auction was a
seventy-three-year-old bottle of French Burgundy, fetching a whopping
$558,000.

Regardless of their motives, their move to “the continent” meant that
Tilly and I were left alone in the US. It wasn’t anything that came as a
surprise to me, not really. Tilly took it somewhat harder than I did. To me,
they were pretty much keeping their promise that they had tried to help us
come to terms with as teenagers, and to this day, I admired their eagerness
to fulfill their dreams and spend their time in a way they had always wanted
to. Maybe Tilly hoped they would change their mind or return. They didn’t.
Tilly and I didn’t have any other immediate family. In many ways, I knew
my sister felt that [ was all she had left, and as such, I had vowed to protect



and care for her and her newborn son. Teddy’s father, an unemployed
“musician” from California, where Tilly had lived for several months until
recently, hadn’t acknowledged his birth—the son of a bitch, although Tilly
didn’t seem to miss him in the least. I decided I’d be Teddy’s father figure,
at least until Tilly found someone to fill that role.

In any case, it was nice not having to come home to an empty
apartment, and I was looking forward to actually being able to spend quality
time with them once the merger was set in stone.

“Sorry I’m late,” I replied, hanging my silver-gray coat from a coat rack
next to the door. Tilly stood up from the cream-colored leather couch,
walked over and wrapped her arms around my neck, kissing my cheek. I
hugged her back. “How has little Teddy been? Have you had a good day?”

“He slept the afternoon away.” She smiled, picking up a glass of grape
juice from the coffee table on her way back to the couch. The maroon liquid
in her hand caught the light like a ruby. “You want one?”

“No thanks. I’ll have the other grape juice. Is it normal that he sleeps so
much?”

“My new doctor, Dr. Maxwell—a handsome devil, I’'m telling you—
said he’ll spend a lot of time sleeping during the first month.” She sat back
down and tucked her legs underneath her.

“Handsome devil?”

She made swoony eyes. “Yeah, too bad he’s only my replacement until
my regular doctor is back from her vacation. Stop looking at me like that,
I’m not interested in him. Only because I met someone. No, do not ask. No
reveal yet. Back to Dr. Maxwell. He also said I should enjoy the peace and
quiet while I have it, so that’s what I’'m doing.”

“Makes sense. Who did you meet?”

“I said do not ask. You’re not ready for that discussion yet. Stop
disturbing my peace and quiet.”

“Peace and quiet,” 1 growled, annoyed, but calmed myself with the
knowledge that my sister would tell me eventually. She could never keep
news to herself for too long. “Speaking of peace and quiet. Remember what
Mom said about you? When you were a baby?”

“That I spent half the time crying and the other half pooping? That?”

“That.”

“That’s what she said about you.”

“No, she didn’t,” I countered. “It’s you.”



“At least I didn’t disassemble Dad’s answering machine. And his
printer. And his remote control. On the same day,” she said and playfully
stuck her tongue out at me.

The memory made me grin. “I’ve never seen him that angry before.”

“Me neither. Except for when you smashed that old bottle of wine.
What was it? A Chateau Lafite Rothschild?”

“Hey, it wasn’t my fault. It rolled off the table.”

“Because you kicked your soccer ball against it.”

“That was an accident.”

“And disassembling the gadgets was an accident, too?”

“Sort of. I wanted to see how they worked.” I walked over to the wine
rack next to my living room and chose a perfectly tempered bottle of
Chardonnay. “I thought I’d be able to put them back together again when I
was done.”

“But you couldn’t. And neither could Dad. Actually, I think that’s the
day you became the asshat you are today—the day you realized you could
get away with stuff.”

“Me? An asshat? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Retrieving a
wineglass from my open-plan kitchen, I made my way back over to the
couch with the wine bottle tucked under my arm. I sat down next to her and
poured the rich yellow liquid into a glass. “I didn’t get away with anything.
I was grounded for a month, and Dad made me pay for the repairs. And for
the record: I’m the fucking best brother ever.”

“You are.” She grinned, taking a sip of her juice. “But you’re a bit of an
asshat too. Like most men are. I love you anyway though.”

I wrapped my free arm around her shoulder and placed a kiss on her
forehead. “I love you too.”

“So, what are we having for dinner?”
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STELLA

GZ() hile I listened to the news, I used a tiny rake to tidy up the loose

soil in the pot around my bonsai tree. “A storm’s on the way, and
it’s a big ’un!” the weatherman bellowed. “It should hit us by Monday
morning. Be sure to keep your raincoats with you, folks! You’re gonna need
them.”

I stood up, walked over to my small television, and turned it off. A
storm. Sounded like lazy foreshadowing. I’d probably find out I wasn’t
hired soon.

It had been 142 hours since my interview with Ace. Over 142 hours of
anxious waiting. With each passing hour, I was growing more and more
worried that [ hadn’t gotten the job. Before I knew it, I was back to trying to
find ways to distract myself. My newly acquired bonsai tree was one of
them. The day after the interview, I got around to attempting to make éclairs
again and burned them. (I got “a little” distracted by the dozen Business
Insider magazines I scoured in search of more gossip on Ace Windsor. No
luck.) The second day, I binge-watched old Agatha Christie movies. Since
then, I’d gotten back into knitting, and had even re-started bird watching in
my landlord’s garden. I was busier than ever, but I couldn’t get Ace
Windsor out of my mind.

Rrrr. Rrrr.

My cell phone vibrated. Pulling it out of my jeans’ pocket, I unlocked
its screen. It was a message from Bonnie.

Bonnie: Hey, girl. So, how did your interview go? Heard back yet?



Me: Not yet. I'm trying to stay positive, but I think they may have
decided to go with someone else. Sad face emoji.

Bonnie: Hey, don’t be sad. Remember, he’s a jack-ace!

Me: Maybe he changed.

Bonnie: Ha! Men like him never change. They get worse. That’s what
money and power do to people. The second he has you in his monster
claws, you’ll see his ugly face. What car does he drive? The more
expensive the car, the douchier the guy.

I had no idea what car Ace was driving.

Me: Shrugging no clue emoji.

Bonnie: ’d bet my life and everything I own that he drives a sports car.
You’ll be much better off without him. Trust me. You should count your
blessings if he doesnt hire you. Then, you’ll find a better job. Chin up!
Love you, girl! Heart emoji.

Me: Love you too.

Me: Heart emoji.

I locked my cell phone’s screen and shoved it back in my pocket. “Oh,
bonsai tree,” I said to the little leafy plant sitting in front of me. “What am |
going to do?” It didn’t reply.

After a brief yoga routine, I decided it was time to shower. My
apartment’s selling point was its spectacular bathroom. The estate agent had
called it its “crowning glory,” and he hadn’t exaggerated. It was what had
convinced me to rent it in the first place.

The bathroom’s back wall was occupied by a clawfoot bathtub that
could comfortably seat an adult elephant. Its shower, which filled a third of
the huge room, boasted two showerheads. My beautiful apartment was
homey and humble in every department, except for that one room. I
supposed that one of its previous owners must have had a “thing” for
bathrooms. I liked to imagine it was a seventy-seven-year-old dethroned
dowager duchess—I named her Elisabeth of Witherleicester—who poured
all of her renovation capital into that room, just to be able to take a bubble
bath in majestic surroundings, reminiscing of her time amongst the royals
and her secret love for a handsome earl. I had no idea if duchesses took
bubble baths, but in my fabulous fantasy, they did. I, for my part, didn’t
mind that all her funds had only covered the bathroom. If anything, I was
grateful—and optimistic: The only reason the Dowager Duchess of
Witherleicester hadn’t renovated the rest of the rooms wasn’t because she



had run out of money or miscalculated the cost. It was because her blue-
blooded hero had swept her away to his castle on his white steed before she
had time to renovate the rest. Thanks to my duchess, I often sought solace
in a piping-hot shower or a sudsy bubble bath, basking in the oh-so-very-
romantic idea of her life.

The pretty ornate mirror above the bathroom sink was completely
steamed up within minutes. Undressing quickly, I peeled off my layers of
clothes and placed them on the counter next to the sink. My phone was
resting on top of them. I had to keep it close in case Windsor Architects
called.

Steam swirled around me like eddies of water around a smooth pebble. I
drew a little heart in the steamed-up mirror and then got into the shower.
The hot water battered my skin and gave me goosebumps. My head tilted
backward, allowing the water to soak my hair and run over my face.

The day’s worries washed off me like dust or dirt.

I’ll be okay even if I don't get the job. I've got everything I need to be
happy: Me.

My ringtone drowned out the sound of water running down the drain.

It was him.

Ace.

At least I hoped it was.

Immediately, I wiped shampoo out of my eyes and stumbled out of the
shower, butt-naked and covered in soap bubbles. A small voice warned me
not to get my hopes up, believing it was him or news about my interview at
Windsor Architects. It was probably just Damon or Bonnie. The warning
voice didn’t decrease my speed. Unfettered, I slid across the bathroom floor
like the world’s most graceful figure skater and collided with the bathroom
sink. Ouch! Graceful as a figure skater my bruised ass.

Scooping up my cell that had almost tumbled to the floor from the
collision, I noticed that its screen read “Unknown Number.” So, it wasn’t
Bonnie or Damon.

My heart fluttered as I answered the call.

“Hey there! You’ve reached Stella Copeland.” I couldn’t conceal the
excitement in my voice.

“Hello, Stella.” Ace’s baritone crackled through my cell phone’s
speaker. “How are you?”



It was him.

“I-I-I am doing really well.” It seemed like my tongue had been
stretched and tied into a knot by someone with very clumsy fingers. The
words I was formulating in my head simply didn’t come out sounding the
way they were supposed to.

“Do you have a minute to talk?” he asked in a deep timbre. “Or is this a
bad time?”

I looked down at myself, standing—in a puddle of soapy water—in the
nude. “Yeah, I mean, no, I wasn’t busy with anything important,” I said
truthfully. “Your timing is actually perfect...at least comedy-wise.”

“Comedy-wise?”

I tucked a wet strand of hair behind my ear and leaned against the
bathroom wall. No way was I gonna tell him that I was standing here in my
birthday suit, all wet and with pebbly nipples. Was it odd that I was glad I’d
shaved? “Let’s just say I was hoping you’d call sooner rather than later.”

“Well,” he hummed. It was a deep throaty sound that felt like it echoed
through my chest (and other places). “You don’t even know why I’ve called
yet.”

“Well...can’t a girl be happy just because she’s hoping for good news?”

“Not when she’s waiting to hear back about her dream job.”

I was surprised he was being so blunt, but then again, he’d never been
one for unnecessary small talk. “Who said it would be my dream job?” 1
challenged him.

“I could see it in your eyes while I was interviewing you. I bet you’ve
already imagined your own office up here.”

Oh, my God. How did he know? “Well, it’s called manifesting.
However, ‘dream job’ is a really strong term. I would love to work at
Windsor Architects, but life won’t end if you’re calling to tell me you’ve
hired someone else. So, no need to beat around the bush. Just—"

“You got the job.”

“That’s great news.” I wanted to jump up and down. I wanted to scream.
Heck, I wanted to squeeze and hug someone until they told me to stop.
Gahhhh! 1 totally held in my squeal of excitement.

“You start on Monday so you can catch up on as much work as possible.
Mrs. Mills, she’s our office manager, will be pleased if 1 stop piling
paperwork on her desk.”



I couldn’t remember when last I had been as happy as I was in that
moment, or as excited, but I didn’t want Ace to know. It wasn’t that I was
feeling spiteful—not at all—it was just that I wanted to appear professional.
From what I had experienced so far, he kept his staff rather “toned down,”
and I wanted to be at least as laid back as he was. All cool and professional,
I said, “Monday? Yes, of course. What time should I be there?”

“By 7 a.m.,” he said. “That will give us enough time to get you settled
in before the day kicks off.”

“See you on Monday?”

“See you on Monday,” he rumbled darkly and ended the call.

My body was tingling all over by the time I put the phone back down.
My knees felt weak, and there was a warm, heavy sensation in the pit of my
stomach that seemed to be spreading to all kinds of places. Wings on my
back, I shuffled to the shower and turned it on again to rinse off. The steam
in the air made the tingling sensation seem even more pressing and urgent.
It was a primal feeling—one I wasn’t sure how to contain. I took a towel off
one of the hooks on the bathroom wall and wrapped it around myself. The
sensation of its soft surface brushing against my skin was almost too much
to bear. I patted myself dry and proceeded to mop up the floor with an extra
cloth by sliding around on it. Once that was done, I stared at myself in the
bathroom mirror. My reflection became clearer and clearer as the steam
dissipated.

I examined the contours of my waist and breasts, the valleys and peaks,
and wondered what it would be like to have Ace touch them. The thought of
it made the tingling sensation worse, but I couldn’t rein in my imagination.
I visualized his lips touching my flushed skin, his kisses getting lost in the
nape of my neck, and his fingers exploring the most sacred parts of me.

The squirming in the pit of my stomach was almost becoming too much
to handle, and yet I allowed my mind to wander further. I imagined Ace
inviting me into his office for a “meeting,” only to wrap his strong arms
around me and push his body against mine.

I imagined him growling, “How badly do you want me?” in my ear as
he sat me down on his desk—it was exactly as high as the countertop I was
sitting on now. Bossy grump that he was, he would insist on my answer.

“So, so badly,” I said aloud.

I imagined him growling, “Such a good girl.” He would then nudge my
knees apart with his strong thighs, slide my skirt up and rip my thong right



off. What a bosshole! Hello? Couldn’t he just slide them off like a normal
man? Anyway, I had no time to voice my complaint to him because
suddenly his manly fingers started to rub my clit—yep, he went straight for
the gold, impatient jerk that he was. Whoa...jackpot! Not gonna lie. The
intensity he chose was phenomenally perfect. He seemed to know my body
almost better than I knew myself. He rubbed and rubbed and rubbed, and if
he continued this exact pace and rhythm, I would come within seconds.
Hard. I felt my orgasm building and building and building—until I fell over
the edge, moaning my boss’s name. “Oh...Ace.”

I quickly opened my eyes.

Trust me. I was equally shocked about the turn of events here.

My phone vibrated. I nearly jumped out of my skin.

It was him! Again.

It was Ace.

My new boss.

The man I’d just masturbated to.

He knew that I’d masturbated to him.

Instantly, I felt guilty for allowing myself to think less-than-professional
things about my boss, and to moan his name while orgasming.

With shaky fingers, I picked my phone up.

A message from Bonnie flashed across the screen.

Bonnie: Wanna go out for some cocktails? Clinking glasses emoji. It
might help you take your mind off the interview thing.

Phew.

Oh, thank goodness. I was good. It wasn’t my boss.

Me: Actually, I got the job... Ace just called. I'm starting on Monday.

Bonnie: WHAAAAT?!? No. Gurl. If I didn’t know you better, I’d think
you were dreading telling me. Meet you at Davy Dave’s for a daiquiri at 7
p.m.?

Me: Make it a mojito, and it’s a deal.

I grinned at my phone screen. Its screensaver was a picture of Bonnie
and me with goofy faces, sticking out our tongues. The photo always made
me laugh. If I explained everything, Bonnie would understand. It was only a
matter of one or two mojitos until she would be on my side.

Everything was falling into place. I had the best friend, the best brother,
and now—the best job. The thought of my brother reminded me that I
needed to let Damon know 1’d got the job too.



After I retrieved my panties from the sink, my bathrobe from the hook
on the bathroom door, slipped both on, and as soon as I was “decent” again,
I dialed Damon’s number.

“Hey, sis,” Damon answered on the first ring. “What’s up?”

“Hey, Batman. I’'m doing better than ever! In fact, ’'m on cloud nine.
No, I take that back—I’m on cloud ten. Ace just called me...” I left him
hanging with a dramatic pause.

“And?”

“QGuess.”

“Just tell me, and hurry up,” he said.

“I got the job! I got it! Of course, I got it because you guys are friends,
but I’m fine with that.”

There was a pause. “I’m sure you got it on your merits alone.”

Hopping from foot to foot, I waited for Damon to express his delight.
But there was nothing. “You don’t sound too happy?”” No one could say my
brother was a talkative person, but even for him, that was a bit thin. A
strange feeling spread in my stomach.

“I’'m happy for you. Well done. One of these days you’ll be a world-
renowned architect, and Ace will have to go to extraordinary lengths to
thank me for helping get you into his employ.”

“That’s a really sweet thing to say, mwah!” I felt oddly relieved and sent
Damon a kiss. “I can’t describe how thankful I am that you recommended
me to Ace.”

“I didn’t have to recommend you. Like I said, I’'m sure he hired you on
your own merit. [ was just the middleman.”

“You’re being too modest.” 1 twirled my robe’s sash around like a
majorette might twirl a baton on parade day. “You’re the best big brother in
the whole galaxy, and I love you.”

There was more silence.

“Well...I don’t know about that,” Damon said. “But I'm glad I could
help. Actually, speaking of help, there’s something I need to ask you.”

“Yeah?”

There was another long pause. Something was odd. Then I heard a sigh.
Finally, he asked, “Are you doing anything to celebrate?”

“Are you sure that’s what you wanted to ask me? I’m going out for a
few drinks with Bonnie. Why? Do you want to come with us?”



“No, I’ve got to work. Have an extra shot for me,” he said. “We’ll speak
again soon.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.” With that, he ended the call and left me alone with my
thoughts of my new boss.
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ACE

“ racie, he’s serious this time,” Miles said to our wide-eyed waitress
as she handed me my drink. “He wants a fresh beer in front of him
every two minutes. Don’t keep him waiting like last time.”

“Fuck off,” I grumbled and couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Wasn’t that what you were about to say, man?”” Miles asked, grabbing
the beer Gracie set down in front of him. “I thought that’s what you were
about to say.”

“Get out of my ass.”

Miles and Oliver laughed. The three of us were seated at our usual table
in a dimly lit corner of Talia’s. Music roared from the speakers: a
combination of *70s music with some new-age beats. It wasn’t to my liking,
so I tried to block it out.

Gracie handed Oliver his whiskey, then scurried back to the bar at the
other side of the almost-empty dance floor. “Like I was saying before we
were interrupted,” Miles said once she was gone and we clinked glasses,
“Damon couldn’t make it. So, no talking shop. Tonight is about having
fucking fun.”

“All right.” Oliver banged his tumbler on the table’s surface.

“Where’s Damon?” I asked, lifting my glass.

“Working late on some shit.”

“So how did that interview go, Ace?” Oliver asked me. “Did you end up
interviewing Damon’s little sister?”

“I did. Cheers,” I said, and we clinked glasses. “Jesus, the beer is
getting warmer each time we visit.”



Miles shook his head after taking a gulp. “Dude, the beer is fine. Maybe
something’s wrong with your tastebuds,” he teased and wiped foam from
his upper lip. “So, wait now—how did that interview go with Damon’s little
sister?”

“I hired her. She’s starting on Monday.”

“Excellent. Dude, seriously, that’s fucking excellent.” Miles seemed
surprisingly excited. He raised his beer again, and we knocked glasses for a
second time. “Cheers! I bet she’s thrilled about it. Thanks for giving her a
chance, man.”

I eyed him with a certain suspiciousness. “No problem.”

“Make sure to get her involved in everything as soon as you can. Is
she... Wait, what was her name again?” Miles asked.

My bullshit alarm went off. His enthusiastic reaction was strange in
itself, but it turned out he couldn’t even remember her name. It didn’t add
up.

“Stella,” Oliver answered for me.

“Right.” Miles nodded. “Is she still as goofy as she was when we were
younger?” He crossed his eyes and made an even goofier face than he had
done back in Damon’s presence.

Okay, maybe I was overreacting. He was my buddy, and maybe I was
just overworked. Miles was the same clown as ever.

“Bro. You can’t ask him that,” Oliver warned him. “There’s no right
way to answer that question. Also, I bet you wouldn’t call Damon’s sister
goofy if he were here.”

“Exactly. He’d ‘goof” up your face with his fist,” I said.

“Well, Damon ain’t here, is he?”” Miles grinned, crossing his eyes again,
but preemptively ducked when Oliver jokingly raised his fist.

“She’s actually turned into a beautiful woman,” I said almost
contemplatively, trying to not conjure up an image of her in my mind.

Miles looked up. “Beautiful?” he asked, as if I had just said something
utterly ridiculous.

“I’'m just saying she looked well,” I told him. “Nothing more, nothing
less. Though, to be honest, the minute I saw her, I understood why Damon’s
been hiding her from us. She’s...quite something.”

“Really?” Miles asked incredulously.

“Close your mouth, bro,” Oliver said to his brother. “I saw a pic she
uploaded of herself on Insta the other day.” Oliver’s eyes flickered



mischievously in the bar’s dim light. “She was wearing a little black dress.
I’ve just got to say, Ace isn’t wrong. She’s quite something.”

“Sounds like I need to check that out,” Miles teased, then added, “Just
kidding. Married man. Happily so.”

“Exactly. Tell you what, Ace,” Oliver turned to me, “just a word of
warning. If you so much as touch her, Damon will knock out every last one
of your pretty white teeth. Not that I would blame him.”

“Woah. Hold on, bro—what are you talking about?” Miles asked. “He
might be cool with it. He’s with our sister and no stranger to, let’s say,
‘inopportune romantic circumstances.’”

“He is with Aria, true,” Oliver argued, “but I’m telling you, once you
get into such an ‘inopportune romantic circumstance,” as a by-standing
older brother, you see fucking red.” He faced me. “If you ask me, Damon
will blow your brains out. And I, for my part, will not object.”

“Okay, okay. True, with Damon, you never know. She’s his baby sister,
and he’s very protective of her. He’d probably argue that his case is
completely different.”

“Chill, for Christ’s sake.” I emptied my beer glass and pushed it to one
side of the table. Gracie made eye contact with me from across the room
and gave me a nod. “Do you really think I’d go after his sister? No offense
intended.”

“Dude, no,” Miles said, emptying his beer glass as well. “If his sister is
still the way I remember her, all fidgety, and talkative, and happy, you guys
are basically polar opposites. She’s a ray of sunshine, and you’re”—he
leaned back in his chair and grinned—*...not.”

“Jeez, thanks. Asshat.”

“Opposites don’t really attract, you know. That’s a myth. Unless you’re
a magnet.”

“Jesus Christ.” 1 gave him a hard stare. “How often do I have to tell
you? I’m not looking to get involved with any woman right now. I just got
my heart ripped out by one.” Well, that was a bit of an exaggeration, but |
was fed up with the Stella talk. Let the boys think I was heartbroken. “Now
let’s change the fucking subject.”

“Yeah, bro, we know,” Oliver said. “Now promise yourself that you’d
rather cut off your own dick than stick it in Damon’s sister, and we all can
stay friends.”

“Ow,” Miles grumbled.



I looked around and noticed that Miles and Oliver had instinctively
moved their hands over their junk.

“Well, the only person I would need to give a promise to is Damon. But
he isn’t here.”

“Well, in case he brings it up, tell him that Windsor Architects is your
wife,” Miles grinned a wide grin, “and architecture is your mistress.”

“I don’t know why you pursued architecture. You should have been a
poet.”

Before tensions could continue to rise, Gracie came shuffling over with
a tray full of beer and another tumbler full of whiskey for Oliver, then
handed us our drinks. “Can I get you anything else? Another round in
thirty?”

“Good 1dea,” I said.

Gracie nodded, scooped up our empty glasses, and left without saying
another word.

“You know,” Oliver said, “I really think we have a point here. It
wouldn’t be appropriate for you to pursue something with Damon’s little
sister.”

“Jesus Christ, are we still on that topic? Let’s fucking drop it.”

“Hear me out.” He patted my shoulder. “Not because she’s Damon’s
little sister, but because she would be just a rebound after what happened
with your ex. In all seriousness though, it wouldn’t be fair to her. Damon’s
little sister seems like a good girl.”

“For fuck’s sake, stop saying it like that. Are you not listening? I said
I’m not interested in her. I don’t know what more you want me to say.” I
lifted my beer and noticed Emmie approaching. Well, shit. Here we go
again.

“Guys! So happy to see you,” she said as she drew nearer.

Emmie was wearing the same bright-green shirt and had the same
matching nail polish on her fingernails as the last time. If I had wanted a
one-night stand with a girl, I could have had one, but I refused to with an
employee of a place I frequented. But the girl didn’t know how to take no
for an answer. It was...bothersome, to say the least.

“Still the same old grump as last time.” Emmie threw her arms around
my neck and squeezed, causing me to spill my drink.

“Hey, Emmie.” I grabbed a napkin from the center of the table to dab at
the wet spot on my chest.



“Today’s my last day here.” Emmie blew a large bubblegum bubble. It
popped with a loud bang. She sucked it back into her mouth and continued
chewing, oblivious to the fact she’d made a mess of my shirt by spilling my
drink. She leaned in and whispered, “Let me know if you want to reconsider
your decision from last time, hunk.” She giggled and winked at me.

“No hard feelings, but no,” I said to her with as much patience and
kindness as I had inside me. It was difficult. Even if she no longer worked
here, I was not interested.

She leaned back, saying, “I’m here until midnight.” She blew another
bubble, then turned and sauntered away to another table.

Miles whistled. “What was all of that about?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Mind your business.”

“Oh, I’'m minding my business all right.” Miles chortled into his beer
glass. “Looks like Ace has set his eyes on somebody.”

I threw my crumpled-up napkin at him. It hit him on the side of the
head.

“Ouch. Dick.”

“You’re the dick. And shut the fuck up. It was just a napkin.”

We spent the rest of the night reminiscing about college frat parties, old
motorbikes, and all the youthful shenanigans we once got up to together,
before we all had responsibilities and careers.

I

I stumbled out of Talia’s more drunk than ever that night. On our way out,
we had tipped Gracie generously.

The sidewalk felt like rubber beneath my feet, swaying and threatening
to give way with each step I took. My black Sian was parked just across the
road. Allison had loved the car. The thought of it made my guts churn. The
whole ridiculous thing. Fucking ridiculous. I stopped midway across the
road and doubled over, spilling the contents of my stomach onto the black
asphalt below.

Fuck. What was I doing to myself?

The scissor doors automatically opened as I got closer, the microchip in
my car key now within a few yards of the car. I barely had enough strength
left in my limbs to slither onto the seat, the beers that Gracie had so



dutifully supplied had stolen all of it from me. Leaning my forehead against
the steering wheel, I waited for the world to stop spinning. I fucking
shouldn’t be driving. My light-headedness passed, and 1 called my
chauffeur to pick me up. As luck would have it, he didn’t take too long to
get to me.

“Good evening, Mr. Windsor.” He hopped in and turned on the engine
by pushing a small button on its dashboard.

He steered the Sian onto the road and pointed it in the direction of my
apartment on the Upper East Side.

I

I don’t remember being driven home that night, but I do remember
standing in front of my door, not wanting to knock.

The challenge was finding the right key and actually managing to insert
it in the lock. I should have let that interior decorator talk me into buying
automatic doors. Also, I shouldn’t have had that last drink.

“Success,” I mumbled the moment I finally managed to unlock the
heavy wooden door. Walking into the foyer, I whipped my coat off, and
attempted to hang it on a coat rack in the corner.

“Good to be home,” I whispered, kicking off my shoes and leaving them
lying in the hallway. The maid would pick them up in the morning.

My living room was large but cozy. Thanks to Tilly and my interior
designer, several new brightly colored modern art pieces hung at eye height,
depicting complex geometric shapes surrounded by large expanses of blank
canvas.

The marble floor felt cool under my feet as [ made my way into my
bedroom.

Thank God Tilly and Teddy were fast asleep. I staggered over to my
walk-in closet and retrieved a box. The word “Photos” stood sprawled
across its lid in blue permanent marker. After a moment’s hesitation, I
opened it.

One by one, I started digging through the old contents, searching for a
small photo album dating back to my time in college. There it was. Glad to
have found it, I sat down on the floor, carefully placing it on my lap.



The first page contained photos of the guys. Miles, Oliver, Damon, and
me on a biking trip. I kept flipping until I found what I was looking for: a
group photo of all of us, one which we’d allowed Stella to join us for. She
was wearing a cute purplish dress with little white flowers. I hadn’t looked
at her twice back then, but now I found myself running my index finger
over her pretty face and the curves of her flawless body, perfectly captured
by a very low-resolution camera.

“Stella,” I muttered.

Time to go to bed. I struggled to get up, my arms and legs feeling like
they were made from lead. It took all of my remaining energy to pull my
shirt over my head and haul myself over to my bed. Bare-chested and still
in my jeans, I flopped down onto it, face-first. I remained a minute or two
in that position until I couldn’t breathe. After managing to roll over, I lay
with spread arms on my soft cotton sheets and stared at the ceiling. The
world was spinning again.

What was she doing now? I knew the answer immediately. She was
sleeping in front of an open window, in the nude, tits out, her body only lit
by the brightness of the moon. A hint of a spring breeze was wafting into
her room, carrying the smell of blooming jasmine with it, caressing her
form. I imagined myself tracing my fingers over her goosebumps and
pebbled skin like a blind man reading Braille. Before 1 could stop myself,
my hand had wandered into my briefs. Stella’s body was twitching at my
touch. She liked my touch. The thought of her moaning my name nearly
drove me mad. It was enough to bring my fantasy to an end.

Despite my drunken state, I came fast—and hard.

That night, I slept like a baby for the first time since returning to New
York. My dreams were filled with images of Stella in a purplish dress with
little white flowers.
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DAMON

I3
@ sup, bro. Have you spoken to your sister yet?” Miles’s voice
sounded via phone.

“Already you’ve pissed me off.”

“Well, have you?”

“I haven’t.”

“Well, I've heard that Ace hired her.”

“I know.”

“So, when are you going to give her the good news?”

“For fuck’s sake, Miles. Give her at least a week to get acclimated.”

“Man, I don’t know. You’re stalling.” I heard him close a door, likely
making sure nobody was listening. “Dad is getting impatient. Oliver is on
my ass. We need to get that information.”

I knew he was right. We were running out of time. Mr. Humphries, the
CEO, was known to not toy around when in doubt or left waiting. Only a
fool would get on his bad side.

“Bro, you still there?” he asked.

“I’'m here,” I growled.

“You better talk to her soon. Don’t waste any more time. We’re all
counting on you. Don’t fuck this up.”

“Don’t tell me how to do my job.”

“Chill, bro. Just saying it’s time to inform her.”

“You know I have several trips planned. My round trip is coming up in
one week. Sao Paulo, Sacramento, Toronto, Boston.” I listed the cities to
give him a better grasp of the situation.



“Well, you better tell her before the trip.”
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STELLA

6)% onday

T he storm hit on Monday morning, just like the weatherman had
predicted it would. Under normal circumstances, I loved nothing more
than rainy weather. More specifically, I loved nothing more than curling up
with a good book on a rainy day. However, today was my first day at
Windsor Architects. I’d bought a whole wardrobe full of formal dresses and
hung it neatly in the closet inside my bedroom. Unfortunately, the storm
meant that it was far too rainy to wear any of the new dresses without
risking being asked, “Aren’t you cold?” by every person I encountered.

Consequently, I ended up fishing out an older pair of neat black slacks
and a white button-up blouse. I looked a lot like a librarian. The boring
cliché kind, not the cute real kind. To make matters worse, the button-up
blouse didn’t fit quite as well as it had when I’d purchased it two years ago.
But I had a good hair day going on, so that was something.

I scarfed down a bowl full of fruit and yogurt for breakfast while
listening to relaxing music, something I believed I needed more of
(especially around my new boss). Jesus was I jittery. I’d called Jay earlier,
my cab-driving friend, and I still had time, so I allowed myself a second
helping.

Just as I was putting the bowl and spoon in the sink, I heard the car’s
honk. Perfect timing.



It was raining only a little as I closed the front door behind me. With my
red umbrella covering me, I ran down toward the street where my cab was
waiting for me.

Jay was staring at me out of the waiting car’s window.

“Jay,” 1 exclaimed as I opened the cab’s back seat door and slid in. |
held the umbrella out and opened and closed it a few times to get rid of as
much moisture as possible. “You have no idea how glad I am to see your
friendly face,” I said. “Guess where we’re going today?”

“Not a clue, love... I can tell it’s somewhere exciting though,” he
said. He winked at me in the rearview mirror, and I knew he was just
playing dumb so as not to spoil my fun. He was such a nice guy!

“We’re going to the same address as last time—the one on Third
Avenue. I got the job!”

“Yeah, baby! Ah, that’s bloody brilliant news. Nice one!” Jay turned the
cab’s fuzzy steering wheel and merged with the traffic already flowing in
Manhattan’s direction. “The offices in that part of town are pretty bloody
fancy. You must be one hell of a professional.”

“Me? No.” T giggled. “Not yet, anyway. I hope I'll be a ‘hell of a
professional’ someday. For now, I’ll just be the CEQO’s assistant.”

“The CEQO’s assistant, la-di-dah. Don’t do yourself down,” he said,
smiling at me. “That’s a proper fancy job. I’ll count myself honored to have
a pal who works on Third Avenue.”

“And I count myself lucky to have a friend with a cab,” I joked, “or else
I wouldn’t even be able to get to my fancy job on Third Avenue.”

“Well, that’s true.” Jay smiled from cheek to cheek. “I guess we’ve all
got our own role to play in life... Just hope we don’t get stuck in traffic this
time.”

I dreaded seeing another accident or a line of traffic as we crossed
Manhattan Bridge, but I’d been dealt a good hand that day, and there was
no more traffic than there would be during any normal morning commute in
New York City.

“Fuck’s sake, mate, have you lost the plot?” Jay tapped his horn when a
black Lamborghini raced past us doing around two hundred. What a
douche! He blared his horn, and without thinking, I raised my hand, giving
him the bird. Honestly, I didn’t even know what got into me. I never flipped
people off. Jay laughed when the guy shot past us. “That car, though...
instant boner.” We kept the joke rolling, making fun of douchey sports car



drivers, and then Jay spent the drive talking about a game the New York
Mets had recently played against the Mariners. He admitted to being a San
Francisco Giants fan. I wouldn’t hold it against him—and not because that
was where Ace used to live before he moved back to NYC.

The cab cut through the now-near-torrential rain like a bright-yellow
arrow through a thick mist. I was glad 1 had packed my silk scarf in my
handbag, just in case my coat and umbrella didn’t manage to keep me from
getting wet. We passed by a lovely French bakery and a small boutique with
a cute sunflower dress in the window. It wasn’t long before we came to a
stop.

“Wow.” Jay’s mouth was open as he stared through the window, the
wipers now running at full speed. “That is not just a fancy building. That is
what I call a sick AF big-shot tower. Someone’s clearly compensating for
something. I mean, what I can see of it through the rain, anyway.”

Laughing, I scanned the base of the imposing building that would be my
new workplace. Through the rain, it seemed even farther away from the
curb than usual. “I guess this is it. Wish me luck,” I said as I opened the
cab’s door, while releasing the umbrella that immediately flipped inside out
due to the wind.

“Good luck! Rob them of their senses,” he shouted as I jogged toward
the building’s entrance, not bothering with the umbrella, instead holding my
handbag above my head.

W ith my heart nearly beating out of my chest, I pushed open the heavy

double doors far more urgently than I had the first time around,
causing them to swing wide open with a bang. 1 basically fled inside and
immediately soaked the marble. Water dripped down my umbrella and
handbag, creating puddles of rain on the floor.

The receptionist glared at me over her half-moon glasses, scanning me
from head to toe and landing on my stilettos.

Glancing down at myself, I realized that my coat had done its duty. My
white blouse had turned somewhat transparent, but luckily not to the extent
of any concern. Still, I was grateful to have packed my silk scarf, and I
quickly retrieved it from my overly full handbag, ensuring that nobody
would notice the outline of my white bra peeking through my blouse. And



by nobody, I meant specifically Ace. No way was I reliving any white wet
garment memories.

“So, you’re on time today?” the receptionist taunted, her voice chilly. |
glanced at my watch. It was 6:45 a.m. Perfect. She adjusted her glasses
before she addressed me again. “I heard you got the job, so I guess an
introduction is in order. I’'m Glenda. Glenda Meeks. 1 was the one who
phoned to invite you to your interview.” She rose to her feet and stuck out
her hand, waiting for me to take it.

So she wasn’t left standing awkwardly with an outstretched arm, I
hurried to close the distance between us.

“Hey, Glenda.” I politely took her hand and shook it. “I’m excited to be
here—and to have made it in time, despite the storm. Perfect Monday
weather, isn’t 1t?” I said jokingly, trying to break the ice. Clearly, she didn’t
appreciate my humor by the way in which she just stared at me. Ohh-kay.
Trying to not let her bring me down and keep the situation both friendly and
professional, I added, “We’re going to have a nice time working together.”

“Talkative, aren’t you?” Glenda asked and sat back down, adjusting her
minty leather skirt. ““You’ll need to learn to dial that down if you’re going to
be working successfully under Mr. Windsor. He doesn’t like small talk. In
fact, he doesn’t like blabbermouths. With him, it’s ‘speak when spoken to.’
You know what I mean?”

“Not really,” I said meekly. “He seemed nice during my interview, and I
don’t think he minds. Although I’m sure he’ll tell me if he does.”

“I’'m sure he will. Anyway, I like a double-double with oat milk, just so
you know in case you ever want to make a coffee run.”

She’d get straight black, burnt coffee from me, with a shit-eating grin.
Biatch.

“All right,” she continued, “Mr. Windsor is already waiting for you in
the big conference room, 7th floor, down the hallway to your left. He’s kind
enough to spend a few of his precious minutes personally orienting you on
your first day.” She briefly pointed to the elevator and then started typing
away at the keyboard behind her computer screen. “Enjoy orientation.” She
didn’t look up at me again.

“Thank you, I appreciate your help,” I said, choosing to be friendly
despite Glenda’s bluntness, and let’s be frank, snide and overbearing
attitude.



Greeting the first few people along the way, I made my way up the
elevator to the 7th floor. I dried my sweaty hands on my slacks as I rushed
down the long hardwood-floor hallway. From there, I headed straight to the
conference room, this time careful to avoid head-on collisions.

Fortunately, unlike last time, I didn’t run head-first into my new boss.
He was already seated around the large table in the center of the conference
room when I entered, my heart trying to make a go of catapulting itself right
out of my chest.

“Ah, Stella,” Ace said in his deep voice. “Welcome.”

I caught him glancing at my somewhat-wet hair, and immediately ran
my fingers through it, trying to adjust the curls. So much for a good hair
day. Thanks, rain! “Sorry if I look a bit frazzled. It’s raining cats and dogs
outside.”

He ignored my attempt to make small talk—well, my attempt to find an
excuse for my wild hair—just as the receptionist had warned me. “Please,
sit down, and we’ll get started.” Like Damon, Ace was not a man of
unnecessary words. If I could handle an overprotective broody brother like
Damon, I could handle a super grump like Ace.

I took a deep breath. “All right.” I gave him a friendly nod, and in
return, he gestured to an empty chair, beckoning for me to sit.

Obeying, I sat down and crossed my legs at the ankles. It made me look
more elegant and professional—I hoped.

“I’m afraid 1 don’t have a very interesting schedule laid out for your
first day. Usually, I prefer to have an easy, if not fun task for my new
employees before they really get started, but there won’t be time for that.”

“That’s okay. I know you’re a busy man.”

“Very well. As part of the upcoming merger, you’ll be getting started by
filing documents for me in our archive room. It’s just as exciting as it
sounds, but I trust that you’ll get it done quickly and efficiently,
nonetheless. Please, follow me.” He rose from his seat and motioned for me
to accompany him. Instead of using the elevator, Ace led me up the
staircase to the 8th floor. As we marched up, he explained that he was still
waiting for paperwork to arrive from the old archive room in San Francisco.
It seemed like some boxes had gotten lost or were shipped incorrectly to
who knew where, but his team was investigating it.

We walked by the receptionist, who was busy on the phone. When she
noticed Ace, she offered him a smile.



“Mrs. Mills will answer any questions you may have.” He tilted his
head toward the older woman as we passed her. “Your office is through
there,” he said once we made it through the hallway, motioning toward a
door adjacent to his office. “We’re having issues with the A/C on several
floors, including your office, but it’s getting fixed today. Your office used to
be a storage room, but we’ve renovated it, just like the other rooms. Your
predecessor was incredibly involved with decorating it.” My ears perked
up. There was something in his tone that I didn’t quite know how to
interpret. Before I could think about it any further, Ace continued to speak:
“You’re welcome to make any changes that you’d like to. If you’d like any
new furniture, ask Mrs. Mills to give you a requisition form for it.”

“I’'m sure it’s lovely just the way it is,” I replied, sauntering over to the
door Ace had indicated. With an excited smile, I pushed it open and peeked
inside. Its appearance nearly knocked me off my feet—and not in the best
way. A large metal desk with a bright-orange art-deco office chair stood
against one of its purple walls. Two large flat computer screens were
mounted on it, hovering above a keyboard that was lit up by blue neon
lights. Three bright-orange filing cabinets stood beside the desk, and a big
metal statue of a rearing horse occupied one corner of the room. “Wow!
This is...more than I expected.” The room looked like some nutty artist had
acted out his idea of female reproductive organs, plus disco lights, plus
horse stables. Somebody clearly liked orange too.

“As I said, you’re free to make any changes you’d like. All right, let’s
head down to the archive room.” Ace quickly closed the door behind him,
which I could understand. The rest of the building was—as far as I could
tell—an atmospheric mixture of old and new.

Ace led me to the elevator past Mrs. Mills’ now-empty desk, hit the
button for the sub-ground floor (the basement or, as the button indicated,
“minus 1” floor), and we zoomed downward before the elevator doors
opened again with an ear-piercing ping.

“This way,” he said, leading the way.

The dark-gray walls were covered in modern art that stood out in a
bright contrast and looked brand spanking new. I spotted prints by modern
New York artists all hanging next to each other. There were several cool
charcoal portrait drawings that stood out to me, a series by up-and-coming
artist Josephine Graham. “This place is interesting,” I said. “I’ve never been
in an office building quite like it.”



“I enjoy modern art combined with traditional interior design and old
materials,” Ace said. “People often get nervous about incorporating modern
pieces into traditional settings. But that’s one of the things that drew me to
architecture.”

“Who designed this building?”

“Funny you should ask. I designed this building myself many years ago
at the start of my career. By a fortunate event, I was recently able to
purchase it from the client who originally commissioned it. Getting my
hands on this place made it easier to decide to move back to New York.”

“And what was your main reason for coming back?” I asked.

“This 1s 1t,” he said, ignoring my question and pointing at a closed door
next to us. The words “Archive Room” were written across it in small silver
lettering. Ace firmly gripped its doorknob and opened it. He flipped a light
switch and light flickered on, revealing a huge dark rectangular room lined
with oak filing cabinets and bookshelves holding a variety of files. A heavy
and beautiful oak desk stood almost at the center of it. There was nothing
on it except for a modern white lamp, a plastic pen holder filled with a
handful of pens, and two big boxes. A cluster of bright light fixtures dotted
the ceiling, filling the room with a strange artificial white light. “The files
that you need to work through are in the boxes on the desk. You need to slot
their contents into the correct folders. You’ll find all the applicable folders
in the filing cabinets over there.” He pointed toward them and stared at me.
“Do you think you could do that?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied jokingly, but he didn’t find my joke funny.

“I need you to start getting familiar with our biggest client projects over
the last decade. The list is in the top box. You’ll also get access to the new
server. If you can’t find a folder, go talk to Winifred or Mrs. Mills.” He
continued explaining my task, giving me a quicker orientation to help me
find my way around the cabinets and color-coded folders inside of them.
“I’ll come around to check up on you later today,” Ace said once I had no
further questions. “Ask Glenda to call me if you need help with anything.
Good luck.”

With that, he left, and the door closed behind him.

When I stepped farther into the archive room, I noticed the A/C was
definitely working down here. It was colder than I’d expected it to be,
notably colder than the rest of the building, and I adjusted my scarf.



Luckily, my clothes and shoes were dry by now. I sat down in the wooden
chair behind the big desk and opened the box of files.

I had a to-do list. I loved to-do lists, and I started working through the
papers it contained, reading pages and pages of construction contracts and
progress reports.

The minutes slipped away and soon a few hours had passed. I decided
that I’d try to find a restroom, believing that a short stroll would help me to
regain my focus.
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(S neaking through the archive room’s heavy oak door, I crept into the

subfloor’s lobby. Looking around, I hoped to find a sign or
something that would help me find the ladies’ room. No such luck. But, I
decided that setting off in any direction would eventually deduce the
restroom’s location. I headed down a hallway that ribboned out to my right.

Thud!

I found myself sitting on the hallway’s hardwood floor. Again.

“Are you going to make a habit of running into me?”’

Ace. My heart skipped a beat.

“Well, I told you it’s sort of my thing,” I joked and patted down three of
my curls that had positioned themselves in a wild tangle during the fall.

Ace reached out to help me to my feet. He grabbed onto my forearm
and pulled me up, and my feet stumbled toward him. More specifically, it
was my body that was being pulled toward him, drawn to him as irresistibly
as iron filings were to a magnet.

I gasped as my breasts brushed against his chest. Immediately, almost
before the actual moment of impact, my nipples stiffened into little peaks.
The fiery tingling sensation I’d felt during my interview had returned. The
other parts of me that touched him started burning.

“You okay there?” he asked in his deep rumbly voice, still holding me.
His icy-blue eyes scanned my face as the smell of his cologne washed over
me. It was a musky scent reminiscent of ancient pine forests and petrichor.
The burning tingle in my chest had turned into a raging wildfire, a wildfire
that was burning between my thighs too.



“Uh-huh, perfect. Just a little clumsy,” I blurted, trying desperately to
ignore his hard muscles I felt under my hands and the crazy butterflies
fluttering around in my belly. I needed to pull myself together before he
noticed.

“Hmm. You sure?” he asked, his voice stern. “You look a little...dazed,
if I may say so. Were you looking for something before you bumped into
me, or were you just taking a stroll?” Letting go of me, Ace stepped back
and tugged at his suit jacket sleeves. He straightened his tie, waiting for my
answer.

“I wasn’t snooping around. I promise,” I said, feeling like I had been
caught searching for Christmas presents in my parents’ closet before
Christmas. “I’m just looking for the ladies’ room. I didn’t want to bother
anyone with it and thought I’d probably find one on this floor if I looked
hard enough. I didn’t think that—"

“No need to explain yourself,” he said, cutting me off. “You work here
now. You have free reign of the office, and you’re welcome to walk around
wherever you like. Restrooms are this way—Iet me show you. How is the
filing going?”

“It’s going well,” I said, walking beside him. “I should be finished in a
few hours. I can’t wait to see what you have in store for me next.”

We reached this floor’s restrooms. “You’ll have to wait until tomorrow
to find out. You’re welcome to clock out whenever you finish the filing I’ve
given you. The electricians are working in your office now, and I’ve been
called away to a meeting.”

He gave me a nod and bid me farewell.

I rushed inside the restroom and headed straight to the closest sink. The
taps used motion-sensor technology, and I had to wave my hand below one
of them to get it to work. With my heart still racing from my encounter with
Ace, I splashed cold water on my face and stared at my reflection in the
mirror.

I couldn’t let him affect me like this.

It was not professional. It was the opposite of professional.

A few minutes later, I sauntered back to the archive room, without
straying from the route or stopping to look around. I didn’t want to get
caught on an “unauthorized tour” of the premises again, even though my



boss had said I was allowed to take a look around. But somehow it didn’t
feel right to do so on my first day. I knew that “snoop” wasn’t an attractive
look, and I sure didn’t want to be labeled as one.

The archive room was still unreasonably cold when I returned, and I
made a mental note to bring a reserve sweater. [ finished the rest of my
filing as quickly as possible and prepared to leave. As I leaned over to grab
my handbag’s handle, three huge plastic bags resting against one of the
desk’s legs caught my eye. They were overflowing with ribbons of
shredded paper. Strange. Where had all of this come from? And why would
anyone at Windsor Architects need to shred a veritable mountain of papers
from the archive room?

Sure, there were confidential parts to the projects, but it wasn’t like the
archive contained any confidential details such as billing or other classified
monetary information or contracts. I decided not to give it too much
thought. After all, I didn’t have enough context to draw any conclusion.

I gathered up my things and headed back toward the elevator. Several
minutes passed before its shiny double doors finally slid open. Once inside,
I pressed the “Ground Floor” button. The doors closed again, and a speaker
mounted in one of the elevator’s mirrored corners started playing an
instrumental version of Sting’s “Fields of Gold.” Was that a good omen?
Yes, I decided. When the doors momentarily opened again, 1 was
confronted with a foyer that was still filled with life. I saw two men and a
woman waiting to get into the elevator, a handful of sales reps sitting in the
waiting area, and of course Glenda behind the lobby floor’s reception desk,
looking just as “cheery” as ever.

She looked up angrily as I stepped onto the foyer’s marble floors. My
stilettos clicked as I approached her. “Done working already?” she asked in
a snippy tone, that shouldn’t have surprised me but did anyway. “Most of us
work eight- or nine-hour days, but I suppose you can do anything you like
when you have connections to the boss.”

I wondered if she meant that I was Damon’s sister, or if she was
referring to my new position as Ace’s assistant. [ didn’t want to jump to any
conclusions as to what she might possibly be implying, but sure hoped she
didn’t suggest that my connection to my boss was unprofessional. Either
way, something inside me thought it would be wise to avoid any rumors
from spreading, so I replied, “Mr. Windsor said I could go home when I
finished my filing.” 1 forced myself to sound calm and unaffected. “I



finished early, so I'm going home early. It has nothing to do with him and
my brother being acquainted.” I wanted to be mindful and make things clear
right away.

“I don’t see the rest of us getting that offer,” Glenda said as she typed
away on her keyboard. “But if I were you, I wouldn’t get too comfortable.
It’s probably just some first-day clemency.”

I smiled. “Whatever it was, it was a kind gesture that made me feel
welcome.”

“Well, anything you need from me? I’m sure you haven’t just come over
to chat or to ask permission to leave.”

“That’s correct,” I said cheerfully, not letting her rudeness spoil my day.
“I didn’t come to ask permission, but to inform you of my leaving. I don’t
know if Mr. Windsor has returned from his meeting yet, and I don’t want to
disturb him in case he is busy with something important.”

“He 1s always busy with something important.” Glenda rolled her eyes
while typing and looking at her screen.

“I’'m sure he 1s,” I said. Glenda didn’t look up at me again, and I could
tell she wasn’t interested in continuing the conversation. Frankly, neither
was I. “See you tomorrow morning.” I tightened my grip on my handbag
and started making my way toward the building’s exit.

“Here’s an idea,” Glenda said loudly as I pushed open the double doors
that led outside, “perhaps you could wear quiet shoes tomorrow? News
flash: there are other people working here.”

Jesus. What a beast.
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he next morning was finally warm enough to wear one of my new

formal dresses. Carefully, I pried the elegant creamy-white one I
had set my heart on from a coat hanger in my wardrobe and stripped off my
pajamas, leaving them in a heap next to my feet. I wriggled into the lacy
white bra and panties I’d chosen as my first layer and pulled on a pair of
stockings that were labeled, “Grecian blonde.” I had no idea what “Grecian
blonde” meant or why it was different from “beige,” but it sounded
glamorous and enchanting—two qualities I could only dream of
embodying.

The creamy-white dress was formfitting, but modest. It had a knee-
length skirt, and its cute neckline was just low enough to show off my
décolletage without revealing too much. In the full-length mirror next to my
wardrobe, | stared at my reflection and admired the way the dress looked on
me. [ completed my “look” with a pair of cute high heels and flower
earrings with little faux diamonds. Satisfied that I looked like the esteemed
architect I hoped to become, I sashayed out of my bedroom and strode
down the hallway leading to the kitchen. There, I grabbed a granola bar out
of one of the cupboards and strolled out of my apartment’s front door.

Jay was already waiting for me.

Unlimited cab rides (preferably with Jay) had been Damon’s gift to me
after I’d got robbed on a train in New Jersey. At first, I’d said no, but
Damon had insisted. It wasn’t that I was afraid to take the subway or the
bus, it was just that Damon had argued that he only had one sister and he



wanted to keep her around. He had offered to buy me a car, but that was
where I had drawn the line. If I got a car, I wanted to pay for it myself.

“Day two,” I reported as I slid onto Jay’s back seat.

“How’s the new boss treating you, love?” Jay steered onto the main
road and merged with the early-morning traffic.

“He’s fine. But I’'m not sure where I stand with him. I can’t tell if he
likes my jokes.”

“Bit of a grumpy one, is he?”

“A hundred percent.”

“Well, he better be nice to you, or else good old Jay here will have to
have a little chat with him...mano a mano.”

The thought made me beam. I tried to picture Jay wrestling Ace to the
ground and winning. “I’ll be sure to let you know if I ever need you to
intervene. Somehow, I’m more nervous than 1 was yesterday.” I fiddled
with a loose piece of string protruding from one of my handbag’s seams.

“Nervous? Or...maybe a bit excited?” he asked. I could see him
grinning in the cab’s rearview mirror. “Bit hard to tell the difference
sometimes.”

“It’s definitely both, and I like neither of them. I prefer books and to-do
lists. In fact, I’ve been known to actively avoid ‘exciting’ situations,
especially the ones that make me nervous. When do you think I’'ll stop
feeling like a fish out of water?”

“Heh, good question. Good-looking bloke is he...your boss?”

“Ehhh...well...”

Jay’s eyes grew huge in the rearview mirror. “Oooooh, she’s blushing.
I’1l take that as a yes then?”

I shrugged and sighed. “He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever met.”

“Seriously? Bastard,” Jay said, his inner Brit leaping out, slightly
competitive on the looks front, and I chuckled. “Well, in that case...maybe
tomorrow. Maybe never. Kind of depends how things evolve. But what I do
know is that you’ll be perfectly fine, and you’ll do a brilliant job. That’s all
that matters, innit? New jobs are always a bit uncomfortable. All new things
pushing us out of our comfort zone are, aren’t they, ’til we get used to them.
That’s just normal.”

The cab pulled up in front of the Windsor Architects building, and my
breath caught in my throat. “See you again late this afternoon?” I asked as I
tried to hand Jay a tip, which he refused.



“A pack of wild donkeys couldn’t stop me. Just drop me a line when
you need me.”

“Do you mean ‘a herd of wild horses’?” I asked as I shoved my purse
back into my overly full handbag and got to my feet.

“Eh?” Jay lifted one of his eyebrows and watched me through the cab’s
open window.

“People usually say ‘a herd of wild horses couldn’t stop me,” but you
said ‘donkeys.””

“Donkeys are stronger than horses...and much more ferocious when
they’re traveling in packs,” Jay said with a straight face, although I finally
realized that he was joking.

I couldn’t contain my grin. “Bye, Jay. I’ll see you later.”

A s 1 approached the building’s double doors, I took a deep breath,
counted to five, and exhaled. The doors were heavy as usual when 1|
pushed them open, ready to greet Glenda at the reception desk.

“Good morning, Gle—wait, you’re not Glenda.” I blinked. “Whoops!
Now I feel silly.”

A cheery-looking redhead with cute freckles mapping out her face like
constellations, stood where the former receptionist usually sat. She smiled
at me as I walked toward her. “Hey there! No need to feel silly. Glenda fell
off her chair when she was trying to escape a bee and had to go for an
emergency medical procedure. It’s nothing serious, but she won’t be in
today. Anyway, I'm Terry. I'm an intern in our customer support
department. You must be Ms. Copeland, the CEO’s new assistant.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Terry,” I replied. “Please, call me Stella. Will you
be standing in for Glenda today?”

“Normally, T would. We called a staff replacement agency early this
morning, but they said they’d only be able to send someone at about noon.”

“Oh, I see. Well, better late than never.”

Her Cheshire cat grin took on a more urgent appearance. “Yeah, it really
is. I was supposed to man the reception desk until then, but I just got a call
from my kid’s daycare. My daughter’s got a fever, so I need to go.”

“Oh, no! I hope she’s okay.”

“Anyway, I asked my manager if I could leave, and he informed Mr.
Windsor...” Terry paused, bobbing her head up and down. “To make a long



story short, Mr. Windsor should be in any second now, and—"

“Good morning, ladies.” Ace came strolling into the empty foyer. In his
dark suit and well-polished dress shoes, he radiated an almost golden aura
of confidence and power. His silver-gray coat hung across his arm.

“Oh! Hi there, Mr. Windsor,” Terry quickly greeted. She got up from
her seat behind the reception desk and stepped out from behind it. She
seemed relieved to see him. “I was just about to ask Stella if she’d mind
managing the reception desk while we wait for Glenda’s replacement to
arrive.”

“Ah, I see.” He shifted to face me. “Yes, unfortunately the agency’s
replacement won’t be in until noon. Mrs. Mills is out too. It seems that
receptionists are in short supply around here.” At six-foot-four, he towered
over us, casting a long shadow that encapsulated me. “I hope you won’t
mind helping out, Stella? If I remember correctly, you mentioned having
some experience at the front desk.”

“I’d be happy to help. Working reception will help me to familiarize
myself with Windsor Architects’ clients. I’'m sure I’ll learn a lot.” I was
kinda excited by the challenge, and frankly, the thought of spending the
morning in the bright foyer instead of the lonely archive room energized
me. Plus, I didn’t want to make anybody feel bad about assigning the role to
me.

“Really?” Terry asked, utter disbelief in her voice. Her eyes lit up like
the sky on the Fourth of July. “Gosh. I’ve heard people saying you’re nice,
but that’s an understatement.”

Who said 1 was nice? I highly doubted that Glenda would ever say
something like that about me. Other than that, I"d only had short
interactions.

Terry must have noticed the surprise on my face because she clarified,
“Glenda mentioned how friendly you are.”

My face fell. Glenda did? Was her inside softer than her outside
suggested?

“We’re very thankful,” Ace agreed and ended our small talk. “T don’t
think there’s a single Princeton graduate in the country that has ever been
asked to work reception, but it is an emergency.”

“Except during my internship, and I love being the exception. It’s
nothing, really,” I said with a dismissive wave. I supposed he hadn’t
expected my response because his reaction almost felt like Terry’s, only on



a much, much smaller scale. Even if I didn’t have the experience—did he
really think I would say no? “I’d never say no to doing something that
could potentially benefit the company. You need me to run reception until a
replacement gets here, and I’ll be happy to. Besides, I love working with
people, and this gives me the opportunity to do just that.”

“I’1l leave you two to it then,” he said, and it was the first time he’d
given me an appreciative nod. With that, he turned to the elevator and left
Terry and me standing alone in the foyer once more.

“He never forgets a favor. He’s a strict but fair boss.” Terry and I
simultaneously tore our eyes away from the closed elevator doors. “Now,
let me show you how the telephone system works before I go.” She waved
her arm, gesturing for me to join her.

“That’s a good 1dea.” I wedged myself between a filing cabinet and her
office chair. “I’m a fast learner.”

After a few minutes of explaining the phone system, she concluded,
“Once customers start bursting in, get their details and direct them to the
foyer’s waiting area. Oh, and usually, all calls for Mr. Windsor go through
Mrs. Mills, as well as direct calls, but since she isn’t here, try to filter them
as best you can. I just know you’ll rock this telephone system and
everything else the day throws at you.”

“Thank you. I’ll do my best.”

Terry’s nose wrinkled up until it almost resembled a snout. “You’re
really like a little ray of sunshine, you know that?”

Before I could answer, Terry got up from the office chair, grabbed her
purse, and practically bowed in front of me. “The kingdom is all yours.”
She gestured to the scarlet chair. “Good luck! You’re going to do great.”

“Good luck to you too.” T pushed wayward strands of hair out of my
face and smiled at her. “Tell your daughter I say hi.”

“Thanks. Byeee!”

As soon as she was out of earshot and I’d made myself comfortable in
the red office chair behind the reception desk, I sighed.

Something clattered to the floor. Leaning forward, I thought I saw one
of my earrings between my shoes. Darn, I thought, reaching up to my ears
to find the left one missing.

I knelt to retrieve my piece of fake jewelry. Just as [ wrapped my fingers
around the earring’s shiny circumference, a loud snap made me gasp. My
breasts bounced (and not in a good way), and I instantly knew what had



gone wrong: my bra’s clasp had broken. I could feel its well-padded cups
brushing against my tender skin as I stood up. Shitshitshit. What was |
going to do? I hooked my earring back into my earlobe, all fidgety. Were all
of my work outfits going to be this disastrous?

Still kinda slouched down and hiding behind the desk, I committed to
taking my bra off through one of my dress sleeves. In the middle of just
that, the elevator pinged. Are you kidding me? Now? I wish I could hide
under this desk... 1 had to hurry. In my mind, not wearing a bra was better
than wearing a bra that was tunneling around in my dress like a lost mole.
At the speed of light, I wriggled both arms out of the bra’s straps and stuck
one of my hands down my dress’s neckline in order to remove the
malfunctioning undergarment. Whipping it out, I momentarily brandished it
in front of me like a victorious gladiator holding his opponent’s severed
head aloft.

“Stella?” A stern male voice sounded from above me.

All the blood in my veins went ice cold, but I quickly got up (being the
professional that I was), the lacy bra clasped in my fist. /'d like to die now,
but I don t have time.

“Hello again,” Ace said, his baritone like warm honey, deep and thick.

Omg, had he seen me doing what I did?

“Oh! Hello! I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon,” I joked.
Immediately, I stashed my bra behind my back and tucked a stray curl
behind my ear. His gaze hovered over what I held in my hand, but he didn’t
acknowledge or mention the strange stance he found me in. I could hear my
pulse. I gulped. “Uhm... Fortunate, isn’t it? This time, no collision. Ha-ha.
What are the odds?” I laughed awkwardly and tried to avoid making eye
contact with him, my sweaty hand holding my bra. I wanted to sit down
instead of just standing there, but then he would notice that I was hiding
something in my hand, so I remained standing.

For a few seconds he stood tall and handsome, staring at me, assessing
me. I could feel heat radiating off of him. “I had to grab something from my
car.” He tilted his chin toward a large folder under his arm. “Have you made
plans for lunch yet? I had a meeting at 12:30, but it got postponed.” His
voice boomed, drawing me back to reality. “If you have no other plans, you
can join me in my office, and we can have lunch together.”

I gulped. He was asking me to a private meeting, just like he’d done in
my fantasy—in the masturbating fantasy.



No. Sorry. Can t.

“I’d like that,” I said, still trying not to make eye contact to minimize
my embarrassment over the “bra incident” and the sudden memory of
climaxing to him earlier. “How do you take your coffee? I’ll bring you a
cup,” I offered, completely out of context.

“Black. No sugar. But I’'m good. I’'ll let you know when I want coffee.”

My knees wobbled under my weight as I lost myself in his Arctic-blue
gaze. “Oh, okay.”

“I'm on my way to the 7th floor to meet with our executive team. |
would like all of my calls sent to voicemail.”

“Got it,” I said, wringing my hands together. “Easy.”

Before the doors closed again, I looked back at Ace, who had stepped
inside the elevator. He nodded at me just before they did, but there wasn’t
enough time to return the gesture. Shuffling my bra from one hand to the
other, I stared at the thing and shook my head. There were no words to
describe how relieved I was that he hadn’t insisted on showing him what I
was holding.

Sitting back down, I took the opportunity to compose myself. My first
mission was to discard my broken bra in my handbag. I had a moment of
silence for my fallen comrade before grabbing my small round folding
vintage mirror from one of the side pockets. After opening it, I examined
myself, readjusted the bobby pins in my hair, and used my thumb to wipe
away a line of smudged mascara under my eye.

Satisfied that my makeup looked almost as good as it had when I’d left
the house, I looked down at my outfit.

My dress was immaculate, but I worried a sharp-eyed onlooker might
be able to see my nipples through its satin-like material. Making sure that
nobody was in the foyer (especially Aim), I hopped up and down on my
chair for good measure to gauge how much “chest movement”™—to put it
euphemistically—my dress would facilitate. I realized that the answer was
“more than I’d like” and frowned. Did I have my scarf with me? No. Damn
it. But it wasn’t like I would be hopping around on my chair. “You’re going
to forget all about Ace Windsor. You’ll let him know you won’t be able to
meet him for lunch, and you’ll avoid him entirely until you’ve grabbed a
bra from the boutique one block down and this silly feeling subsides,” I
sternly whispered, wagging my index finger at myself in the mirror. “He’s
your boss, and you’re not going to allow yourself to fantasize about him.”



Having given myself the antithesis of a pep talk, I breathed out. It
wasn’t long before clients started calling and coming through the door.

Ring-ring.

“Hello, good morning, thank you for calling Windsor Architects. This is
Stella speaking. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking to and what can |
do for you today?”

“Ecclestone Construction for Mr. Windsor,” a deep male voice stated.

“Mr. Windsor is unavailable. May I put you through to his voicemail?”

“Thank you.”

The name “Ecclestone Construction” sounded vaguely familiar, and not
necessarily in a good way, but in my bustle, I couldn’t place it. The hours
passed in a blur of strange faces and voices. When I wasn’t drowning in a
perpetual ocean of walk-in customers waiting to meet one of our reps, I was
busy tending to the barrage of phone calls that were streaming in through
Windsor Architects’ telephone system.

I connected calls, sent them to voicemail when required, and even
answered a number of questions without any help. I was feeling confident
that I was, indeed, doing a great job. Actually, I was having fun!

I

B y the time that I wiggled the computer mouse on the reception desk

again, its screen read 12:35 p.m.

Oh, no.

I was late meeting Ace for lunch. Yes, the same lunch I had decided not
to go to earlier. Also, Glenda’s replacement wasn’t here yet! I didn’t have a
bra. Did the boutique have a delivery service? Unlikely. Don t panic. 1 just
needed to call Ace and inform him I’d be late.

In the middle of my panic, my cell chimed with a message from
Damon.

Damon: How about lunch today?

Me: Sorry, can’t. Already have plans.

Damon: Okay. Call you later this week. Let’s meet up soon.
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J was still busy catastrophizing when the front desk’s phone rang.
Quickly, I scooped it up from its switch hook and pressed it against
my ear. “Windsor Architects, this is Stella speaking. How can I help you?”
As I said it, I realized the number flashing across the telephone’s small gray
LED screen was Ace’s extension. [ broke out in a cold sweat and my knees
grew weak. What a noob!

“It’s Ace.” His voice rumbled through the speaker like an avalanche
down a mountain pass. “How are you doing down there? Are you still
joining me for lunch?” His tone made it clear he didn’t like to be kept
waiting.

“I’m so, so sorry.” I sat bolt upright, and with my free hand tried to
tame an unruly curl that was swooping into my view. “I didn’t realize it was
so late already. I’ve been so busy that I lost track of time. I promise, I’'m
normally very punctual. My mom always used to say, ‘Fifteen minutes early
is on time, on time is late,” and I’ve always kind of agreed with her that—"

“Stella. You can apologize to me in person,” he rumbled, an almost
growl-like quality to his voice. It was an animalistic sound that queued the
return of the strange tingling sensations I was starting to become all too
familiar with.

“All right,” I said breathily.

“You’ve got five minutes to get here.”

Oh, no.

He didn’t say what would happen if I didn’t arrive on time, but I was
sure | didn’t want to find out. Despite my affinity for Ace, as a boss I found



him rather intimidating—and perhaps even a little scary.

“I’1ll be there as soon as I can. I’'m just waiting for the replacement to
get here.” It was right then that a gray-haired woman in an elegant blue
dress suit came rushing through the door. She gave me an apologetic smile
that made me realize she was the woman sent by the agency. “Oh, here she
is. As soon as she is settled, I’1l be right up,” I assured him.

“Good.” With that, he ended the call.

The elderly staffing agency’s replacement receptionist made her way
over to me. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic. ’'m Willette Washington. Systematic
Staff Solutions Inc. sent me.”

“Hey, I’'m Stella Copeland.” I leaped out of the red office chair. “Thanks
so much for coming. Let me show you how the telephone system works and
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“Honey, I’ve been working reception since you were in diapers. Trust
me, you don’t need to show me anything.”

“Excellent.”

“Honey, 1 was just kidding. I’'m not that old. Although my grandkids
would differ.” Willette smiled mischievously, slipped past me (with an
awkward but hilarious hip and belly touch), and sat down in the red office
chair. “I was sent to man the reception desk over here last week, so I know
how everything works.”

“Oh, you’re funny,” I said, smiling. “Well, I’'m Mr. Windsor’s new
assistant.” Before I excused myself, I informed her that Mr. Windsor’s
receptionist was out, and his calls were to be sent to his voicemail. “Let me
know if you need help with anything else. I’ve gotta run to meet him.”

She nodded. “We’ll work it out somehow. Don’t let him wait. He hates
to wait, so I’ve heard.”

I grabbed hold of my handbag and dashed across the foyer toward the
elevator. My breasts seemed to bounce with every step I took. Damn bra!

Five minutes, he’d said. Well, he can wait, 1 thought in a moment of
silent rebellion, praying that the elevator wouldn’t take an age and a half to
arrive.

The elevator doors opened as soon as I pressed the button. Yes! I hit the
button for the 8th floor. An instrumental version of Guns and Roses’
“November Rain” was playing. Examining my reflection in my little hand
mirror, [ reapplied my lip gloss and wiped at a clump of mascara on one of
my lower lashes. The doors slid open again just as the part played where



AxIl Rose would normally sing about how love was always coming—and
always going.

I slipped through the doors and turned left, and this time, I didn’t pause
to read the silver name plaques on the doors that lined the hallway, nor did I
stop to admire the artwork on display. All I did was fly down the hallway, at
what could only be described as “warp speed.”

If anything, at least I would be in great shape after all this.

One of the office doors that lined the hallway swung open, and an
elderly man with a fun mustache stuck his head through it. “No running in
the hallways,” he shouted at me, triggering an array of middle and high
school flashbacks.

“Sorry,” I squeaked as I passed him. I heard him chuckle softly—oh, he
had been joking—but I didn’t let his humor slow me down. Ah, wait. “A
good run is like a cup of coffee.” I tried a late comeback. “I’m much nicer
after I’ve had one.”

The man with the mustache laughed aloud. “Well, in that case I better
have one too. Coffee, that 1s.”

“Yeah, you better,” I said, smiling (it was almost impossible to laugh
when out of breath) and run-walking.

I reached Ace’s office in a new record time. Tiny beads of sweat were
forming along my brow and threatened to run down my temples. Jesus, why
was | so tense and on edge? This was Ace, not the devil himself. I dabbed
my temples with a handkerchief from my handbag and loudly exhaled.

He wouldn’t eat me. I hoped.

“You better get in.” I heard the warning voice of the man with the funny
mustache again and turned my head in his direction. “He hates when people
hover around doorways. So they say.” He disappeared into his office, only
to peek out a second later, saying, “What’s with ya? Go on, go in. He
doesn’t bite.” He paused. “On good days.” His loud chuckle filled the
hallway before he closed his door for good.

I put my handkerchief back into my handbag. Confident that I looked as
good as I possibly could under the circumstances, 1 raised my hand to
knock. Wait. My breathing was getting back to normal (kinda), as I stared at
the door’s glistening ornate doorknob with my hand still up to knock, and
tried to calm my nerves.

“Stella? Is that you panting out there?” Ace’s voice thundered from
inside his office. “Come in.”



Sweet Lord. Nothing goes unnoticed by him. 1 gulped, took a deep
(silent) breath, and carefully opened his office door.

Ace was standing behind his desk, his lips curved at the edges in an
almost-smile.

Wait.

Was this a fun game for him?

His gorgeous eyes sparkled.

My heart fluttered, and I could almost swear I felt it tugging itself
toward my new boss. Its erratic beating filled my ears with the sound of my
own blood rushing. My blood itself felt like it had been set alight. It was
blazing through my veins like a wildfire.

“There you are,” he said in a deep undertone. “I was starting to think
you were going to disobey my instructions to meet here.”

I pushed my shoulders back and straightened, although I hadn’t the
faintest idea how to interpret his words. “I’m so sorry I kept you waiting,” I
said professionally.

“Don’t mention it. Thank you for helping at reception. Let’s go.” Before
he stepped out from behind his desk, he made a point to lock its drawers
and then grabbed his suit jacket. His muscles strained and bulged under his
formal white button-up shirt as he slid it on. “This way please,” he said,
motioning toward a door on the left. He opened it, gesturing for me to step
through and follow him upstairs.

The stairs led to his helicopter pad, where the pilot was already waiting.

Wait, what?

Heart pounding like mad—and utterly speechless—I sat beside Ace in
the back. He handed me headphones and adjusted the settings, so he and |
would be able to talk in private. I watched him signal the pilot to take off.

Oh, my poor heart. It began to race again when things got wobbly, and
the ground moved farther away. “Whoa,” I blurted, trying to take in the
scenery that unfolded below me.

“You all right?” he asked, leaning in. His hand brushed my cheek and
hair. “Stella? You all right?”

Because I was so ticklish, I giggled a bit. I didn’t want to because his
tender touch had been completely unexpected and caused a million
butterflies to take off in my belly. He likely thought I was losing my mind
—which I kinda was.

“Do you want me to distract you?” he asked.



“No. Yeah. I'll be fine.”

“It’s a short flight. We’ll be there in a minute. Try to enjoy it.”

He took a curly strand of my hair in his hand, tugging it down and
stroking it. For a second, I gasped, thinking his fingers would brush my
breasts, but they didn’t.

I

A fter only a few minutes, we found ourselves sitting outside in a huge
round balcony area, overlooking the astonishing New York skyline.

The air outside was pleasantly mild. It was a warm day, as we’d long
passed the cooler months. But I could see a few rain clouds forming in the
distance.

A white tablecloth had been set up with a single white rose serving as
its centerpiece. There were two place settings, each with its own wine glass
and cutlery. I tried to count the number of knives and forks beside each
plate, but soon gave up. All of it was outlandishly lavish.

“Monsieur Windsor! We were delighted when your visit was
announced,” a man in a chef’s hat said in a heavy French accent. “We’re
always excited when we get to welcome such influential clientele.”

Two waiters pulled out the ornate wooden chairs positioned at either
side of the table.

“Thank you for being willing to accommodate my request,” Ace
replied. He turned his head to face me and continued, “Stella, this is Mr.
Perrault—"

My first thought was, Ace knows my passion for Agatha Christies
mysteries, that was why he brought me here. In the two seconds it took to
understand that I had misheard, and that the chef’s name was Perrault and
not Poirot (as in Hercule Poirot, one of her most famous characters), 1 felt
naked—and it wasn’t a bad feeling at all. How wonderful it would be if a
man like Ace—gorgeous, influential, and charismatic to the max—knew
my little nerd secret and still took me out to dinner. Sigh. 1 was only
disappointed until I remembered that this was a working lunch and not a
dinner date. At the same time, | wondered what my mishearing—I/et’s call it
misunderstanding—said about myself and my fascination with my grumpy
boss.



As I carefully sat down and tucked my dress skirt beneath me, I pushed
all thoughts of “Ace, the Stunning Man” aside and focused on Ace Windsor,
THE BOSS (clearly in all caps).

“...he owns Le Legendary Coq, one of New York’s finest restaurants.”

“Le Legendary Coq? I’ve heard of it.” I tried to keep a straight face. Me
and Bonnie had laughed our asses off when we’d learned a place like that
existed in the city. What kind of man would call his restaurant the
“Legendary Rooster”? Only one who was one himself! At first, we’d
thought the name was a joke, but no, it was legit. Maybe it had been part of
the branding strategy since it was rather...memorable. Who knew? It had
all likely started out as a joke, but then it had taken off. Mr. Perrault seemed
just the type for it. I imagined him lying in bed late at night, thinking, “Only
in America.” Bonnie would die if I told her I had been to the Legendary
Coq.

I glanced up at Mr. Perrault, who now stood at the edge of the table, and
before I could stop myself, I asked, “So, what is so legendary about it?”

Ace gave a chuckle at my question.

“I sure hope everything, Mademoiselle.” Mr. Perrault smiled smugly.
“We have three Michelin stars.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful. Three stars? Congratulations, well done!”

Mr. Perrault gave a proud nod and served the wine—a favorite of Ace, a
French Cheval Blanc from the Bordeaux wine region of France—then
waved his arms, and servers swarmed our table, placing a plate in front of
each of us. “Today’s menu consists of the following: venison tartare with
wild berries, Umber escabeche with earth fruits for the main course, and
chocolate tartlets with vanilla ice cream for dessert.”

“Oh, how...” I trailed off, searching for appropriate words. Tartare with
wild berries? How did that fit together? And what were Umber escabeche
and earth fruits? “...promising,” I concluded.

They lifted the silver cloches on our plates and revealed an array of
delicacies. The scent that filled my nostrils made my mouth water.

“Thank you, Perrault,” Ace said. “You’ve outdone yourself. I promise
the next time you see me, I’ll have made a proper reservation.”

“Monsieur Windsor, we’re always happy to make an exception for you.”
Mr. Perrault bowed. “Enjoy your meals. I hope they’ll be satisfactory.” He
stepped through the sliding-glass door and motioned for his assistants to
follow him.



Ace waited until the trio were entirely out of earshot before saying,
“You can tell me if you don’t like it. I can get you something else.”

“No, it looks lovely,” I assured him.

“In that case, cheers.” He lifted his wineglass and beckoned me to do
the same. We clinked our glasses together. “To your first day.”

“To my first day,” I echoed nervously, raising the glass to my glossy
lips. Technically it was my second day, but my first had been chaotic for
Ace. It was nice of him to treat me to lunch. The wine was intense and
complex, and completely unlike the boxed wine I was used to drinking. It
tasted of red fruits, dark chocolate, and cassis. “Do you have lunch like this
every day?”

“No. This is a special occasion.”

“If I were the boss, I’d have lunch like this every day,” I joked (but not),
picking up one of the numerous forks to my left to sample the dish. I
stabbed a bit of the fish, along with the ground fruit a.k.a. potatoes and
popped it into my mouth. It was like landing in culinary heaven with just
one bite. The taste exploded on my tongue, a mixture of sweet, earthy, and
sour-salty, while the tender fish and crispy potatoes melted together. “It’s
more than lovely—it’s delicious, legendary delicious,” I confirmed.
“Monsieur Perrault is an artist.”

“Im glad you like it,” he said, allowing his eyes to scan my face. It
wouldn’t be the last time I’d feel the intense touch of his gaze. Chewing
away at the world-class meal in front of me, I tried not to react to his
piercing stare. I wondered if my dress’s material was a tiny bit more see-
through 1in direct sunlight than anticipated, but instead of being
embarrassed, I felt glamorous. In fact, I couldn’t help but feel a little
goddess-like while caught in his sights. It was like being adored by Apollo
himself. I knew that his glances were likely just a typical male reaction, but
a large part of me hoped they were more than that.

We spent the rest of our shared meal making small talk about the
economy (a subject I found boring, but one that he clearly found
fascinating) as well as my tasks for the upcoming merger, which basically
consisted of me assisting him and Mrs. Mills with, in his words, “the initial
attestation and documentation of company history and financials, in order to
allow both entities better assessment of the deal’s benefit.” Or specifically,
compile a presentation with the most profitable clients’ projects from all the
years in order, with samples, numbers, plans, and charts. Even though the



important boxes were still lost, my task this week was to continue
organizing the archive room, help with the material that the company had
available, and assist with the daily tasks until the boxes arrived.

Over dessert we discussed current and upcoming architectural projects
we would be working on, and their timetable. Maybe it was the delicious
melt-in-the-mouth chocolate crust of the tart, or the best vanilla ice cream
that had ever touched my tongue, but the time just flew by. Ace told me
about one of his new projects, a children’s hospital, and we quickly came up
with some ideas that would round out the project.

No work lunch had ever felt as good as this one. Or so luxurious.

The sky was growing darker, and small droplets of rain were beginning
to fall.

When it started raining even more, it was time to go. “I’m going to drop
you off at the office,” Ace said, “before I head to another meeting.”

M idway from the rooftop door to the helicopter, it started pouring so

heavily, I feared I’d get wet on the way to my seat, even with my trusty
big handbag covering my head. It was worse. The gusty wind picked up. To
my shock, within only five seconds I was drenched to the bone.

By the time I sat in my helicopter seat, my creamy-white dress had
turned almost see-through. And I wasn’t wearing a bra. My nipples were
poking right through the material. This see-through business is becoming an
unwanted theme. Can I have one day? Just one day...

I couldn’t believe I was reliving my worst nightmare. Quickly, I tried to
cover myself with my hand, fully expecting to hear Ace laugh.

He didn’t.

He quickly reached for his silver-gray coat that he had left in the
helicopter earlier and placed it around my shoulders, making sure to fully
cover me.

“You all right?”” he rumbled.

“Uh-huh.” Sitting in the helicopter with his coat all around me and the
beautiful manly scent enveloping my mind and body, you’d think I was
going to do just fine and relax. You’d be wrong.

Even though the pilot waited for the rain to pass before initiating the
start, it still felt windier, and the start was way wobblier than the first time
around. By the time we took off, Ace had removed his wet suit jacket and



relaxed into his seat. I watched him run a hand through the wet hair that
hung into his face. His perfect hair that looked perfectly sexy, no matter
what. He put his headset back on and made sure that mine was sitting
properly. It was still set to private.

When he realized that I hadn’t loosened up even after we reached
altitude, he smiled and scooted closer. I thought it was sweet of him to try
and comfort me, but somehow, the sudden closeness made it worse.

“Hey, hey, relax.” He leaned in and pulled me closer.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“It’s just that my heart is pounding really fast,” I admitted.

“Yeah? You’ll be fine. I promise.” He leaned even closer. “I’m right
here.”

Thump-thump-thump.

My poor heart. At this point, I was unable to think, let alone calm down.
“It might be getting worse.”

He chuckled. Judging by his facial expression, he didn’t believe me.

In a moment of rebellion, I took his hand and placed it under the coat,
right on my breastbone so he could feel my heart. “See? Feel 1t?”

His eyes darted to my chest, pausing for several seconds, trying to feel
my heartbeat with his strong manly hand.

Those were the sexiest seconds of my life, and they made my pulse
speed up even more—so much so that I heard my heartbeat in my ears.

Thumpthumpthump!

He gazed up at me and nodded. “It really is beating fast.”

There was a cute smirk tipping the corner of his lips, and he didn’t
remove his hand. His smile stopped my breathing, it made me melt, it made
the world around us stop. He scanned me with his icy blue eyes, causing the
tingling feeling in my chest to migrate downward. Seconds seemed like
minutes. His manly scent of cider and sandalwood invaded my senses.
Suddenly, his hand moved. It slid tenderly across my breast, and my heart
nearly stopped. His hand remained on my breast while his thumb brushed
my nipple softly (that made it way too obvious that I wasn’t wearing a bra),
causing me to gasp. A million electric currents rushed through my body at
once. My nipples grew so hard that the one left untouched rubbed painfully
against the cloth of my dress, and the other against his thumb.

“You have gorgeous breasts. I’ve always thought that,” he murmured
softly.



Did he really say that? No. There was absolutely no way I would be
able to hear that through all the noise.

His hand slid back up my chest to my neck, and from beneath the coat,
then across my cheek. There, he softly caressed my jaw, looking at me like I
was the most precious thing in the world. He released my face and rumbled,
“We’re almost there.”

Ace made sure the coat was closed and then cast his eyes toward the
window, indicating that I watch the landing. Everything had happened so
quickly that I wasn’t even sure if it had really happened or if I had just
imagined it.

I hoped I hadn’t.

But I thought I probably had.

Shifting my gaze, I stared out the window and started breathing again.
The rain had completely stopped, and the sun was shining. Nothing made
sense. All I could concentrate on were the crazy butterflies in my belly that
were still flying around in circles unwilling to land, and the dampness
between my legs.
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STELLA

fter Ace dropped me off, I watched him fly away to his next

appointment. Back in the office, I took the elevator down, rushed past
Willette who was busy on the phone, and headed to the small boutique I’d
noticed from Jay’s cab only one block away. They still had the cute
sunflower dress. They also had cute bras. As soon as the friendly sales lady
handed me my size for each, I swiped my card. Less than fifteen minutes
later, I was back on the 8th floor, wearing dry clothes and feeling happy.

I returned Ace’s coat to his hanger and updated his schedule to what
we’d discussed sitting in Le Legendary Coq.

Seriously, I had never seen a schedule like his. Compared to his tight
timeline, the timeline of my former boss during my internship had been a
vacation on a tropical island where everyone was rottenly lazy, never
worried about a damn thing, chillaxing at the pool, guzzling caipirinha all
day like it was nobody’s business. Ace never did any of that. He was the
type who got up at 4 a.m. and went home after midnight to an empty
apartment only to catch a few hours of sleep, just to get back up at 4 a.m.

Once I was finished, I took the elevator down to the reception desk
again, this time to ask Willette if she needed any help. I was still slightly
wobbly (not from the wine), but I tried to play it cool. As I helped Willette
open a new ream of printer paper, I realized that I liked working at Windsor
Architects more than I’d thought I would, but I couldn’t help but wonder
whether I liked it because it represented an incredible career opportunity, or
just because I found it madly exciting to be around my new boss. We could



never be together, I reminded myself, but that didn’t have to mean I wasn’t
allowed to enjoy being around him.

“Excuse me,” a raspy voice said from the other side of the reception
desk. Willette and I jumped—mneither of us had seen or heard them come in.
I spun around, the ream of paper still clasped in my hands.

“Apologies, we didn’t hear you—" I started.

The person on the other side of the desk was the delivery man who had
gotten me to my interview on his scooter on time.

My mouth hung open. “It’s you.”

“Hey! You got the job.”

“I got the job.”

“I knew you would,” the delivery guy said. One corner of his mouth
pulled up into an almost menacing smile. “A smart girl like you probably
gets everything she wants.”

“Well, not quite.” I tried a friendly laugh.

“Do you two know each other?” Willette interjected, arching one of her
grayish eyebrows at me.

“Yeah, we do,” the delivery man replied before I could.

“This man helped me out of a pickle once, and didn’t even ask for
payment,” I clarified.

The delivery man nodded proudly but didn’t say anything.

“So,” I said, trying to break the tense silence, “are you here to deliver
something?”

“Nope,” the delivery man answered.

“Then why are you here, sir?” Willette demanded. I loved her.

“To see my damsel in distress, of course.” He grinned. “I think she owes
me a date after all that effort I went through for her.”

“Oh.” I gulped. “No, I think you got the wrong impression.”

“Awww. Come on,” the delivery man insisted. He pushed away from
the reception desk and started walking toward me. “Don’t be such a tease! |
felt how you held onto me when you were on the back of my scooter.”

“What? No, really,” I replied, growing even more uncomfortable. “I’'m
so sorry if I gave you the wrong impression, I didn’t mean to. I must kindly
ask you to leave.”

“You heard the lady,” Willette said without hesitation. “Sir, please leave
the premises immediately,” she addressed him, pointing at the door. “Before
I call security.”



“Hmm,” the delivery man hummed, drawing ever nearer. “I don’t think
I will. Not before I get a little sugar.” He chuckled and moved closer, his
hand reaching out to me. Somehow, I was frozen, clutching the ream of
paper.

“Excuse me.” A voice boomed from behind him just before he touched
me. The voice didn’t sound apologetic in the slightest, and it was so deep
that it almost caused the pen holders on the reception desk to rattle. “You’ve
got one chance to tell me what’s going on.” Ace positioned himself between
me and the scooter man. His shoulders appeared broader than ever, and he
seemed to have grown since I last saw him—which of course was
impossible unless you were Bruce Banner a.k.a. the Hulk.

“And who the fuck are you? Some wannabe hot shot? Yeah, I don’t
think so.” He raised his fist and propelled it forward.

Ace evaded the punch, so instead, it hit me.

It wasn’t hard. It was more my own reflex that caused me to stumble
back, trip over a plant, let go of the paper, fall to the floor, and land directly
on my butt. “Ow!” I yelped. Loose papers were flying all around me.

“Willette, call security.” Ace spoke calmly as he bent down to me,
asking, “Are you okay?”

I said, “Yeah,” and at the same moment, the delivery guy made a move.

That was his mistake.

Ace was quick. He grabbed the guy and pressed him against the wall,
holding him there by his neck. “Touch her again, and you will die,” he
growled, baring his teeth.

“Yo, I wasn’t touching her, I swear, dude, and I didn’t mean to touch
her, it was an accident! I was just leaving,” the delivery man spluttered, but
Ace didn’t seem convinced, so he continued in a pleading voice. “Me and
the girl just had ourselves a little misunderstanding, but I’'m leaving now. I
swear!”

Ace looked at me, and I gave him a nod. He let go, and the guy
stumbled.

“I’'m sorry,” the delivery guy muttered again, before turning on his heel
and sprinting past me out of the door. He looked back as he stepped over
the threshold, likely checking to see whether Ace was following him, but he
wasn’t. Instead, two huge security guards blocked his way.

Ace directed his attention to me, his eyes still dark. He held his strong
hand out toward me and helped me to my feet. “Are you sure you’re



okay?”

“That man wanted to molest her,” Willette exclaimed as she picked up
the papers. Her hand was still clasped over her chest when she placed the
stack on her desk. “Excuse me, I will need to use the bathroom. Sensitive
bladder. Excitement like this always gets to me. I’ll be back in a minute.”
With that, she entered a few keys into the phone system (turning on the
voicemail, she explained), got up and left.

“Is that really what happened? Do you want me to call the cops?” Ace
asked, wrapping one of his arms around my shoulders to keep me steady.
My legs threatened to give out beneath me as a rush of adrenaline coursed
through my veins.

“No, no. I don’t know the guy. He helped me out of a traffic jam when |
needed a ride on his scooter.”

Ace leaned back and gave me a dark look. “A ride on his scooter?”

“Yeah, funny story, actually. I was in a cab on my way to my interview
here, and there was an accident...anyway, I guess he thought I owed him
something.” | shrugged.

“Why didn’t you use the train?”

“One time I got robbed on the train. I just froze when that happened too
—Ilike a deer caught in the headlights. Damon insists on me using the cab
company.”

“You don’t need to be scared of anything,” Ace said, pulling me against
him. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you,” he added, “and we’ll talk
about getting you a car allowance as part of your benefits soon, so you
don’t need to worry about transport either.”

“Damon is paying for the cab, and also Jay, my cab driver, is a sweet
friend. You don’t have to—" I started.

Ace held up his hand, cutting me off. “You don’t need to say anything. I
know I don’t have to. [ want to.”

I smiled, not just because he had been my savior, but
because...because...his concern for me sounded so surprisingly genuine.
“Thank you.” He’d do the same for any other employee in distress,
wouldn’t he?

Ace pulled away from me and took a step back as one of the security
guys approached him. They exchanged a few words.

“Stop this guy or anyone from the same delivery company from
entering the building without an escort,” he ordered. “Make sure no one



walks in here without you knowing about it.”

“Roger that,” the security guy said. “We monitor the camera above the
building’s entrance twenty-four-seven. Boss, we have it handled.”

With that, Ace straightened his tie and glanced at me one last time.
“Stella, when you’re done helping Willette, come up to my office and I’1l
give you the private cell number of the head of our security team. Just in
case you ever need it.”

“Oh. Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

Ace nodded once, and with Willette’s reappearance, he pivoted on his
heel and left.

“Wow. Mr. Windsor can be pretty intimidating,” Willette whispered to
me. “But I don’t blame him for getting touchy-feely with the guy. Rumor
has it that there was an incident with his former assistant and a delivery guy.
Apparently, Mr. Windsor caught them in the act in his office, if you know
what I mean. I doubt that it’s true though. Are you guys close? He seems
very protective of you.”

“He would have done that for anyone,” I said, not wanting to start any
rumors. “He’s just a good guy.”



19



ACE

ﬁ nger and blind rage were the only emotions thrumming through my

body—they’d seized my mind. I wanted to kill him. Just for a split
second, but nonetheless, it had taken all my self-control not to squeeze the
guy’s throat until he gasped for his last breath.

I’d never been so possessive in my life.

As I stomped into the elevator, the texture of his grubby, oily skin still
marred my hands. The elevator doors slid closed behind me. My reflection
in one of the mirrored walls stared back at me. My face appeared
deceptively normal.

Calm down, I told myself as I tried to exit beast mode. She was safe.

I pressed my forehead against the wall. It felt pleasingly cool to my
heated skin.

Ping.

The elevator doors slid open, revealing an empty foyer. Mrs. Mills had
taken the day off. She’d said something about her daughter having an out-
of-town wedding, or something like that. [ made a mental note to ask her
about it in the morning.

After a quick visit to the bathroom where I washed my hands, I headed
down the hallway to my left, and marched toward my office.

The inside of my office was bright, even though the blinds were drawn
and not a single sliver of sunlight wormed its way through. I took off my
suit jacket and hung it from a hanger on my office door next to my silver-
gray coat—that had looked perfect around her shoulders hours earlier—
before strolling over to my large leather office chair and sinking into it.



My head tilted backward and I closed my eyes, forcing calm back into
my body, and most importantly, into my mind. I shook my head. It wasn’t
working today. After a moment of quiet contemplation, I unlocked my desk
and took a small pack of bond paper from one of my drawers. I began to
sketch a house. A small, modest, beautiful house with a large garden in
Camana Bay. Nothing like I’d usually design. But I made a point to add a
pool.

S ometime later that day, Stella came up to my office, and I gave her our

security manager’s number, and then watched her working through her
office’s open door. She took all of her tasks very seriously. I watched as she
frowned at a pack of papers on her desk, thumbing through them like they
were eviction notices. There was something endearing about the way she
went about doing the most ordinary things while putting her whole heart
into it.

When 5 p.m. rolled around, I was in the middle of prepping for an
upcoming presentation. As the CEO, I was free to come and go as I pleased,
but my day was far from being over. As soon as I saw Stella close her
laptop, I packed up my briefcase and walked her to the cab that was waiting
outside for her. Next, I made my way to my Sian in the building’s
underground parking garage, switched on its ignition, and revved the
engine. It was loud, sure, but not what I wanted it to be. Probably time for a
new car. I'll call the dealership first thing in the morning, 1 decided as I
pulled out into the street, heading toward the Upper East Side—/'m going
to buy an Aventador.

Tilly and Teddy were in the kitchen, busy cooking up a storm by the
time | set foot in my apartment.

“That smells good,” I announced, hanging my suit jacket on the coat
rack next to me. I loosened my tie, rolled up my sleeves, and strolled over
to my sister. My nephew was cradled in one of her arms while she stirred a
large pot of boiling soup with her other.

“It’s nothing fancy,” she said, smiling at me over her shoulder. “Just
onion soup like Mom used to make.”

“Why don’t you go sit down with little Teddy, and I’ll finish this off?” I
reached for the wooden spoon in her hand.



“That’s sweet of you, but I think not.” She pulled the spoon away from
me and playfully scowled at when I didn’t let go at first. “I’m a new mom,
not a baby, Ace. I can still make soup. Also, you suck in the kitchen.”

“Have it your way.” I released the spoon and ignored the jab. Instead, I
dug through my fridge and withdrew a container full of strawberries. One
after the other, I popped them into my mouth. They were sweetly sour, or
sourly sweet, I couldn’t tell.

“How was your day? Did anything exciting happen?” She started
adding pinches of thyme, rosemary, and dried parsley to the steaming pot in
front of her. The entire apartment was filled with the smell of cooking
herbs.

“A little too exciting.”

“What do you mean?” she asked. “You didn’t get in trouble for
something, did you?”

“Why would I get in trouble?”

“Why wouldn’t you?”” She grinned.

“Hmph. Well, it wasn’t anything like that. It happened to Stella. My
new assistant. I just intervened. A delivery guy she met once showed up at
reception and basically tried to force himself on her.”

“What? Another delivery guy?” Her eyes widened until they were as big
as saucers, and her forechead wrinkled. “And Glenda didn’t beat him to
death?”

“She would have, if she had been there. She took the day off, so it was
just Stella and Willette, the staffing agency’s replacement. By the time I
walked in, the guy was almost all over her.”

“What did you do?”

“I wanted to break his neck.”

“Please tell me you didn’t.”

“I didn’t,” I said, leaning against the far wall of the kitchen. “Just scared
him off. That was probably a mistake. Security grabbed him.”

“You’d be spending the night in jail if you had done more, so, no, no
mistake.” She shook her head and continued stirring the soup. “Is your new
assistant okay?”

“She’s a little rattled, but she’s fine. When I saw that man reaching for
her—" I stopped myself, and the next moment, I wondered why. It wasn’t
like I had done anything wrong. Like telling my best friend’s little sister
that I’d always thought she had the most beautiful breasts.



“You’re not usually that concerned about your assistant’s feelings.”

“Are you calling me an asshat again?” | asked in a deliberately light
tone.

“No...I’'m just saying that sometimes, you don’t exactly show that
you’re the compassionate human being I know you are, now, do you?” She
smiled and shrugged, pulling her bony shoulders up to her ears. “Am I right
or am I right?”

“You’re wrong.”

“But you even remembered that replacement’s name, I’'m impressed!
You’ve been in a slightly better mood lately too. Perhaps that new assistant
of yours is changing you.”

“Don’t be silly,” I growled.

“Silly? Me? I’'m just saying that you’ve been working way too much
ever since your breakup—today not included—and have had your mind on
your projects instead of on your employees. When was the last time you
made small talk with one of your staff? There’s more to life than barking
out orders.”

“Hey, I make plenty of small talk.”

“Yeah, 1s that before or after you put someone’s nose out of joint?”

“I don’t like beating around the bush. I’'m an honest person, and I like
honesty in others.”

“I know, but that’s not how society works. People don’t have a clue that
you’re a fun-loving guy inside, and not the grouchy jerk you make everyone
believe you are. A smile goes a long way.”

Teddy woke up and started crying, ending the conversation.
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I sat in front of my laptop while an episode of MasterChef was playing in

the background. My third attempt at making éclairs was baking in the
oven. The key to success was fairly simple: Don’t give up. The sweet smell
of vanilla and sugar filled my apartment.

Still, I wished I was elsewhere.

Before I’d started working at Windsor Architects, Saturday was my
favorite day of the week. Monday was—surprise surprise—my least
favorite. Now, I found myself counting the hours ’til Monday morning. My
boss was the “forbidden fruit,” but I found myself longing for his company
regardless. It wasn’t just that he turned my body into a living flame, I truly
enjoyed conversing with him too. He was inarguably the most intelligent
man I’d ever met, and I could listen to him discussing just about anything
for hours on end. It wasn’t just a slight infatuation, no, I was in awe of him.
His recent “rescue” of me at the reception desk hadn’t helped put a damper
on my feelings for him either.

“Ooh. That looks a little burned,” one of the MasterChef presenters
said. I looked up just in time to see the camera pan across a blackened piece
of cookie. My stomach rumbled, prompting me to reach for a half-empty
packet of Oreo minis on the small coffee table in front of me. I scooped a
few of them into my mouth and chuckled.



My kitchen timer’s loud beeping filled the room just as I had settled on
watching another episode, and I jumped up off the couch and made my way
down the hallway. When I opened the door, I smelled smoke before I could
see it. Nonono. A thin cloud of it appeared just under the ceiling as I got
closer to the kitchen.

“What the heck!” I rushed toward the oven.

Grabbing my tattered pair of oven mitts from the kitchen counter, I
heroically went in after my éclairs. I whipped them out of the oven—but I
was too late. They were nothing but unshapely coaly versions of what I’d
hoped they’d be. “Oh, crap,” 1 exclaimed, slamming the tray onto the
stovetop.

At least the alarm didn’t go off, so there was progress.

Was the oven broken? It /ad to be.

I turned all the oven’s dials to zero and stomped toward the kitchen
window to open it. Smoke rolled out of it like water escaping through a
sluice. I guessed I would try again next weekend. My first batch of
unburned éclairs had better be absolutely heavenly to make up for all of this
trouble.

My Miss Marple ringtone interrupted my train of thought.

Ace!

It was him—I could feel it.

Quickly, I withdrew my cell from my jeans’ pocket and unlocked it. My
heart sped up. The word “Brother” flashed across my phone’s screen. Okay,
not him.

I swiped left and held it up to my ear. “Hey, big bro.”

“Hey, lil sis,” he answered. There was music playing in the background,
and I could hear people loudly conversing around him. I wondered where
he was.

“Where ya at?” | asked.

“What you up to?” he asked at the same time.

I looked at the black baked goods I’d left on the stovetop and said, “Not
much.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” he said, “because I’m calling to find out if you’d
like to join me for a drink at Swayze’s.”

“Is Ace there?”” A flutter of hope stirred in my stomach.

“No, he isn’t. He might show up later. But, I’d like to talk to you about
him.”



“Oh. Why? Is he in some kind of trouble?” I asked jokingly.

“No. Or at least, I hope he isn’t.”

“Wait, you’re serious? I was just kidding.”

“I’'m very serious.”

That was odd. “What could Ace possibly be up to that would get him in
trouble?” I asked. “He’s the poster boy for success.”

“I’d prefer to talk about it in person.”

“Fine, I’ll be right there.”

“See you,” Damon said, ending the call.

I’ll tidy this up later, 1 thought, standing in the center of my war-torn
kitchen. I was far too overcome with curiosity to delay the meeting even a
second.

After dialing the cab company’s number, I asked the woman on the
other end of the line to send a cab to my location. “If Jay is free, I’d
appreciate it if you could send him.”

“Jay the Brit, or Jay the Hunk?”

“Jay the Brit,” I said without thinking. Jay the Hunk? Who was Jay the
Hunk? 1 had to ask Jay about him.

“I’ll see what I can do,” the woman replied. “One of our drivers will be
at your location in the next fifteen minutes.”

“Perfect.” I stowed my cell phone back in my pocket.

Looking down at my red shirt and blue jeans, I realized they were
covered in flour and sugar. It was not exactly a flattering look, and I needed
to change. While standing in front of my antique wardrobe, I decided to don
a cute floral crimson summer dress I’d purchased two seasons ago. It wasn’t
quite “little summer dress” weather, but I wanted to look as pretty as
possible in case Ace showed up, and I was willing to bear the chilly spring
breeze to do so.

I wriggled out of my clothes and pulled the dress over my head. The
dress’s waist was tight around my middle, and its skirt stopped mid-knee. 1
twirled in front of my mirror, admiring the way it looked on me and
wondering where Ace’s gaze would pause if he saw me in it. The mere
memory of how he had stared at and touched my body in the helicopter (I
still wasn’t sure if it had actually happened) was enough to make my heart
pound harder against my ribcage. I wondered what his soft, warm hands
would feel like on other places.



“Ugh! Stop that,” T chastised myself. “He’s your boss, for heaven’s
sake.” I shook my head in an attempt to loosen the fiery thoughts of Ace
that were forming in my mind.

T he old wooden cat-shaped clock that hung above my front door read 1

p.m. by the time I was ready to leave. Once outside, I locked the door
behind me. The breeze playfully tugged at my dress, threatening to lift it. I
held it down with one hand and jogged on my beige heels toward the
yellow cab waiting for me.

“Hey there,” the cab driver exclaimed, waving at me through his open
window. He was a slight man with a shock of bright-white longish hair
trying to cover a bald head. Not Jay.

“Im Jay...the Hunk,” he added when he noticed my perplexed
expression. “Where are you headed today, ma’am?”

“Hello, i1t’s nice to meet another Jay,” I replied as I slid into the back
seat, wondering why they called him “the Hunk.” He wasn’t tall, strong, or
really that attractive—even though attractiveness was subjective, of course.
I contemplated asking why they called him ‘“the Hunk,” but I stopped
myself. It would be rude, and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I’d like to
go to Swayze’s, please.”

“Of course. I’ll have you there in a jiffy.” He turned the cab onto the
road and turned up his stereo system’s volume.

“Where’s Jay today? The Brit?” I asked as I made myself comfortable.
“He’s usually the one that’s on my route.”

“He’s writing an essay or something today. He took the day off. Are you
two close?”

“I know him from yoga class,” I replied, “and yes, we’re friends. What
kind of essay is he writing? And why is he doing it on a Saturday?”

“Full of questions, aren’t you, ma’am? He’s writing a fancy-shmancy
college essay, but I have no idea why he’s writing it on a Saturday. All I
know is that he said he’s trying to ‘better himself.””

“He didn’t tell me he’s taking college classes. What is he studying?” |
pried, suddenly realizing that I didn’t know nearly as much about my
friendly gym buddy and neighborhood cab driver as I thought I did.

“Psychology, if I remember correctly,” he said. “He wants to be a head
doctor.”



Oh! Nice. That was why his advice always seemed so meaningful. “I
think he’d be a great one.”

Jay the Hunk stopped the cab in front of Swayze’s and rotated in his
seat to look at me, telling me the price. He knew it was to be deducted from
my account.

“One moment, please.” I dug through my handbag and withdrew my
wallet. I leafed through it and handed Jay a sizable tip. Nothing made me
happier than being able to leave someone a tip that was big enough to make
them smile, although the Copeland financial planner called it an
“irresponsible expenditure.” It did make him smile, and I knew that no
financial planner’s approval would be a better feeling than that. “See you
around,” I said as I slid out of the cab’s back seat. “Say hi to the Brit.”

“Have a nice day, ma’am. I’ll tell Jay you send your regards when I see
him again.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate that.”

S wayze’s was buzzing with activity. Peeping through the thick glass door
that served as its entrance, I saw rows of glass tables with ornate metal
chairs around them. Most of them were filled with rambunctious occupants
drinking liquor and enjoying each other’s company. There was something
infectious about the atmosphere of a busy bar that even I couldn’t resist.

A youthful hostess with a face full of dark makeup and shoulder-length
black hair came jogging up to me as I entered the establishment. “Welcome,
welcome,” she greeted me in a Southern drawl, and led me to the table
where Damon was already seated, his favorite drink—a bourbon—in front
of him. Ace wasn’t there.

“Hi, Pancake.” He gave me a hug.

“Hey, Muffin.”

“Can I ask the waitress to bring you anything?” the hostess asked as |
sat down across from my brother.

“An extra-creamy strawberry milkshake would be nice, please,” I said,
smiling across the table at Damon.

He shook his head at me. “An extra-creamy strawberry milkshake?”

“Don’t judge.”

“An extra-creamy strawberry milkshake it is,” the hostess said in a
friendly tone and nodded. “Coming right up! Anything else for you,



handsome?”

“I’'m good, thanks.”

“An extra-creamy strawberry milkshake?” Damon asked again as she
left. “Weird.”

“Says the weirdest guy in the room.” I rolled my eyes and stuck my
tongue out at him.

“Don’t be silly. How am I weird?”

“You called me weird first, so you have to explain yourself first,” I
insisted. “How am 7 weird?”

“Hmm, let me think, I don’t know, Miss Extra-Creamy Strawberry
Milkshake.”

“You’ve got me there,” I said, giggling, “but you’re the worst kind of
weird: the kind that looks normal.”

He chuckled softly.

I put my elbows on the table and rested my chin on my hands. “So, what
do you want to talk about? How is Ace in trouble?”

“We’re diving right in, then? I thought we’d make small talk first.
Perhaps talk about your first week at your new job? Anything exciting
happening?”

“Nope, you first. I want to know why you asked me to come. I’'m dying
of curiosity. I won’t be able to talk about anything else until I know.” I
chose not to tell Damon what had happened with the creepy delivery guy
for fear it might cause him to worry about me, or worse, make him doubt
that [ was safe at work. I knew he’d worry, and I didn’t want that.

“Okay, fine.” Damon furrowed his brow and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “I invited you here because I’d like to ask you a favor.”

“Of course! Anything. You know I’d do anything for you. But I thought
you said it was about Ace?” I asked, biting my thumbnail.

“It 1s.” He nodded and took a sip of bourbon. “You know Humphries
Properties is in the process of merging with Windsor Architects.”

“Yes?”

Our waitress, Sadie, appeared with my milkshake in hand. It looked
deliciously thick and creamy. She put it down in front of me and stuck a
thick (environmentally friendly) metal straw in it. “Bon Appétit! Enjoy!”
she said in her Southern drawl.

“Thanks, Sadie,” I said. “Can you bring me some curly fries too,
please?”



Damon gave me the “weirdo” look.

“Of course, hon.” Sadie smiled. “I’ll get those for you right away.” She
flipped her black hair behind her ear and shifted her attention to my brother.
“Can I get you anything else, handsome?”

“No, I’'m fine. Thank you.” Damon only looked up briefly at her,
despite her obvious attempts to get his attention. “Actually, on second
thought, please bring me another bourbon.” He held up his almost-empty
glass. The remaining amber liquid in it swirled around like a stormy
whirlpool.

“Sure thing,” Sadie replied and smiled at him. “Let me know if you’d
like absolutely anything else.” She winked at Damon as she turned to leave.
He didn’t lift his head to watch her sashay across the room, although I
noticed most of the other men in the bar turning their heads to ogle her.

“What’s all of this about?” I asked, accidentally slurping loudly at my
beverage, trying to suck the thickness up the straw, earning an annoyed
glance from my brother. The shake was cold and decadent, and it reminded
me of the summers I’d spent at the rocky beaches in Maine as a kid with
him.

“I’ll get right to the point: The guys and I are worried that Windsor 1s
caught up with Ecclestone Construction, or worse yet, that Ace has buddied
up with Edmund Ecclestone himself. If that’s the case, we can’t let this
merger happen.”

“Did you say Ecclestone Construction?”

“Yes.”

“Yesterday, someone from Ecclestone Construction called, and 1
forwarded them to Ace’s voicemail.”

He lowered his glass. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I was helping out at the front desk when they called.”

“Fuck,” he grumbled.

“What?”

“Was it Ecclestone himself?”

“No idea. It was a man, but he didn’t give me his name.”

Damon looked upset.

“Why? What’s wrong?”’

“Edmund Ecclestone is one of our biggest competitors. They call him
the desperado—the miscreant, the cutthroat—of the building industry.”



That rang a bell. “Wait! Oh! I’ve read about him in the papers. Is he the
construction shark with the skeletons in his closet, yet he remains
untouchable? That the one?”

“Yeah.”

That was why the name sounded familiar. Yesterday, in the hustle and
bustle, I hadn’t given it any further thought. Looking into my brother’s
concerned eyes, I started to understand. Any association with Ecclestone
would be catastrophic for Humphries.

“But maybe it was just a cold call, you know?” I tried. “I’m pretty sure
that’s what it was. A sales rep. Trying to get a bite of the cake by getting in
business with the rival. There were tons of rep calls, it doesn’t mean
anything.”

Damon wasn’t happy. “I’m not liking this.”

“I'm sure Ace isn’t doing any of that shady stuff,” I said firmly. “He
wouldn’t team up with Ecclestone. He’s not like that.”

“The problem is that we can’t be sure of that. We know for a fact that he
was drawing up blueprints for properties in Short Hills, the exact same
location where Ecclestone is currently building a bunch of new
developments.”

“That’s probably just a coincidence though.” I tried to suck up more of
my strawberry goodness. “I mean, it doesn’t prove anything.”

“You’re right, it doesn’t. That’s where you come in.”

“How?”

“I need you to keep an eye on Ace for us. You have access to Windsor
Architects’ files and his meeting schedule. All you need to do is ascertain
whether he has met or is still meeting with Edmund Ecclestone or one of his
partners.”

I looked at him, shocked. “I can’t do that! No,” I blurted, nearly
knocking over my milkshake. “You’re asking me to snoop on Ace. Hello?
He’s my boss. Even worse, you're asking me to snoop on your friend.
That’s a terrible favor to ask. Wait, is that why you helped me get a job
there? That’s horrible! You re a horrible person.”

“I know. But it’s important.” Damon took off his glasses and placed
them on the table, pinching the bridge of his nose again.

“I thought you were helping me out of the goodness of your heart, not to
use me!”



“Calm down. Nobody’s using anybody. It might be an unpleasant task,
but it’s crucial to the well-being and future of Humphries Properties. To our
well-being.” He met my gaze. “Stella, there’s no other way. You Aave to do
it.”

“Are you threatening me, Damon?” I asked, arching a rather irritated
brow. “You know how much I appreciate that you’re helping me pay my
bills and offer certain luxuries while I get settled in. I’'m also well aware
that you’ve always been willing to help when I needed it, no matter the
cost, but that doesn’t mean I’m obligated to do your dirty work for you.”

“I’m not threatening you. I’'m asking you to do me a favor. Not because
you owe me, but because I’'m your brother, and I need your help. You know
I wouldn’t be asking you if I had any other choice. I know it’s fucked up,
and I tried to think of other ways, but there are none.”

“Why don’t you just ask him yourself?” I asked. “I’'m sure he’ll
understand why you’re wondering, and I’m even more sure he’ll be honest
with you.”

Damon rubbed at his temples, ruffling the edges of his dark hair. He
sighed and put his glasses back on. His almost-black eyes bore into me as
he kept me locked in his gaze. “I did ask him, but he weaseled his way out
of giving me a straight answer. He’s hiding something. That’s all I know.”

I didn’t like where this conversation was heading, not a single bit. My
brother was excellent at knowing people. He was smart. He was intuitive.
He was the best at what he did, and his sixth sense hardly ever let him
down. I couldn’t just dismiss his thoughts because they didn’t align with
what [ wanted to hear.

In a weak attempt, I said, “I’m sure you just misunderstood him.”

“I didn’t. My gut 1s telling me there’s something we don’t know. My
hypothesis is that Windsor Architects got into financial trouble somehow
because Ace teamed up with Ecclestone—Tlikely by getting involved on the
Short Hills Development with him or maybe even some earlier project—
and that’s why he’s looking to sell Windsor Architects.”

“Are you really sure, Damon?” I fiddled with a piece of paper I’d found
on the table and folded it into intricate shapes. “Ace is a good person. I
don’t believe that he’d be dishonest with you.”

“Ace might be a good person, but Ecclestone is an absolute fucking
bastard. You know that. Everybody knows that.”



“Yes.” I dropped the piece of paper I’d been playing with and stared at it
mournfully on the glass top of the table, remembering one article I’d read in
the comic section of a construction magazine. “If the two worst people had
a baby, and that baby was raised by the worst people, it would probably be
almost as evil and sadistic as Edmund is.” Nobody wanted to be tied to him,
unless you were either ruthless or uninterested in a successful Whitehat
career.

“So, you understand I don’t have a choice? I need to find out if Ace is
connected to him, no matter the cost.” Damon looked at me, his eyes
illuminated by the bar’s unnatural lighting.

“I understand. I don’t want to do it, but I understand. If I were in your
shoes, I’d want to know if Ace was working with Ecclestone too.” I sighed
and leaned back. “I trust you, Damon. Now I really want to know. Maybe
Ace stumbled into it by accident?”

“Maybe. But I doubt it. If all of it had been some kind of mishap, he
would have confided in us. He’s covering something up, and you need to
catch him.”

“I can’t see myself working for him if Ecclestone is part of the
package.” Solemnly, I did my best to suck more of my thick milkshake
through the straw, but nothing came out. I shook my head, unhappy. “So,
what exactly do you need me to do? Catch him how?”

“You need to find out if Windsor Architects is in any kind of financial
trouble, and more importantly, if they’re doing or have done business with
Ecclestone. All this could be the case, but it could also be neither. Either
way, [ need to know.”

“Okay, but I don’t like it one bit,” I finally said.

“Honestly, neither do [.” Damon lifted his bourbon glass to his lips and
emptied it. “He’s one of my best buddies.”

“And my boss,” I reminded him just as my curly fries arrived.

I looked at my watch. It was 2:05 p.m. Only forty-two hours until I got
to clock in on Monday morning.

I wasn’t looking forward to it.

Not one tiny bit.
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K nock. Knock. Knock-knock.

My fingers grazed shakily against Ace’s office door. It almost
seemed to shudder at my touch. After the meeting with Damon, I had hardly
closed an eye. Was Ace really a ruthless, dangerous businessman, an evil
monster who would stop at nothing to get his way?

“Come in.” His deep voice boomed darkly, menacingly from
somewhere behind it.

The door’s ornate handle felt like ice in my palm as I twisted it. Inching
open the door, I could hear Vivaldi’s Gloria in D Major playing softly in the
background. A waft of air hit me as I opened it further. It smelled of
whiskey, coffee, and Ace’s cologne: invigorating, fresh, and powerful.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” he rumbled sternly.

There was something merciless about the way he looked at me from
across the table. It reminded me of the way a raptor looked at their
desperately fleeing prey just before they pounced.

“Im sorry if I’'m late,” I squeaked as I stepped inside. His office was
dark. The only source of light was a handful of candles on his desk. And
white roses. That was so odd! I looked up and saw him lock his drawer, get
up from his office chair, and approach me rapidly.



“You know I hate being kept waiting,” he practically growled, getting
closer and closer to me. He paused when he was about a foot away from me
and reached out, bracketing his hands on either side of my head, pressing
me against the wall. “But you’re worth waiting for. Now—on your knees.”

“Wh-at?” I stuttered.

My nervous system called a “code red,” and my body started going
haywire. My knees trembled, my heart raced, and beads of sweat formed
along my brow and between my heated breasts. My tight nipples pressed
against the fabric of my new sunflower dress, rubbing against it teasingly.
To make matters worse, I suddenly realized I wasn’t wearing a bra or
panties. A chilly breeze waltzed in through Ace’s open balcony door. It
swirled up my dress and caressed the area where my underwear should have
been.

How could I possibly have forgotten to put on underwear? I mean,
wearing no bra during office hours, yep, been there done that, but no
panties? That was a whole new level of taboo. There was no excuse for
that.

I gulped and put my hand on my quivering chest, trying to calm my
frantic pulse. “I think there’s been a mistake of some kind—"

“Now, I’'m only going to say this one more time. On your knees.”

Holy shit. 1 dropped to my knees.

“Atta girl.” His upper body leaned down toward me and he cupped my
chin, his face moving closer and closer to mine as I prepared for our lips to
meet. His mouth almost grazed across mine, almost touched but did not,
and my heart almost stopped when his deep gaze penetrated mine.

“Such a good assistant,” Ace growled against my lips.

He leaned back up to a standing position without kissing me (you tease,
you...you...bossy grump!), and his free hand reached for his belt,
unbuckling it.

Oh, my goodness.

With a tug, he suddenly held my head and messy hair in his palm.
“Open wide.”

I began to wonder whether I would be needing a bra and panties after
all.

Beep! Beep! Beep!

Sitting bolt upright in bed, I slammed my fist down on the red
collector’s item alarm clock on my bedside table.



It had all just been a dream. Whaaat? How? Noooo. How anticlimactic.
Seriously? Now I was mad! I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. For
a moment, [ allowed myself to hope it might have been possible. I
considered lying down again and doing that, but glancing over at my pretty
alarm clock, I realized I didn’t have time to slip back into my saucy slumber
for even a minute or two unless I wanted to risk running late—which 1
didn’t. Begrudgingly, I kicked on my fluffy white slippers and stretched my
arms above my head.

Over the next several minutes, I tried to forget the specter of Ace that
had visited me in my sleep, and prepared for work. Definitely a bad hair
day, just like in my dream. My hair was all over the place, and I was barely
able to get the frizz under control.

Gulping down a bowl of fruit salad and yogurt for breakfast, I tried to
erase my highly inappropriate dream from my memory. “Hey, Bossy
Grump,” I muttered to myself, “stop living rent free in my mind. I am a
good assistant, but nowhere did I sign up for that. Not happening, nuh-uh.
I’m a professional, not a teenager with a crush.”

A fter making sure that I was, in fact, wearing a bra and panties, I skipped

through my front door. Northern Cardinals were singing their early-
morning songs in a loud string of clear down-slurred or two-parted whistles,
heralding in the blossoming spring, and the sun’s optimistic rays painted the
city a soft golden color. It was a beautiful morning by anyone’s definition. |
paused to breathe in the smell of jasmine that was wafting from my old
neighbor’s garden before crossing the lawn that lay between me and the
bright-yellow cab that awaited me.

“How’d your essay go?” I asked Jay as I slid onto the cab’s back seat.

“My essay? How’d you know about that?” he asked happily, tapping his
fingers against his fluffy steering wheel. He waited for a gap in the traffic
and merged onto the road.

“I got a cab on Saturday and Jay the Hunk told me you were writing a
psychology essay. Why didn’t you tell me you were studying to be a
psychologist?”

“S’pose I didn’t think it was important.”

“Well, it 1s,” I insisted. “And I’m proud of you.”



“Aw, thank you,” he said. I could see him smiling in the rearview
Mmirror.

“How’d it go?”

“Eh...so0-so. Pretty mediocre, to be honest.”

“Keep me updated. Also, why is Jay the Hunk called ‘the Hunk’?”

He grinned. “Nothing hunky about him, eh?” He chuckled, as I couldn’t
wait for his answer. “Except for one thing...” he teased. I was dying of
curiosity. “His last name. Jay’s last name is Hunkell. Jay Hunkell. That’s
why they call him the Hunk.”

“Ohhh. That’s so funny.”

“Bit of a laugh, eh? So, where did you go on Saturday?”

“Nowhere special. I just met with my brother at a bar.”

“Oh, Damon! How’s he doing? My hubby’s brother’s name is Damon
too.” He chortled as he overtook a slow Prius. “But honestly, that guy is a
supreme donkey. That’s why he wasn’t invited to our wedding.”

“My brother is a good guy. But he can be one, too...sometimes.” |
grinned, but at the same time, I was glad Damon hadn’t been here to
witness me calling him a “supreme donkey,” or rather a “supreme
dumbass.” I would never call him that to his face. We liked calling each
other names, but they were always of the funny, playful nature. “But he
usually means well. He asked me to do something that I really don’t want to
do though.”

“Err...nothing illegal I hope?”

“Is espionage illegal?” I laughed, but I was only half-joking.

Jay turned serious. “Your brother asked you to spy for him?”

“Well, he didn’t put it that way. He needs my help to catch someone
who might not have told him the truth.”

“Ooh, right.” Jay relaxed. “You’re like Miss Marple, you are, love.”

My mouth fell open at that. “What? No. Sorry, Jay, that doesn’t make
sense.” It was funny he would compare me to my beloved Miss Marple, of
all people, but the comparison so lacked accuracy and validity. “Miss
Marple isn’t a spy, and apart from that, she is everything I’'m not.” I tried to
explain, counting down my fingers. “She isn’t scared of anything, unlike
me, she doesn’t trust people, unlike me, and last but not least, she’s
extremely intuitive, unlike me. If anything, I’'m the fidgety, easily agitated
person, the pedestrian who stops and waits at the red light with no cars in
sight.”



“Nope, sorry, you’re just like her,” Jay protested. “You’re witty, just like
she 1s. And just as headstrong! And you’re a good sport. I assume your
brother gave you a secret task, and now you want to get to the bottom of it.
Okay, so maybe you’re not an agent...you’re...an investigator. Anyway, it’s
for the greater good. I know Damon, and he’s a top bloke. So, he’s a
vigilante—and thanks to the both of you, the baddie will get what he
deserves.”

“I guess...” Being a detective sounded better than prying or snooping or
spying.

“Just be careful, eh? Real-life detectives—sometimes they get shot.”

Gah. “Darn. That kind of spoils my new identity,” I replied and pulled a
pair of thick-rimmed tortoiseshell sunglasses out of my handbag, put them
on, lowered them onto my nose, and then peered over them at Jay. “Call me
Miss Stella Marple,” I said dramatically.

He chuckled as he brought the cab to a stop in front of Windsor
Architects’ offices. “You’d make the perfect detective—just make sure you
catch them, not the other way around.”

“Don’t you worry. That’ll never happen. I’ll be extremely careful, trust
me.” I chuckled as I opened the rear passenger-seat door. “See you this
afternoon?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. Just give me a bell when you’re ready.”

I closed the door behind me and made it up the steps that led to the
imposing building’s entrance.
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STELLA

he foyer was entirely empty, except for its usual occupant,
Glenda. She was paging through her folder and didn’t see me
approaching.

“Good morning,” I greeted. “Glad you’re back. How are you feeling?”

“Don’t even ask. I’m 1in terrible pain,” Glenda gestured to her leg, then
looked back in her folder, “but this place would crumble without me, so it’s
not like I could take more time off.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I hope you feel better soon.”

“Do you know who handled the desk down here yesterday?”

“Yes. Me. I manned the reception desk in the morning until your
replacement arrived. Terry had a family emergency.”

“Well, that explains a /ot,” she deadpanned, without pausing to look up
from her folder.

I knew she was in pain, but more than that, Terry’s compliment
yesterday had given me the patience to oversee the direct jab. Also, I
needed something from her, so I needed to tread carefully.

“I thought it went rather well,” I said. “For the most part, anyway.
That’s not why I’m here though. I have an unusual question to ask you.”
Leaning forward, I rested my hands on the reception desk and stared
intently at her while the first workers started pouring in.

“Yes?”” Glenda impatiently turned a page.

“Who knows the most about Windsor Architects’ business dealings?
You know, other than Mr. Windsor, or Mrs. Mills?”” I did my best to not lean



further over the reception desk’s counter and speak in a low whisper like
someone who feared being overheard.

I needed to be cool.

I needed to be as inconspicuous as possible.

I couldn’t reveal that I had other motives.

“Mr. Windsor, naturally, and Mrs. Mills.” She repeated the names of the
two people I had mentioned back to me. “Why don’t you talk to Mrs.
Mills?”

“I don’t want to bother her. I know how busy she is.” That wasn’t
entirely true. If I asked her certain questions, she might tell him. I was not
getting caught.

“That she 1s. Wait, I would assume that Winifred knows almost as
much. She is our typist, so she creates transcriptions of audio recordings,
fills out forms, types all the higher-ups’ letters, memos and documents, that
sort of thing.”

“Then I need to see her. I need some help with...something.” The last
word accidentally came out as an almost-whisper. “I mean,” I raised my
voice to a normal low-key level, and said confidently, “I need help with
some research.” I watched Glenda shut her folder, punctuating its closure
with a loud sigh.

“Her office is on the 2nd floor. It’s the first door down the hallway on
your left. Maybe I should call her to find out if she’s busy—"

“No, that won’t be necessary. It’ll only take a few minutes. I won’t
bother her if she’s occupied with something else,” I insisted. “I won’t make
a nuisance of myself.”

She waved her hand. “That’s what they all say, and yet, most of them
are nuisances. [ suppose I can’t stop you though, so—"

The phone rang.

Glenda picked it up, her voice suddenly a warm, welcoming tone.
“Good morning, Mr. Windsor.” A pause sent chills down my spine. For one
crazy moment, | was convinced Ace knew what I was up to. “Yes, she just
arrived, I’ll tell her, Mr. Windsor.” She hung up and looked at me, her voice
back to normal. “Mr. Windsor needs you to report to Mr. Hardy’s office.
Immediately.”

“Thanks,” I said, flashing the brightest and most innocent smile I could
muster. “Feel better soon.”



Mr. Hardy was Harvey Hardy, the funny mustache man, one of the
higher-ups I’d met last week, and his office was on the 8th floor, just like
Ace’s and mine.

I headed to the elevator. Despite my boss’s order, I decided to make a
quick stop on the 2nd floor at Winifred’s before reporting to Mr. Hardy. It
would only take two or three minutes, tops, and doing it now would save
me a trip. Also, I wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. With a
bit of luck, I could report to my brother sooner rather than later that Ace
wasn’t in league with Ecclestone.

I squeezed into the elevator, positioning myself between five people
who looked like accountants. “Good morning,” I said cheerfully to the
small crowd around me.

“Good morning,” one of them greeted back.

The trip up to the 2nd floor was a short one. The elevator doors opened,
and three of us spilled out of it, scattering off toward our respective
destinations. I hesitated for a second, trying to take in the 2nd floor’s lavish
design. Sparkling modern lamps hung from the ceiling, casting bright
specks of light on the floor beneath it.

I drank in my surroundings as I headed toward the hallway on my left.
Glenda’s directions had been accurate. The first door I arrived at had a sleek
silver plaque on it that read “Mrs. Winifred Thomas: Senior Copy Clerk.”
Copy Clerk seemed to be the official title for typist. I took a deep breath and
knocked.

“Come 1n,” a warm, full voice said from the other side.

“Hey there, Mrs. Thomas. I’'m Stella, Mr. Windsor’s new assistant.”

A large office with huge shelves awaited me.

“Oh, I know who you are, dearie. Gossip spreads like wildfire around
here. Please, call me Winifred,” said the pretty African American woman
seated behind a glass desk at the center of the room. She wore an elegant
green dress with a matching green ribbon in her curly hair. She got up from
her office chair slowly, and shook my hand, then sat back down, equally
slowly. “Nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Winifred,” I said. “I think we’ll likely be working
together a lot in the future.”

“I’'m looking forward to it.” She smiled warmly. There was something
about her that reminded me of my mother—perhaps it was her kind smile



and keen eyes. “May I have a seat?” I gestured to a chair at one side of her
desk.

“Oh, of course! Mint?” she asked, holding out a bowl full of wrapped
candy.

“No, thank you,” I said, “but I appreciate the offer. I’'m actually here to
pick your brain a little.”

“About what, dearie?”

“About Windsor Architects in general.”

“I don’t know if I’m the best person to ask about the entire workings of
Windsor Architects. But I get it, our CEO is too busy answering questions,
am | right?” She laughed a friendly laugh. “I’ve only been here for a few
months. Mr. Windsor’s previous copy clerk didn’t want to move to New
York when he decided to move Windsor Architects’ offices here.” She took
a mint from the glass bowl and started nibbling on it.

“Oh, I’'m sorry, I just assumed you’d been here for a while.”

“I suppose that’s an easy enough assumption to make. I wish I’d worked
here longer. This is the most fulfilling job I’ve ever had. I'm sorry if I’'m
disappointing you with my lack of seniority, but I'm sure—sooner or later
—Mr. Windsor will be happy to answer any questions you may have that [
might be too new to answer properly.” She finished off the piece of candy
with a toothy grin.

“The reason I’'m asking you is that I’d like to impress him with my
knowledge of the company.” It was a little white lie, and immediately, I felt
terribly guilty about it. A bead of sweat ran down my spine. Was I doing the
right thing? I hid my hands under the table so Winifred’s sharp gaze
wouldn’t see them trembling.

“I see, I see,” she said. “In that case, I’d be happy to answer any
questions you may have to the best of my ability, but I still can’t guarantee
that I’ll know the answers to all of them. I’m rather busy, especially now
after the move, there’s all that work to be done, but I know that you’re
assisting Mr. Windsor with the merger documents, so I’ll help you in any
way I can.”

“You have no idea how happy I am to hear that,” I said, trying to hide
my guilt and my profuse happiness at how she had played the merger card
into my hands. I hadn’t even thought of that. It wasn’t even a lie. Ha,
perfect! “So I guess my first question is this: Do you know how Windsor
Architects is doing? Financially, I mean?”



“Dearie, I like you! We’re really getting right to the serious stuff.” She
laughed. “I can honestly and confidently tell you that Windsor Architects is
doing very well financially. Of course, Martha and Mary in the finance
department know more about that, but last year was our most profitable
year ever, and at our current trajectory, we’ll do even better this year. You
can also read about it in the annual reports that we prepare every year.”

“Phew. That’s good news.” 1 feigned relief and wiped my brow. “That
means Mr. Windsor can afford to pay our salaries.”

“Exactly.” Winifred snorted as she took another mint out of the bowl.
“You’re a cheeky one, but I appreciate your attitude. Are you planning to
make Windsor Architects a part of your long-term career plans?”

“I am. This really is the best place for me I believe.”

“It sure 1s,” she agreed. “Mr. Windsor is an inspiring CEO, so that’s an
added bonus. He’s very good at what he does.”

I was growing confident. Talking to Winifred felt as if I had known her
for years, as if I could ask her anything. “Next question. Does Short Hills
ring a bell?”

“Of course. Has Mr. Windsor shown you his marvelous blueprints for
the properties he’s working on there? If he hasn’t, ask him about it. Well,
when he has a minute. They’ll blow your mind.”

“Aren’t there a ton of construction and architecture companies busy
with projects and developments there?” I tapped my chin and pretended to
think for a moment. I couldn’t just outright mention Ecclestone
Construction—it would be too suspicious. “I read something like that in
Architecture Weekly a few days ago.”

“Im afraid I don’t know the answer to that one.” Her chirpy smile
slowly faded, and I didn’t know what to make of her reaction.

Despite her facial expression, I decided to go for it.

“Wait...” 1 started. “I remember the names of the top companies that are
busy building real estate around there: Bulsara Renovations, Thorne
Architects...and Ecclestone Construction.” My armpits were getting
sweatier and sweatier, the guilt continuing to gnaw at my insides. “Is
Windsor Architects contracted with any of them? I would like to...
familiarize myself with our subcontractors.”

Did that sound plausible? Probably only half, because she stared at me
intently. “Hmm... Thorne Architects sounds somewhat familiar, but I don’t
think they’re involved in the Short Hills project. I honestly don’t know



about the rest. Is there a particular reason that you’re asking about these
three specifically?” She raised one of her thin dark eyebrows at me.

My blood turned to ice. I should have thought this through better. The
thought of getting caught in a lie was enough to make me want to crawl and
hide under her desk.

In a desperate attempt to make my worries dissipate, I shook my head.
A ball of guilt the size of an elephant was forming in the pit of my stomach
regardless, but I needed to ignore it. When I noticed Winifred concernedly
staring at me from across the table, I finally said, “No, no. There’s no
specific reason. I just get anxious if I make a mistake. Mr. Windsor can be
pretty intimidating.” I repeated Willette’s words, only in a different context.
It was too late to back out anyway, so I grabbed the bull by the horns and
tried the other way around. “Is there any way I could find out if Windsor
Architects has worked with one of those construction companies in the
past? Just hypothetically speaking.”

“Doesn’t sound very hypothetical to me,” Winifred noted. “But I think
you’re a smart girl, and I trust that you know what you’re doing. If you
wanted to read through the company’s previous contracts, you’d need to
visit the archive room—"

Oh, Jesus. Why hadn’t I thought of that? Of course. Duh. Duh. Duh. 1
wanted to kick myself. Agatha Christie would not only be ashamed of me,
she’d also kick my butt out onto the street.

“Fantastic idea. I know exactly where that 1s,” I said, quickly getting up.

“Wait, wait. Hold on a moment.” She gestured for me to remain seated,
and my breath hitched. “The old archive room is still in San Francisco. It
didn’t move when the new offices did. The new archive room downstairs
only has our current contracts.”

I slumped into my seat, discouraged. Ecclestone had his fingers
everywhere, not just in New York. I still didn’t believe Ace was involved in
any shady dealings with him, but to fully satisfy my brother, 1 had to dig
into Windsor Architects’ past as well. “So, there’s no way to find out about
those companies?”’

“Nope. Not unless you want to drive or fly almost three thousand miles
to do it.”

“Are those files eventually going to be shipped over?” 1 asked
hopefully, biting at my lower lip.



“I can ask them to be couriered to me, but I can’t guarantee we’ll have
files on those three companies. If we haven’t worked with them before, we
won’t have any information on them of course. I'll send a few emails. I
hope we don’t run into shipment issues this time. We, well,” she paused,
seemingly thinking of the right words, “ran into some issues recently, to put
it mildly. Dearie, I’'m sure you have already heard all about it, so let me be
frank—it’s a huge mess. Twenty boxes are still missing. Unfortunately,
during the move, the server broke, and we lost access to the digital files as
well. And as if that wasn’t enough, some folders in our new archive room
downstairs got shredded because they were labeled incorrectly. The former
assistant, who had been in charge, well, her system was...let’s say, flawed.
I’ve never seen Mr. Windsor so enraged.”

Oh! That explained the three huge bags of shredded paper I’d found. As
far as the rest went, Ace had already mentioned the issue to me last week,
but he had seemed confident that his team would solve the issue.

“Anyway, if you ask me, the boxes that got lost, I doubt we’ll ever see
them again. And those were important boxes with paperwork we need for
the acquisition.”

“Wait. How did they get lost?”

She shook her head, seemingly exasperated by the mishandling of
company property. “They never arrived.”

“I mean, aren’t there usually tracking numbers?” My friend Bonnie,
who was an operations agent at a transport firm, always mentioned tracking
numbers when she talked about the crazy stories that happened at her job.

“I’m sure there are, but as far as I know, Mr. Windsor’s former assistant
arranged the shipment with MKY Shipping using her private account,
instead of creating one for the company. That’s why MKY can’t help us,
even though she used the company’s billing information. Now she’s gone,
and we don’t have access to her login. That’s all I know. I’'m sorry I can’t be
of more assistance.”

I could imagine that Windsor Architects wasn’t the only company that
had lost shipment through such an unfortunate series of events. As soon as |
possibly could, I had to ask Bonnie if she knew of a solution, or at least a
shortcut, on how we could get the missing boxes back—pronto! “No, no
need to apologize, you’ve been very helpful, thank you. I appreciate it.”
Composing myself, I smiled at the kind woman. “I’m just grateful you took
the time to talk to me.”



I made a mental note to check the archives. Maybe there was a more
recent project that involved Ecclestone that Winifred didn’t know about.
Highly unlikely, but not completely out of the question. My curiosity was
killing me, and I itched to go to the archive room right away, but I couldn’t.
First, I needed to report to Mr. Hardy. The conversation with Winifred had
already taken up more time than I thought it would.

“It’s a pleasure, dear,” she said. “I’'m going to let you know once
something arrives. Now I’ve got a little favor I’d like to ask you, if that’s
okay.”

“Of course.”

“This might seem like a silly request,” Winifred said, “but would you
mind fetching me a few new black pens from the supply closet? It’s on the
3rd floor, next to Mrs. Hoffman’s office. I’ve got arthritis in my knees, and
it makes the walk down the long hallways a horribly unpleasant experience.
I’m having a terrible flare-up today, and I’d be in your debt forever if you
could spare me the trip.”

Darn. I would be even later for the meeting with Mr. Hardy, but he’d
understand. “Sure. I love exploring this place. A walk to the supply closet
would be a treat,” I assured her, rising from my seat and straightening my
pencil skirt.

“Thanks, dear,” Winifred said.

“I’1l be back before you know it.” With that, I grabbed my bag, slipped
out of her office, and made it back to the elevator. Acquiring those pens for
Winifred couldn’t possibly take more than three minutes, and that would
tick another, less important item off my to-do list. Right after that, I would
go up to Mr. Harvey and help him—without a thousand other things
floating through my mind.
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STELLA

he elevator was empty this time around. I rushed inside and
pressed the button. When the doors opened on the 3rd floor, |
found myself standing face to face with Terry.

“Oh! Hi there,” she squeaked as I stepped out of the elevator and onto
the foyer’s elegant ceramic tiles. “I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon.”
She hopped into the elevator.

“Neither did 1,” I replied, nodding. “I’m on my way to the supply closet
to get some new pens.”

“Well, you better hurry up then. Mr. Windsor hates when employees
loiter around...that’s what his former assistant told me. I heard he caught
one of the previous interns reading a comic book in there once and ended
their internship right there and then.” She hit one of the silver buttons on the
elevator’s panel. “Thanks again for yesterday!”

“I don’t think he’d do tha—" I was unable to complete my sentence
before the elevator doors closed. Firing someone over a comic book? No
way. But who knew? People had been fired for crazier things than reading.
It wasn’t like I knew Ace all that well. For a second, I’d forgotten he could
possibly be involved with Edmund Ecclestone and maybe shadier than we
all thought.

Trying my best to not look like I was dawdling, I quickly marched along
the wood flooring to the supply closet.

The supply closet’s door looked different to the others that lined the
hallway. It was matte and cherry-red, and it had a silver plaque on it that
simply read “Supplies.” It was situated about ten feet away from Mrs.



Hoffman’s office door, which appeared exhaustingly ordinary in
comparison.

Out of habit, I knocked timidly, but there was no reply. After opening it,
I stepped inside and flipped a light switch on the wall to my right. No
windows. The darkness that had lain over the expansive room like a thick
blanket blipped out of existence, and the bright white lights that dotted the
ceiling started humming.

The room was filled with four rows of gray steel shelves. I could see the
tops of rulers and the handles of scissors sticking out of boxes stacked on
the shelf to my left, and headed directly toward them. Everything from
staplers to highlighters were inside the boxes, but I didn’t see any pens. |
started weaving between the rows of shelves, opening random boxes and
peering into them. A sense of dread started setting in when I reached the
fourth shelf and still hadn’t found any evidence of pens in the supply room.
On my knees, I started digging through a few boxes on the floor.

I heard the supply room’s doorknob twist and quickly hid behind one of
the large boxes lining the third shelf I’d been going through. Don’t ask me
why I was hiding. It was a reflex—Ilikely from reading too many thrillers. I
regretted it immediately. There was nothing more suspicious than a person
hiding behind some boxes, sweating profusely. If anyone saw me here! |
peeked over the large box and watched as the glossy red door slowly
opened.

Damn it. Too late to come out from my hiding spot without being seen.

Thump. Thump. Thump. My heartbeat was audible. I clutched my
handbag.

I just hoped whoever was approaching wouldn’t be able to see or hear
me. Any one of them would totally give me away. Sure, I hadn’t done
anything inherently wrong by being in the supply room, but Terry’s words
of warning were still ringing in my ears, causing the voice inside of my
head to pipe up, “You are so fired!”

“Who’s in here?” A gruff baritone echoed through the shelves, causing
some of them to rattle.

Gulp.

I knew it would seem even more suspicious if I kept hiding after being
asked to identify myself. My legs wobbled as I stood upright. Lifting my
head, I realized that the person standing in the center of the supply room
was none other than Aim. My boss. Of course. Just my luck. Who else



would it be? Of all the people, of all the employees working in this huge
building, why, oh, why, did I keep running into Aim?

“I-I was just looking for some pens,” I admitted. “Winifred sent me. Am
I in trouble?”

“Hmm. Do you think you’re in trouble?”” Ace practically growled.

“I don’t know. Maybe?” My blood rushed to my cheeks, causing my
ears to burn. “I thought perhaps I’d been gone too long, and you came here
to chastise me.”

“To chastise you?” Ace stared at me intently, watching me, assessing
me, while I stared back at him, and into his cool blue eyes that sparkled like
icebergs caught in the bright Arctic sun.

“Yeah, well, I can’t find the pens anywhere, so I’ve been here longer
than I suppose most people normally are. At this point, ’'m starting to think
there are no pens in here whatsoever.” The tingling feeling was returning. It
had started spreading from my navel to between my thighs and to there.

Without saying a word, he brushed past me. The smell of his cologne
wafted over me. It smelled like the air did after the first rain that ended a
dry spell. He nonchalantly strode toward a box right next to me, stuck his
hand inside, and withdrew a fistful of pens. “Are these what you were
looking for?”” he asked, holding them out toward me.

“Oh. Yes.” Hand outstretched, I went to retrieve the elusive stationery.
“I can’t believe I didn’t see them there—" My breath caught in my throat
when our skin touched.

“No, sorry,” Ace said, closing his fist around the pens and withdrawing
it. “I can’t give these to you quite yet. First, there’s the matter of your
punishment to discuss.” He stowed the handful of pens in his slacks’ pocket
and glared at me.

“Why, for...loitering?”

“You clearly disregarded my wish to report to Mr. Hardy. You were late
for your interview. You were late for lunch. Now this. So, tell me—what do
you think your punishment should be?”

“My punishment?” I squeaked. “But I told you, I’ve only been up here
for so long because I couldn’t find the pens. I’'m just a [little late. It wasn’t
on purpose. Normally I’'m Miss Punctuality.” 1 didn’t tell him that I’d
known of his request before I’d decided to visit Winifred’s office, and
indeed had disregarded his order. “Besides, I can always make up the time.”



The tingling feeling turned into an urgent type of burning sensation. Every
inch of my skin screamed to be touched.

“Oh, can you?” He took a step closer to me. His icy-blue eyes bore into
me. He put one of his arms around my waist and tugged me toward him,
nearly lifting me clean off my feet. My handbag slid down my shoulder,
landing on the floor with a thud.

“Wait, wha—" I started, not really protesting that much.

He leaned into me, his lips nearly brushing against mine. This was no
dream, no imagination. This was really happening. I was pushed against his
chest, my breasts delectably flush to his front, and I could feel his heart
racing through his thin cotton shirt. The pens in his slacks’ pocket poked
into my stomach, or at least that was what I thought it might be. I closed my
eyes and prepared to surrender to him, to feel his fiery kiss on my lips. The
burning feeling inside my chest—and between my legs—was now an
unstoppable magnetic tug. I needed his touch as much as I needed air.

“Turn around,” he ordered, sitting down on one of the boxes. “Lap.
Now.”

“Hmm, what?” I asked while I was turning around.

His eyes gestured to his lap. “Bend over.”

“Hmm?”

“I’m not going to repeat myself.”

I bent over his knee, sticking my ass out as my skirt rode up.

“I feel a spanking is in order.” His hand was grazing the curve of my
ass. If I hadn’t already been a little wet before, I totally was now.

Omg, this was so embarrassing. And so hot.

I couldn’t help but wiggle my ass and giggle a little at his touch. I was
so ticklish! His hand stroking my butt tickled!

He pulled my skirt up to my waist, exposing my ass. Heavens. This
wasn’t actually happening, was it? He was teaching me a lesson for being
late? What happened to good old write-ups?

The sound of the supply room’s doorknob twisting open sent me flying
up. Ace’s expression seemed to say, “Saved by the bell.”

I grabbed my handbag and hastily hid behind one of the large boxes
lining the third shelf. Please do not ask me why I was hiding again.
(Obviously, I was an utterly hopeless case.)

From my hiding spot, I watched Ace calmly stand up.



The door opened. I was still trying to straighten out my skirt. It had
gotten a bit roughed up during my...erm...almost punishment.

“Mr. Windsor! Apologies, I didn’t know you were in here,” a portly
bald man said loudly, sticking his head in through the doorway. “Can I
come in? I just want to fetch some paper clips.”

“Of course. Go right ahead,” Ace said, motioning for the man to enter.

Still frozen behind the large box, I was trying to process what had just
happened. My heart was still racing, and my body was still yearning for
Ace’s. I felt a drop of sweat running between my breasts as I tried to slow
my breathing.

“Thank you, sir,” the bald man said, shuffling into the room and
catching sight of me. “Looks like I’ve come during rush hour, hello.”

“Oh, hello.” I pretended to be searching for something. Not sure what. |
was just doing a lot of mindless looking around.

“Flint, this 1s Stella Copeland. Stella, Flint Walter is one of our account
executives. He also helped to organize this room.”

“I did,” he said proudly. “So, what are you looking for, young lady? |
know where everything is in here. Let me help,” he offered.

“Oh, Mr. Windsor already helped me,” I said. It totally didn’t make any
sense since I had just pretended to be looking for something.

Just before I could get myself into more trouble, Ace held out the fistful
of pens he’d brandished at me before “the incident.” 1 took them without
making eye contact with him.

Instead, I held them up for Flint to see. “There they are,” I said brightly.

“Alrighty then.” Flint smiled. “Well, is there something I can help you
with, Mr. Windsor?”

“I just came up here to fetch a file I left in here this morning,” Ace said,
strolling away from us toward the back of the room. As he walked by me, |
could have sworn he winked at me.

Did that really just happen? No. I was still trying to process the fact that
a) Ace had almost kissed me, b) he’d almost spanked me, and c) we’d
almost been caught doing just that—and now he was mischievously
winking at me as my mind kept replaying how his hand had felt on my ass.
My mind liked it—a lot.

In fact, my mind was so preoccupied that I nearly didn’t see Ace
reaching down to pick up a file that lay on one of the boxes stacked against



the back wall. The file’s cover read “E.C.” and the word “Classified” was
sprawled across it in large bold red lettering.

E.C.?

As in Ecclestone Construction?

Another bead of sweat rolled down my skin.

Ace tucked the file under his arm and headed toward the door. “Stella,
after you’ve taken those pens to Winifred, report to Mr. Hardy’s office,
immediately.” As he said that word, I thought I noticed a small tug at one
corner of his mouth—but I couldn’t be sure. “He owes me a set of
blueprints before noon, and I just know he won’t get them to me unless he
has help. See how you can assist him. Once you’re done there, please come
to my office. I have some paperwork that needs to be tended to.” Ace turned
to the bald man who had nearly walked in on us. “Have a good day, Flint.”
He nodded at the man and strode through the supply room’s cherry-red
door.

“Thank you, Mr. Windsor. You too! You too,” the bald man said eagerly,
and then faced me. “Are you feeling okay?” he asked, likely because I was
still standing behind the box, staring at the pens in my hand, and s#i/l trying
to imagine what Ace’s lips and his punishment (there was that too) would
have felt like. “You look a little pale. Maybe you should sit down or
something?”

“No, I’'m okay,” I assured him. “It’s just a little.../4ot in here. I’ve got to
run. Have a nice day.” I made a beeline for the door.

“Have a nice day too,” he yelled after me.

I found myself racing toward the elevator, stowing the fistful of pens I’d
gotten for Winifred in my handbag. I wasn’t sure where I was headed, but I
knew I needed to find somewhere to clear my mind before I went on with
the rest of the day. Ladies’ room. Yes! As soon as the elevator arrived, I
dove in and hit the 3rd-floor button. The elevator’s speaker played an
instrumental version of “Bad Romance.” How appropriate.

The elevator doors opened, and I flew out, heading straight toward the
ladies’ room. I burst inside like a marathon runner powering over the finish
line, startling an older blonde lady who was washing her hands at one of the
sinks.

“Sorry,” I immediately apologized.

“No one that’s sprinting toward the bathroom that fast ever needs to
apologize to me,” the lady said. “Been there, done that. One word: prunes.
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I’1l leave you to it. Good luck

“Oh, trust me, I’m going to need it.”

She dried her hands on a paper towel and smirked at me before slipping
through the bathroom door.

From the bathroom’s mirror, my reflection stared back at me. Someone
had drawn a bright-red heart in lipstick in one of its corners, with the letters
“AW” inside.

AW?

Ace Windsor. Naturally. Who else? Well, the lipstick drawing hadn’t
been me (but totally could have been in my teen years). I wet my hands and
tried to rub it off. I smudged it but didn’t remove it.

Now if someone came in right then, they would think for sure it had
been me. And by the way ridiculous gossip spread around in this company,
no doubt my boss would hear about it too.

CEQO s Assistant Madly in Love
with Her Boss Who Almost Spanked Her for Loitering
Later Caught Drawing Hearts in Company Toilet

I entered one of the stalls and peed. Phew. Better, much better.

My phone started ringing as I stepped away from the toilet and flushed.
I quickly pulled it out of my handbag, digging past Winifred’s pens to get to
it. “Bonnie” flashed across its screen. I swiped to the right to answer and
held it up to my ear.

“Stella.” Bonnie sounded excited on the other end of the line before I
could even say hi. “I hope I’m not bothering you. I’m just calling to ask
how your day is going. Are you at work?”

“Yeah, I am. I’'m in the bathroom now.” The invisible connection
between my best friend and me was reliable. “I’m glad you called, and as
always, at the right moment! I need your help. You’re an operations agent.
How does a company find lost packages without a tracking number?”

“Depends on who the company used.”

“MKY Shipping. The boxes were shipped from San Francisco to New
York City, and they never arrived. But we don’t have tracking numbers or
login info to the account it was ordered from. Apparently, the former
assistant signed up with her private account. Now she’s gone.”



“Gone...as in got fired, am I right? Well, are you sure she labeled them
correctly? Maybe somebody else is really happy about those boxes.”

“I don’t know. All I know is that twenty boxes are missing. Thing is, we
need them, and urgently.”

“Tell you what. You’re in luck. I happen to have a former colleague who
is now a branch manager at MKY. I can ask him what to do.”

“Oh my goodness. That would be great!”

“Just send me the info, and I’ll see what I can do. But first, tell me how
your new job is working out. What exactly happened after Ace hired you?”

“To be honest, it’s a long story. I'm having a bit of a weird day. I’ve
actually had a few weird days lately.” I leaned against the bathroom’s tiled
wall. “Is it okay if I call you at lunch?” Although I’d already spent too
much time in my Miss Marple role, I was hoping to squeeze in another half
hour once I’d finished the blueprints with Mr. Hardy.

Bonnie laughed. “It sounds like your lunch break is barely enough. Call
me when you have time to tell me all the juicy details. Until then!”

We hung up at the same time.

Glancing at my watch, I noted it was getting late.

I needed to take the pens to Winifred, inform her that I was going to
help her look into the whole MKY issue, and then report to Mr. Hardy.

When I opened the door to the hallway, I almost expected him to be
standing in front of it, tapping his foot, expecting me, ready to go through
with his punishment this time. He wasn’t. With a sigh of relief, which
contained just a tiny bit of disappointment, I went about my tasks.
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ACE

knock at my office door jolted me.
“Come 1n,” I barked, irritated.

“It’s meee, sir. Good old Mrs. Mills,” she said enthusiastically. “Sorry to
disturb, well, you’re used to that by now, are you not? But I thought this
would be less intrusive than calling you.”

“Why would you think that?” I asked, pinching the bridge of my nose in
an attempt to keep a gradually building headache at bay.

“Truth is, I just had to get up and walk a little, you know, to avoid neck
stiffness and muscle cramps in my legs. I’'m not the beautiful young woman
I once was anymore. Folks might disagree.” She laughed. “Sorry, sir, I’'m
getting off topic,” she added, without sounding sorry at all. “I’ve got a Mr.
Ecclestone on the line for you. He says it’s urgent. Can I put him through?”

Ecclestone?

“No,” I growled. “I don’t have time.”

“Yes, sir. But it seems urgent. He keeps calling. Glenda says it is the
fourth time he’s asked to speak to you this week—"

“Send him to voicemail,” I said gruffly. “I’m heading out to meet with a
few investors. I doubt I’ll be back before the end of the day. You can tell
him that too, if you think it’ll stop him from calling.”

“All right, sir. I’ll do that. When will you be back?”

“Probably not until tomorrow.”

“Very well, sir. Is there anything I can do for you before you leave?” she
asked, holding her hands behind her back like a sergeant on patrol.



“When my assistant returns with Mr. Hardy’s files, inform her that I’'m
leaving a note for her on my desk. Ah, and Mrs. Mills? How was your
daughter’s wedding?”

She looked at me over the rim of her glasses. “Thank you for asking, sir.
It was entertaining, I can say that much. But telling you everything would
take up too much of your schedule.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Mrs. Mills.”

“It’s a pleasure, sir. Enjoy your meetings. Cheriooo.” She backed out of
my office. I could hear her shuffling footsteps slowly fading to her
reception desk.

I did have two more meetings lined up, which was a good thing. I didn’t
trust myself to stay in the same building as Stella Copeland for the rest of
the day without trying to recreate our encounter. No. I had to get out of here
before I did something I would regret. No matter what, I couldn’t have her.

My thoughts were interrupted by one blink of my voicemail’s pickup. |
played it back. “Mr. Windsor, this is Edmund Ecclestone speaking.” There
was a unique quality to his calm, rusty voice, which vibrated with a French
accent. “I’d like to talk to you. Please call me back at your earliest
convenience.”

Getting up from my chair, I walked over to a filing cabinet next to the
balcony’s door, retrieved a stack of forms and information requests, and
strolled back to my desk. I placed the pile of papers on my desk, forming a
wobbling tower, and scribbled a quick note to Stella.

How could I have let myself lose control like that? No woman had ever
had that effect on me.

I left the office building. My facial expression must have reflected my
mood, because not a soul spoke to me.

The interior of my brand-new blue Aventador was a welcome reprieve.
The Lamborghini dealership had dropped it off at the office that very
morning. [ was glad to be rid of the Sidn. It had been nothing but a reminder
of Allison. I melted into the Aventador’s smooth leather driver’s seat. Its
engine came to life, roaring just as loudly as a sports car of that caliber
should, but indefinably warmer, livelier than the Sian.
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STELLA

J spent the rest of the morning helping Mr. Hardy draw up the
blueprints that Ace expected from him. Working with him was a

pleasant experience, and we were done in no time.

Having finished the job earlier than expected, I had time for a quick side
tour to the archive room to check if I could find anything related to
Ecclestone Construction. My search resulted in zero finds, and secretly |
was relieved. Immediately afterward, as promised, I called Bonnie and
filled her in—with all the embarrassing details that I’d found myself in.

I started with my meeting with my brother Damon and what he’d asked
me to do. My tale of woe was wrapped up with a recounting of us having
lunch at the Cog—Bonnie thought it was beyond hilarious and asked me if
I’d had the “Coq Special” (almost!). I continued with what had happened on
the helicopter, with the creepy delivery man the previous Friday, and my
“encounter” with Ace in the supply room earlier in the day.

“Girl, I can’t believe he almost spanked you, but okay, carry on.”

“I’'m caught between a rock and a hard place. My brother wants me to
snoop on Ace...and after I saw that classified ‘E.C.” file with him, I’'m
starting to worry that he might be right about Ace being up to no good.
Especially after hearing about all the crazy mishaps during the move:
missing files, shredded papers, lost boxes...”

“Oh, my. He’s hiding something,” she said.

“Huh? Ace, you mean?”

“Yeah! Who knows what’s inside those boxes? I bet he’s the one who
got rid of them, and then he fired the poor assistant just to keep the act up,



you know making it seem that she was the one who lost them? You better
keep your guard up. Or, oh my God, what if her body is in them?”

“What? Noooo, I doubt that. Stop it. I mean, as far as I know, Ace wants
us to find the boxes. But honestly, I’'m confused about many things. What’s
worse...”

“Yeah...?”

“What’s worse is that at the same time, it feels like there’s something
happening between him and me, but I don’t know what to do about it. I
know we can’t be together. I mean, he’s my boss and my brother’s best
friend, but I can’t get him out of my head. I can’t stop wondering what
would have happened if we hadn’t been interrupted by that Flint guy.”

“Oof,” Bonnie grunted. I could hear her fidgeting on the other end of
the line. “I’d hate to be in your shoes, but family is family. Damon has a
point. I’d pry on my boss if my sexy superhero-like brother asked me to,
too. I guess that doesn’t make it any easier for you, does it?”

“You think Damon is a sexy superhero-like brother?”

“Heck yeah. He wears that cape perfectly, plus, let’s face it, he’s panty-
melting hot. I’d drop my panties for a stud like him any day. Besides, if Ace
has defected to the dark side, it’s in your best interest to know. You don’t
want to be with someone that hangs out with pricks, or worse, someone
who is a prick.”

“Also,” I sulked, “it’s not like we can be together anyway.”

“Right. You cannot.”

My lower lip started trembling, but I didn’t want to surrender to the
flood of emotions that was threatening to draw me under. “I just wish we’d
really kissed, you know?”

“Oh, honey, I know,” Bonnie cooed. “But I think it would be best if you
were careful around Ace. My alarm bells are ringing. Loudly. You should
guard your heart, at least until you know whether he’s involved with that
Ecclestone guy or not. You’ve got to try to forget about what happened in
the helicopter and in the supply room, for your own sake. Maybe you
should try to avoid him for a while? Just to make it easier to resist him.”

“Avoiding him will be difficult, but I guess you’re right. I’ll do what I
can.”

“I’'m always right.”

“Well, mostly, but not always.”

“What car does he drive?”



Damn. Proving her point, I said, “A Lamborghini. A 3.6 million-dollar
Sian.” I had Googled the price, and frankly, I still wasn’t sure how anybody
could drive such an exorbitant car without maneuvering it right into the first
post from the nerves of driving it. Funnily enough, it was the very same car
brand I’d given the bird to when I was in the cab with Jay. Something in me
suspected it had been him. Luckily, my boss had sped past us too fast to
recognize me. Fast cars also had their advantages.

“Three-flipping-point-six million...for a car? Uh. Sorry. Small Barry
energy. Tiny Barry energy.” I could hear the dismissive shake of her head
right through the phone. “Remember the guy I dated about a year ago and |
thought something was wrong?” Bonnie had no luck with men, that was for
sure. She was the kindest, loveliest, most beautiful woman I knew, and she
always fell for the same type of man: handsome jerks who left her with
either an empty wallet or an empty heart, or both.

“Of course I remember. You mean the guy who said you were the other
half of his torn-apart soul? His name was Barry, wasn’t it?” Secretly, |
found the idea of two lovers finding each other across time and space
incredibly romantic. It had to be wonderful to find someone who would
accept you for who you were. In my case, a hopeless endeavor—too nerdy,
too curious, and far too convinced that every human being had a good core.
In Bonnie’s case, it never ceased to amaze me how stupid men were to have
let her go.

“Exactly him,” Bonnie confirmed. “It turns out he was just pretending
to be unemployed. The truth is he had a super-rich dad—something to do
with oil or IT tech or both—and he had not one, but three Lambos. And his
you-know-what was—"

“Stop,” I interjected. “Now if you tell me details about his...about little
Barry and how certain compensating methods could also apply to Ace, I'll
have nightmares tonight and I won’t be able to sleep.”

Bonnie laughed. It was a wonderful sound that, despite all thoughts of
Ace, warmed my heart. You can always call me if you need someone to talk
to, day or night.”

“Thank you, Bonnie,” I said. “I’ve got to go before I get in trouble for
dawdling. I love you.”

“I love you too, girlie. Stay away from that man, and his car, and his
evil manly seduction powers. You can do it. I believe in you. I promise I’ll
get back to you on those lost boxes as soon as I speak to my colleague.



Something’s fishy! I’d get your two weeks’ notice ready if I were you.”
With that, Bonnie ended the call, and I was left alone with my thoughts.

Bonnie was right, without a doubt. Along with Jay, she was now the
second person thinking that Damon had a point. I couldn’t let Ace get into
my head. Not until I knew what he was up to. I couldn’t let myself give in
to my desires, let alone fall for him.

I

A fter lunch, I headed straight to Ace’s office. I wondered how much
paperwork awaited me.

Ace’s office manager and fill-in secretary, Mrs. Mills, an elderly woman
with a friendly face and frizzy gray mane, was busy in his office, digging
through one of his files.

“Oh, good morning, dear,” she chirped, whipping her head around, her
hands on the files in the cabinet. “I don’t think we’ve formally met yet. ’'m
sure Mr. Windsor has been meaning to introduce us, but I was gone most of
last week and well, you know how busy he 1s! I’'m Mary Louise Mills, and
you can just call me Mrs. Mills. Everyone else does.”

“Hi.” I waved at her from a few feet away. “I’'m Stella Copeland, but
just call me Stella.”

“Stella? Did you know that the Latin word for ‘star’ is ‘stella?’” Mrs.
Mills asked, finally withdrawing the paper she’d been searching for from
between the file’s covers.

“My mom told me.” I smiled as we shook hands. “I have her name. My
mom was a Stella too.”

“How lovely. Not many people know what their names mean.” She
shrugged, putting her hand on her hip. “Oh, Mr. Windsor left a note for you
before he left. On his desk.” She rushed to the desk and handed me a piece
of paper. It was so romantic he’d left me a note—sorry, I mean, it was so
surprising my boss had left me a note. I loved getting notes.

“Oh, wonderful, thank you,” I replied, more excitedly than I should
have, taking it from her and unfolding it quickly.

It read:

Stella,



The paperwork I need you to take a look at is on my desk. Put it back where
you found it when you’re done. I’ll likely be gone for the rest of the day.
1'd like you to attend the Garfield client meeting with me tomorrow evening.
Its an important meeting. Get up to speed about profitable developments in
the area.

Stay out of trouble while I'm away.

Ace

Stay out of trouble? No problem, as long as he wasn’t near me.

“Is there anything I can help you with before 1 go, dear?” Mrs. Mills
asked.

“I think I’ve got everything I need.” Yes, anything but definitive
evidence for or against Ace’s association with Ecclestone. For a second, I
considered asking Mrs. Mills outright, contrary to my earlier decision, but
then it was past the moment when I could have done so.

“See you around! Cheriooo.” With that, she slipped out of Ace’s office
and left me standing in there alone.

A part of me was relieved I wouldn’t have to see Ace for the rest of the
day (and consequently that I wouldn’t have to try to resist him, or worse,
resist falling for him), but an even bigger part of me was a teensy bit
disappointed. Spending time with him was my favorite part of the day, even
though I knew I shouldn’t allow myself to enjoy his company as much as |
did.

He's your boss and your brother’s best friend, 1 reminded myself as I
picked up the stack of paper from his office desk. And for all you know, he
could be buddied up with the evilest man in the construction biz. 1 made a
quick scan around, but the E.C. folder was nowhere to be seen.

My own lecture didn’t dissuade my heart though, and I soon found
myself daydreaming about our almost-kiss again.

I

T he next day

As I slowly worked through the paperwork Ace had given me the
previous day, I felt like I was edging ever closer to madness. Some of the
forms were overdue by weeks. On any ordinary day, this fact would have



sent me into a panic, but I was still expending most of my mental energy on
imagining what would have happened if that portly bald man, Flint, hadn’t
interrupted Ace and me while we were in the supply room. I thought about
how his hand had slid down from the hollow of my back and onto my
bottom, how he’d lifted my skirt, and I imagined how he would have
smacked my butt and gotten closer to the origin of the tingling feeling he
gave me. After the spanking, our lips would have collided in the best kiss of
my life.

My bright-orange office chair started to get uncomfortable underneath
me. It was harder than any other chair in the whole building, and my
tailbone was starting to ache. I got up, but continued paging through the
stack of paper.

Ring. Riiiing.

“Girlie! Hey,” Bonnie said from the other end of the line.

“You’ll be happy to hear that I spoke to my friend at MKY Shipping.
Let’s just say, he is willing—and able—to help. According to him, there are
exactly twenty boxes sitting in their storage room that fit the description.
They were all labeled incorrectly and have been sitting there waiting to be
picked up. I’'m going to send you a form to fill out. If you send it over to me
in the next half-hour, we’ll get things processed right away. And girl, make
sure to put the correct address on it.”

I laughed. “Bonnie?”

“Ya?”

“I really love you.”

“I know you do.”

With the help of Winifred, I filled out the form and shot it back over to
Bonnie. I was curious to know what was hidden in those boxes.

Knock, knock!

“Come in,” I exclaimed.

“It’s just me, dear! Mrs. Mills,” she chimed, sticking her head into the
room. Her big bun bobbed around like an angry hedgehog, emphasizing
every single word. “Sorry to bother. I just wanted to ask how you’re feeling
about the meeting this evening?” She shook her head and the hedgehog
wiggled. “I remember how nervous I was before the first big client meeting
I attended with Mr. Windsor. Sweet Lord. A nervous wreck, that’s what 1
was. What time is it starting this evening? Half past six?”



“Half past six,” I confirmed, and looked up from the stack of paper |
was examining. “Have you got any advice for me?”

“Sure! Drink /ots of coffee, but not too much either, if you know what I
mean. Trust me. You’ll need it to stay sharp. Mr. Garfield is a difficult
client, and it won’t be easy to win him over, even though Mr. Windsor is an
excellent strategist. ’'m sorry I have to throw you into one solo so soon, but
my granddaughter is performing in her dance theater’s rendition of Sleeping
Beauty this evening, and I promised her I wouldn’t miss it. Family means
everything to me.”

“That’s okay, Mrs. Mills. I understand, and I’'m sure I’ll be fine, even
though I’m pretty nervous,” I clarified, “but I’'m prepared.”

“Of course you are.” She smiled encouragingly. “The meeting is on the
7th floor at the end of the hallway in the executive boardroom. Be up there
ten minutes before everybody else to prepare the coffee. Mr. Windsor likes
his coffee black. But I’'m sure you know that by now.”

“I do, thank you, Mrs. Mills.”

“You’re a superstar, and you’re going to do an amazing job. Don’t let
the vultures intimidate you. Good luck! If you need anything, I’'m here until
six. Tudelidooo!” With that, she closed the door behind her and popped out
of view.

I

D espite my trepidation, I was excited to attend an important meeting at

Ace’s side. Gah. I knew I needed to stop myself from getting riled up at
the thought of spending time with him, but I couldn’t muster up enough
self-control to do it.

After I quickly returned a couple of folders to the filing cabinets next to
my desk, I grabbed an empty notepad and two pens from my desk. I slung
my handbag over my shoulder, mentally preparing myself for the trip down
to the 7th floor where the Garfield meeting would be taking place.

The walk to the conference room was somewhat nerve-racking. I knew
what I needed to do during the meeting and what was expected of me, but |
couldn’t help but start feeling a little out of my depth. My heart beat faster
and faster as I drew nearer. While power walking, I pulled out my little
folding mirror to examine my appearance. | reapplied my red lipstick and



took a bobby pin from my handbag to tame a curl that had escaped from my
neat ponytail. My winged eyeliner was miraculously just as symmetrical
and un-smudged as it had been when I’d applied it this morning. I took the
staircase instead of the elevator and met a short mousy man in a brown suit
strolling down.

“G’day,” he greeted me.

“Good evening,” I replied, before quickly proceeding.

The 7th floor’s foyer was just as immaculately decorated as all the other
floors I’d seen so far. This one was especially impressive. A large copper
globe the size of a child stood in the center, refracting light in every
direction. Pulling myself away from the room’s furnishings, I headed down
the hallway on my right. I’d never seen the executive boardroom before,
and I was curious what would set it apart from the conference room Ace
and I had sat in during my first day.

The hallway in front of me was empty, so I increased my pace to a brisk
walk. I lifted my left arm and read the time on my wristwatch: 6:25 p.m.

“Executive Boardroom,” a silver plaque on the door at the end of the
hallway read.

Stepping inside, I found it empty except for its furnishings. Neither Ace
nor the clients were there yet. Good. A large wooden table stood in the
center of the room. Twenty-six chairs were tucked neatly around it: eight on
each side, and five at each end. The walls were painted a pretty shade of
creamy white. Architectural photographs and awards lined them. One end
of the room was dedicated to a projector and a projection screen, while the
other was occupied by a coffee table. I hurried over to it and hastily
prepared piping-hot coffee. The cups were placed on the table in no time,
ready for Ace and the clients to arrive.

I decided to make myself comfortable, and chose one of the middle
chairs on one side of the large table to sit down on. I put down my notepad
and pens in front of me, prodding at them until I was completely satisfied
that they were entirely straight and parallel to each other. An ornate clock
with a black rim hung above the projection screen. Its loud ticking was the
only sound that reverberated through the room.

There were voices. Someone twisted the doorknob. I whipped my head
around, pulling my gaze from the clock’s glistening face.

“This way, please.” Ace’s voice echoed from the other side. He opened
the door completely and confidently strolled in. He was followed by a



group of four men, each wearing a fitted suit in a different hue of navy. Ace
was 1n all black: black suit, black shirt, black tie. “This i1s the executive
boardroom. It’s still a work in progress. As I’'m sure you know, our offices
recently relocated back to New York.” He strode toward me, grinning
boyishly. “And this is Ms. Copeland. She’ll be assisting me.”

I smiled at the four businessmen. “Hello, gentlemen.” I extended my
arm toward each of them to shake their hands. My legs felt wobbly beneath
me.

With that, they walked around and sat on the other side of the table,
removed their laptops and notepads from their briefcases, and set them out
in front of them. Ace sat down next to me.

As soon as the businessmen settled down, it was as if a switch flipped in
Ace, and he went into “meeting mode.” He was always assertive, a born
leader, but now he became almost inhumanly charismatic. He continued to
sell Mr. Garfield—and the others seated in front of us—a whole host of
services, answering their questions with the kind of self-assuredness I could
only dream of having.

“Look, I like you, Mr. Windsor,” Mr. Garfield, the evident leader of the
pack of men said. “You seem like a good man. I like your no-bullshit
approach.” He paused and leaned back, swiveling his gaze between the men
sitting on either side of him. They exchanged brief nods, and Mr. Gartfield
looked back at Ace. “Let me make this quick. We’re looking forward to a
bright future with Windsor Architects.”

“I agree,” one of the other men said as we all shook hands and sat back
down. “It’s an honor and a pleasure to work with a businessman as
acclaimed and successful as you are.”

“You won’t be sorry,” Ace replied, leaning over the table as if he were
preparing to share a secret. “Look, I don’t usually do this, but I have a
development in Hudson Yards in the wings. I haven’t offered anyone a buy-
in on it yet, but if you’re interested, I’d be happy to involve you. We’re
expecting to make upward of $12 million on it.” He turned to face me.
“Stella, anything else interesting out there?”

“What about the development in Noho?” I chirped, confident of my
skills. “Buying in on Hudson Yards and Noho together makes sense. It’s the
same market that’s driving demand for housing in both areas.”

“My assistant makes a good point,” Ace said, nodding at me. “You
don’t want to miss out on Noho either.”



“It’s impossible to say no to you,” one of the men said.

Mr. Garfield gave a curt nod, saying, “Send over a proposal to my
secretary for the kind of buy-ins you have in mind for both developments,
and I’1l look it over.”

“We will send it over first thing in the morning,” Ace replied and looked
at me.

I nodded in agreement and scribbled “Draw up a proposal” on my
notepad. That was more for show for Mr. Garfield and his colleagues,
because I certainly wouldn’t forget it.

The four businessmen started packing up their things. Ace rose from his
seat and extended his arm toward each man, and I watched them
enthusiastically shaking his hand. One of them grimaced at his vise grip.

“I hope I'll see you gentlemen again soon,” Ace said as the meeting
ended.

“Definitely. You will.”

One by one, the businessmen filed out of the room until only Ace and I
were left. He strolled back to his chair and slumped down on it.

“That went well,” I chortled.

He ran his hand through his dark-blond hair. “It sure did.”
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ou did good in there,” Ace praised me.

Pride swelled my heart. I had been so nervous, but I was glad
everything had gone well. “Are you ever worried that you’ll mess up one of
these meetings?”’

“Sure.”

“Really?” I smiled—more from my relaxing nerves than his answer—
turning on my chair to look at him. “I didn’t know ‘The Great Mr. Windsor’
got nervous.”

“Ha. ‘The Great Mr. Windsor,”” he repeated. “What a title—maybe not
nervous, I’ve been doing this for too long, but of course I get tense. I'm
human, just like you.”

“Im intrigued to hear more about your apparent humanity,” 1 said,
closing my notepad in front of me. “Tell me more about the kind of things
that make you nervous.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” he replied. “Sharks, venomous snakes,
that kind of thing.”

“No, no, no. Give me something better.”

“Hmm. There are a few other things too, I suppose...sometimes |
get”—he made quote fingers—*“‘nervous’ when 1 get a call from your
brother.”

“Damon? Oh, me too! Especially lately.”

“Why? What’s been happening lately?”

Oh, darn. What do I say? What do I say? 1 couldn’t tell him the truth
about, you know, my new side hustle as a spy—set on him, but I didn’t



want to lie. “Damon’s just being Damon: overly protective, you know him,”
I said, keeping things vague, hoping he wouldn’t press the subject.

“Yeah.” His lips curved upward. “Oh, you might be surprised to hear,
but public speaking used to make me nervous. Any kind of public speaking,
really.”

“I stutter sometimes when I’m anxious, as you might have heard. But
I’ve never heard you sound nervous when you speak.”

“I guess I hide it well. Today, I’'m more nervous about being late. |
dislike being late. Punctuality is a form of respect. In school, I was the kid
who always forgot something. The time, a book, or homework. Most of the
time, though, I was late or forgot things on purpose, just being a lazy kid,
you know. I preferred hanging with my friends than having my nose in a
book.” He winked. “Mom and Dad knew. I can’t even count how many
times I got grounded. In fact, I got my ass beat so hard I couldn’t walk the
first time they caught me in a lie. My mother insisted that honesty,
punctuality, and being prepared are the keys to life. So, I try to be whenever
I can. I guess I should be grateful: it would be harder leading client
meetings like this without certain standards. Not impossible, just harder.
People have a sixth sense for BS.”

“Oh, they absolutely do,” I said, somehow taken aback by the little
glimpse into his childhood. It seemed like his parents had been quite strict.
“I’'m sorry your parents gave you a hard time as a kid. But you’re a pretty
impressive speaker. The best, really.”

“Thanks, Stella.”

“You’re very welcome, boss. Anytime.”

“Hmm,” he said, arching a brow. ““You’re not trying to butter me up, are
you?”

My cheeks burned. “No, of course not. I would never.”

“Well, I think you owe me an embarrassing childhood story of your own
now that you know mine.”

“I’'m willing to bet I have way more of those than you do. Give me a
moment to think.”

“Give me a good one.”

Pensively, I tapped my index finger against my chin and stared upward.
Then it hit me. “Ah, I think I’ve decided on a suitable embarrassment.” I
looked back at him as he watched me intently. “It all happened on
Valentine’s Day, just before my tenth birthday. I had my first ever crush.”



“Who was it?”

“It was a cute boy named Mikey. Mikey was always caked in mud, but I
thought he was just everything. I knew he didn’t like me back because I was
this chubby nerd with thick glasses. Anyway, on this particular Valentine’s
Day, I decided to slip a Valentine’s card into his locker. And I did, I
committed the deed, with all my courage! I swear I almost died. 1 waited
until recess to do it.”

“How gutsy. I’'m impressed.”

“Well...1 realized I’d forgotten to sign the card, but it was too late. It
was already in his locked locker. I thought, ‘Maybe this is for the best.’
Like I said, I wasn’t exactly the girl of his dreams—in fact, he thought I had
cooties, so I told myself it was better that the card remained anonymous.”

His eyes widened. “Did he find out it was you?”

“Nope. But he loved the card. He laughed and said it was hilarious.
Which was a pity.”

“A pity? So what happened? Why didn’t you just tell him it was your
card?”

“Because when he was going on and on about how it was the best
Valentine’s card he’d ever received, a pretty girl named Becky took credit
for it, and Mikey gave her a peck on the cheek and asked her on a date. She
said yes. At that point, it was too late to claim copyright without looking
like I was desperate for Mikey’s attention. So, I just let him believe she had
made it for him.”

“That’s heartbreaking.” He grimaced. “Ultimately, his loss.”

“Yeah, oh, well. Don’t be so sure about that. Imagine if I’d left the card
in your locker. Ha-ha.” An awkward laugh escaped my throat.

Ace didn’t laugh. “You know, if you had left a Valentine’s Day card in
my locker, I would’ve been happy about it. Surprised, but happy.”

“Really?” 1 knew he was just messing with me, but my heart was
pounding against my rib cage like a trapped animal trying to make an
escape. My eyes dropped to his lips—his beautiful, manly, kissable lips.

“Really,” Ace grumbled firmly, nudging my chair in his direction. He
started leaning toward me, his lips coming closer and closer to mine.

All I could think was: finally.

Goo. I was gonna be goo... I wanted nothing more than to be kissed by
those lips.

Now.



“I’ve got so much tidying up to do,” I squeaked, chickening out at the
last moment. I jumped out of my chair and made my way around the table,
collecting all the cups and saucers the clients had made use of, dropping a
few and collecting them back up again as I went. I could feel Ace’s gaze
following me.

“You all right there?” he asked. “Did I do something to offend you?”

“No, not at all. I just thought I’d better get this boardroom back in tip-
top shape before it gets too late. Tomorrow’s another busy day.”

Was there amusement on his face?

I bent over to pick up a plastic spoon I had dropped on the floor. When I
was getting back up, two hands firmly gripped my waist and spun me
around so I was facing him. The impact almost made my contacts pop out.

“Oh,” I exclaimed, feeling his muscular frame against my body.

“We have some unfinished business,” Ace growled. His eyes radiated a
bright light of their own. Despite the intensity of his gaze, there was
something icy about it.

“Bu-ut,” I stuttered, unsure what to make of what was happening.

He looked down at the table. “You don’t need to do that.” He swiped
away the stack of saucers and cups and spoons, and sent them flying across
the room.

“But [

He moved his hands around my waist and picked me up like a rag doll.
“I want you, baby,” he rumbled as he set me on the table. My legs were
dangling off its side as I was still processing the fact that Ace Windsor had
called me “baby.” It was hotter than hot. He nudged my legs open and
wedged himself between them. With a firm grip, he pulled my waist against
his hips, secure and confident as if he’d done it a million times, letting me
feel his erection press against my center.

“Oh,” I practically moaned, “but what about—"

My train of thought was forgotten when he put his hand at the back of
my head, nestling it between my curls, and pulling me toward him. He
stopped one inch from my lips.

“You want me to kiss you?” he growled. “Say yes.”

“Yes.” It came out as a hoarse whisper.

His lips brushed mine, teasing at first, and a jolt of energy raced up and
down my spine. The butterflies in my stomach flapped their wings. They
were just as shocked as I was at the unexpected softness of his touch.



But then they took off all at once.

The world spun around me.

My lips met his with an almost feverish urgency. The impact of it parted
them just enough for his tongue to slip through. My heart raced, threatening
to leap from my chest, and the throbbing sensation between my thighs
turned into a scorching ache that I knew only his touch would cure. Our
tongues intertwined like sparring fighters, each trying to take in more of the
other. His hand grabbed one of mine and placed it on his chest. I could feel
his pulse growing faster.

“You feel this? You feel what you do to me?” he murmured, only
disconnecting his lips from mine for a mere second.

I do, 1 nodded, unable to speak, his tongue back in my mouth. I kissed
him like my life depended on it.

The strong heartbeat under my palm made me melt further into him. I
had always imagined that my first kiss with Ace would be magical, but I
had no idea how intense it would be. Why did he, of all people, have to be
the world’s best kisser? His lips tasted of black coffee, but his familiar
piney scent urged me to kiss him more, and I bit his lower lip. In response,
his hands ran down my hips and he playfully squeezed my butt. An
involuntary squeal escaped my lips.

He released my mouth, growled his appreciation, and tightened his grip
around me, pulling me even closer, then ran his hands up my shoulders.

For a moment, he just rested his forehead against mine and stared into
my eyes, saying nothing—just looking at me with his intense feverish gaze.
We stayed like that for long breathtaking moments. His blue eyes reminded
me of the cold bite of winter mornings, the kind before the first snow falls,
and the icicles that hang from tree branches when the snow starts melting
again.

“Ace—" I started.

“No. Hush.” He pressed his lips against mine before I could finish my
sentence, making me forget any protests I might have possibly had. He
brushed the tip of his tongue against mine, over and over, and I could feel
another smile forming on his face.

Why was he smiling?

He released my mouth, pulling away just enough to speak. “Tell me
what you wrote in Mikey’s card,” he mischievously said.



“Ehhh...I don’t remember.” I tried to kiss him again, but he playfully
jerked his head away.

“No, you do,” he replied. “Tell me. I’m curious.”

“It’s really dumb and embarrassing.”

“Even better. Tell me.”

“Only if you promise not to laugh.”

“Just tell me.”

“Ugh,” I groaned, trying one last time to kiss him against his will before
yielding. “It said, ‘Roses are red, violets are blue. You are my Squirtle, and
I’m your Pikachu.””

He snorted, turning his face away from me, placing a hand over his
mouth. He did it so I wouldn’t see how hard he was laughing. “That’s...
beautiful,” he replied, chuckling, turning back to me. I gave him a death
stare. He was still laughing.

“I liked Pokémon a lot back then.”

He gently brushed his lips against mine. “You’re cute. Kinda nerdy, but
cute. Seriously.” He kissed me. His lips felt like fire against my own. “Can I
be your Squirtle instead?”

“You’re too hot to be a Squirtle. You’re more like a Charmander,” I said
before crashing my lips into his.

I slowly pulled his shirt from his pants and slid my hand under it. His
washboard abs were rock-hard under my fingers, almost inhumanly hard. I
wondered what he looked like with his shirt off. I’d seen photos of his
college swim team, but I strongly suspected he was even more attractive
now. Maybe he had even more tattoos? I ran my hand from his navel up to
his back and down again before cheekily pulling at the waistband of his
pants, feeling his erection press against me. That was no little Barry. If
anything, it was the opposite of little Barry.

He paused, drew away from me, and looked into my eyes. “You’re
playing with fire. Look what you’re doing to me,” he groaned.

“To you? Look what you’re doing to me.” I ran my free hand through
my messy hair.

“Do you like it when I touch you?” he rumbled. He put one of his hands
on my naked knee, not breaking eye contact for a second.

“I’m not supposed to, right? But [ do.”

Painfully slowly, he started running his hand up my leg and slipped it
under my skirt. His fingers left what felt like a trail of flames behind it, and



then continued pulling my skirt up and up. My skin burned at his touch, and
yet [ wanted him to explore every inch of me.

His fingers reached my panties, and he pulled them to one side.

He paused again. “Tell me to touch you,” he demanded. “Ask me to.”

“Touch me, Ace,” I whimpered. “Please, touch me.”

A mischievous smile spread across his face as his fingers finally made
contact with the fire between my legs. “Good girl.”

I moaned when his fingers brushed my clit, but he silenced me by
pressing his lips against mine. His thumb ran teasingly over my clit, playing
with it, causing me to jerk and moan. My groans were muffled by his
writhing tongue in my mouth. He slipped his hand out of my panties and
started unbuckling his belt.

“Ace,” I gasped.

“You open it,” he growled, casting his eyes toward his zipper, and
sliding his hand back into my panties.

Without hesitation, I reached forward, unsure of what to expect, and felt
something in his pocket. It was vibrating. What was that? Oh. Duh. “Oh,
gosh,” I said, jerking my hand away. “I think your cell phone is ringing.”

“Fuck,” Ace grumbled, annoyed, removed his hand from me, and
reached into his pocket. He stared at his cell screen and muted his ringtone.
“Bad timing.”

“Aren’t you going to take that?”

“I’m not.” He tried to shove his cell back into his slacks’ pocket, but
swiped right instead, accidentally answering the call. “Fuck,” he muttered
under his breath.

“Hello? Hello? Ace, are you there?” Damon’s voice crackled from its
speaker.

I froze.

Ace held it up to his ear and frowned. “Yeah, I’'m here.”

“Hey, bro. Good to hear your voice. Do you want to come out for
drinks? Miles, Oliver, and I are headed to Talia’s.”

My hands fumbled desperately at my skirt to pull it down.

“Umm,” Ace hummed, looking at me. I was still seated on the
boardroom table with my legs spread wide enough to allow him to stand
between them, with wet panties and a drenched clit, and his belt unbuckled.
“I can’t right now, bro. Bad timing. Another time.”



“You sure? Just a quick drink,” Damon insisted. “You don’t have to stay
out all night.” I could hear his voice booming from the other end of the line,
despite Ace pressing his cell tightly against his ear.

“Another time,” Ace groused. “Tell the guys I said hi.” With that, he
ended the call.

“What are we doing, Ace?” I asked as soon as he slid his cell back into
his pocket.

I pushed him away, and he looked down at me. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “You initiated it.”

He shook his head. “No, baby, we initiated it. And you know it. Don’t
just put it on me.”

“Well, I’'m not doing it on purpose,” I said, crossing my legs. I crossed
my arms too, and frowned at him. “I thought you were enjoying my
presence...”

“I was,” he said bluntly. “I am. And that’s the problem. I shouldn’t be.”

“I know it’s wrong.” I shrugged. “But it doesn’t feel wrong. It feels so
right.”

“It’s unprofessional of me to even have put you in this position.” He
buckled his belt, then locked eyes with me, his features deadly serious.
“Listen, I apologize, Stella. As your boss, I shouldn’t be making advances
on you. It’s unethical, on top of everything else.”

“It’s okay. Really,” I assured him. I got off the table and straightened my
skirt and blouse. “We can pretend this never happened.”

He straightened his shirt and tie, then made his way toward the opposite
end of the table and collected the broken saucer shards on the floor from the
crockery he’d so urgently shoved aside. For a second, I was taken aback.
Why would he worry about the saucers? Cleaning staff would be in during
the late night. It was odd to see the CEO of a soon-to-be billion-dollar
company cleaning up. I rushed to him, helping to collect the last dirty cups
on the boardroom table.

He stood and looked at me. “If you were anyone else but Damon’s
sister, things could have been different. Hypothetically. But we can’t let this
happen. We can’t get involved. I know how betrayed he’d feel if he knew
what just happened between us.”

I gulped, feeling terrible. “Agreed,” I said, cups in my hands. “We won’t
let this happen again. No problem. No hard feelings. We’ll keep things



professional and write this one off as a weak moment. One of many, but it
was the last one.”

We locked eyes. “Thank you for not making this harder than it needs to
be, Stella,” he said calmly, taking the dirty cups from me. “You can come in
later tomorrow to make up for having to stay later today.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “I’ll take you up on that offer.”

“Good night.”

“I’1l see you tomorrow.” I wanted to hug him, but instead, I gave him an
awkward wave and turned to rush out of the room.

“Oh, before you leave.”

I turned back around to face him. “Yes?”

“I’ve been meaning to tell you, Winifred called me this afternoon and
said that she got a call from MKY Shipping. The lost shipment was found.
The twenty boxes are being sent overnight to us. I understand you had your
helping hands in all that? This means we can finish the papers by the end of
next week and send them off to Humphries. Good job, Stella. Very good
job.”

I smiled at his honest praise. I could tell that a huge stone had been
lifted from his shoulders. “Oh, that’s wonderful news. Glad to be of help,
anytime.”

“I appreciate it. [t was smart to bring you on.”

Feeling a rush of weird mixed emotions—happy about his words, bad
for not really deserving praise due to the stupid circumstances, I quickly
turned to leave. It was a good sign that he was glad we’d found the boxes.
He would have reacted differently if he was hiding something like Bonnie
had suggested. “Good night.” I waved, no less awkwardly than before.

“Hold on. Winifred also informed me that she got some files for you
from our offices in San Francisco.”

Shoot. 1 felt my body tense back up.
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(S tella drew to a halt, stiffening. “Oh?”” Her eyes were huge.

“She asked me to tell you there weren’t any files on the three
companies you’d specifically asked about, but she’d gotten you the last
years’ annual reports. What’s that about? What companies did you ask
about?”

“Ehhh...well...” She stalled.

I narrowed my eyes on her. “Yeah?”

“Oh. Let me think...” She stared back at me, fidgeting. “It was all
related to...the upcoming merger.”

I had asked for a basic list of Windsor Architects’ most profitable
clients’ projects from the beginning of time to be prepared and listed in
order, with samples, photos, and numbers. “You’re talking about the basic
list?”

“Uh...yes. Exactly,” she said curtly and turned to leave.

“Thank you for your help with that.” Hiring her had been a good
decision. She was on top of things. I owed Damon.

“Perfect. Yeah. Good night.”

I watched Stella basically flee the meeting room. The way her hips
swayed from side to side when she stormed out was enough to drive a man
insane. The smell of her perfume lingered long after I lost sight of her. It
smelled of mandarin and jasmine. I inhaled and tried to remember how
strong the smell of it had been on the nape of her neck. Shaking my head, 1
put the dirty cups I’d taken from her back on the boardroom table.



I couldn’t believe I had just let that happen again. What fucking spell
did she have on me? I’d never been unable to resist temptation.

The stars in the night sky twinkled through the boardroom’s large
windows. I looked at them and tried to spot some of the constellations I was
familiar with, all in an attempt to distract my ravenous mind. It didn’t work
for long. My reflection in the windowpane looked like I felt: a hungry
animal. I put my hand against it and felt the evening air’s cool touch behind
it.

“This has to stop,” I said aloud.

That texture of her skin and that wetness between her legs. Sweet Lord.
How soft and warm her skin had felt against my fingers. My cock jerked at
the mere thought of exploring more of her than I’d been able to.

In vivid pictures, I imagined what might have happened if my phone
hadn’t rung. I would have made her beg for more, plead for me to do
unspeakable things to her on the tabletop. Being the gentleman that I was,
I’d have obliged, of course. But not before I’d put her on my lap and
spanked her until her bare ass cheeks turned blushing red—I hadn’t
forgotten the spanking I’d promised her. Then, I’d spank her pussy.
Thoroughly. Once 1 was done with that—and only if she promised to
behave—I’d offer to kiss the places all better. I’d allow my lips to tickle her
thighs and everything between them.

Stop. 1 caught myself getting feverishly embroiled in my thoughts. I
wouldn’t allow my mind to run away with itself.

I took a deep breath and tried to calm my pounding heart. Shes off-
limits, 1 reminded myself, and you need to put all this—whatever it is—
aside.

Now.



28



STELLA

GZ() hen I finally got home, I headed straight to my bedroom and
flung myself onto my bed. Damn. Damn. Damn. I ran my hand

from my chest down to the hem of my panties and sighed. How was I ever
going to pretend that it never happened? Realizing what I was doing, I
jerked my hand away and stared up at the ceiling.

After a moment of contemplation, I pulled my cell phone out of my
jacket pocket and dialed Bonnie’s number. She answered before my phone
had the opportunity to ring a third time.

“Girl! How was your day? Have you been managing to avoid that
apparently sexy boss of yours?”

“Ehh...Not quite,” 1 ashamedly conceded. “It happened again, but
worse this time.”

“Worse this time? What do you mean?”’ I could practically hear Bonnie
raising her eyebrows as she always did when she heard something
surprising.

“He and I had to work late today because we had a client meeting at half
past six.”

“Oh, no. If I’ve learned anything in life, it’s that nothing PG-13 ever
happens when two adults end up working late.”

“I guess I’'m a cliché then,” I said. “Because that’s exactly what
happened. It wasn’t rated R, but it was pretty steamy. After the clients left, I
started tidying up the boardroom, and before I knew it, we were making out
on the conference room table. One minute I was just collecting dirty cups,



and the next we had our tongues in each other’s mouths. And then he
touched my—"" I paused, searching for a tasteful term.

“What? Your Hoo-hoo? Bajingo? Minky? Your Underwater Treasure
Grotto?”

I laughed a little. Bonnie always knew how to crack me up. “Yeah.”

“Oh, shit. I think I can deduce what happened next. Did you end up
going all the way?”

“No, nothing like that. Not even close.” I sighed as she didn’t say a
word. “But I kind of wish we had.”

“Girl. Stella. This 1s bad,” Bonnie chastised me. “That’s the opposite of
what I advised you to do. I told you to avoid him, not suck his face. What
would your brother say?”’

“Ugh, don’t remind me about Damon,” I said. “I feel guilty enough.”

“Why? Please tell me you didn’t suck his you-know-what.”

“Confetti Dispenser? One-eyed Wonder Weasel? His weapon? His
loaded gun?” Uhh, I liked that one.

“Exactly. His little Barry. Whatever you wanna call it. Did you?”

“I didn’t. He only unbuckled his belt...and that was so hot. But that was
it.”

Bonnie’s relief was audible through the phone. “Thank goodness. So it’s
not going to happen again? It can’t happen again!”

“I know. We both agreed that we shouldn’t allow it to happen again,” |
replied. “Am I silly for being sad about the fact we can’t be together? |
know he and I haven’t been close for very long, but I feel so many things
when I look at him or even think about him. Don’t they always say, ‘Follow
your heart?’”

“You can follow your heart, as long as it doesn’t lead to your boss,”
Bonnie said matter-of-factly. “Look, lots of people have chemistry and
don’t act on it. You two will just need to learn how to do that. You’re not
the first person in the world to have a crush on their apparently madly sexy
boss.”

“This feels like more than a crush though.”

“You still shouldn’t act on it. There’s too much at stake: your
relationship with your brother, your job, and your future as an architect. It’s
not worth it.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I know you’re right.”



“Look. There are lots of cucumbers in the sea. You’ll find someone that
makes you even weaker in the knees and whose whistle is even slurpier, and
then you’ll forget all about Ace Windsor.”

“I hope you’re right. Or else, I’'m totally screwed.”

“You’ve got this, girlie,” she said. “I believe in you. You can resist his
sexy wiles! If anybody can resist falling for him, it’s you.”

“Thanks. I needed that. You always know what I need to hear.”

“What are best friends for? Anyway, have a good night. I’1l talk to you
again in the morning. I’ve got to get up early for tennis class.” She ended
the call before I could thank her again for her help with MKY, and before I
could invite her—again—to yoga class. I really thought Bonnie would
enjoy yoga, but she always had some “believable” excuse. She had to
groom her neighbor’s cat, she accidentally washed all her pants at once, she
downed a rum and Coke, thinking it was just Coke.

Feeling tiredness take hold of me, I put my cell on my bedside table and
lay down on my back. The sensations that Ace evoked in me hadn’t gone
away yet, [ still felt it stirring in my chest—and between my thighs.

After half an hour of just staring at the ceiling, I gently ran my hand
over the parts of me that felt like they were burning. An involuntary moan
escaped my lips. I closed my eyes and pictured Ace on top of me. I tried to
imagine what his weight would feel like, crushing against my body as he
kissed my lips and thrust himself inside me. I pushed my panties aside just
like he had done, and tried to relive what it had felt like when he’d done it.

My own touch didn’t scorch my skin like his had. I fell asleep splayed
out on my bed, trying to imagine him kissing every inch of me, starting on
my lips, then the nape of my neck, and ending where the erotic sensation
was most prominent.
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STELLA

L? hree days later (Or: Bad Hair Days Are a Thing)

“S o, how have things been?” Bonnie asked, her voice crackling through

my cell phone’s less-than-admirable network connection. I found
myself sitting on my bed, talking to Bonnie, and secretly wishing I didn’t
have to try to control my feelings for Ace. Sadly, I’d never been good at
keeping secrets—or controlling my feelings.

“Apart from me having had a bad hair day for three days straight, better
than I thought they would be,” I said, pressing my cell tightly against my
left ear. “The last few days have been pretty...ordinary. No invites to lunch
dates, no working late, no ‘flirting’ in the supply room—just normal work
stuff.” I stared at the outfit I’d laid out beside me. Not dressing in a way that
would distract my new boss was top of my list, so I’d chosen a plain pair of
dark-blue slacks, a loose-fitting white blouse, and a matching navy blazer.
“Ace winked at me the other day,” I continued, “in the breakroom. At first, |
thought, ‘Here we go again,” but then he just nodded once from across the
room and left. There was no follow-up, or quick chat, or even the tiniest
hint of flirtation. It was just a normal wink between friends.” Gah. My
insides churned. I really didn’t want to be “friends” with Ace. That was the
last thing I wanted to be.

“Ah, I see. Perfect! A purely platonic wink,” Bonnie said happily. “To
be honest, I was worried things might be a bit awkward between the two of



you when you told me what happened after the client meeting. At least the
fact that they aren’t proves that Ace is a more mature guy than I thought he
would be.”

“I guess,” I agreed, running my hand over the dark-blue slacks next to
me. It was the first time I’d heard Bonnie say something nice about Ace.
“To be honest, the rational part of me is relieved that things have gone back
to normal, but at the same time, I can’t stop thinking about what happened.”

“Well, you’re only human. The important thing is that you’re both
trying to put it behind you, and you’re maintaining a sense of
professionalism in the process. It’ll get easier as time passes. You’ll forget
all about kissing him eventually, trust me.”

Hmm. I wondered whether I’d ever be able to forget the feeling of Ace’s
body pressed against mine. “At least there are no hard feelings, and we get
to be friendly.”

“And you still get to be the CEO’s assistant,” Bonnie chimed in. “And
work at Windsor Architects, arguably the fanciest architecture firm in the
whole of New York. At least according to the New York Times.”

“And 1 get to play detective,” I added sarcastically. “Damon is still on
my case about digging up more information about Ecclestone, and it’s
freaking me the heck out. I have been keeping my eyes open—without any
real results thus far—and I don’t know what more to do to get him the
answers he wants. It’s not like I can hack into Ace’s emails or anything.”

“I bet he hides the incriminating papers in his desk. That’s where /°d
keep my dark and dirty secrets if [ were a CEO. In my top drawer. That’s
where nobody suspects anything, because it’s too obvious, right?”

“Hmm. I did notice that he keeps it locked at all times.”

“See? He’s hiding something.”

“Right. But I would never go through his drawers. That’s out of the
question.”

“I’'m sure you’ll think of something,” Bonnie said hopefully, trying her
best to encourage me. “You always do.” There was a commotion on the
other end of the line, although I couldn’t quite hear what was happening.
“Anyway,” she said, “I’ve got to go. UPS is here and the delivery guy is
hot. Talk to you soon! Love you, girlie! You’ve got this!”

“Love you too,” I said, just before we ended the call.

A reel of memories of my last “meeting” with Ace ran through my head
as I slipped into my chosen outfit, discarding the old white T-shirt I’d slept



in. I slid on the modest pair of flat leather pumps I’d taken out of my
wardrobe and walked over to my full-length mirror to examine my
appearance. Neither the slacks I was wearing, nor the blouse I’d donned
were particularly flattering. More the opposite, really. But that was okay. I
wanted to respect our agreement. I could never provoke Ace with a sexy
outfit, it wouldn’t be fair. Not after what had happened.

The bright-yellow cab was waiting for me at the curb in front of my
apartment building by the time I walked through my front door. The
morning sun beat down on me like a fiery downpour as I made my way
over. I immediately regretted including a blazer with my outfit. I’d likely
end up taking it off during the first hour of the day. A pair of larks loudly
sang at me from a large tree growing in my landlord’s garden, spurred on by
the surprising early-morning heat.

Jay waved at me through his window as I drew nearer. Excitement to
see him flooded me, more so than usual. I needed his advice.

“Good morning, Jay,” I greeted after I slid onto the back seat. “Can I
ask your advice about something...weird?”

“Oh? Well, you know you can always ask for my advice, love,” he
replied, turning the cab’s steering wheel to join the line of traffic. “The
weirder the better.” He grinned at me through the rearview mirror.

“What does it mean when a man winks at a girl?” I asked. “Do men
wink at girls they just want to be friends with, I mean?”

“Yep, you’re right—that is a weird question.” He chuckled and shook
his head. “Can’t speak for every bloke, of course—but I do know I’ve never
winked at a guy who I only thought of as a friend. Does that help?”

“Yeah. Kind of,” I replied solemnly. “And kind of not. But thank you
nonetheless.”

“My pleasure—and if it helps, I’'m sure he likes you back.”

“It does, Jay. It does.” I gave him a sad smile, not really believing him.

O nce we arrived, | slid out of the cab’s back passenger seat, smiled at him
one last time, and slung my handbag’s strap over my shoulder. Taking
two steps at a time without breaking a sweat, I quickly made my way up
and pushed open the double doors leading into the foyer.
“Don’t do that,” Glenda chastised me from behind the reception desk as
soon as I stepped in.



“What did I do?”

“You don’t need to open both doors to come in. Just open one, like a
normal person.”

“I guess I’'m not a normal person,” I said as cheerfully as my mood
would allow, and walked toward her. “Any messages for me today?”’

“Mr. Windsor won’t be in until later this afternoon. He’s meeting with
investors at the country club. Mrs. Mills told me to tell you that she left
paperwork for you to complete and file. She already had it brought down
for you to the archive room. Satisfied?”

“Yes, thanks,” I said. “Have a nice day, Glenda.”

“Hmm,” she grunted.

The archive room was unpleasantly cold—cold enough that I felt
increasingly thankful for my blazer, despite my earlier regrets. A tall stack
of paper was waiting in the middle of the desk, exactly where Glenda had
said it would be. For the last few days, I’d been helping to get the contents
of the twenty boxes unpacked and sorted. They really were just boxes of
client paperwork (no body parts). None of the papers were about
Ecclestone. Winifred hadn’t been kidding when she’d said that the former
assistant’s archiving method had been flawed. It almost seemed as if
someone had made it a point to dishevel the papers. It had taken Mrs. Mills,
Winifred, and me, plus four interns, three full days to get an initial order
into things, but now we were finally seeing a light at the end of the tunnel.
One of the interns had started to digitalize the now-sorted papers.

I sat down on the new, much-more comfortable office chair behind the
archive room’s desk (Mr. Windsor’s interior decorator had surprised
everyone with new chairs) and started working through the almost
unimaginably large pile of documents. I’d gotten so good at filing that I
almost instinctively knew which filing cabinet I’d find the right folders in.

Every now and then while I was slotting a document into a hanging file
in a filing cabinet’s drawer, I’d catch myself daydreaming about Ace. |
knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t help myself. I imagined him barging
through the door, pinning me against the wall behind me, and having his
way with me. Or perhaps, 1 thought, he’ll call me up to his office and
“punish” me for not doing this paperwork fast enough. Maybe 1 should
slow down. Maybe I should work at a punishingly slow speed. The thought
had me giggling and giddy and caused the familiar tingle to return.



Naturally, all my recent fantasies ended with him declaring his eternal
love for me. But that was just a pipe dream. Sigh.

Finally, I reached the last pages of the stack that was clipped together. I
turned it around. It was a contract of sale for some property in the Cayman
Islands. I’d never heard of it before. There was a note in Mrs. Mills’
handwriting stuck to it.

It read:

Hey, Stella, dear.
Please make three color copies of these for me (my scattered brain forgot).

You’d save me and my old legs a trip.
Thank you! M.

The copy room with a color copy machine was located on the 4th floor.
With the papers that needed copying clasped in my hand, I got up from
behind the desk and ventured out into the hallway. It was quiet as usual
down here. There were no interns running around looking for offices they’d
never been to or businessmen making hushed phone calls.

The elevator arrived quickly. It stopped on the ground floor, and Terry
stepped 1n. “Oh, hey there,” she greeted. “Long time no see!”

“Hey, Terry.” I smiled at her. I hoped she wouldn’t notice my less-than-
cheerful composure. She was exactly the kind of person who’d ask me
about it, and I wasn’t in the position to provide any acceptable or believable
answers. “How’s your daughter doing?” I quickly asked before she had a
chance to catch on. “Has she made a full recovery?”

“Yeah, she’s back to her old self. It wasn’t anything a round of
antibiotics couldn’t fix. I'm just sorry it deprived me of the opportunity to
prove to Glenda that her job isn’t as hard as she thinks it is. But then again,
I doubt anyone could prove that to Glenda.”

“She’s a trip, that’s for sure.”

Terry pressed the button for the 5th floor. “As far as she’s concerned,
not even Mr. Windsor works as hard as she does. ‘This place would
crumble without me!”” She mimicked Glenda’s strict tone of voice.

I smiled, amused by how well Terry hit the tone. “And maybe it would.
Who knows? I hope we’ll never have to find out.”

She looked at me, smiled, and finally said, “You’re the exact opposite of
Mr. Windsor’s last assistant, you know that?”



The elevator doors opened on the 4th floor with a loud ping.
“I’1l take that as a compliment? This is me,” I said. “See you around,
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ave a good one,” she exclaimed as the doors started closing. With
one last wave, | headed down the hallway to my left.

W ithout too much effort, I found the door labeled “Copy Room.”

Anxiously, I opened the door that led inside. A part of me almost
expected—Iet’s face it, hoped—to collide with hard pecs, but I didn’t. The
room was entirely empty except for two high-tech copy machines—one
black and white, the other color—and a small stationary cabinet containing
reams of paper and ink cartridges. I walked straight toward the color
machine and stuck the papers I’d brought with me in the top of it.

The copy machine’s user interface was an overengineered touch screen.
For a second, I struggled to input the correct commands, but eventually got
it to work. Loudly, it whirred to life and sucked the contract of sale with
floor plans into it like a hungry beast devouring its struggling prey. Its
inkjets hissed as it started creating the copies. I leaned against it and felt its
pleasantly warm surface vibrating against my skin. My eyes fell closed. The
back of my eyelids almost instantly turned into some kind of movie screen
onto which my tormented mind projected every memory I had of Ace’s
touch.

Distracted by my thoughts, 1 almost didn’t hear the copy room’s
doorknob turn. The door creaked open, and I heard the steps of men’s dress
shoes crossing the floor. Probably one of the interns sent to make copies for
one of the top dogs.

I turned and looked up.

“Ace,” I practically exclaimed. I had not expected him. For a moment I
struggled to find words, but then an innocuous question popped into my
mind. “How was the country club?” I felt light-headed as he drew nearer.
He looked at me, not breaking his gaze for even a moment.

“Fine,” he replied. “Actually, pretty good. The investors I met with play
a mean round of golf.”

Mr. Hardy sauntered in through the door and headed toward the
unoccupied copy machine. “Don’t listen to Ace. He’s just being modest,”



the engineer said in passing. “I played golf with him once and swore never
to do it again. There’s no way those investors even came close to winning.”

“No, we should play again, Harvey,” Ace said seriously.

“Nope. Not gonna happen.” Mr. Hardy was probably the only man who
could get away with a no. The engineer made his copy and exited the room
while my machine was spitting out the last pages.

Ace stepped closer until he was practically towering over me. “Do you
mind if I use the copy machine you’re using? I need to color print
something off a flash drive.”

“Of course,” I said, grabbing the copies I’d made. “I’m done, I just need
to check everything. It’s all yours. Do you want me to do it and bring it into
your office?”

“No thanks,” he replied. “I’ll manage.” He stuck his hand into one of
his slacks’ pockets and retrieved a small black flash drive. Inserting it into
the copy machine caused the layout of its user interface to change. Ace was
not a seasoned professional at the copy machine. But eventually, he
navigated through it and started printing the document.

It came to me then that it was odd he hadn’t sent Mrs. Mills or me to do
it for him. But then again, we were all busy, and maybe he just thought it
would be quicker this way. Also, I had no idea flash drives were still a
thing. That was, unless you wanted to ensure that a specific document had
minimal connection to the internet, because you wanted to keep this
specific document extremely secure...

“Are you having a good day?” Ace asked as he waited for his prints to
finish. Too bad I couldn’t see what he was printing.

“Great! I’'m having an awesome day,” I said, smiling at him as I
diligently counted through my copies and religiously organized them,
making sure [ had perfect sets, hoping to stick around long enough to get a
glimpse at his printouts.

“How’s the paperwork going?” he asked.

“Well, not to try to get in your good books or anything, but I’m almost
done with the paperwork you left me.”

“Good,” he replied. “You’re a fast worker.” His documents finished
printing, so he retrieved the papers from the tray and removed his flash
drive. He turned over the pieces of paper and briefly scanned them.
Whatever one of them contained made him scowl. He crumpled it up into a
little ball and tossed it into a silver knee-high trashcan in the corner behind



him. “Come up to my office when you’re done with whatever you’re busy
with, and I’ll give you something else to do.”

“Sure thing,” I replied, nodding enthusiastically. “I love being kept
busy.” My eyes darted to the trashcan in the corner. What was that all
about? Ecclestone, maybe? A spark of curiosity ignited in the pit of my
stomach, erupting into a roaring flame that demanded action. But I couldn’t
act, not yet.

“All right,” Ace said, turning to leave.

With clammy hands, I waved at him as he strolled out of the room like a
man certain of his next destination.

“See you,” I answered, although I knew he was already too far away to
hear me. As soon as I could no longer hear his shiny leather shoes stepping
down the hallway, I darted into the corner like a startled shrew and hovered
over the trash can. What secrets do you contain? Tell me, tell me, tell me.
My heart sped up. I was so nervous when I reached down to retrieve the
ball of paper. It felt prickly in the palm of my shaky hand. My heart was
beating at least a hundred beats per minute. Seriously, I was surprised I
didn’t hyperventilate and sweat bullets—I was more than scared of being
caught.

Carefully, I unfolded the paper, cautious not to tear it.

The page was titled “Short Hills Development.” My heart sank into my
shoes. I reached out to my copy machine and leaned against it to steady
myself. Oh, no. This was it. This was the document that would incriminate
Ace and spoil any chance I might ever have had of being with him.

Just when I was about to fully open the document and read all of its
contents, the copy room’s doorknob turned again. I found myself standing
with the now-somewhat uncrumpled paper in hand as Ace came strolling
back into the room.

Shit.

Oh, shit.

“Uhm. What are you doing?” He stopped mid-stride.

Quickly, 1 tried to shuffle his paper amongst my own, as
inconspicuously as possible. It was too late.

“Are you spying on me?” He gestured at the pieces of paper in my
hands.

Blood rushed to my cheeks and my heartbeat hummed in my ears. My
physical reflexes might have been a bit slow, but my mental ones certainly



weren’t. They never let me down.

But now—nothing.

Nothing, zero, zilch came to mind to get me out of this terrifying mess.

More sweat ran down my skin.

I had to confess. I had to tell him everything, tell him the whole truth.
About Damon and me and this awful, awful plan to spy on him—no, wait, |
mean, be a detective for the greater good.

But then I had an idea.

“Yes, yes, I am,” I said in a teasing tone. “I’m Miss Jane Marple, and
you’ve caught me—ved-handed.” 1 held my breath and hoped I’d be able to
hide the truth under a thick layer of humor. I was basically betting on a
double-bluff working, something I’d only ever seen successfully pulled off
in cartoons.

“Hmm,” he hummed. For a few seconds, he just stood staring at me, and
I wondered if he even knew who Miss Marple was, but then his lip curved
up. “Stella, I was just kidding.”

Oh, my gosh.

It had worked.

My tactic had worked.

Excellent! I realized he hadn’t seen me going through the trash can and
he had no actual reason to believe I was holding /is crumpled paper in my
hands. He probably thought it was one of my own. Thank goodness I hadn’t
confessed. I shuffled more paper around, to let his disappear deeper among
the stack of mine (just in case) and smiled innocently, ready to leave the
room. Victory!

I was such a perfect detective. Agatha Christie would have been so
proud of me. That was some true Miss Marple magic.

“But still, you know what this means, don’t you?”” he rumbled darkly,
mischief in his eyes slowly spreading across his entire face.

“That you feel honored to know the world’s most amazing detective?” |
laughed, hoping the truth of my words wouldn’t ring clear and he’d
continue to take it as a joke.

“Even the world’s most amazing detective can’t be allowed to get away
with a crime like this.” He waggled his eyebrow once. “Lock the door.”

Oh, my God.

Lock the door? Was that what he just said? Was he still playing, or was
this real?



Something squirmed in the pit of my stomach, and the familiar tingle
returned, quickly spreading to my chest and the space between my thighs. I
walked over to the copy room door, closed it, and locked us inside.

After I returned to where I had been standing, I gulped playfully (well,
not really that playfully). “What are you going to do, boss?”

Ace started walking toward me, and I took a step backward. One of his
hands was in his pants’ pocket. It made his chest look even broader than it
usually did.

“I sentence you to one kiss,” Ace growled.

“One kiss?” I asked, my eyes wide. One kiss? That didn’t sound like a
punishment and— “I thought you said we shouldn’t—"

Someone rattled the door handle. It startled me.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

The door handle rattled—again. It startled me—again.

Ace remained all cool.

Knock. Knock.

“I need to make a copy!” a voice drawled from the other side of the
door.

“Coming,” Ace replied loudly, like he was calmness personified. He
tore himself away from me, winked at me, and went to unlock it.

“The lock must have slipped.” He stepped out as the intern who had
been waiting to come in entered.

“Oh, hello, Mr. Windsor,” the intern said apologetically, getting out of
Ace’s way. “Sorry, Mr. Windsor. Have a nice day, Mr. Windsor.”

I waited until I could no longer hear Ace’s footsteps and followed suit,
all papers clutched firmly in hand, making my way back down to the
archive room where I’d left my paperwork. The chair at the center of it
rolled backward in my rushed attempt to sit down.

I pulled the crumpled piece of paper I’d recklessly stolen—borrowed—
from the copy room’s trash can from my stack of copies, the very same
piece of paper I worried would be the evidence I needed to incriminate Ace
(who had just about kissed me) in all kinds of nefarious dealings with
Edmund Ecclestone. With shaky hands, I finished straightening out the page
for all the text to become readable.

Here goes nothing. Hastily, my eyes scanned through the rest of the
information on the paper. It was a letter from a company called DC
Developments. They wanted Ace to help them design high-end lofts in the



Short Hills area, and they were definitely not Ecclestone Construction. Oh,
thank goodness! I exhaled. Okay. Good. This was good. Not great, but
good. Of course, this didn’t conclusively prove that Ace wasn’t working
with Ecclestone Construction. It was enough to make me twirl on my office
chair in happiness.

I let my mind dwell on our encounter for a moment and then shook my
head, hoping to gain more clarity of thought. “Focus,” I muttered under my
breath, stopping the chair. “Don’t let yourself fall in love. You’ve got a job
to do.”

A sense of regret, and worse, shameful guilt welled up in my chest. I’d
lied to my boss and then crossed a line with him (again), all in the hope of
keeping a useless piece of paper in my possession.

I wasn’t the greatest detective, but I told myself that Miss Marple had
setbacks too.
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ACE

he previous day’s happenings were still fresh in my mind when I

left my car and glanced at my watch. I had an early meeting with
investors on the 7th floor, and I resented the fact that I felt unable to
completely focus on it. I’d always been a man of numbers, a lover of graphs
and statistics, and it had taken me longer than usual to prepare for this
presentation. Instead of creating a slideshow in my usual efficient manner,
I’d spent half the night trying to remember the taste and feeling of Stella’s
body. Now, I was almost late.

The fact I couldn’t control myself around her both thrilled me and left
me feeling frustrated at my own indiscretions. I knew it was a losing battle.
No amount of moral agonizing was going to erase what I felt for Stella
Copeland.

Ring-ring.

“I’m almost there,” I informed Mrs. Mills, who had called to inform me
that all the gentlemen were waiting for me.

“You better hurry! They don’t look happy.”

I ended the call. They would be after I was done with them.

The hallway leading up to the elevator was bustling with life as my
employees streamed in for the morning. “Good morning, Mr. Windsor,”
sounded from all around me as everyone weaved through the crowd to
make it to their offices. There was enjoyment for me in seeing the office at
its busiest and I pushed through the throng of people, nodding, greeting, my
laptop bag firmly tucked under my arm.



Finally, the elevator arrived, and a number of people and I stepped
inside of it in unison. We crammed into it like sardines. I made it a point to
chat with everybody. We discussed the weather and a recent football match.
I realized it was out of character for me, but a little small talk, as Tilly had
mentioned, wouldn’t hurt me. To be honest, I hoped it would take my mind
off the one person invading my thoughts and distracting me to no end.

When the elevator doors slid open on the 4th floor, it revealed a single
waiting figure.

“Good morning, Mr. Windsor, good morning, everyone,” Stella half-
sang as she stepped into the elevator, several folders in hand. Her hourglass
figure, wearing her sunflower dress, brought in a sweet smell of mandarin
and sugar that enveloped the elevator.

Stella wasn’t part of my meeting. Now that the missing boxes had
arrived, I found her time best spent helping everybody involved to get the
merger papers prepared.

“Good morning,” I formally replied as the others said their friendly and
warm hellos. It seemed like she had made many friends in the short time
she’d been here.

The elevator doors slid closed again with a loud hiss.

“Why can’t every morning start with a smile from Miss Copeland in an
elevator?” one of the young men joked, and I gave him a hard look. So
much for small talk...

“What floor, Miss Copeland?” one of the account executives asked her
eagerly.

“The 8th, thank you,” she said, and he beamed at her as he pressed the
button for the 8th floor.

“Excuse me,” she said in a friendly tone, “so sorry, excuse me,” she
continued, squeezing past the elevator’s occupants, and positioned herself
so that she was standing directly behind me.

“It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?” she asked into the crowd and received
enthusiastic comments.

The elevator jolted as it started moving upward again, causing Stella to
stagger behind me. Tits. No doubt. Her tits pressed against my back as she
tried to regain her balance. An involuntary chuckle escaped my lips, one
that clearly made no sense. I hid it behind a small cough. I felt her tits
again. Hmm. Oh, I see. She was doing it on purpose. My dick twitched.

“You better not,” I muttered quietly to my back.



She didn’t listen. In fact, the little minx spent the rest of the next
agonizing moments we were gliding upward toward the 7th floor—with
stops and goes on every damn floor—pressing her tits against my back or
“discreetly” rubbing her undoubtedly puckered nipples against my arm.

My cock appreciated the gesture. I didn’t.

“You wait,” I hissed under my breath.

“Did you say something, Mr. Windsor?” she asked loudly, all
innocently.

Ping.

The doors slid open on the 7th, and I stepped out of the elevator, ready
to head to the executive boardroom where the investors were awaiting me.
But instead of proceeding to where I was expected, I turned around to look
back at the crowd of people inside. “Stella, please join me.”

“Oh...yes, sir, of course,” she said. Her eyes twinkled like diamonds
caught in sunlight, and I knew that her little stunt hadn’t just heated me, it
had heated her too. She wrung her hands together and cautiously slipped
through the now-smaller group of people in the elevator, making her way
toward me. “Bye, everyone.”

As soon as the doors closed, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure
we were alone. We were. The only two souls currently in the hallway were
my assistant and me.

Stella was avoiding eye contact.

When I didn’t say anything, she asked, “What do you need me to help
with, boss?” She was staring down at her stilettos.

“I didn’t say I needed your help with anything,” I grumbled, sticking my
free hand in my pocket to avoid giving in to the urge to touch her. “What
were you doing? And look at me.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she replied, meeting my gaze. Her lips
quirked.

“You know exactly what [ mean,” I said. “You were brushing up against
me like a cat.” I lowered my voice to a deep register. “You were trying to
seduce me.”

“No. I would never. Ever. If I brushed against you, it was accidental. I’d
never try to seduce my boss.”

She blinked at me, twice.

That little minx.



I stepped closer, almost brushing against her, but made it a point not to
touch her, unlike she had done in the elevator. It wasn’t what I wanted to
do. Not in the least. What I really wanted to do was push her against the
wall, press myself between her legs, deeply, and take her right there for her
insolence.

“Don’t lie to me,” I rumbled. “How wet are you right now?”

“You wish,” she said cheekily. “I am not. I don’t get wet that easily, and
definitely not by bossy grumps like you.” Her eyes widened. Her hand flew
up to clasp her mouth. Obviously, that had slipped out, her mouth faster
than her brain. “Shoot. Forget I said that. I mean, I don’t get wet by bosses
like you...wait, no, eh...” Her eyes grew larger as she realized that hadn’t
really made things better. She lowered her hand. “I mean, I don’t get wet by
any bosses, not just y—"

“Stella,” I hummed, catching her gaze. “Bossy grumps like me? That’s
how you see me? Hm? As some surly, bad-tempered grouch?” I needed to
teach her a lesson for that too.

Her eyes were round as saucers—round dancing saucers—and her
brown curls bounced around on her shoulders. She clearly thought it was
hilarious. “Uh...like I said, forget I said that.” She didn’t even try to correct
her assessment of me. She didn’t have to. That’s exactly what I think—that
was what her expression and the tug at her lips were saying.

Even so, I liked that she didn’t try to convince me otherwise.

“Luckily for you, in this case and moment, I don’t believe corporal
punishment is the best way to get someone’s cooperation.” Also, I didn’t
have the time. I was in no mood to be interrupted a third time, which, if
tendencies held, would likely happen. “Thus, in lieu of current
circumstances, ’m going to have to insist that you hand me your panties.”

Her mouth fell open. The impudent smile was gone from her face. “You
want my panties?” she squeaked in outrage. “For what?”

“So I can investigate whether you’re lying,” I said in as flat a tone as |
could manage. “If they’re dry, I’ll know you were telling the truth.”

“Eh.” She stalled. “I was.”

“Good. If you were truthful and they’re dry, you get to keep them. If
they’re not, your punishment will be spending the rest of the day without
underwear.”
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STELLA

1l right.
Maybe I had taken things a bit too far in the elevator. “Ace?”

“Im only going to say this one more time. Underwear. Now,” he
rumbled darkly.

I knew “the bossy grump” had won the minute he’d stated his terms.
There was no way my panties would be dry when I handed them to him, but
what chance did I really have? He would never let it go. I wiggled out of
my panties, slightly lifting my skirt to do so. Luckily, I’d put on a nice pair
this morning. His eyes were on me the whole time.

Scrunching up my lacy black G-string in my hand, I held it out to him.
“Here you go, Mr. Windsor.”

He wrapped his fingers around the bundle of cloth. “So I was right,” he
replied, his voice dropping in pitch by at least two octaves. “You little
tease.”

“I am not,” I replied.

“Oh, yes you are,” he growled, triumph in his eyes. He shoved my wet
panties into his pocket. I tried not to allow myself to think about what he’d
do with them when he was alone.

“When can I have them back?” I asked. “They’re my favorite pair,” |
added, not even sure why I would say that—as if it would convince him to
return them to me any quicker.

“When I’m done with them,” he said in a deep baritone.

“That means?”



“As you should be aware, | have an investor meeting right now, which
I’m late for, and after that, I have a number of off-site meetings to attend.
I’1l likely only be back at the office late this evening. You may have them
then if I’'m back before you’ve left for the day—or else I’ll return them to
you tomorrow. Until then, you are not to put any other panties on.
Understood?”

There went my idea of storming to the boutique one block down to get
an extra pair. At this point, the friendly saleslady would probably be
expecting me. First a dress and a bra, now panties—what was next? A
“daily underwear delivery subscription” right onto my office desk?

“Just as long as you know you’re the cruelest boss ever.”

“I know,” he growled in his deep timbre. “And I’m going to make you
put them back on in front of me when I give them back to you too.” He
winked at me and then turned to leave, heading toward the executive
boardroom down the hallway to our left.

He was such a bossy grump. How was | to concentrate on work?
Honestly now. I loudly exhaled, trying to release some of the tension from
my body. It didn’t work. Not gonna lie, it was kinda hot, but it was so
bosshole-y! The tingling sensation between my legs still felt urgent and
pleading, like I needed Ace’s touch on my little clit to ever feel normal
again.

He said I deserved punishment. I didn’t deserve punishment. At least
not like that. Having no panties and him enjoying knowing that I wasn’t
wearing any the whole day, stood in no way in proportion to the little
teasing in the elevator.

Wait.

Ace had said he wouldn’t be here for the rest of the day. That meant his
office would be empty, and consequently, that I could go and take a teeny
tiny look around. Take that, Grumphole!

Here was the plan: I would take one quick look at what was in there,
and if I didn’t find anything, I would be able to tell Damon to screw off
once and for all. I was tired of living with the undeniably awful stress of
being Miss Marple.

With my perfect plan fully hatched, I summoned the elevator and rode it
up to the 8th floor. I spent the rest of the day in my office, glued to my
chair. There was no way I would be parading around without panties. Ace’s



office, adjacent to mine, remained empty all day, only guarded by Mrs.
Mills’ watchful eyes.

But eventually, Mrs. Mills popped into my office to say goodbye for the
day. She was typically the last person to go home (excluding Ace, of
course), so I knew that her departure meant the rest of the office building
was empty too.

My feet heavy as lead, I snuck out of my office and trotted down the
empty hallway to make sure there was no one lurking about. The floor was
truly empty. Good. With a horrible feeling and a heartbeat that was
dangerously close to race speed, I opened Ace’s office door and slid inside,
just one step. The scent of coffee and Ace’s cologne hit me like a truck. It
smelled like I imagined a forest would when it rained. The scent was
enough to cause the longing sensation to return. It was as if my body had
learned to react to the mere suggestion of Ace’s presence.

Why am I doing this again? 1 wondered as the guilt of being in here hit
me. How had I even gotten into this mess in the first place? I was bare-
bottomed, with a racing heart, about to snoop around in my boss’s office for
material to incriminate him, while having a tingly clit. How had I ended up
here like this? I kept playing with fire, that was how.

I already saw myself in all of New York City’s gossip papers.

Billionaire CEO Ace Windsor Catches
New Assistant Stella Copeland (a Princeton Graduate)

Rummaging Through His Office
Bare-Bottomed in the Middle of the Night

Nobody would hire me again. Ever.

This had to be the last time I snuck into my boss’s office. Anybody’s
really. I couldn’t make a career out of it. I couldn’t afford more near heart
attacks by nearly getting caught like I had been in the copy room.

Carefully, and with shaky hands, I closed the door behind me. The room
was dark, but I didn’t turn on the light. Ace’s large desk stood almost
menacingly near the back of the room. The city’s evening lights that slipped
through the cracks of his closed blinds cast bright white stripes on it. An
open file lay on top of his desk, nestled between two crumpled-up pieces of
paper, a pen holder, and his keyboard.



A clock mounted on the wall above the door ticked loudly, counting
down the seconds menacingly (had it always been that loud?), as I made my
way toward the desk with slow and silent steps. For the first time, I was
incredibly thankful that Glenda had advised me to be more aware of my
loud footwear. I felt like a thief. My knees were shaking, and my heart was
still racing, and it was starting to cause my ears to ring. I could feel a trail of
sweat running down nearly every single part of my body. This was seriously
becoming a daily issue—a highly uncomfortable one. Oh, my goodness. |
felt like a lamb being led to slaughter, and I was almost certain I’d get
caught. No way this would go over well. Not in a hundred years.

I would end up in jail. I wouldn’t last half a second in jail. Oh, this
could end so badly... I wasn’t just a terrible detective, I realized—I was the
worst ever. You’d think I would have gotten used to “the excitement” of it
by now, but no. I sucked at this in the worst possible way, and if I got
caught again, Ace would never ever give me the benefit of the doubt.

The file on top of Ace’s desk was the E.C. file I’d seen him with in the
supply room.

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump.

My pulse was audible to me. A bead of sweat rolled down my butt—not
stopped by panties—and right into my butt crack. Just...eww. I can't think
about that right now. I'm showering as soon as I get the hell out of here.
Curse you, Damon.

I took my cell phone out of my jacket pocket (almost dropping it, twice,
with my freaking sweaty hands) and used the light from its screen to
illuminate the file’s contents. A list of ongoing construction and
architectural projects was roughly scribbled down under the page’s heading.
The page was titled “East Cleveland.”

Oh. So, that’s what E.C. stood for.

It wasn’t Ecclestone Construction after all.

Thank goodness. I put the file back down, making sure to leave it as I
had found it.

The crumpled papers contained uninteresting scribbles. I crumpled them
up again.

My eyes were drawn to the ornate golden handles attached to the desk
drawers. There were tiny wild animals intricately carved into the beautiful
wood of the drawer, and none of them resembled each other. It was clear
they’d been hand carved. The top one stood slightly open. Wait, what? No



way! He must have forgotten to lock it. Bonnie’s theory about him keeping
his dark and dirty secrets in there came to mind.

My boss must have been in a real rush before he’d left for his off-site
meeting. It was the chance of a lifetime.

No. I would not go through his drawer.

That was out of the question. Damon would probably want me to open
it. I could almost hear him say, “Just take a quick peek.”

But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I could not and would not violate
Ace’s trust or privacy like that. A folder lying on top of his desk for the
world to see was one thing, but looking inside drawers that he usually kept
locked was a different story. Those were my exact thoughts while still
staring at the glistening handles.

Enough. I couldn’t do this anymore. I had to leave. The feelings I had
for Ace... It wasn’t right for me to snoop on him.

Yes, I was more certain than ever that I had developed feelings for my
grumpy boss—and what was worse, they almost felt like love.
Consequently, I didn’t want a hand in betraying his faith in me. I bent down
to close the open drawer. My index finger ran over one of the handles. What
a nice antique. Ace liked beautiful things. Did he think I was beautiful too?

I would never even glance at something of his again unless he asked me
to. I needed to trust him as much as he trusted me.
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ACE

here were three fucking things I hated more than anything else in

this world: piss-warm beer, dishonesty, and meetings being
canceled at the last minute. Especially if I had to drive halfway across town
before finding out through a fucking automated message that the meeting
was “delayed until further notice.” I was in a foul mood as I drove back to
the office, and I decided the next meeting would take place at Windsor’s—
or nowhere—as I pulled into my designated parking spot.

The parking area revealed empty spots nearly everywhere. Everyone
had gone home already.

It was just a short walk from my blue Aventador to one of the elevators
that would whisk me up to the top floor—and at this time of day, luckily
without interruptions. I gnashed my teeth the whole ride up, still infuriated.

Animated entirely by my frustration, I promptly stormed down the
hallway toward my office. I couldn’t wait to throw myself down onto my
office chair and make the phone call I’d been itching to all day.

My office door’s ornate knob felt familiar in the palm of my hand, and
yet something was amiss. Something didn’t feel right. I wouldn’t go as far
as saying I had a sixth sense, but I’d always had a talent for sensing trouble.

I pushed open my office door, more carefully than usual.

Stella was bent down at my desk. Her sunflower dress stood out like a
sore thumb and gave her away immediately. The skirt was lifted up,
exposing her pale bare ass. The first thing that went through my mind was,
“She’s here to surprise me.” My cock twitched.



“Stella?” 1 asked loudly, announcing my presence while turning on the
lights with a click.

She whipped her hand away from my desk drawers and shot upright.
Beads of sweat were running down her forehead, and I could see her
gasping for breath. She looked terrified, perplexed, and out of place.

“What are you doing here?!” she squeaked, her eyes widening.

“Well, this i1s my office,” I said, trying to grasp the situation, flashes of
déja vu rushing through my head. “What are you doing here?”

“I-I-1...”

“I saw you pull your hand away from my drawer. Were you going
through my things?”

“I...just held onto your desk for balance,” she said, biting her lip. “I
mean...well, funny story...I lost my contacts, and I was looking for them
on the floor. I swear!”

“You’re a shitty liar,” I replied, still reeling to understand what was
going on here. “You couldn’t lie if your life depended on it. For the last
time. Were you going through my things? What the fuck are you looking
for? Are you selling information to one of my competitors?”’

“I’d never do that.” Tears were now flowing freely from her eyes,
leaving dark trails on her cheeks and chin.

“Just admit it,” I barked. “You don’t need to try to fool anyone. Tell me
the fucking truth!”

“I didn’t look inside. I just tried to c/ose your drawer.”

“In the fucking dark? Are you a rat?”

“What?” She clasped her hands together and held them against her
chest. “No! You know me, Ace. You know I wouldn’t do something like
that.”

Past events rushed into my mind. The copy room incident. The
crumpled-up paper in her hands. Her request to Winifred. Now this? It all
made sense now. “Apparently, I don’t know you as well as I thought I did. I
thought I could trust you, and clearly that’s not the case.”

“No, pleas—”

“I suppose you really did dig out that piece of paper I threw away in the
copy room?” I stated coldly. “Get out of my office. Now.”

“Wait, wait,” she pleaded. I could see her trembling. “Yes, I did, but I
can explain.” She gulped, her face pale like paper, squirming painfully.



I was silent. Not because I had nothing to say—I did, and a lot—but
because | wanted to give her a chance to come out with the truth.

After an eternity, she straightened her shoulders, put her hands on the
table, and looked into my eyes. “It was Damon’s idea,” she said quietly.
“He asked me to find out if you were working with Edmund Ecclestone. He
meant no harm.”

What?

Damon?

“He put you up to this?” I stared at Stella intently, waiting for a reply. |
couldn’t fucking believe it, although it was clear to me why that bastard had
sent his own sister after me.

“Yes, he did,” she finally whispered. “I’m sorry. I’'m so, so sorry,” she
cried. “He meant well, I promise,” she repeated. “After I saw that the E.C.
file on your desk stood for ‘East Cleveland’ and not for ‘Ecclestone
Construction,’ I was planning on telling him to go stuff it, but then you—"

“But then I caught you digging around in my office,” I finished the
sentence for her. I still couldn’t fucking believe Damon would do this.
Worst of all, I couldn’t believe that she would do this.

“Ace, | am so sorry,” she sobbed uncontrollably. “I’d never do anything
to hurt you, and I swear [ was going to tell Damon I wouldn’t keep tabs on
you anymore. | was going to call him when I got home. It’s the truth!”

Rage was burning like fire in my chest. It took every ounce of self-
restraint not to scream.

“Get out of my office right now, Stella. I’'m serious. Get out before I ask
security to escort you out.”

“Does this mean I'm fired?” she asked, her lower lip trembling
forcefully. Her eyes were already red and puffy from crying. “Because I’'m
so sorry, and I promise that nothing like this will happen ever again.
Never.”

“Just go home,” I grumbled. “Go. Go home before I lose my temper.”

She sobbed as she stormed out of my office, pushing past me. Only her
mandarin scent lingered. I walked over to my office chair and slumped
down onto it like a defeated, dying man.

After a minute or two, I propped my elbows onto my desk and rested
my head in my hands. Without the crying, rueful Stella in the room, I found
it a lot easier to calm down. I read the first page of the open file between
my arms. There was nothing exciting about it. I couldn’t believe she’d



really thought I’d work with Ecclestone. What type of person did she
fucking think I was?

I glanced at my drawer. I was certain she hadn’t peeked inside. Had she
discovered what I was concealing in there, her reaction would have been
quite different.

I did not regret returning to the office. If I’d just gone home, I could
have been blissfully unaware of all of this, and Stella and I could have still
enjoyed each other’s company. But at what price?

Now that all the cards were face-up on the table, there was hope for us.

I got to my feet and started pacing the length of my office with my
hands behind my back. The smell of Stella’s perfume was starting to fade.

Damon.

“You asshole,” I muttered.

I wasn’t sure why I was really that surprised. A few days back, he’d
asked me about Ecclestone on the phone. Apparently, my answer hadn’t
satisfied him. And so he’d sent his sister to find out whether or not I had
been lying to him.

What a bastard.

I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and dialed his number. It rang
twice before an idea suddenly dawned on me. I ended the call before he
could answer and shoved my phone back into my pocket.

The only reason I couldn’t pursue a relationship with Stella was—apart
from my being her boss, but fuck that—because it would piss Damon off.
Now that he had clearly proven he was no friend of mine, I could have her
without any consequences for our “supposed” friendship. She might have
tried to get information on me behind my back, but she had done it in his
name, because her “dear brother” had told her to. He’d probably left her no
choice, the fucker. Everyone knew how persuasive Damon could be.

Well, served him right!

If he decided to call back, I wouldn’t tell him what I knew. I would
never throw her under the bus.

I had an advantage—one I didn’t intend to waste. I was sure Miles and
Oliver were in on the whole spying shit as well. Part of me understood why
they were being careful. I would be too. The other part hated the distrust.
The question wasn’t whether I still wanted the merger. The answer was yes,
because it would give me what I needed: time.

Why play my cards to lose? Only a fool would.



I couldn’t bring myself to be “grateful” to Damon for his shoddy tactics,
but he had gifted me something I intended to exploit mercilessly, now that I
didn’t have to feel guilty anymore.

Something good could still come out of this.

First, she deserved a verbal spanking. Then, the other kind.

This time, she wouldn’t get out of it.
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11 was lost.
For as long as I could remember, I’d loved learning new things.
I’d devoured books throughout middle school and high school, and I’d
taken every possible extra credit course during college. There were very
few lessons I hadn’t enjoyed learning, likely only a handful in total, but two
of them were learned when Ace had caught me in his office.

First, I’d learned that love wasn’t always enough to stop someone from
hating you, and second, I’d learned that there were some things that you
should never do for your family.

The sound of Ace yelling at me was still ringing in my ears and playing
and replaying on a loop in my mind as I stood at the curb in front of
Windsor Architects’ office building, flapping my arms, trying to hail a cab.
Tears were streaming down my face and staining my sunflower dress with
mascara-tainted droplets. I looked back over my shoulder at the building’s
entrance and wondered whether I’d ever walk through it again, which only
sent a new surge of sobs through my body.

A yellow cab pulled up next to me just before 1 could completely
dissolve. “Good evening,” the cab driver greeted. He wasn’t Jay, but he
appeared friendly enough. “Are you okay, Miss?”

“I'm fine,” I lied. I used the back of my hand to wipe the tears from my
eyes and tried to compose myself. “I’m just headed home.” I gave him the
address to my apartment building and sighed, leaning against the back
seat’s headrest. New York sped by outside the window as we drove past.



The sight of it normally had me in awe, but it seemed bleaker than ever
before.

Once we arrived, I handed him his fare, plus a sizable tip, and slid out
of the cab. I inhaled a deep breath of spring air, but it didn’t smell as
pleasant as it normally did. Everything felt blander. The larks in my
landlord’s tree were not singing. (They were sleeping.)

When I got to my apartment, I headed straight to my bathroom. There
was no better place to cry than the shower. It had always been a place of
respite for me, a place of reflection. I hoped that standing under a stream of
water would wash away the trauma of the day’s events.

He hadn’t said I was fired. He’d just said to go home. Was that what
he’d done to his former assistant, only to officially fire her the next day? I
had never seen him that angry. The expression on his face. His eyes. The
disappointment in them was so hard to bear, and thinking about it gave me
chills. His utterly crestfallen face—I would never forget it. I’d lost him.

“You blew it,” I mumbled as more tears rolled down my face. My heart
ached so badly. How I wished I could go back in time. I should have
known. I should never have listened to Damon.

I undressed and realized I was still without my panties. Ace had never
gotten an opportunity to give them back to me.

The water that came out of the showerhead was cold as ice. I whipped
my arm out from under it and shivered, a wave of goosebumps skating
across my skin. Stepping backward, I decided to wait a few moments for
the water to warm up before getting in.

There was a towel on the countertop next to my bathroom sink where
my cell was lying, and I wrapped it around me. My phone’s glowing screen
caught my eye. I needed to call Damon and tell him what had happened.
Right? I dialed his number and pressed my phone tightly against my left
ear.

It rang, but there was no answer.

Darn. I'll try again later, 1 thought. 1 just hoped he wouldn’t be mad
that I’d let myself get caught.

Maybe the best thing to do was wait it out.

It’d give me more time to think up a strategy on how best to tell him.
Damon had mentioned something about a long business trip, so I had time. I
remembered him saying something about flying to Sacramento and Toronto
and other cities upstate for some kind of business deal, so that was probably



where he was. A thought came to mind. Maybe 1 wouldn’t tell him at all.
Wouldn’t it be best to just tell him that I hadn’t found anything to avoid
opening that can of worms?

No, that wasn’t right either. It would only work if Ace didn’t tell him
either. Damn. I was stuck between a rock and a hard place.

Setting both my cell and towel on the countertop, I stepped into the
steamy shower. The water spraying from the showerhead was now
pleasantly warm, kissing my skin like tropical rain. Tilting my head
upward, I let it wash over my face, erasing any trace of the tears I’d cried.
When the boiler finally ran empty and the water came out cold again, |
stepped out and wrapped a towel around myself.

After I wiped my foggy mirror, my reflection stared back at me. I
smiled at myself weakly, but no matter how much I contorted my face, I
still looked sad. It was hard to put your big-girl panties on when someone
had stolen them.

Ding-dong.

My doorbell’s shrill sound reverberated through my apartment. It had to
be Damon. Maybe his business trip had been canceled? He must have
noticed that I’d tried to call. He was the only person who showed up
unannounced whenever he was in the area on his motorcycle. Quickly, I
exchanged my towel for a robe.

Knock! Knock! Knock!

Jesus Christ. “Coming!”
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ACE

% nock! Knock! Knock!
I rapped my knuckles against the light-brown surface of the

apartment door and scanned my surroundings. There were two flowering
potted plants placed neatly at the top corners of the welcome mat. The mat
itself read, “Visitors welcome. Pet lovers extra welcome.” A small cactus
on the windowsill sat next to the front door beside a tiny white porcelain
bird. I knocked again.

The door swung open.

“Jesus, Damo—" Stella started, then froze as her eyes met mine.
“You’re not my brother.” She gulped.

“Thank God for that,” I growled. “Otherwise this would be more of a
sin than it already 1s.”

I put my hands on her curvy hips and pulled her against me. She parted
her lips like she meant to say something, but I didn’t give her the
opportunity. Instead, I pressed my lips against hers and parted them further
with my tongue. She responded by getting weak in the knees. 1 tightened
my hold around her. She wasn’t going anywhere. Her moan filled my mouth
like the sweetest honey, and my tongue slipped deeper inside. Pressing
myself closer, my body was flush against hers.

I would devour her. She was mine, and mine alone.

Stella moaned into my mouth and pushed her hips against mine. My
angry cock pressed into her.

“Eww! Yuck! PDA, much?” a blonde-haired girl in a red dress said,
making gagging sounds as she walked down the hallway just past the door,



with a tiny Chihuahua in tow.

Stella pulled away, obviously startled by the youth’s sudden appearance.
“Oh, gosh,” she muttered, catching her breath, “That was little Jilly from
Apartment 601. Her mom and I are in the same yoga class. Little Goliath
has a weak bladder.”

“Let’s get inside now,” I growled, tugging Stella into her apartment and
closing the door behind us. Without wasting any time, I put my arm around
her and pushed her against the wall, caging her in. The feeling of her curves
pressing against my chest made me want to rip off her robe. Without
thinking, I grabbed her wrists and placed her arms above her head. I leaned
in to devour her mouth, my other hand already on the satin belt of her robe.

“Wait,” she said, interrupting me. She drew away and made eye contact.
“What changed? You told me to go home... I’'m not fired like your last
assistant?”

“No, you’re not.”

“Oh, my God, really?”

“I didn’t fire my last assistant because she fucked up,” I stated calmly.
“I fired her because she lied to me. You told me the truth.”

Her shoulders visibly relaxed. “And I thought you never wanted to see
me again.”

“I had to return the souvenir you gave me, otherwise I’d be a thief,” |
grumbled darkly. I stuck my hand into my pocket and withdrew her black
G-string. Dangling it in front of her, I leaned in again, stopping just a breath
from her mouth. “Plus,” I rumbled, pausing just long enough to throw her
underwear somewhere behind my shoulder—she wouldn’t be needing them
—and leaning in, my lips brushing hers, “you’ve been a bad girl. You need
a spanking.” I stood straight.

“Haven’t 1 been punished enough?” she almost purred. Her hands
started fiddling with my belt buckle, and I knew she’d have it undone
within seconds if I didn’t intervene.

“Perhaps you’d be punished less often if you weren’t such a bad girl.
But you were naughty, and once I’'m done with you, you won’t be
disobeying me again,” I growled, grabbing her hand and removing it from
my belt.

“Wait... What are you doing?” she asked, wriggling around to free
herself from my grasp.



“Commencing your punishment. Finally.” I let go of her and took up
position on the chair next to me. “Now, I’m only going to say this once. On
my knee.”

I’d never seen a woman crawl on my lap so quickly and eagerly. It
almost caused me to chuckle. She was ready to accept her spanking, and I
would enjoy every second.

Taking my time, I unbuttoned my right sleeve and rolled it up to my
elbow. I did the same with my left. “When I’'m done with you, you won’t be
sneaking into my office ever again.” I slid my hand over her curves and
moved the robe up, revealing her bare ass. Her round bottom jiggled at my
touch.

I smacked it, and she let out a sound that resembled a laughing gasp.

“It tickles!”

“Oh, yeah?”

“This doesn’t feel like punishment.” I heard her gasp again and she
shook her head, as if she wondered why she’d just admitted that.

“How about now?”’ I growled and smacked her again, this time sharper.

“Ouch,” she hissed.

“Better?” I smirked and smacked her harder. “Does it still tickle?”

She ground her hips against me, writhing, and trying to gain a bit of
friction. “Ouch! Definitely better.” She bit her lower lip in eager
anticipation.

Damn. She was naughty and flawless.

I knew she was already wet for me, and I’d just gotten started. Stella
was the perfect girl for me. This time, I really smacked her ass.

“Ouch, that was almost foo hard,” she protested.

“Hush. Count down from ten.”

“Okay...one. I mean ten.”

I smacked her ass.

“Ouch! Nine. Seriously, Ace...ouch.”

“Atta girl.” Chuckling, I smacked her ass again and again, taking
pleasure in her heavenly gasps and moans.

“Fight...seven...sex...]I mean six...”

We continued until she counted down and her ass was somewhat red
from my hand. She promised to behave after I’d softly rubbed comforting
circles on her ass cheeks, and I rewarded her with a few slight strokes of her



clit. It was wet and swollen and ready for me. “A little pleasure mixed with
a little pain? It all melds together.”

“Oh, Ace...” She turned her head, and her eyelids fluttered.

With that, I flipped her on her back, circled my arms around her lower
body, and picked her up. “Hold on tight, baby.” She immediately wrapped
her legs around me. We fit together perfectly. Our lips met as I carried her
to the kitchen counter. With my free arm, I swiped a wooden bowl full of
apples off the table and set her down. The apples rolled off the edges and
scattered all over her floor. Not that I gave two fucks.

I drew away from her to untie her robe before I pulled it open, revealing
her gorgeous round breasts. I inhaled sharply as I took in the sight of her.

“You’re fucking perfection,” I murmured, my fingers teasing her pebbly
nipples while I started kissing the nape of her neck. Stella groaned as I
gently bit the sensitive skin there, and she threw her head back in pleasure.

She started squirming, and I kissed and nibbled my way down between
her tits, until my head was nestled between her thighs, my stubble grazing
her perfect little clit.

Stella continued to squirm beneath me, laughing. “Stop tickling me.”
She put her hand on the top of my head and grabbed hold of my hair.

My tongue brushed over her swollen clit, softly, teasingly, with just the
slightest bit of friction to bring her close to ecstasy.

“Oh, gosh,” she gasped, her laugh replaced by delicious moans. Her
legs opened wider. “Ohh...Ace...you’re killing me.”

That was the idea—sort of. Torturing her—in the best possible way.

My tongue glided across her slick heat, brushing it in teasing circles,
over and over, keeping the intensity light, not allowing her to gain enough
pleasure, depriving her of what she needed the most.

“From now on, I’m the only source of your orgasms,” the beast inside
me rumbled. “Understood?”

“Okay,” she whisper-moaned, and I let out a contented growl.

My hands tightened on her hips, and my tongue intensified the
movement on her clit, sucking on it, playing with it, teasing it, forcing her
legs to open farther as her breathing continued to speed up.

I didn’t stop—I devoured her until she was flailing around on the
countertop, crying out my name, the inner walls of her pussy spasming
around my tongue.

She tasted like honey—and mine.



Just. Fucking. Perfect.

“I think it’s best if you tell me where your bedroom is,” I grumbled,
scooping her up in my arms again. Her legs dangled from one of my arms,
and her upper back rested against the other. She was still gasping for breath,
but she pointed to a door to my right. I didn’t need much more than that.
Forcefully, I shoved it open, and a lamp noisily clattered off her bedside
table.

I laid her down on the bed. “No escaping now,” I growled as I undid my
belt buckle.

She sat up and shuffled to the edge, but I yanked her back to me and
slipped her robe off her shoulders. More blood rushed from my brain,
southward to my iron-hard cock.

After I got rid of my jeans and other clothes, I pushed her back down
onto the bed, and leaned in further. Her eyes landed on my tattooed chest.
They moved from my pecs to my shoulders and back down to my stomach.
It was evident she liked what she saw. I pinned her underneath me.

“Wait... Do you have protection?” she asked.

Fuck. Where's my head?

“Yeah. Hang on a second,” I rumbled and reached down to my jeans to
retrieve a condom from my wallet. I gave myself a few strokes while she
opened the foil, her eyes sparkling.

Her hands were trembling when she slid it on.

She was tense.

“I’ve got you, baby. Try to relax.”

“Okay...I’ll try,” she breathed.

I took her hands and kissed them. Next, I cupped her face, and cradled
her sweet flushed cheeks to kiss her lips. She wrapped her arms around my
waist, begging me to bear down on her.

She didn’t have to do much begging.

I crawled over her body, positioning myself on top of her, my elbows on
either side of her shoulders, caging her in. “Yeah, keep looking into my
eyes, just like that.”

Slowly, I began to push inside of her. Her eyes widened, and she
released a “Hhhh.”

Ah, fuck.

She felt warm, slick, tight. Too tight. “Relax. Open up for me...let me
in, baby.”



I made tender progress, pushing deeper, pulsing in.

“That’s it, baby, you’re doing so well for me.” When I was all the way
inside her, she gasped, digging her nails into my back, breathing out.
“Ohhh...”

Jesus Christ, she was made for me. “Look away for even a moment, and
I will stop.”

“I...won’t,” she breathed.

I stared into her tender eyes. Time paused as we melted into each other.
Then, I slowly pulled out and pushed inside her again.

Fuck.

“Baby. You’re so perfect,” I groaned sharply, and thrust myself deeper,
grabbing a fistful of her dark-brown hair in my hand. “Look how well
you’re taking my cock,” I praised. Her mouth was parted, and her eyes were
sparkling as more delicious moans escaped her lips.

“This 1s too fucking good,” I growled as I fucked her slowly, taking
what belonged to me.

My forehead was now resting against hers, and our lips met. Our
tongues connected in a dance, circling, and tangled with each other as my
cock drove inside her.

Stella’s moans played in harmony to the rhythm of my thrusts like a
metronome keeping time with the most primal form of music.

The sinful expression on her face was enough to almost push me over
the edge—but I had to force myself not to come too soon. I pulled out.

“Ace?” she whispered.

“Don’t move,” I warned, resting on top of her, wet and warm, letting the
agonizing seconds pass, trying to avoid the jump off the edge my body
urged me to take. “Don’t move,” I breathed.

“Okay,” she whispered, her body lying still below mine, her breathing
near my ear. “But you’re tickling me.”

Then she wiggled.

Within seconds, I slammed back into her—couldn’t help it. I fucked her
hard, and we were moving in rushed unison like a well-oiled machine. |
sped up even more when she started begging and screaming my name,
giving her what she asked for.

Seconds later, we jumped off the cliff together.

Our bodies collapsed.



I flipped her over onto her stomach and playfully bit her round bottom.
‘GGm.‘)S

“Ah!” She giggled and squealed. I slapped her bare ass with a loud
smack, before I pulled her back into my arms.

S tella and I spent the rest of the night repeating that routine. After all, I
had promised her several things that night, and I was a man of my word.
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3
j didn’t think I’d ever wake up next to you,” I whispered.
The bright morning sunlight streamed in through a crack in

my curtains, casting a golden trail from the edge of my bed to my window.
The larks in my landlord’s tree were singing so loudly that I could hear
them from my spot next to Ace.

A part of me waited for him to tell me what we had done was a mistake,
but he didn’t.

“You’re mine now,” he murmured instead, wrapping his strong arms
around me and pulling me closer. “We’ll wake up next to each other often.”

“I like the sound of that,” I said, humming as I pressed my ear against
his tattooed chest, listening to the beating of his heart. The huge tattoo of a
dark eagle was eye-level with me, watching me. With my finger, I traced its
shadowy wings. Was there a growl as I did so? “So, you’re really not mad
at me for what happened?” The eagle’s claws appeared ready to grab me at
any moment, so Ace—no, the eagle—could devour me.

“No, I’'m not. You were acting on your brother’s instructions, and
there’s no point in directing my anger toward you. I can understand that you
wanted to help your brother.”

I looked into his eyes, which had turned winter blue. “I could and
should have said no. Even when I...when we didn’t...you know.” I gestured
between us. “Even then I knew you were anything but dishonest. I just
wanted to prove Damon wrong.”

“That’s what I thought,” Ace said. “However, baby, if you ever think
about snooping on me again, you’d better up your game. You need to.” He



kissed the top of my head and grinned. “I’m surprised I didn’t catch you
sooner.”

“I don’t know. I think I was an excellent detective under the
circumstances,” I teased. “Ex-ce-llent,” 1 repeated.

“Yep. Excellent detective work there. Way to go,” he teased right back.

“Hey! I said, under the circumstances.”

“What circumstances?” With one hand, he tilted my chin upward. Our
eyes met, but it was different this time. It wasn’t a joking or teasing gaze,
but a loving one.

“Well, it’s pretty hard to snoop on someone when you have feelings for
them. So, those circumstances.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Feelings for them?”

“Yep. You heard me.” I smiled, turned my face, and kissed his chest.
Maybe I was being too bold here. Maybe it was too early to tell him, but |
just had to. I would burst if I didn’t. His breastbone was hard under my lips,
and I could feel his calm pulse.

“You’ve had a crush on me since the beginning then?”” he asked.

I looked up at him and nervously bit my bottom lip. “Wanna know a
secret?”

“Shoot.”

“I’ve had a crush on you since the first time [ saw you,” I admitted.

“The collision in the hall? Phew. In that case, I'm glad you collided with
me.” My head bounced around on his chest as he chuckled.

“Well, actually, it was earlier than that...”

First, he just looked at me, but then realization dawned. “That long,
huh.” He gave me the cutest smirk. After leaning forward to kiss my lips, he
tenderly placed my head back onto his chest and caressed my curls. “I’'m
glad to hear that. 1 applaud your exquisite taste in men—even as a
teenager.”

Smiling, I enjoyed the feeling of his arms tightening around me.

“Does all this mean that we’re...you know, a thing now?” The moment
the question was out of my mouth, I wanted to take it back. It was way too
early to express boundaries and expectations. Yes, I did like him, obviously,
but maybe he didn’t like me back, at least not like that.

“A thing?” he asked, staring at me as if [ had asked him to have a baby
with me or something crazy like that. Which I hadn’t. Maybe for him it was
just a one-night “wham bam, thank you, ma’am” kind of thing.



“Yeah, like in a relationship.” Jesus. I was making things worse. What
the hell was wrong with me? How pathetic to ask your childhood crush and
boss and brother’s best friend if they wanted to be in a relationship just after
hooking up. Sure, I was pretty awesome, but way to scare off a man, Stella.

“A relationship?” he asked.

“Yeah, because let’s face it. I’'m a catch,” I said. No way was I going to
take the question back. It was now or never. Also, it was fun to be sassy
with him, and so far, he had responded well to it. Men liked brave women.
“You don’t want to miss all this.” 1 pointed from my head down to my toes,
making circular motions.

He released a cute laugh. To my utter surprise, he said, “You are a
catch, and it does mean we’re in a relationship.” He pressed his lips against
the top of my head as his hands caressed my back.

Omg. I didn’t expect that.

Okay, act cool. Act confident. It worked.

“Do we tell Damon, you know, about the whole ‘snooping on you’
thing?”

He answered without a moment’s hesitation. “No.”

“All right. Good. Let’s wait with that until the furor dies down.”

“But,” he said, “I think it’s best if we keep our relationship quiet as
well, at least for now. There are a lot of people who need to be told about us
before we make it public.”

Ouch. 1 tried my very best to hide my disappointment.

But he was right. It was probably for the best.

“Okay.” I looked up at him and kissed the underside of his stubbly chin.
“I kind of hoped I’d never have to keep another secret ever again, but I
guess I can keep our relationship secret for a little while. Just as long as I
never have to investigate you or anyone ever again. [’'m done being a
detective.”

That was the one thing no amount of love would ever get me to do.

“I’'m all for that,” he said. “And yes, I agree, you can rule out that side
career of yours for sure. Despite being so excellent at it.”

I laughed. “And I gladly will.” I sat up and lifted my cell off the bedside
table.

Speak of the devil. Unlocking its screen revealed that Damon had tried
to call back twice. Oops. 1 hadn’t noticed his calls. He’d be worried by now,
and I needed to call him back ASAP.



“How do mustard pancakes sound for breakfast?” I chirped, glancing
over my shoulder at Ace, whose head was snuggling into the pillows.

“Mustard pancakes?”” he asked, eyes still closed.

“Yep. With a side salad and chocolate sauce.” I giggled. “They’ll be
almost as delicious as you are.”

“Ah. I see we’re already in the food-pun stage of our relationship.”

“Food puns are my lifeblood. I'll go get them started. Salad with
chocolate sauce and mustard pancakes coming right up, I’m starving.”

“Can’t wait.”

“Where are my slippers?” Not seeing them, I moved quietly out of my
bedroom and tiptoed barefoot over my cold floor, making my way toward
the kitchen. Most of my baking supplies were in a modest pantry next to my
oven. I dug through it and retrieved the necessary ingredients before
unlocking my cell phone again. I stared pensively at its screen.

No time like the present.

I dialed Damon’s number and listened as it went straight to his
voicemail. His cell was turned off.

Damon was still on his business trip, likely on a flight now. I guessed he
wasn’t that worried about me after all. I measured out a cup of flour.

With my floury fingers, I shot Damon a “Hey, D, what’s up?” message,
you know, so he wouldn’t worry. I didn’t mention Ace. I didn’t feel great
for hiding our relationship. In fact, it did nag at me a little—seriously, living
a secret life was exhausting—but it was for the best. It was what Ace and I
had agreed on, at least for now. I consoled myself with the thought that one
day very soon we would reveal everything and laugh about it together.

“How are those mustard pancakes coming along?”” Ace waltzed into the
kitchen groggily, handing me my slippers. “They were under my jeans.” He
ran his hand over his disheveled hair, trying to smooth it down. He then
rubbed his arm and moved his fingers. “I woke up with a numb arm this
morning.”

“Oh, no. Because I was lying on it for too long?”

“Not complaining. You’re welcome to do so any time.”

I smiled at his cute sex hair, slipping my cold feet into my comfy house
shoes. “You’re just in time.”

“Wow.” He smirked. “That was pretty quick.”

“Oh, no, they’re not done yet. You’re just in time to help me make
them.”



He smiled his breathtaking smile. “That so?”

I walked over to him, stood on my tiptoes, and kissed him. “I hope
that’s not a problem.” I smiled too, and turned back to my mixing bowl.

“Of course not.” He stood behind me as I measured out a tablespoon of
butter and wrapped his arms around my waist. “I’ll help you make pancakes
any day. Hell, I’d even fight the fiercest of dragons, get you the moon and
all the stars, go through hell and back...or search for these adorably furry
slippers for you.” He winked at me. “Although I have to admit that, at first,
I thought there was a rabbit hiding under my pants.”

“I would never keep a live animal in my small city apartment. Not even
a canary, although I love birds more than anything.” I thought of the dark
eagle on his chest. Was it getting warm in here? Hot, to be exact?

“And you don’t quite need to go through hell and back.” I laughed. “But
I would appreciate it if you could get the almond milk from the fridge for
me.

He shuffled over to the fridge. Observing him, I realized I was the
happiest I’d ever been. I ignored the tiny voice urging me to not get too
excited.

He placed the milk onto the counter next to me. “Just a heads-up. We
have one hour, then I’'m meeting a client.”

“You should do something about that crazy schedule of yours. Both my
mom and dad died way too young. It is crucially important to take time for
yourself.”

“I’m working on it,” he muttered.

I used to believe he was grumpy because of his breakup, but it seemed
more like his impossible schedule was the main cause of his grouchiness.
Did he ever slow down, even for a day or two?
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ay appeared more somber than usual when he picked me up in
front of my apartment building the next day. I noticed that he didn’t
smile at me like he usually did when I slid onto the back seat of his cab.

“What’s up, Jay?” 1 asked, leaning forward to put my hand on his
shoulder. “Are you okay? You look a little upset.”

“I handed in my notice today,” he replied with a sad expression. “So this
is my last month as a cab driver. And that means it’s my last month driving
you around, love. I just wanted to give you a heads-up.” I caught his eye in
the rearview mirror to see if the reason for his resignation was good or sad.
“Thinking about it makes me feel a bit sad, to be honest. Don’t worry, I’ve
got a lot of trusty colleagues ready to take over—Jay the Hunk, maybe?
Don’t ride with Hans, he’d have his ‘hans’ all over you. Susie’s a
sweetheart too, if you’d prefer a female driver. I hope you’re not upset?”

“Upset? No, of course not. Okay. Maybe a little bit. That’s...that’s big
news. It feels like everything’s changing, hmm?”

“Sure does.” He sighed. He turned the cab onto the main road and
followed the flow of traffic toward Manhattan Bridge.

“So, why did you quit? It has something to do with the essay you wrote
a few days ago, doesn’t it?”

He shook his head at a red pickup truck that tailgated us near an exit.
Normally, he’d swear at the other driver in his fun way, but instead, he just
focused on me. “All in the bag, love. Just finished my degree. The last
essay I needed to wrap up my bachelor’s in psychology.”



“Wow, Jay. I had no idea. I'm so happy for you.” I wrapped my arms
around him—and the driver seat—from behind. “I can’t believe I know a
psychologist, a real psychological expert. That’s so cool.”

“Thanks,” he humbly replied, solemnly smiling at me in the rearview
mirror. “I mean, I’m not a psychologist yet. [ need to get a PhD before I can
join the American Psychological Association—and before that, I’ve got to
get my master’s.”

“What are you going to do then?” I arched an eyebrow and placed both
hands on the backrest of his seat.

“I applied for a gig as an assistant at a psychologist’s office in
Hoboken.” The cab came to a stop in front of Windsor Architects’ office
building, but I didn’t get out, gesturing for Jay to continue. “It’s a foot in the
door, y’know? I’m kind of hoping the guys who work there take a liking to
me and give me a hand with my postgrad studies,” he admitted.

“I’'m incredibly proud of you, Jay,” I said. “Even though you won’t be
my cab driver for much longer, you’ll always be my friend. My mate. My
lad.”

“And you’ll be mine too,” he said. “Hang on a minute. Sit tight.” He got
out of the cab, walked around, and opened my door for me. “And thank you
for being you, mi’lady. You’ve always made my day.”

I slid out of the back seat and stood facing him. “That’s because you’re
freakin’ awesome.”

“Too right, love.”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “And you’re going to be an even more
awesome psychologist someday.” While standing next to the cab, I wrapped
my arms around him and gave him the best bear hug I could muster. “Now,
I think it’s time that you promise to stay in touch and still come to yoga
class, especially after you start your new job.”

“Errrr...it hasn’t been me skipping yoga classes these past two weeks.”
He smiled. “Don’t worry, though—I will definitely drop you a line when
you become a bigwig here to find out whether you need counseling.”

“Oh, trust me. I’m sure I will need i1t.” I chuckled.

After we exchanged another hug, he turned to make his way back to the
driver’s side door.

“Jay? Can I ask you something before you go?”

He stopped mid-step. “Sure, what’s up?”

“I need advice about something. Psychological advice.”



“Of course.”

“It’s just hypothetical. And odd.”

“Sounds bloody perfect. That’s what I’'m here for. Fire away.” He rested
one of his arms on the roof of the cab and the other on the half-open door.
“I’'m all ears.”

“All right then. Well, I was just wondering what happens if a boss
sleeps with his new employee, and that new employee kind of admits that
she has always liked him? Like always liked him. Do you think a boss
would do something like that if they didn’t like the new employee back?”

“That’s an excellent question,” Jay said, rubbing at a patch of dark hair
on his chin. “Has he told you he likes you back?”

“Jay. Was I that obvious?”

“Oh, one hundred percent.” He chuckled. “I’m a psychological expert,
remember? So, your boss hasn’t told you he likes you back yet?”

“He’s said a lot of things,” I replied. “It’s not the things he’s not saying
that I’'m worried about... He asked me to keep our relationship on the
down-low. He doesn’t want other people to know about it.”

“Uh-oh. That’s not good. Major red flag, love. Have you ever been to
his house?”

“No, I’ve not been to his house, but I’m not worried about that. Thing
is, it kind of feels like he’s hiding something.”

“You reckon he’s married?”

“No, that’s not it.”

“Sure?”

“Well...yeah...I think—"

“Okay. Well...here’s my advice. Ask him how he feels,” Jay suggested.
“Maybe he really is sincere, and maybe you’re worried about nothing.”

I bit my lower lip. “Or I could have a reason to worry.”

“Pfff, well...you’ll never find out by standing around stressing about
it.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Thank you.”

“No probs, love. Am I seeing you after work? You’re still stuck with me
for another month, remember?”

“Yes, and gladly so.”

“See you later, alligator,” he said before getting back into his cab. It
sounded funny in his “Brit tries American” slang. “Good luck!” He waved
at me through the window.



“Thanks. I'm totally gonna need it.” I waved back at him as [ made my
way up the stairs toward Windsor Architects’ entrance.

Due to all the storms and wind, the tree growing beside it had lost most
of the little white flowers it had sported, but there were still a few lost bees
buzzing around. I pushed open the double doors in front of me.

“Close the door before those damn bees come in,” Glenda huffed from
the reception desk. “I’m allergic.”

I quickly closed the door behind me and spun around to ensure I hadn’t
been followed inside by any of the little yellow and black buggers. The
coast was clear. “Don’t worry. I think you’re safe.”

“For now,” she sulked. “One of them is bound to get in eventually.” She
swiveled her office chair around and held up an envelope. “Mrs. Mills
asked me to give this note to you from Mr. Windsor before she left to run
errands.”

“Oh, okay, coming.” I walked over to her and took the letter just as she
spun around to answer a call.

“The phone has been ringing all morning,” she mumbled before
answering it.

I stared at the letter in my hand. It was a closed envelope. I wondered
why Ace would possibly close the letter, unless it was just meant for my
eyes.

“Thank you, Glenda,” I mouthed to her, quiet enough so as to not
disturb the conversation she was having with whoever had called. I waited
for her to put down the phone again before I said, “And if one of those bees
gets in here, just call me and I’ll escort it back outside for you.”

“You’d do that?”

“Of course. I’'m always willing to help my friends.” I heard her “Pfft” as
I turned and headed toward the elevator.

Once I was alone, I ripped the flap of the envelope open. The flapping
envelope looked like a disembodied mouth, chattering away inside my
hand. When I was sure no one would be able to read it over my shoulder, |
unfolded it and skimmed its contents, all giddy and excited.

It read:

Stella,

I have an unexpected presentation at 9 a.m.



Please fetch me the file I left on the executive boardroom table and get the
room ready. Meet me in my office directly thereafter.
Hurry.
P.S. Your panties aren t invited.
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J reread the P.S. and gasped. Quickly, I folded the letter back up
again. As luck would have it, no one else was waiting by the
elevator, so | took a moment to compose myself.

He wanted me to come into his office without my panties? No way.

I unfolded and reread the P.S. again, just to make sure. Nope, that was,
in fact, what the note said. I examined my reflection in my hand mirror.

How naughty.

As I waited, I coated my lips in my bright cherry lipstick and made sure
not a single hair was out of place in the intricate French braid I’d spent an
hour crafting that morning. Good hair day. Perfect.

Ding.

The doors slid open, and I stepped inside the empty elevator. Luck was
on my side. An instrumental version of Meatloaf’s “I’d Do Anything for
Love” was streaming out of a speaker, mounted in its corner. Of course, the
soundtracks of my life would follow me as elevator music. The irony
wasn’t lost on me, I was a little amused by it.

I hit the button for the 7th floor and waited for the doors to close. They
slid shut with a loud whoosh just as the song reached its chorus.

I shouldnt do it.

But no time like the present, right? With my heart thumping loudly, I
reached up my pencil skirt and took hold of my underwear at the hips. |
wriggled out of them, slipped them over my ankles, and stuffed them in my
handbag.

Just another day at the office.



Suddenly, on the 3rd floor it got crowded. Thank goodness I had already
taken off my underwear and didn’t have to worry about it now. I nodded
politely at all the friendly faces and pretended to be busy on my phone (not
even saying hi as usual because: no underwear). With an innocent
expression, I spent my ride up watching people come in and leave the
elevator, floor by floor, wondering what exactly Ace was planning to do
with me.

On the 7th floor, I got out.

The file that Ace had sent me to fetch was labeled “Hudson Yard
Development.” It belonged to the project we’d sold the clients on during
our first client meeting together. After I prepped the room, I scooped the file
up off of the table and headed directly back to the elevator, but took the
stairs up instead.

A sense of pride filled me knowing I’d played a role in closing the deal
that had led to the creation of the file in my hand. On a normal day, I might
have spent some time imagining what the next steps of the Hudson Yard
project would be. However, 1 already knew that this moment was no
ordinary moment. Many of my moments had been extraordinary lately.

By the time I got to the 8th floor, my legs were trembling and my heart
rate was steadily climbing (and not because I’d climbed the stairs). I knew
Ace would have something risqué in store for me, and the thought of it was
enough to cause my pulse to race like a rocket. But I tried my best to
contain myself and maintain my demure appearance.

I dashed into the hallway that led to Ace’s office.

One of the office doors that lined the hallway swung open, and Mr.
Hardy, with his fun mustache, stuck his head out. “No running in the
hallways!” He teased me as he’d done before, only this time, I knew he was
joking.

“But I have to. It’s a life-or-death situation!”

“In that case, better hurry up. No corpses in the hallways!”

We both laughed, and he returned to his office.

A ce’s office door was closed. I took a deep breath, straightened out my
pencil skirt, and knocked.
“Come in and close the door behind you,” he growled from the other
side.



I obeyed and slipped inside.

His office’s familiar smell engulfed me, pulling me in deeper, akin to a
wild animal following the scent of its mate’s pheromones. When I inhaled,
my light-blue button-up blouse pulled tight across my chest.

“I got the file you asked for,” I said after closing the door.

Ace was seated behind his desk. His elbows were propped up on it and
his fingers were laced together. He stared at me over his folded hands, his
icy-blue eyes sparkling menacingly in his office’s dim lighting. “What took
you so long? Bring me the file,” he demanded sternly, still holding me in
his gaze.

Oh, my goodness.

“Yes, boss,” 1 said, having decided to play along. I walked toward him,
making a conscious effort to do so as seductively as possible. I swayed my
hips from side to side with each stride and pushed out my chest in hope that
it would look perkier. I was totally not having a déja vu white bikini walk,
which had started just as promisingly and ended in a total fiasco.

“Put it on my desk.”

He was talking about the files, not my thong, right?

Ace unfolded his hands and motioned toward the pile of paper on his
left. “And then come sit here so I can run through my presentation with
you. I’d like your input on it before my meeting.”

He pushed his office chair away from his desk and patted his thighs.

Oh. He wanted me to sit on his lap.

“Yes, boss,” I squeaked as I placed the file on his desk and shoved my
handbag onto the chair across from him. I sashayed toward him until I was
standing directly in front of him.

“On your lap? That’s what you mean?” (Like I hadn’t gotten the
message.)

“On my lap,” he growled. “Now.”

All right. I nodded, unable to speak. He was the boss. I turned around
and lowered myself onto his lap.

Heavens. I could feel him harden under me instantly.

One hand now circling my waist, he slipped his other one beneath my
pencil skirt. He squeezed my thigh, and my heart nearly leaped out of my
chest. The familiar tingling sensation returned, and it was stronger than
ever. I wanted to beg him to touch me more, to touch me there, but I knew I
couldn’t. It wouldn’t be professional. It would be so unprofessional.



“Open the file for me. My notes for the presentation are on the first
page. Then we can begin.” I felt him repositioning himself underneath me.
His thick erection was right at my center.

“Very bossy today, aren’t you?” I reached out to pull the file closer and
opened it. A note circled in red at the top of the page read, “Start with ROI
conversion.”

“That’s because I am your boss,” he grumbled. “Pay attention.” I could
have sworn his voice sounded even deeper and “growlier” than it usually
did.

He started running his hand up my thigh while reciting his speech. Oh, I
was paying attention all right. I could tell he’d put a lot of thought into it
(into the speech that was), which I concluded meant that the investors he
was meeting with intended to invest a considerable amount of money.

By the time he reached the delicate portion on construction costs, he’d
reached the delicate area of my skin where my underwear would have been
if 1 hadn’t stashed them inside my handbag. In between sentences, his
fingers stroked over that spot as his mouth brushed the nape of my neck
until I was squirming around on top of him. He kept exploring the secrets
my skirt hid while he used his other hand to undo a few of my blouse
buttons, exposing just my collarbones—mindful not to reveal too much in
case someone knocked, and I happened to have a heart attack.

But who would be knocking? Mrs. Mills was gone, and it was too early
for the other execs to come bursting in. Still, just the thought of getting
caught made everything that much more exciting. It was sort of good that I
wasn’t wearing my thong, or it would have been drenched. Actually,
flooded. Not that I cared. I felt perfectly content where I was with his
thumb doing its magic. Did he just call me a good assistant? I could barely
hear, let alone think.

He reached his presentation’s conclusion just as I was reaching a
conclusion of my own.

At this point, things sounded promising, thrilling, peaking.

My breaths were fast, and I was physically incapable of stopping my
gasps and moans. I was also unable to rhythmically move my hips, grinding
over his very, very impressive erection.

“Nope, I’'m not letting you finish just yet,” he rumbled darkly, glancing
at his watch, and withdrawing his hand from beneath my skirt just before I
could orgasm.



What?

No.

“No... That’s cruel,” I panted, resting my head on his shoulder and
leaning back into his embrace. “No, that’s criminal.”

“Do you want to press charges?”

“Yes,” I panted, frustrated. “Don’t change the subject. Please let me
come. Ace, seriously.”

“You’ve been a good girl, and I’'m going to let you finish, I promise.
Just hold on a little longer. Until after my meeting.”

“Until after your meeting?” Was that what he just said? I must have
misheard. “No, I don’t want to hold on so long. I can t hold on that long. I
don’t want to. Please let me come now. Please, please.” 1 sounded
desperate, and I was totally fine with that.

“Are you begging me, Miss Copeland?” he asked, amusement coloring
his expression. “Are you begging your boss to make you come?” He kissed
my shoulder and chuckled when he saw my you-better-believe-it eyes. It
was a throaty sound that felt like it reverberated through my chest.

“No, of course not.” I shook my head and closed my legs, coming to my
senses. I stood from his lap—all wobbly—and straightened my skirt, just
like I had before I’d entered his office. Just like I had done on many other
occasions in this building. “That would be improper. You are my boss, after
all, Mr. Windsor.”

With my shirt all buttoned back up, I was ready to turn and make a
beeline out of the office, when he said, “The reason for having to delay is
because Mr. Hardy will be here any second now. He’s going to present with
me, and he’s always punctual.”

Knock-Knock. Knock-Knock.

Oh.

“Come in,” Ace said, giving me a subtle wink, just as Mr. Hardy entered
and greeted us, his fun mustache twirled up to perfection. “Sit down for a
minute, Harvey.” Mr. Hardy lowered himself onto one of the chairs in front
of Ace’s desk.

I straightened, returned the greeting, then shifted back to Ace, collecting
myself. “Would you like me to sit in on you...sorry...sit in on the meeting
with you? [ know Mrs. Mills is out this morning.”

“No. That won’t be necessary,” he said, already busy scribbling
something onto his notepad. “But I’'m going to need you once it’s done.”



“I’1l be waiting with a fresh cup of coffee.” I slung my handbag over my
shoulder and turned to leave in a way that I hoped looked innocent, or at the
very least, not like I almost got caught begging my boss for an orgasm on
his lap. “Good luck, gentlemen.”

“I’ve got one last favor to ask before you go,” I heard Ace say, and |
spun around to face him. He held a note out to me. “Please take care of this
later.”

I took the note and left his office.

Once I was at my desk, I unfolded the paper.

It read:

Stella,
When I get back, I want you to be waiting here for me—on your knees.
I'’ll give you a special treat.
P.S. Although I wouldn t mind a fresh cup of coffee too.

I t wasn’t hard to guess what his special treat would be.

I

It went without saying that what was to come after his presentation

wouldn’t be like anything that had come before—and I was ready for his
“special treat.” Ace returned in a good mood, having landed another
million-dollar deal.

“Thanks, baby,” he said, taking the black coffee I’d brought him before
I knelt on the floor as he’d demanded. I mean, why not, right? Just your
regular office procedure.

He caressed my cheeks and leaned down to give me a kiss, grinning.
“Hang on for a second. Well, I mean you can get up,” he said, taking my
hand and helping me to my feet.

For a moment, I was confused.

“Remember when I caught you in my office the other day?” he asked.

My heart sank. Where was he going with this? “Yeah...?”



“I’'m glad you didn’t go through my drawer, or you might have spoiled a
surprise for yourself.”

Perplexed, I followed him with my gaze as he walked behind his desk
and opened his drawer (his “dirty secret drawer”). He removed a piece of
paper, and something else.

Wait, what? “Didn’t you want to give me a ‘special treat?’” 1 made
quote fingers.

“I do.”

“I guess I totally misunderstood your note?” I laughed.

“Okay, I don’t want you to freak out,” he said, ignoring my question.
“Close your eyes.”

“Close my eyes?”

“Yeah.”

I did as he asked.

“I do have a special treat for you. Hands out, with your palms face-up.”

As requested, I put my palms face-up and felt him putting the paper on
one of my hands and something heavy dropped in the other. “Can I open my
eyes?”

“Open your eyes.”

I did. Slowly, I glanced down, feeling his smiling eyes on my face. In
the middle of my hand was a brand-new car key. The paper was the title. An
Audi, no way! That was what he was hiding in his drawer? Car keys...for
me?

My mouth formed into a wobbly downward curve, and I looked up at
him. No freakin’ way. Tears started filling my eyes. It was perfect timing
too, since Jay’s announcement had made me so sad.

I was not going to cry.

“You have a driver’s license, don’t you?” he asked.

“I don’t.”

“No? No worries, I’ll teach you.”

I jumped into his arms.

“Thank you so much! Really? But...but...I can’t accept this. I can’t.” I
let go of him, staring at the key.

“You can and you will,” Ace said firmly, closing his hand around mine.
He kissed me so tenderly as if [ were the most precious thing in the world.

“Ace.” I looked up at him. “I’m such a bad person. I thought your
special treat had something to do with your, you know...‘most prized



possession.”” I made quote fingers and directed my head downward.

He chuckled, and whisper-rumbled, “Well, that’s because you’re a
naughty assistant with a dirty, dirty mind.”

“Ace! I am not,” I protested as I fumbled with his belt and pulled his
zipper down.

He paused, his eyes on my hands. “Oh, yes, yes, you are,” he rasped.

“So, you didn’t set up the note like that to fool me?”
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ACE

I3
f course 1 did,” I growled.

A mischievous grin spread across her face. “Just to prove how
grateful I am,” she began in a sexy whisper, “I won’t even ask for a
promotion for what I’'m about to do.”

I knew a lopsided smile meant trouble when the person wearing it was
Stella Copeland.

She dropped to her knees, her hands back on my belt.

“That’s what I call a good assistant,” I praised, knowing exactly where
this was going, but my smile was stolen from my lips by a groan. No
woman had ever made me feel the kinds of things that Stella could invoke
n me.

Within seconds, she did something fantastic with her tongue, and my
knees almost buckled.

“Fuck,” I moaned, cupping both her cheeks and caressing them tenderly
while pushing in and out of her. “Holy fuck.”

She held onto my thighs and dug her nails into my skin and did the
tongue thing again.

Holy fuck.

Holy fuck.

“Baby,” I groaned, my thumbs stroking her cheeks, “I’m going to—"

I pulled away from her right at the moment that I most desperately did
not want to.

“Open your mouth. Wider. Stick your tongue out.”

And sweet paradise, if she didn’t obey right away.



A second later, I orgasmed harder than I ever had. I moaned as more of
my come jetted out of my cock, all over her sweet small tongue, and into
her mouth.

“Swallow...atta fucking girl.” Fuck... Once I was done, I stared down
at the most beautiful face. My Stella.

Picking her up, I set her on my desk and spread her legs wide. My lips
crashed against her sweet pussy. It was a good thing she wasn’t wearing any
underwear, because | would have torn them off to get to her if she had been.

“The only man’s name you’re going to scream from now on is mine.”

A few moments later, that’s exactly what she did.
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STELLA

J t had been two days since I’d helped Ace “prepare” for his
presentation and “unwind” thereafter. We’d spent the days that

followed making out—and possibly hooking up—in his office (on his
desk), the copy room (on the color copy machine), the archive room
(behind the third shelf), the executive boardroom (yep, there’s that too), and
at my apartment (bed, clawfoot bathtub, on top of my running washing
machine) every chance we got.

Bonnie took note of the fact I’d become something of a recluse and
promptly invited me out for cocktails.

The restaurant she’d chosen was a small Italian-looking place with a
charismatic waiter named Giovanni and a bunch of white tables nestled in a
green and red garden. The sound of bees and other animals buzzing around
the tiny flowers surrounding us was almost deafening, but it was a pleasant
type of white noise that was comforting to me.

“He has a new car.”

“Really?” she asked, disbelief coloring her words. “He got rid of his
Lambo?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d he get?”

“Well, so...he got another Lambo. But it’s a smaller one. A much
smaller one. At 393K, an almost ten times less costly reprieve.” That was
the wording the website had used.

“Sorry. Lambo is Lambo. Like banana is banana. Like douche is
douche.”



“I guess,” I agreed, albeit begrudgingly.

Over the next few minutes, I brought Bonnie up to speed about all that
had happened after having been caught snooping, and all the sex—the
mind-blowing incredibly, fiery-hot sex—that had followed, all around the
company and my apartment.

Bonnie just frowned. “So, you’re dating him now?” she asked, clearly
unimpressed, sucking her bright-red strawberry daiquiri through a bamboo
straw. Bonnie and I bonded over all things strawberry.

“I think so,” I replied. I’d ordered a “Frullato alla fragola,” a true
strawberry heaven of a milkshake. It was sweet and creamy, and it had a
real strawberry on top. “I asked him whether we were in a relationship, and

2

“Let me guess, he said no?”

“—and he said yes. He just wants to keep it quiet for a while. I guess he
doesn’t want to face the drama that will ensue when people find out just yet.
I mean, people at the office would gossip. Let’s not even start with Damon.
It’s such an important time for Windsor Architects. Ace just needs to invest
all his energy in the company right now.”

“Nope. That’s a major red flag if you ask me,” she said, taking another
sip, confirming Jay’s words. “Keeping things quiet means no.” A lazy bee
buzzed between us, drunk on the late-spring sun. She sighed when she saw
my wide eyes. “But, I’'m happy for you...as long as you’re happy.”

“I am happy.” I slurped at my heavenly milkshake and then promptly
tore up the white paper straw sleeve into a bunch of small pieces. They fell
onto the table like snowflakes. “And I’'m worried.” The words just burst out
of my mouth. “I’m starting to think all [ am to him is a ‘dirty little secret.” I
mean, he’s never even invited me over to his place. What if I’'m just a
plaything, a fling, a little distraction at work—"

“Hold on. First: You’re wifey material, and if Ace is as smart as you say
he is, he should know that, right? If not, screw him.” Bonnie clicked her
tongue at me. “But yeah, ’'m worried too. What if you’re his side chick?”

“No. Bonnie. Stop. I’'m sure he’s single.”

“Okay, if you say so...” she said. “In that case, don’t listen to me.
Ignore the past. Ignore the facts. Ignore the red flags. Just enjoy it.”

“But I want more than just a fling,” I sniffed, averting my gaze to avoid
having to make eye contact with her. “I want him to love me.”
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DAMON

L? hursday

I had two things to do: talk to Stella, talk to Ace—in that exact order.
“What’s with your face?” I asked my sister after I sat down.

“Nothing. What do you mean?”

“You look guilty.”

“I do not.” Stella was trotting between her apartment’s modest kitchen
and the living room, ferrying around a variety of snacks and a pot of tea
she’d prepared for us.

“Try this,” she said, pouring a crisp-looking brown liquid from the
teapot’s spout. It swirled around in my teacup like a whirlpool stirred up by
a tempest as she handed it to me. “It’s vanilla chai. Did you know chai
means tea?’”

She was trying to change the subject.

“Everybody knows that,” 1 replied, taking a sip. It was sickly sweet.
“How much sugar did you put in this?”

“Not enough.” Stella sat down on the couch next to me and crossed her
legs at the ankle. She looked out of the window and adjusted her glasses.
“But I suppose you didn’t just come for the tea.”

“Can’t a brother visit his sister without having an ulterior motive?” |
teased her. I knew she knew that I was onto her.



“Not when that brother is you,” she replied. “I love you, D, but I think
you’ve been in my apartment only a handful of times since I moved here.”

“I’ll make a point of visiting more often.” I took another sip of my
sickly-sweet tea. Stella’s apartment always smelled like baked goods,
vanilla, citrus, and lavender. I wondered if it was a scent she cultivated
purposely, or whether it was merely the result of her baking attempts.
“However, you’re right. I didn’t just come to have tea with you.”

“See? 1 knew 1t.” She attempted a grin, but I wasn’t wrong, there
definitely was a guilty look on her face, now more than before. She was
fully aware that I knew she was hiding something. Just like when we were
kids and she had stolen an apple from the neighbor’s tree—which she’d felt
awful about, and had taken the apple back the next day. “I’ve come to find
out whether you’ve learned anything about Ace and Ecclestone.”

“Would you like a chocolate chip cookie?” she asked, reaching forward
to scoop one up off the silver tray full of snacks she’d put down on her
coffee table.

“No, thank you.” I raised one of my palms to emphasize the sentiment.

“How about a shortbread cookie then?”

“I’'m not hungry,” I said. “In fact, I’ve got to run soon. So, if you could
tell me what you’ve learned, I'll get out of your way.”

“Well, you’ve got to try a caramel swirl, whether you’re hungry or not.”
She wrapped her fingers around a frosted pastry and pointed it at me. “I
made these yesterday evening, and I think they’re my best batch yet.”

“Stella. Just tell me whether you’ve learned anything useful. I’'m sure
your baking is delicious, but I’'m here to hear how your ‘intel-gathering
mission’ is going.”

“Why do you always have to be so impatient?” she asked, frowning at
me. “I’m trying to be nice to you. I worked really hard on these cookies.” 1
could see that I’d pissed her off. “First, you show up uninvited, complain
about the sweetness of my tea, and then you question me like I’'m a suspect
and you’re a cop. How is that fair?”

“I don’t appreciate that you’re avoiding the question,” I said, careful to
keep my temper under control. “With all the effort you’re putting into it, the
question is no longer whether, but what you’re hiding from me.”

“You want an answer? Fine. Here’s what I think: you’re a terrible
friend. An absolutely horrible friend! A supreme donkey.”

“A supreme donkey?”



“Yeah. What kind of person asks their sister to snoop on their best
friend?”

“Stella, we’ve been over this. You were onboard with helping the guys
and me keep an eye on him.” I paused, watching her. She could barely look
at me. “Did something happen between you and Ace?”

She stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“What’s up with the sudden rage? That’s what [ mean. Are you sleeping
with him?”

“I’1l tell you what’s up,” she said, whipping the snack tray from the
table and carrying it back to the kitchen. She returned and took 