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            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






Mira

        

      

    

    
      After an eleven-hour flight from France to California that included a cat nap and a massive headache, we’ve finally touched down on Dad’s private runway outside of Santa Monica. When it’s time to deplane, I shuffle through my bag in search of my cell phone to call and let Dad know I’ve arrived. Once I have it, I tap his name and it rings and rings until it goes to voicemail. I end the call, never being one to leave a message.

      I fling the strap of my oversized Louis Vuitton bag over my shoulder and stand up, feeling slightly dizzy from the landing. I’ve flown on planes—private jets, rather—since I was born, but for some reason, I still get nauseous during takeoff and landing. Mom said up until I was six years old, I’d vomit during takeoff. Glad I got over that. 

      “We’ve arrived, Ms. Glasson,” Henry, Dad’s pilot, announces over the intercom, “Julian will escort your belongings safely to Glasson Manor.” 

      I walk out the door and take the first few steps onto the landing staircase but have to stop myself. “Are you ok, Ms.?” Julian asks from the bottom of the stairs. 

      “Yeah. Just a little lightheaded. That’s what I get for skipping the in-flight lunch service offered on the flight.” 

      “Yes. You need to eat. Get some meat on those bones,” Julian teases. 

      I smile when what I really want to do is express how rude it is to comment on a woman’s weight, no matter what her frame. Even if he is right and I could gain a few pounds. This last year has been one of reflecting and self-discovery, and in the process, my eating habits have been sporadic. Most days, I skipped breakfast and went straight to the studio. Some nights, I skipped dinner and went straight to bed. 

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I tell him with an eyeroll. 

      Julian offers a hand to help me down the last few steps, and once my feet hit the ground, I draw in a deep and fulfilling breath of the fresh Santa Monica air. “Ahh, it’s nice to be home, Julian.” 

      “I’m happy to hear that. Your parents will be happy to see you, once they return from their sabbatical that is.” 

      I put on my sunglasses and walk toward the car waiting to take me to my childhood home. Julian takes my bag and walks at an amble pace beside me. “A well-deserved sabbatical,” I remind him. 

      Stewart, the driver who works for my family, opens the door, and as I slide inside, Julian hands me my bag. “Enjoy your stay, Ms. Glasson.”

      “I will, thank you.” Stewart closes the door and I take my sunglasses off then pull my phone out of my pocket to try Dad one more time before I get to the house. When he doesn't answer, yet again, I end the call and drop it in my bag. 

      A year away and I’m coming back to no one. Mom and Dad are vacationing in Tahiti. Lance is probably at home with his wife, not that they’d care much about my arrival. I have one friend left, Robby, and he’s in a committed relationship, meaning he’s practically married. 

      Reality slaps me in the face—even at home, I’m still alone. 

      I refuse to let my mind go there. To the place where I pity myself. This is my life and I am in control. 

      “Stewart,” I grab the driver’s attention. “Could you please drop me at Tito's? I’ll call for a ride when I’m ready to return home.”

      “Are you sure, Ms. Glasson? You’ve done quite a bit of traveling today.” 

      “No need to worry, Stewart.” I’m aware that my lengthy travel is not the reason that Stewart is concerned. He’s been one of our drivers since I was a kid. He knows of my past and he’s also aware of how hard my father has fought to keep his family life private.

      “As you wish.”

      Pulling out my compact mirror, I touch up my lips with a nude shade, then pat some powder on my nose. The bags under my eyes are apparent, but I’m not looking to take a man home tonight.

      On a whim, I decide to call Robby, just on the off chance that he might want to catch up at Tito's. 

      “Mira Jane Glasson,” he emphasizes my name in excitement when he picks up on the first ring. “You must have the wrong number because my friend, Mira, doesn’t call me anymore.” 

      “Oh, stop it.” I swat my hand at the empty space in front of me. “You know I’ve been insanely busy. How are you? How’s Luke?” 

      “Fabulous. We’re both doing great. Just finished a few laps in the pool and thought about grabbing some dinner. Are you still in Provence or did you finally decide to return to civilization?”

      “Actually, I’m home. I just pulled up to Tito's. Are you up for grabbing dinner there? We could catch up and you can fill me in on all things Robby and Luke.” 

      There’s a beat of silence before he responds, “Yes. Hell yes. I’d love to see you. Give me about ten to fifteen?” 

      “Yay,” I squeal. “See you there.” 

      Tito’s is located inside a fancy hotel, but as the valet arrives to open my door, Stewart’s already there. “Thank you.” I smile back at him and quickly realize he’s following behind me, so I stop and place a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be fine, Stewart.” 

      “You’re sure? Maybe I should consult your father.” 

      “I’ll be just fine. I’ll call you soon,” I say in an encouraging tone. 

      He gives me a nod, before hesitantly heading back to the running car that’s parallel parked in front of the valet station. 

      The doorman holds open the door for me and I thank him. 

      It’s just as I remember it. Cozy and lit-up with strings of white lights around the entire lounge. White leather couches line the walls. A full-length bar sits to the right with tables in the center of the room. The most gorgeous, crystal chandeliers hang freely from all over the ceiling. In the far corner, there’s an open space that’s used as a dance floor on the weekends. 

      It’s probably best to avoid that area. The last thing I need is attention after only being back in the states for less than an hour. 

      Everyone who knows me, knows about my past. But I’m ready to show them who I am today. People will gossip, and that’s okay. Fortunately, this isn’t some small town. I’ve managed to keep my life fairly private, even though I still somehow succeed at putting myself on display. Even though it wasn’t entirely my fault. A year ago, I wouldn’t have accepted any blame, but now, I’ll claim a small fraction of it. 

      A year ago, I started a relationship with a man. A man who was married—the same one that’s my brother’s best friend. Lance was the best man in Mark and Betsy’s wedding. I bought them a bread maker as a gift. Growing up, I always had a little crush on Mark. He was a bit of a tech nerd, but I always found him to be attractive. He was nothing like the guys I dated. Instead, he and Lance would spend their weekends creating video games. He was extremely intelligent, and I knew one day, he would make a name for himself. Boy, did he ever. He was only twenty years old when his games took off and were sold around the world. Every year since, he’s achieved more success, making him a billionaire who will never want for anything. 

      The night of Lance’s wedding, I’d had a little too much to drink. Mark and Betsy were having problems, after only being married for a few short months. He told me he was sure they were headed for divorce. One thing led to another, and we woke up together in his hotel room. We didn’t leave that hotel for four days. After that, we met up whenever we got the chance.

      He told me he was filing for divorce and that I was the only one he wanted to be with. Stupidly, I believed him. 

      One night we were messing around and decided to make a sex tape on the private rooftop of the hotel we were staying in. It was no big deal, just a little fun. 

      About a month later, our affair was revealed. Even though I didn’t know it was an affair at the time. His wife showed up at my parents’ house where I was staying. She had found the video in Mark’s Cloud drive. I had no idea he never actually left her, let alone that they were still living together and carrying on with their normal lives while he lived another life with me. 

      Needless to say, she divorced him and took half of his money. Then, she sold the tape to someone who put a hefty price tag on it. It wasn’t about the money for her; it was all about getting Mark and me back for what we’d done. 

      My face was hidden in the video and I no longer have the bleach blonde hair I did then. Only my backside and nether regions were shown on-screen, but it was me—stark naked in six-inch pumps with my last name blasted all over the place, alongside the headline ‘Floyd Glasson of Glasson Waters’ daughter has affair with Billionaire, Mark Fenwick.’ It was shared everywhere. And by everywhere, I mean every social media platform, newspaper, and magazine. 

      Dad’s company and reputation really took a hit and it was all my fault. Well, somewhat my fault. 

      I’m almost positive that Niles Tanner, son of the infamous Richard Tanner, bought the tape from Betsy. Tanner Enterprises has viewed Dad’s company as competition ever since Dad refused to give my hand in marriage to Niles. I could never prove it was them because Mark’s wife refused to speak to me. I was obsessed with trying to prove it was the Tanner family behind this, so I tried to talk to her any chance I got. I went to her work, her home, and even her parents’ house. Eventually, she had a restraining order put on me. I didn’t blame her. I don’t blame her for anything she did. What Mark and I did was wrong. Even if I was under the assumption they were getting a divorce. 

      That’s when I left. I had no choice. Me being here only caused more of a rift in my family. Dad spent his entire life trying to keep his family out of the limelight, and because of me, I put us all front and center. My face was never exposed, thankfully. I can still walk the streets and most people have no idea who I am. I don’t need security at my side, and I never wanted it. I want to live a normal life.

      In reality, I should have stayed away, but I can’t do that any longer. Dad needs me. This company needs me. And, I’m fully prepared to take whatever negativity is thrown at me for the sake of my family. 

      I continue on my way to the bar but stop when I notice a gentleman staring at me. He’s gorgeous. Tan skin, jet-black hair, and eyes that match. That’s not what catches me off guard, though. It’s his black fluffy eyebrows that are dipped into a v and the scowl on his face that leads me to believe I just did something to offend him. “Can I help you?” I ask with a crooked smirk. 

      He doesn’t respond. Instead, he turns back to face the bar on his swivel stool, picks up his small glass of bronze-colored liquid and swirls it around, clanking the ice against the glass. 

      Weirdo. A devilishly handsome one, but still weird. 

      I opt for a seat on the far end of the bar, where I’m not invading Mr. Groucho’s personal space. Unfortunately, it gives me a bird’s-eye view of him as he sits directly across from me on the opposite end. 

      “What can I get for you?” the bartender asks.

      “Mojito, please.” I slide my card across the bar, but she leaves it sitting there, likely waiting to see if she needs to just run a tab. 

      Without a word, she walks away to make my drink.  

      The place is pretty empty tonight, aside from a couple having dinner at one of the tables and a few ladies having drinks on the couch on the south end. The jazz music gives the place a calming vibe, which is exactly what I was looking for. 

      I thank the bartender when she slides me my drink. Just as I lift the glass, bringing the straw to my mouth, I notice Mr. Groucho staring at me over the brim of his now empty glass. Old me would call him out. New me is going to just sit here and keep my mouth shut. 

      He orders up another drink then looks back at me. He makes no attempt to hide his gawking. Biting his lip, drumming his fingers against the dewed glass, he flashes me half of a smile. 

      Normally, I don’t fall under the spell of mystery men who flirt, but there is something about this guy that makes my heart flutter. Not just because he’s so attractive, but his smile. It’s seductive and sexy.

      I take another sip of my drink then glance at my phone, wondering what’s taking Robby so long. I guess it’s only been fifteen minutes. I tap the side button to lock my phone and when I look back up, I notice the guy has fixed his gaze back on me. I quirk a brow, inviting him to say whatever’s on his mind. But he doesn’t say a word. 

      When a sliver of light breaks through the cracked door, the mystery man’s eyes slide away from mine. But I keep looking at him, waiting for him to steal another glance. 

      “Hey, pretty lady. You got plans tonight?” A voice comes from behind me. 

      It’s not an unfamiliar voice, though. “Robby!” I jump up and throw myself into his arms. “Wow.” I smirk, stepping back and taking in the body in front of me. What once was an overweight teddy bear, now stands before me as a fit, clean-shaven man. “Damn, Robby. You’re all grown-up.” 

      “Mmhmm, you’re just trying to butter me up since you never answer my calls.” 

      He drops down on the stool beside me and calls over to the bartender. “Scotch on the rocks, and whatever she’s having. Keep them coming, please.” 

      “I see that your business is doing just as fine as that body of yours.” 

      “Oh, stop it.” He blushes, sweeping a hand through the air. “But, if you must know, business is going great. As for the body, I’ve simply started a daily workout routine and cut out potato chips.” 

      “No, not potato chips,” I tease.

      “Hey, it’s working so lay off.” 

      One of the things I love about my friendship with Robby is that we can go a year without talking and then go right back to where we left off. I also love that he doesn’t have a serious bone in his body. All my life I’ve been surrounded by people who are all work and no play. It’s part of the reason that all I wanted to do was play. It was boring being so well-behaved all the time. Still is, but my priorities have changed.
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Mira

        

      

    

    
      I’m three drinks in and starting to feel the effects of the liquor that’s coursing through my veins. My eyes have been flirting with the stranger across the bar all night, but I’ve been so distracted by Robby while we catch up, that I failed to notice the guy left. 

      Robby excuses himself to use the restroom before we leave and I finish off my final drink. My head begins spinning, the booze hitting me all at once. I’ve learned that I have limits when it comes to alcohol and I’ve reached it. The last thing I need is a repeat of ‘the sex tape scandal of twenty-twenty.’ 

      I call over the bartender, wanting to pay the tab before Robby arrives because I know he’ll try to pay it for both of us. “Could I get our bill, please?” 

      The bartender smiles with her palms pressed to the bar. “Actually, it’s already been taken care of.” 

      “Darn Robby,” I mutter as I stuff my wallet back into my bag. “I knew he’d pay for it.” 

      “Actually, it wasn't your friend. It was the other gentleman.” 

      I look around, wondering who she is talking about. The lounge is completely empty now, aside from me, and Robby, who’s still in the bathroom. 

      The bartender goes into the back and just as I grab my phone to drop it in my bag, a brush of air hits the lobe of my ear, bringing strands of hair in front of my face. I sweep them away, but I freeze when I sense the presence of someone behind me. I don’t turn around as the smooth, yet gruff sound of a man’s voice infiltrates my senses. “You’re welcome.” 

      I spin around on the stool, bumping the stranger’s legs with my knees. I tip my chin to get a better look at his face in the dim light of the room. His eyes are just as dark as they were while watching me from across the bar. There’s a small stubble of black hair on his cheeks. The scent of bourbon and cedarwood roll off him and it makes me dizzy, in a good way. “Thanks.” I prop my elbows on the bar behind me. 

      He bites the corner of his lip with a crooked smile and just stands there like I’m expected to drop to my knees in gratitude. Oh, my god. That’s it. My cheeks begin to feel hot and I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol or the fact that my blood has reached its boiling point. “You have me pegged wrong, Mister. I’m not a prostitute.” I brush him to the side and stand up, ready to take flight and get as far away from this creep as possible. 

      “Woah, woah, woah, never said you were. Never even thought it,” he retorts, though I don’t look back. I just keep walking toward the hall to the bathrooms at the back of the lounge. “It was simply a kind gesture to a beautiful girl.” 

      I bite the corner of my lip, fighting back a smile. 

      Is he following me? 

      He is. I can smell him. Seductively sweet and tempting. My thighs clench together, feeling a bit of a thrill in the chase. It’s been so long since I’ve been lusted after, and maybe it’s the booze, but the warmth coursing through my entire body is pleasing. I smile inwardly and as soon as we reach the ladies’ bathroom, I turn around to face him, then slap my hand to the door, pushing it open. Once I’m inside, I take a step back, watching it slowly close before flying open again. My hair sweeps with the wind. I bunch it to one side, wearing a flirtatious grin on my face. My insides sizzle with desire as his eyes pierce mine. Something about his gaze is unsettling in the best way possible. 

      In a matter of seconds, strong hands are gripping my ass and scooping me up. My legs wrap around his torso as my back crashes into the wall. I draw in a fulfilling breath of the masculine air surrounding me. My god, he feels so good between my legs. 

      My panties dampen in response to the closeness as our mouths crash together, two complete strangers tearing into each other piece by piece. His palm presses to the far wall as he holds me up with his other hand. 

      We make out like horny teenagers for what feels like several minutes, until he pulls back slightly, yet still close enough to share my breath. My feet hit the ground and his fingers sweep gently across my cheek, pushing my hair out of my face. His touch ignites something inside of me, something more than the kiss elicited. It’s a feeling I haven’t felt in so long -- one I want to consume me.

       “Come back to my room,” he mutters into my mouth, his lips ghosting mine. 

      “I…” My words trail off, bringing his lips back to mine. I shouldn’t. I can’t let my guard down again. Last time, it almost destroyed me. Then there’s Robby. He’s probably out there waiting for me.

      I went to France with the intention of turning over a new leaf. But, my god, this man tastes so good, like the sweetest sin. It’s just one night and I’ll never see him again. 

      “Ok,” I choke out as my response. I’ve made so many bad choices, what’s one more?

      Bracing myself on the stranger in front me, I straighten out my navy-blue t-shirt dress. “Are you staying in the adjoined hotel?” 

      “I am,” he responds point-blankly. A crescent smirk parts his lips. He takes my hand in his and leads me out the door. 

      When I don’t see Robby, I crouch low at the stranger’s side, hiding myself beside his tall and muscular frame to avoid being seen. We walk to the end of the hallway where there’s an exit that leads into the connected hotel. 

      Robby will assume I called for a ride and left. I’ll get a hold of him tomorrow and apologize. 

      Holding his hand, I’m led through the lobby of the hotel to an elevator. I don’t say a word, just stare straight ahead at the doors as we wait for them to open. Once they do, we step inside simultaneously. I rack my brain, trying to think of something to say to start a conversation, but just as I go to speak, his hands are around me again and I’m back up against a wall—only this time, it’s one in an elevator. 

      Our mouths collide, his tongue tangling with mine in a sloppy, yet satisfying kiss. I can feel his hard cock hit my hipbone and it sends a wake of shivers mixed with excitement down my spine. Bending my head back, I look up at the reflection of us in the mirrored ceiling of the cubical-sized elevator. Warmth coats my belly as tingles part my thighs, begging for his touch between them. 

      I’m not even aware that he’s walking us backward until the elevator doors close behind us. He continues to suck on the thin skin of my neck, moving down my collarbone and hitting nerves that turn me on even more. My dress rides up to my waist as my ass is put on display for anyone who might pass us—yet I couldn’t care less. 

      All I can focus on are these strong arms around me and the way this guy makes me feel. A guy I don’t even know. That’s the beauty of it—no strings attached, no past coming back to haunt me. It’s been so long since anyone has made me feel this desirable. I tend to wear my heart on my sleeve and fall far too easily for any man with a beating heart. But not this time. This time, it’s simply about satisfying sexual needs. 

      Still holding me up with one hand while cupping my ass with his back pressed to the door, he reaches into his pocket and retrieves a key card. There’s a beep before he stretches his arm behind him and turns the handle. The door comes open and we step inside. It slams shut behind us and reality sets in. This is happening. 

      I’m pretty sure he just kicked off his shoes, but I can’t be certain. Either way, I rid myself of mine. 

      There’s a sliver of moonlight shining through the parted blinds, but it’s the only light offered to us. My feet hit the floor and the stranger’s fingertips glide up my dress, bunching the bottom as his hands sweep upward, pulling the dress over my head. I take it upon myself to rid him of his shirt in the same manner. My fingers flow featherlike down his rigid and toned chest coated in black hair. 

      I draw in a breath when he pops the button of his pants and the weight of them falls to his feet. My eyes dip downward and I bite my lip when I see his cock sticking straight out. It’s not disappointing in the least. My thighs clench together in anticipation of it entering me. God, it’s been so long and I need this. No relationship, no friendship. Just one night and I’ll never see this guy again. 

      The man of few words finally speaks with a raspy and lust-filled voice. “You’re so fucking sexy.” His fingers slide gently down either side of me, leaving behind a trail of goosebumps. Moving to my back, I arch as he unclasps my bra, letting it slide freely down my arms until I shake it off. I’m not sure where it went, and I have no interest in finding out—not now at least. 

      My heart beats thunderously in my chest when those same fingers sweep under the hem of my panties. It won’t be long until he knows how much I want this because I’m soaked. It’s almost embarrassing. 

      Moving his hand down farther, he bypasses my clit and goes straight for my entrance. “Mmm, you’re already so wet.” He hums a low grumble into the nape of my neck. Embarrassment warms my cheeks, but when he dips the tip of his finger inside of me, I part my legs and welcome him. 

      He slides in farther and the sound of my sticky fluids has me wanting to close my legs out of humiliation and run out of here while I still have the chance. But, before I can react, he pulls out and slides my panties down, and warmth trickles through me, pooling in my belly. 

      “Do you want this?” he asks, and I’m a bit surprised. 

      I nod in response because I do. God, I do. I need to feel that cock inside of me, filling me up and taking me to a high that I haven’t reached in so long. 

      Once he’s gained my approval, he walks me over to the bed and lies me down gently on my back. I think he’s going to climb on top of me, but instead, he grabs my legs, pushing them as wide as they will go before nuzzling his face in between them. I let out a subtle moan when his fingertips circle my entrance. My back arches and I feel the need to just grab his hand and shove the entire thing in my pussy, that’s how bad I need him right now. 

      His tongue begins teasing my clit, and I’m starting to think that he’s just teasing me all together. So, I grab a fistful of his hair and buck my hips up to get things moving along. 

      Lifting his head, I can see the smirk on his face. “What’s the hurry, gorgeous? We’ve got all night.” There’s something about his tone that turns me on even more. His confidence is uncanny, and I can’t help but wonder if this is a frequent thing for him -- taking strangers up to his hotel room and having his way with them, only to send them packing not even knowing their name. 

      Even if it is, I’m ok with that. I don’t want to know his name and I have no intention of sharing mine. 

      “Just do something. Anything. Just don’t stop,” I beg him, feeling a little too pushy. 

      He dips a finger inside of me again, only going as far as the first knuckle. “Like this?” 

      “More.” 

      He adds another finger, going deeper, curling them inside of me and pumping them at my G-spot. The warmth of his wet tongue circles my clit, sending a rush of adrenaline through me. My ass flexes up, gaining friction. 

      He keeps going, working his magic and at this point, my body feels like he is a magician. One who came out of nowhere when I needed him the most and is making me feel things that I can’t remember ever feeling before. I’ve had oral sex, but something about the way he’s moving his tongue externally while thrusting his fingers in a rhythmic motion internally, has my heart rate accelerating and my entire body flooding with electricity. 

      My head feels faint, my body cold and hot at the same time. Heat rushes through me, followed by zaps of high voltage electricity. I grip his hair firmer, tangling it in my fingertips. “Oh god,” I cry out, followed by moans and groans and sounds I’ve never heard myself make. An out-of-body experience while I’m taking the high of all highs. My hips sway in motion with every sweep of his tongue. Every prod of his fingers. 

      As if he senses my orgasm coming, he picks up his pace and that’s all it takes for me to come undone. My arousal spills out in his hand and all over the white sheets of his bed. There isn’t even a moment to recollect my thoughts or come down before he’s tearing the wrapper off a condom and in two seconds flat, he’s coaxing himself inside of me. The remnants of my orgasm make it a smooth entrance for him as he gives me only the shallow part of his dick. Sweeping one arm underneath me, he shifts me so that I’m farther up on the large bed. His chin rests comfortably on my shoulder. My hands lie awkwardly on his back, unsure where to put them. This is not intimate; this is purely sex and I don’t want to give him the wrong idea by making it into something more. 

      When his mouth finds mine and he kisses me with such passion and seduction, I’m hopeless. Under his spell, at least for the time being. I squeeze his sides with my hands, suddenly feeling as if I can’t get close enough. As if our bodies were meant to meet this way. 

      He pushes in harder and faster, causing my body to slide even farther up onto the bed until I can feel the tip of my head at the end of the mattress. If we’d started this on the bed the proper way, my head would likely be bouncing off the headboard. 

      “You’re so tight and wet,” he mumbles into my mouth. “You feel so fucking good, baby.” 

      I breathe out a heavy breath of air as he inhales it into his lungs, only to return it back to me. 

      This guy, a complete stranger, continues to fuck me hard and with such power and passion. In some weird sense, I feel proud that I’m the one giving him this pleasure—being the reason for the sounds he’s making. It’s so been so long since I’ve felt appreciated or wanted.

      His cock begins to pulsate inside me. Even through the condom, I can feel his head swell and one final thrust has him groaning in pleasure. His body drops on mine. Full and heavy, depleting my lungs.

      “Stay the night with me.” 

      My eyes widen in surprise. “Umm, I don’t—”

      “Please, just one night. It’s been so long since I’ve had a woman’s company.” 

      Apparently, my plan has now backfired. It’s an odd request, coming from a guy who seems to do this sort of thing often. He was experienced—smooth and alluring. It was definitely not the first time he’s screwed a stranger from a bar. So why does he want me to stay with him? Maybe he just wants company. I guess it’s not necessarily a bad thing. I could use some, too. 

      “Ok,” I spit out on impulse. Because, why not? 

      My words must have surprised him because he pushes himself up almost instantaneously and smiles while placing a kiss on my forehead. 

      “I’ll get you a t-shirt to sleep in.” 

      I make a quick call to Stewart to let him know I won’t need a ride after all. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 

      That’s the word replaying in my mind as I’m staring at the bare ass of a stranger. He’s sleeping on his stomach with his arms wrapped underneath a pillow. Minutes ago, I was doing the same right beside him. 

      I wasn’t drunk last night. Slightly buzzed, but coherent—yet, I still got caught up in the heat of the moment, which is why I’m snatching up articles of clothing from the hotel room floor, not even knowing what room number I’m in, full of regret. 

      I slip my bra on as my bedmate’s legs begin moving slightly. I tear off his shirt I’m wearing, already missing the smell. Grabbing my dress, I freeze. My eyes dart around the dark floor in search of my panties, but I don’t see them. He moves more, head stirring, so I pull my dress on, grab my bag, and don’t look back as I head for the door. 

      Then I stop. Biting my lip, I look over my shoulder. His open eyes catch mine and something swirls inside my stomach.

      The stranger, who I so foolishly slept with last night, props himself up on his elbow and licks his lips. “I never got your name.” 

      My name? Why does he need to know my name? “It’s umm, Mia. Mia Bluff.” The fake name just flies out of my mouth and I wish I could have created something better, like Marilyn DaVinci or Francesca Donavan, but what’s done is done. Doesn’t matter anyway—I’ll never see him again. 

      I pull open the door to leave. 

      It was just sex. Nothing more.
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Mira

        

      

    

    
      When someone tells you that you’re incapable of doing something, time and time again, you eventually believe it. I’ve always had dreams, but I never really believed that I’d make them come true. Always figured I was born just to exist. My life has never held meaning and I’ve never felt like I was moving forward. Instead, I’ve been at a standstill for all twenty-three years of my life. And yes, I know, I’m not expected to have it all figured out at that age, but I should at least know where I’m going from one day to the next. I never did, though, until now. 

      I convinced Dad to let me work on marketing a design for a launch we have coming up in a few months. I’ve taken college courses in marketing, and I’ve always had an eye for art, so I’ve have the necessary experience. I’ll be working alongside the head of the design team, Layla, and in doing so, I’ll be creating the new logo for an all-natural energy water that will be available this fall. For the first time in forever, I finally feel like I’m doing something that has purpose. While doing so, I’m also showing Dad that I do have a work ethic, even if I’ve never put it to use. 

      “Come on, Daddy,” I mumble into the speaker of the phone as it continues to ring. My foot taps repeatedly on the slate tile in front of the wall-sized window of Dad’s office. It’s a great view of the city, but nothing beats the view I had just days ago in my penthouse in France. Voicemail picks up, again, and I end the call without leaving a message.

      “Ugh.” I grunt, pivoting away from the window. I slam the phone down on the desk, staring at it for a second, then plop down in the oversized swivel chair. My feet push off the floor as I spin left, then right, and back again. 

      This is the third time I’ve tried to call him this morning, and each time, I’ve got his voicemail. I get it; he’s on vacation. Soaking up the sun and living like a beach bum. A filthy, rich beach bum, but on the beach, nonetheless. 

      Every morning since I left for college, I’d call my dad. Sometimes, it’s a quick check-in, other times, it’s a lengthy conversation about my future and the life plans that I do not have. Lately, it’s about him. I might not be good at much, but I am damn good at loving my family. My father is my hero and everything I strive to be one day. But, he’s sick. His health is declining rapidly and now more than ever, I need him, but I can’t tell him that, because he needs me more. 

      I wouldn’t normally stress so much about him not returning my calls, but since his latest diagnosis, it seems all I do is worry. 

      I’m ready to take away some of his burden and show him that I will be one less thing he needs to worry about when he’s gone. That thought is unbearable. Life without Daddy doesn’t seem possible. 

      I left Provence to come back to the states and prove to Dad that I’m ready to take my place in the family business—even if he doesn’t think it’s a good idea. Dad always has my best interest at heart; it’s my brother, Lance, who thinks I’m incapable of making a decision to save my life. It’s no secret that my brother and I don’t get along. It wasn’t just the affair with Mark. Lance and I have butted heads our entire lives. Sleeping with his best friend just made things so much worse. Our parents are well aware of our mutual disdain, and I can’t help but feel like Lance is the reason that Dad doesn’t want me to have an active role at Glasson Waters. Dad is my biggest cheerleader, where Mom is Lance’s. I know that he is trying to stay mutually respectful to all members of our family, but I need his faith in me, now more than ever. 

      My entire body shoots upward in the chair when my phone begins buzzing on the desk. I tap accept and take the call, standing up. “Hey, Dad. I was starting to get worried. How’s Tahiti?” I walk back over to the window and peer out at the busy city streets beneath me. 

      “Absolutely beautiful. It's breathtaking here. Everything I didn’t know I needed.” There’s a peacefulness in his tone that offers me comfort. I smile. Dad deserves this. Other than a few weekends here and there, it’s the first vacation he’s taken for himself since he started this company from the ground up thirty years ago. 

      “And Mom? Is she taking good care of you?” 

      “Oh, yes. Hovering over me every minute of the day. You know how she gets.” He breathes out a heavy sigh, ready to change the direction of this conversation. “Enough about me. Hillary said that you’re getting settled in at home. How is it being back?” 

      Hillary is our housekeeper and one of the kindest people I know. She’s been with us since I was a kid and I’ve missed her just as much as I’ve missed Mom and Dad. “It’s great,” I lie. The truth is, I thought coming back would give me an inkling as to what’s next for me, but my future is still so bleak and uncertain. “I’m getting settled in and I’m actually at your office now, getting my design ideas ready to present to Layla next week.” I leave out that I’ve been doing yoga in his office all morning, sporting a pair of workout leggings and a tank top, while padding around barefoot on his office floors.

      “I sense sarcasm, dear. Listen, I know you want to prove yourself, but I won’t be disappointed if you change your mind. In fact, I think going back to France and continuing with your art dream is a great idea.” 

      There it is. His nice way of telling me that I’m not cut out for this. That I can still be a joint heir to his fortune five hundred company, alongside my bully of a brother, while not having anything to do with the business itself. Let Lance handle everything, he’s good at this stuff. Or you’re beautiful and smart and can be anything you want to be. Why would you want to settle for an office job?

      With the phone still pressed to my ear, I bend over and stretch, touching my toes and alleviating some of the tension in my spine. “I can do this, Daddy. I told you, I’m proving you all wrong. I know that you doubt my abilities, but I actually have some really good ideas.” 

      “Mira Glasson.” He says my name sternly with a gruffness to his tone. “I have never doubted you. I know you are fully capable of doing whatever you set your mind to. I just don’t feel like the corporate world is where your head is really at. You’re an artist. A dreamer. A free spirit with the eye of a tiger. Live your life for you, not for me.” 

      I huff and pout at the same time. “This isn't about you, Daddy. This is about my future. This is what I want. Working on the design team would allow me to use both my love of art and my marketing degree. Unless...is your hesitation because of my past? Are you ashamed? I’ve told you—” 

      “No. Absolutely not. We all know what happened was a terrible mistake, Mira. Keeping you and your mother out of the public eye was never about shame or embarrassment. It was always about protection.”

      “Just let me try. That’s all I ask.” 

      “I’ve already given you my approval. All I ask is that you keep it very low-key. You can continue to use my office while I’m gone. Consult with Layla when needed, but I’m trusting you not to leak the new launch, nor draw too much attention to yourself. This is important, Mira.”

      “I understand, Dad. I promise I won’t let you down.” 

      My dad prefers to live a very private life. Even as the founder and CEO of Glasson Waters, one of the biggest bottled water and beverage companies in the world, Dad has never wanted the identity of his family brought to light. He worries that it would do more harm than good. He was the same way with Lance until he stepped up and started working for him a couple years ago as the COO at Glasson. He hasn’t even shared his declining health with anyone outside of our family. 

      The uproar from my affair and sex-tape scandal might be in the past, but I know it lives in the forefront of everyone in this family’s minds. Not the video itself—thank god no one in my family watched it—but the shitstorm the video caused. 

      “I believe in you, Mira.” 

      My heart warms at his words. After everything I’ve done to this family, he still believes in me. “Thank you, Dad.” My eyes prick with tears. 

      Dad is sick. Has been for a while, but recently, we were given the news that he’s no longer responding to treatment. He says he’s fine, but when the doctors tell us that he has months to live, we all know he’s not fine. So these next couple of months are for him. It’s his time to enjoy life, and it’s time for me to quit being rebellious and carefree and live up to the faith my father has in me.

      A knock at the door has me shifting back up from my stretch. “I have to go, Dad. Give Mom a kiss for me. Love you.” I end the call and tuck my phone into the small back pocket of my yoga pants. Just as I go to pull the u-shaped handle of the large door, it opens, smacking me right in the shoulder. 

      “Oh, shit,” my assailant mumbles, “I mean, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t…” 

      His words trail off as I swallow mine down. Thick and heavy in my throat. It can’t be. 

      “Mia?” my one-night stand from two days ago says, standing gorgeous as ever in front of me. He’s wearing a suit similar to the one he had on that night, only his button-up shirt has the top button undone, instead of the three top ones that night. His crow black chest hair is only mildly peeking through. He smells the same, though. Crisp, warm, and delicious.

      My knees begin to feel weak. My heart faint, or maybe it’s just beating so fast that it’s ready to give out. Either way, I don’t feel so good. “What the hell are you doing here?” I blurt out. I look past him, wondering if he’s here with someone. Did he follow me? Is he stalking me?

      “I, umm, I’m sorry.” He shoots a thumb over his shoulder. “Mr. Glasson’s assistant wasn’t at her desk. I figured I’d just try and reach him personally.” 

      His assistant? Is he dating my father’s assistant? No. If he were dating her then he’d know that she is also on vacation for two weeks. 

      “I’m sorry, Mia. But, what are you doing here?” His brows quirk and his eyes widen. “Ohhh, you must be Mr. Glasson’s assistant? What a crazy coincidence.” 

      “Yeah,” I nod, my expression blank and my thoughts completely frozen, “Yeah. Crazy.” 

      Wait. Did I just admit to being my dad’s assistant?

      “Well, I guess I should properly introduce myself. I’m Sawyer. Sawyer Rhodes.” He extends a hand to me and I look down at it like it’s coated in anthrax. When my body and my mind refuse to work together, he retracts his kind gesture and stuffs both hands in the front pockets of his sleek, black pants. 

      We simply stand there, staring. An awkward silence surrounding us and I’d give just about anything for someone to come barging through that door right about now. 

      “Mia,” he says, a name that is not mine. “Are you ok?” A drop of his head has him trying to get a look into my eyes as I stare at his pockets, where his hands are now pressed tightly. 

      Peeling my eyes away, I look at him. “Yeah, sorry. I’m just really surprised to see you here.” 

      One hand leaves its pocket. His long fingers then weave through his slicked back hair. “It is quite a surprise. I had no idea we’d be working together. If I had known...never mind, it doesn't matter.” 

      Working together? He can’t be serious. “You work here?” My expression conveys my complete surprise. 

      “I just started in the marketing department. First day, actually.” Sawyer looks past me, as if he’s expecting to see my father at his desk. “Is Mr. Glasson around or should I come back?” 

      I follow his gaze to the desk before turning back to him. “Actually, Mr. Glasson is out of the office for a couple weeks. You can try his cell, but I know his service is sketchy on the island.” He lets out an airy chuckle that has my brows dipping. “Why is that funny?”

      “I’m just not surprised that he’d take such a lengthy vacation while making his assistant continue with her nine-to-five.” 

      “For your information, I’m just a temp. His regular assistant was given the same amount of vacation time.” Take that, jerk!  It’s another lie, but at least it alleviates some of the disgust he felt for my father. I shrug a shoulder. “I barely even know the guy.”

      “Makes sense, I guess. A permanent employee probably wouldn’t wear yoga pants and a bra to work.” Something about his serious tone reminds me of my brother. All business and no play. 

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. Besides, it’s not a bra. It’s a sports top.” I spit out in defense mode. “And who made you Mr. Judgmental? Shouldn’t you be trying to make a good impression on your first day?” 

      “Well, much like you, I don’t plan to be here long. Just a steppingstone to bigger and better things. I have no intention of permanently working for New York City's Most Ruthless CEO.” He air quotes the title given to my father. 

      My eyes widen in surprise. Did he really just say that? “Actually, Mr. Glasson is a great man. He does so much good for the community. At least, that’s what I’ve heard.”

      He chuckles sarcastically and the attraction I felt toward him slowly begins to diminish. “Didn’t he just cancel the annual charity gala this week that brings in hundreds of thousands of dollars for underprivileged children? And now you just told me it’s because he’s on vacation. Who does that? I guess when you can’t even raise your own daughter, you don’t care about other kids either.”

      My jaw all but hits the floor. “Excuse me?” The words roll off my tongue with exasperation. “What does his daughter have to do with any of this?”

      “Oh, come on now. Haven’t you done any research on this company? Mr. Glasson hides away his wife and daughter like they’re strings of precious pearls. His daughter spends all his money and has been involved in more than one scandal. I heard he tucked her away somewhere because she was on the verge of destroying his reputation. Maybe she should let the world see what a classless screw-up she is.”

      My jaw ticks in fury as I ball my fists at my sides. Don’t slap him. Don’t do it. 

      My shoulders rise, then fall abruptly. “Maybe you’re right. But, it’s not my business. Like I said, I’m just a temp. With that said, you can go now.” I go to close the door, but he wedges his foot against it. I scowl in response, unsure what to think of this man. I certainly don’t like the way he’s portrayed my family, and now he’s standing here like he has a right to be in this office in the first place. 

      Without a word, he stands there inspecting me, as if he’s trying to remember what my body looked like naked on his hotel room bed. “Enjoy your day, Mia Bluff,” he finally says with a smile, before removing his foot from the door. 

      Once he’s gone, I close the door and press my back to it. 

      What a jerk! I can’t believe I let that guy woo me, then bed me. 

      It seems he’s formed quite the negative opinion of my family. Unfortunately, I can’t change what everyone in the world thinks about us. But…maybe changing the mind of one person is a start. Maybe this can be my way of helping the company—shedding a positive light on our family name. 

      I pull the door to my father’s office back open and walk briskly past the assistant’s desk to the elevator. The door is slowly closing, but I shove my hand in the way, stopping it just in time. It slides back open and I’m face to face with the Sawyer. “Hi,” I say, awkwardly, “I was wondering if you have lunch plans today?”

      My heart gallops in my chest as I anticipate his response. Though I can't imagine he’d shoot me down. I’m young, fit, attractive, and he has no idea that I’m the girl he just bashed minutes ago. Besides, we had sex. That alone warrants a meal. 

      He places a finger on the eighth-floor button but doesn’t press it. With his dark eyes locked on mine, he shrugs his shoulders. “I’ve actually got a lot of work today, Mia. So, if you wouldn’t mind…” He presses the button and drops his arm at his side. 

      “Oh,” is all I can say. I take a step back when the door starts to close. Staring ahead until he’s gone and all that’s looking back at me is the stainless-steel door. 

      “Oh, no, he did not just shut the door on me!” I mutter under my breath, agitated and outraged. My arms cross over my chest, toes tapping on the floor of the hallway. I stand there, waiting for the door to slide back open—thinking that this had to have been some sort of mistake. 

      When it doesn’t, heat radiates through me, pooling in my cheeks and offering me a feeling I’m not foreign to. I might not be those things that he said about me, but I’ve never been good with rejection. It seems the new guy has offered up a challenge. 

      Well, Asshole, challenge accepted.
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Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      As soon as the elevator door closes, my eyes do the same. My head rests back on the cold, stainless-steel wall of the four-by-four cubicle I’m enclosed in. This is bad. 

      Opening my eyes, I look down at the ring on my finger, wondering if she saw it—questioning why I’m even wearing it. On my good days, I take it off. Hang it on the little elephant ring holder in the bathroom that she always hung her rings on. I should have never even kept that holder. It’s just a constant reminder that she’s gone.  First thing in the morning when I brush my teeth and wash my face, I see it.  

      On the not so good days, I put on my wedding band and pretend. Pretend she’s still here. Go about my day, not thinking about the fact that I’ll go home to an empty apartment and eat another dinner alone. 

      Today was one of those days. What started off as a bad morning, was supposed to be a day of pretending, just so I could have a moment of happiness in this completely fucked-up world.

      The elevator beeps before the doors slide open. I’m greeted by a gorgeous blonde with wavy locks that hang just below her pebbled nipples that threaten to break through the see-through fabric of her white t-shirt dress. She smiles, but I don’t reciprocate. Normally, I would. I’d step aside and ride a few more floors, just to try and talk her into my bed. Not today. It’s only nine a.m. and I’m already defeated and ready to throw in the towel on this day. 

      I step past her and don’t look back. My mind immediately thinking about Mia. Mia Bluff. What an odd last name. I’m surprised I even remembered it. I’ve had more than a dozen bodies under me since Taylor, and Mia is the only name I recall. 

      Maybe coming to Santa Monica was a mistake. Am I foolish to think that moving across the country can mend my broken heart? 

      My first night here and I immediately shack up with the first girl I see in a bar. As soon as I saw her long legs, I knew I had to climb between them. 

      Karma hates me. It’s just my luck that I’d end up working in the same fucking building as the girl I planned to never see again. She already asked me to lunch. She’ll want more from me. What’s next? Will she start naming our future kids and planning our wedding? 

      I walk down the long hallway that flows with natural light, coming from the large windows that make up the walls of the building. I bypass people with smiles on their faces and giggles in their throats. It’s depressing, really. Not that I prefer everyone else to be sad and miserable, like me, but I’m envious that I don’t even have a sliver of the happiness they have. My smiles are fake. My kind words are rare and forced.

      I’m enroute to my new office, or rather cubicle, when I pass by a large portrait of Mr. Glasson that is front and center in the lobby. He’s holding up a bottle of his company's water with a shit-eating grin on his face. One that says, this is my fucking company and being a billionaire allows me to boss all you fuckers around. I’d love to pull my hand out of my pocket and flip the bastard off, but I don’t. I need this job right now, even if I don’t agree with the way this man does business. 

      It’s a shame that the rest of the employees here don’t get the same luxuries as the corporate employees on the top floor. Even the temporary assistant has a nice setup with an amazing view. Yet, all of us minions and slaves to the Glassons are shoved downstairs in an open room full of box-sized cubicles. To say I’m bitter about the situation would be an understatement. I once had it all—until all I had was gone. 

      I drop back down in my chair, stare at the blank screen of the computer and wait for the next training session to begin. I was hoping that during our twenty-minute break, I could convince Mr. Glasson that I was skilled enough to move up to a higher position, one with more of a challenge and more pay. It looks as if I’ll be one of dozens working solely on the company’s social media platforms. 

      “Can I have your attention, please,” Mr. Johnson, the marketing manager, says loud enough for us all to hear. “For the remainder of the afternoon, we will be on the second floor in room 207. There will be a few videos that give you some background information on the company, as well as some future plans and prospects shared from our COO, Lance Glasson. 

      My neck twitches. Videos and a lecture. Oh, what a fun day we shall have. 

      I snatch my phone and keys off my desk, stand up then drop them into my pocket. Everyone around me is wearing a simple pair of khakis and a button-up shirt, and I’m almost positive I overdressed the part. 

      This is what I wanted. I didn’t choose this life, but I did choose to walk away from the one I had. Two years ago, I was sitting pretty in upper management. I was the king of my throne. Loved my job, had a beautiful wife to come home to every night. The thing about working for your own family is that when times get tough, to the company, you are just an employee. I needed time off, more time than they were willing to give me. My own parents forced me to step down from my position and I haven’t talked to them since. I could have eaten my pride and kissed their asses a bit, but I’m still sour about the entire thing. Still pissed that at that moment, I wasn’t their son. I was just a boy with a broken heart who needed to ‘get over it.’ Granted, it was no Glasson Waters. It was a small company, but I had a nice nest egg and a bright future. I gave it all up and lived off what I had saved for the past year. Now that it’s gone, I have no choice but to start over. I could go back with my tail between my legs, but that’s not me. I don’t beg, and I don’t ask for pity. 

      So here I am. Sitting in a meeting room with a bunch of rookies, waiting to learn all about the history of Glasson. Even though I've already done my own research and know everything they will tell us, and then some. They’ll leave out that Floyd Glasson didn’t technically start from the ground up. He was already filthy rich from an inheritance. An inheritance he used to begin the business. They’ll sugarcoat it and make him sound like the all-American guy who had a dream and ran with it. 

      They’ll also leave out that his daughter prefers to spend her time making porn, so her partners can sell them for a buck or two. She’s managed to stay out of the public eye for a while now, but last year, she had a sex video leaked of her and some married guy. She ruined an entire family.

      We’ve made it through three, forty-five-minute-long videos and I didn’t pay attention to any of them. The lights come on and when everyone shifts in their seats, I assume I wasn’t the only one on the verge of falling asleep. 

      “Does anyone have any questions?” Mr. Johnson asks. His eyes sweep the room, waiting for someone to respond. When no one does, he continues, “Ok, then. I’ll now introduce Lance Glasson, the Chief of Operations, and son of founder and CEO, Floyd Glasson.”

      Lance takes his place at the small podium in front of the group. He appears just as uptight as he does in the newspapers and magazines. A man who takes business seriously and has probably never cracked a smile in this building. He situates a microphone on the lapel of his jacket and taps it a few times until the sound rings through the speakers. “Thank you, Mr. Johnson,” Lance says, before fixing his gaze on the group, moving from person to person as he speaks. “Good afternoon. As Mr. Johnson just shared, I'm Lance, the COO here at Glasson Waters.” He steps out from behind the podium and begins pacing the small length of the floor in front of the first row. “Here at Glasson, our motto consists of the three D’s. Diversity, Determination, and Drive. We believe everyone has a place here. We want our employees to be determined to make a difference. And in order to do that, you need the drive. Don’t think of it as work, think of it as being a part of the change we want to make in the world.”

      My eyes roll on impulse. Is this guy serious right now? Everything he is saying sounds so rehearsed. 

      He continues to babble on while I drown out his voice with thoughts of my own. I wonder how pissed Mia was when I turned down her offer to lunch and closed the elevator doors. I bet she was pissed. I take her for someone who’d get pissed easily. The corner of my lip tugs up in a smile, almost pleased with myself. Once I realize I am, in fact, smiling, I drop the expression. I shouldn’t be thinking about another woman. Especially that one. I should have never even offered to let her stay in my room. It’s just that it was my first night here. I was missing Taylor, more than ever before, feeling so far away from home. Sex and booze seem to be the only way to get her out of my head lately. 

      I’m snapped out of my thoughts when the main door to the room opens. Everyone looks over their shoulders as the brunette beauty walks in. Only, this time she’s wearing a jean jacket over the top of her bra. Her bare stomach is showing and she’s still wearing the tight leggings that show off every curve of her smoking hot body. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize—”

      She stops talking when Lance begins stalking toward her with fire in his eyes. She backs out the door, but it remains open, even when Lance steps out himself. “What are you thinking coming down here? Especially dressed like that?” I hear him say in a muffled, yet stern voice. 

      “I’m sorry. I just needed to ask you a question.” 

      My blood begins to boil. Who the hell does this guy think he is talking to a temp like that? Or any woman for that matter. I ball my fists in my lap, and it’s taking every ounce of willpower in me not to bolt out that door and put a stop to his power trip. 

      There are more hushed words that I can’t make out, and seconds later, Lance returns, closing the door behind him. “Sorry about that. We shouldn’t be interrupted again.” He returns to his place in front of the room, but I can’t listen to this jackass any longer. 

      I stand up quietly and slither down between the rows of chairs. “Excuse me,” I repeat as I make my way out. 

      Lance continues to talk as I pull open the door and close it behind me. I feel a rush of relief once I can no longer hear his voice. My back hits the door and I take a deep breath. I never knew returning to work would be this excruciating. 

      “What are you doing?” Her voice grabs my attention. I look to my right and see her standing there. Hands in the pockets of her jean jacket, flip flops on her feet. I might be overdressed, but it’s much better than being underdressed. It’s no wonder she got an earful from the higher-up. When I had the short-term position as Vice President of Marketing at my parents’ company, I only dreamt of women walking the halls in something so revealing. 

      “Needed some fresh air. How about you? Licking your wounds from the big COO?” 

      “Ah, you heard.” She smirks. “Yeah, I don’t think he likes me much.” 

      “Can’t imagine why. Most assistants don’t pop into meeting rooms wearing a swim top and ass huggers.” 

      “Ass huggers?” She spits out an airy chuckle. “I’d hardly call them that. Besides, I went to the gym before work and forgot my work clothes. It was either come in late, or show up on time.” She waves her hands over her attire. “I chose not to be late.” 

      “I see you have a sliver of work ethic in those fragile bones.” 

      “I’ll have you know that I’m actually pretty tough. Don’t let my small frame deceive you.” 

      My tongue clicks on the roof of my mouth, “Oh, I’m sure you are, Mia Bluff.” I smile, a real smile. It’s been a while, and it feels good. I’m just not sure how I should feel about this woman being the reason for it. I need to stay away from her—far, far away. “I’ve gotta go. See ya around.” I walk away quickly before I’m sucked in so far that I can’t get out.
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      Sawyer goes to walk away, but I grab him by the arm, stopping him. His eyes shimmy down to my fingers that are wrapped around his forearm. He stares at my touch as if I’m my hand alone is setting him on fire. “Sorry.” I pull back. “I just need to know why you turned me down for lunch. A couple days ago, you were practically begging me to stay the night with you, and now…” My words trail off, figuring I made my point nice and clear. If this guy expected a passive girl, he was dead wrong. I’m about as blunt as they come. 

      “Told ya. I have work to do.” 

      “Uh huh. Then why are you out here and not in there? Doesn’t seem like you’re too eager to learn about the company or the work you’ll be doing.” 

      “You’re right.” His shoulders rise. “I’m not excited about either. But, I need a job, so here I am,” he says, less than thrilled. 

      I nod my head slowly, observing him. Trying to read him, but he’s tough. If I had to draw an opinion right now based on what I’ve learned, I’d say he’s running from something. Down on his luck and having a pity party inside that gorgeous head of his. “I’m sure they’ll let you eat.”

      His brows quirk, teeth grazing his lower lip as his arms cross over his chest. “Now who’s begging?” 

      “Am not!” I huff in defense. “I just need to know what I did wrong. Why are you no longer interested? Even if I’m also not interested…at all.” Ok, stop talking now, Mira. It’s true, though. After the way he’s spoken about my family, I have zero interest in ever climbing into bed with this judgmental prick again. I would like the opportunity to change his mind, but I certainly won’t beg for it. 

      He doesn’t respond. Instead, he just stands there like he’s waiting to jump to his own defense at any moment. 

      Seconds pass. Seconds that feel like minutes, and suddenly, I feel like a fool. It hits me all at once. “Fine,” I spit out, dropping my stance and pivoting on the heel of my flip flops. I walk away with my head held high while I still have the chance. He gets a clear shot of my back side and I take extra care to roll my hips with each step so that he can see what he’s missing out on. 

      “Mia, wait,” I hear him call out from behind me. 

      I keep walking. If he really has something to say, he can chase after me, because I’m certainly not putting myself out there again. 

      Passing by the main entrance, and the front receptionist, I get looks from everyone. Particularly because my flip flops are slapping across the waxed floor and I make no attempt to quiet them. Also, because I’m pretty sure Sawyer is now jogging behind me to catch up. 

      I can feel him draw closer. His scent infiltrates my senses. His soft fingers—that aren’t manly in the least, aside from their size—take hold of my wrist, stopping me in my tracks. My heart flutters at his touch. I squeeze my thighs together, remembering what he felt like between them. 

      “Hey,” he says, dropping his hold on me. I spin around to face him, curious about how this apology will go. Will he ask me for lunch to make up for rejecting my offer? Will he create a tension between us so thick that he’ll need to whisk me away to his hotel room for round two? He looks left, then right, while I lick my lips in anticipation, hating myself for even thinking about sleeping with this guy again after what he said about me. But, my body is a deceitful little bitch. “Do you…do you know where the restrooms are in this place?” 

      My eyebrows shoot to my forehead as my shoulders drop, and my head cocks to the side. Is he serious? “The bathroom?” 

      “This place is huge and I can’t—”

      I let out an exasperated huff, cutting him off mid-sentence. Turning back around, I continue with the slap of my flip flops across the floor. “Excuse me, Ma’am,” the receptionist says as I pass by her and stop at the elevator, pushing the button to go up. “Ma’am,” she repeats as she follows hurriedly behind me. She stops at my side where I stand with arms crossed over my chest. “Excuse me. You need a badge to use the elevator.” 

      I look past her and notice that Sawyer is gone. Good! That guy needs to stay far away from me. More importantly, I need to stay far away from him. “I’m Mira, Floyd Glasson’s daughter. I’ll be working in his office for the next few days. Please keep it on the down low,” I tell her in a hushed tone. 

      “Ohh, Mira. It’s so nice to finally meet you. Your father did say that you’d be around. No worries, darling, my lips are sealed.” 

      “Thank you.” I smile politely. She returns to the desk as the elevator doors slide open and I step inside.

      Once they close, my head drops back. I look up at myself in the mirrored ceiling. What the hell am I doing? Why am I even here? 

      It’s a longshot that Layla will even give my designs a chance, let alone actually use them. It’ll hurt a little bit, but I also know that they hire professionals for this stuff. They have an amazing team of designers and marketing experts. People who have spent years in schooling and have worked for huge corporations—even bigger than Glasson. Layla came here from Apple and was part of the launch for the first iPhone. Here I am, a washed-up artist, who came out of nowhere and decided I wanted to work. I’m a joke to everyone who knows me. 

      The elevator beeps at the eighth floor and the doors open. I pull myself together and step out. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.” I shake my head, walking straight past Lance and the sour expression on his face. 

      He follows behind me as I walk back to my dad’s office. “You’re in over your head, Mira. Just let it go.” His words cut deep. I’m not sure why, but Lance’s words always do. Not just because they are always loaded with insults and passive aggression, but also because he’s my big brother and no matter how hard I try, I’ll never be good at anything in his eyes. He holds onto the past so tightly that he will never forget about the mistakes I’ve made. 

      I pull the u-shaped handle of the tempered-glass door, not even bothering to hold it open for Lance. “You might be right. I probably am in over my head.” Once we’re inside, my hands palm my hips. “But, you know what? I have to at least try. Dad needs me.” 

      Lance walks over to Dad’s desk behind me and starts picking up and setting down papers, never once letting the wrinkles on his forehead smooth out. He just holds the scorned look on his face that only settles when he’s with his wife. “What Dad needs is for you to lie low. Keep yourself out of trouble, and away from Glasson. The last thing he needs is for you to screw up this launch or draw unwanted attention to the family.” 

      My lips press together in a thin line. I swallow down the words that I want to scream at him, because as much as I hate it, he’s right. Or, at least, he was right. The old me would probably do just that, not caring about the repercussions of her actions. “You're right, Lance. He doesn’t need any of that. And that’s exactly why I am taking this seriously.” 

      “Seriously?” He chuckles, sarcastic and forced. “Is that what you call this?” He holds up an eight by eleven piece of white paper that I was drawing on earlier. It’s not the design I plan to present to Layla. In fact, it has nothing to do with Glasson. 

      I stomp toward him and snatch the paper out of his hand. “Give me that!” I stack all the drawings and designs back into a pile and hug them to my chest. “Just because I daydream and draw random stuff doesn’t mean that I’m incapable of working hard or creating something worthy of this company's use.” 

      “Is that what you think Dad needs? For you to sit in his office and doodle pictures of dresses?” His head shakes in complete disappointment and the gesture stings. “Listen, Mira. You want to be a fashion designer...great. You want to sit in a studio apartment in Provence and draw the sunset…even better. But don’t come here and waste our time. We’re running a business.” His serious gaze settles on mine as he stalks past me. I swallow hard, fighting back the urge to burst into tears. 

      The affair, along with my broken heart, hurt like hell. The regret after Lance’s wedding was painful. But nothing hurts more than the way my family looks at me.
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Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      How am I supposed to work with this girl? Risk bumping into her daily? She’ll want things I can’t give her. It’ll start off as a friendship, but it won’t be enough. Dinner will turn into late nights. Late nights will turn into all-nighters. Breakfast in bed. I’ll give in. No matter what my heart tells me not to do, I’ll do it, because I know how lonely the nights are. Because I miss sharing my bed with someone. But, it’s not just another woman I miss, it’s my wife. 

      I drop down into the chair in the meeting room where another video is playing. This time, it’s Mr. Glasson himself on the screen. The room is dark and the only light comes from the projected screen on the wall. There’s a girl behind me smacking her gum and I’d love to turn around and ask her to kindly spit it out because the sound is driving me fucking crazy, but I don’t. 

      I’ve had to force myself through so much in my life that I can easily handle her annoying habit. 

      I won’t quit this job. I’ll keep working until I find something with more pay—even though the pay here is pretty substantial. I can live comfortably off it for a while. Lord knows, I’m not taking a damn penny from my family. I was shamed and belittled at a time when I needed them the most. The only person I care to even talk to anymore is my sister. It’s crazy how two very cold people can raise such a sweet and caring person—my sister, that is. Certainly not me. I might not be as callous as my parents, but I did inherit their stubbornness. At least I’ll admit it.

      Look at this guy on the screen. Talking about how perfect his life is. Saying his kids are his world and he built this company for them. This video must have been made before his son started working here and got a stick shoved up his ass. Or before his daughter ruined a family over a temporary affair. 

      I am many things, but I always own my ugly side. I don’t pretend to be someone I’m not, and personally, I can’t stand people who do. 

      Finally, the video ends and we’re dismissed for lunch. I opt for the cafeteria and get a ham sandwich on wheat and a bottle of water. Of course, it’s Glasson brand water. Once I take a seat at an empty table in the cafeteria, I twist the top off and take a sip. I will admit that the water is crisp and clean. They have good quality bottles, and the designs are on point. It’s no surprise that this company does so well. If it weren’t for the fact that I’m not a fan of upper management, I might stick around. Maybe climb the corporate ladder. Mia said she’s only a temp, so she won’t be here permanently. If I can just get through her short-term placement by avoiding her, it might not be so bad here. 

      I toss my trash in the garbage can by the door and exit the cafeteria. On the bright side, the day is half over. We’re doing eight-hour shifts of training this week, which is a nice way to ease back into the workforce. Definitely beats the twelve-hour days I used to put in. Though, I can’t help but feel like a kid just out of high school, doing this training garbage and these short shifts. I’m twenty-nine years old and should be established in a career at this point in my life. Should have kids. A wife. A home. Instead, I’m living in a hotel until I can find a place to rent and eating take out every night. I’m the average bachelor. Even if it’s not what I want. I’d give anything to get her back—my life, my home, my bed. Feeling her in my arms every night. Even at the end, she still fit perfectly in them. 

      My heart aches. Anger slowly begs to take over, but I don’t let it. I push it away and go back into the meeting room. 

      Taking the same seat I’ve had all morning, I pull out my phone. There’s a new text from my dad that I delete without reading it. I already know it’ll say something along the lines of ‘quit being a stubborn ass and get back here where you belong.’ Nothing anyone says will ever make me go back there. I might have carried my misery here with me, but at least I’m free to make my own choices now. 

      I’d rather be poor and happy than be rich and miserable. Materialistic things are just that—things. Don’t need them. All I need is a place to sleep, food, and a fresh start. 
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        * * *

      

      Taylor’s heavy on my mind as I walk out of the training room. It’s nothing new, but as days turned into weeks and weeks to months, she began to slip further and further away. It was getting to the point where she came and went in a matter of minutes, instead of living there twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week. 

      Ever since the morning I woke up to Mia in my room, the guilt about feeling something for another woman has sat on my chest like an elephant. It wasn’t even the sex or her body lying flush with mine while she slept peacefully. It was the minutes before she walked out the door. I watched her searching the room for her clothes when she didn’t know I was awake. The urgency in her movements, the look on her face before she left. That brief pause that shot bolts of electricity into my consciousness. I was aware—vulnerable and completely cut open. 

      The guilt could also be attributed to the fact that I haven’t stopped thinking about Mia since that morning. There was never supposed to be any woman who made me feel things other than lust. 

      I never could have guessed we’d cross paths again. Now, I wish we never had. 

      Lost in my thoughts, I smash right into someone–or rather, they smash into me. Typing away on her phone, she lifts her head. “Sorry,” she says, before looking back at her phone. Until she does a double take. “Sawyer. Hi.” Soft eyes beam into mine and I hate the feeling of her on the verge of seeing my soul with just one look. I hate the way this girl makes me feel. 

      “Ya know, if you’d put that thing away while you walk, you wouldn’t be running into strangers.” 

      She taps out of her phone and drops it into her bag—a very nice bag. One that looks like it cost a small fortune. “Strangers, huh? Are we still using that title?”

      “I think that’s probably best. Don’t you?”

      Her shoulders rise and fall as she grips the strap of her bag with both hands, holding it close. “You’re probably right. We need to just pretend the other night never happened. Maybe one day we can start over. Maybe as friends?” There’s a softness in her words and it’s a far slide from the confident, blunt girl I encountered earlier. The one who asked me out for lunch and questioned my rejection of her offer.

      But, Friends? I’m not sure I can ever be her friend. I’m not sure I can even be this close to her for much longer, without undressing her with my eyes and trailing my lips over the small birthmark on her shoulder. 

      How I even remember that insignificant detail is astounding. I shouldn’t know anything about her. 

      “Yeah. Maybe,” I respond, against my better judgment, knowing full-on that we will never be friends. 

      Her lips part and a smile grows on her face. “See ya around, Sawyer.” 

      “Yeah. See ya.” 

      She walks out the revolving door, leaving me here questioning everything I promised to myself. Everything I promised Taylor before she took her last breath.
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Mira

        

      

    

    
      Today has been one for the books. Running into Sawyer—three times—was not anticipated, but I seem to never fail to put myself in tense situations. So, I’m not surprised that I’m sitting alone at Tito’s. The same place I met Sawyer, and also the same building as the hotel I spent the night in with him. 

      I’m not sure what brought me here. It was a spontaneous decision. I’ve tried to avoid making them because I always end up in trouble. On the off chance that I’ll see Sawyer here, I decided to come. He’s painted this dark picture of me and I have to at least try to rectify it. It could also be that I haven’t stopped thinking about him since he showed up at Dad’s office. Sawyer checks all my boxes. He’s handsome, mysterious, and he’s playing my favorite game—hard to get. Not to mention, he smells like a men’s cologne insert from Vogue magazine. 

      The place is busier than normal for a Wednesday evening, so I opted for sitting on the patio out back. There’s a gorgeous waterfront view, and also, an entrance to the hotel. I know for a fact that the training session doesn’t let out until six o’clock. Assuming he’s still staying here, he should be arriving any time. He’ll have to walk past the patio where I’m seated at the end. At which point, I’ll give him one more chance—this time, dinner. 

      “Eating alone, are we?” A voice comes from behind me. A voice that alarms every cell in my body. One I’d know anywhere. 

      My head jerks around quickly, meeting his gaze. “What the hell do you want?” 

      “Oh, come on. Now, is that any way to talk to your former fiancé?” 

      My stomach turns at his words. “Having a fiancé would require an actual proposal. Something I never got. And even if I had, my answer would have been no.” I turn back around and take a sip of my margarita, swiping the tip of my tongue across the beads of salt on the rim. 

      Pent-up air escapes my lungs at the sound of the chair beside me scraping against the concrete. It’s enough to make my skin crawl because it means Niles is getting comfortable. The waiter walks by and he holds up a finger, calling him over. 

      “No!” I spit out. “I didn’t ask you to join me. In fact, I’m meeting someone, so if you don’t mind...get lost.” My eyes roll from him back to my drink. I take another sip, letting all the liquid in the glass roll down my throat. Once it’s gone, I slide it toward the middle of the table. 

      The waiter walks up with an empty tray in his hand. “Yes, sir. What can I get for you?” 

      “Whatever she’s having. Make it two,” Niles retorts with an aggression behind his tone. He’s so snappy and rude and just a plain asshole. His entire body turns to face me, his knees bumping my outer thigh. It’s when he places a hand over mine that’s resting on the table that I lose it. 

      Jerking my hand away in a fury, I look him dead in the eye and enunciate each word. “Do. Not. Fucking. Touch. Me.” 

      It barely fazes him, which pisses me off even more. He smiles, enjoying the fact that he’s getting under my skin. 

      He tsks. “Since when did they allow such pretty girls to have such dirty mouths?”

      “Since dirty men tried to ruin their reputation when the pretty girl wouldn’t marry him.” 

      Niles sinks back in his seat, letting his legs fall open. “You’re still on that? I’ve told you a thousand times, I had nothing to do with outing your affair.” 

      “Liar.”

      “You can call me a liar all you want, Sunshine, but until you’ve got proof, you’ll just have to take my word for it.” 

      “I’ll never believe anything you say ever again.” The waiter returns with our drinks and I take a sip, peering over the rim of the glass. Oh no. My heart sinks into my stomach when I see Sawyer walking up. He can’t see me here. If he comes to talk to me now, my cover is blown. He’ll know I’m not Mia Bluff, but none other than the girl he despises, Mira Glasson. 

      Niles places a hand on my leg and instead of stopping him, I turn my entire body toward him, needing to hide my face. 

      “Let’s just kiss and make up. Marry me, Mira. The companies will merge and my family will handle everything when your dad is gone. You and Lance will still get everything you were promised—even more.” 

      “Never. I will never marry you, and I will certainly never love you.” I grit through my clenched teeth, fighting back the urge to slap him. How dare he even mention a time when my dad will be gone? Sure, it’s inevitable, but that’s not his business. 

      “It’s not about love, Mira, it’s business.” 

      A glance over my shoulder confirms that Sawyer is gone and I can finally get away from this arrogant jerk. Without even finishing my drink, I push the chair back, straighten my sundress and turn to walk away. I don’t dare give him a second look because then he’ll start talking again, or even worse, follow me.

      So much for dinner, and so much for the chance to talk to Sawyer. Niles Tanner loves nothing more than ruining my plans. And, once again, he’s succeeded. 
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        * * *

      

      I pass through the dining area to the waiter station and request my bill. Tapping my fingers to the wooden bar, I wait impatiently for the hostess to return. I’m completely thrown off guard, yet again, when I see Sawyer walking up to the bar. 

      “Mia?” Sawyer says my name in question. “What are you doing here?” 

      He’s no longer wearing the suit he had on earlier. Instead, he’s donning a pair of gym shorts and a t-shirt and I’m pretty sure my jaw is touching my feet. God, could this guy be any more gorgeous? He has bulging biceps that threaten to rip through the skin, abs that peek through the thin white fabric of his shirt, and toned legs that look like they’ve run for multiple days straight. Everything about his body ignites every cell in mine. “I um,” I lick my lips, catching my train of thought, “just came for a quick drink. Did you come down for dinner?” I can’t imagine he has; he looks like he’s ready to go for a run or to the gym. 

      “Actually, I was going for a jog and saw you walking in from the patio out back. Are you here alone?” His eyes sweep the room as if he’s expecting someone to join my side. 

      Fortunately, he didn’t see me with Niles. “Yes. I actually come here often—alone.” It’s a semi-lie. The other night was my first time here in over a year, and I’ve never come alone. 

      “Sunshine,” Niles says, breathing down my back. My body steels. My heart galloping in my chest. “Let me get that.” 

      I look at Sawyer who gives me a subtle nod. “You two have a good night.” 

      And he’s gone. 

      And I’m one broken nerve away from showing Niles just how much I hate him. The stupid nickname he gave me when I was only seventeen years old. His pretty boy look. String bean legs, and perfectly parted hair. He’s the least attractive man I’ve ever met, and it’s not because of his looks alone, it’s because of his personality. He behaves as if women should bow to him and kiss his pedicured feet. 

      “No, you will not. Because I will not owe you a damn thing. I’ll pay for my own drink. Thank you very much.” I give him my back and try really hard to pretend like he’s not still breathing down my neck. Even when his nose parts my hairline and I hear him inhale audibly. 

      “You smell delicious, Sunshine.” 

      Barf. 

      “Like vanilla and lavender. Did you do that for me? You know how much I love the scent of vanilla?” 

      My eyes roll as I swallow down the bile rising in my throat. “Go away.” I’m not sure how much clearer I can make myself. I’m not sure he’ll ever get the hint, though. This has been going on since I was in high school—back when Tanner Enterprises first approached my dad with an offer to merge the companies. 

      Cold fingers slide across my neck, moving my hair out of the way. His lips shimmy over my ear lobe. “Not until you tell me who that guy was. Is that who you were meeting here? Did I scare him away?” 

      Enough is enough. 

      I turn around, wearing a smug grin on my face. Eyes beaming into his, I lift my knee, driving it straight to his balls. “Go fuck yourself,” I whisper in his ear. The hostess returns, handing me my bill. “Thank you.” I snatch it away before shoving it into Niles’ chest. “Thanks for the drink.” 

      I’m halfway down the block and ready to hit send on a text message to Stewart—letting him know I’m ready to be picked up—when someone grabs my arm from behind. My fight or flight response kicks in, and I choose fight. I spin around, ready to knee another guy in the balls, when Niles grabs me harder and stronger, pushing me up against the building. “Listen, Sunshine. We can do this the hard way or the easy way. If I were you, I’d choose the latter. One way or another, we will merge our companies. Let’s save everyone some trouble and get married, before I go after your widowed mother when your old man kicks the bucket.” 

      I’d laugh in his face, but Niles is serious. I wouldn’t put it past him to try and seduce my mother into marriage. Little does he know, she gets a small fortune when my dad passes away, but Lance and I have all the control over Glasson. Not that it matters anyway. My mother would never give this slimeball the time of day. “Give it your best shot, Niles. She’ll shoot you down faster than I did. Face it, you lost. We won.” Giving a swift jerk, I free myself from his hold. 

      “Then I guess we have to do it the hard way. Enjoy your privacy. It’s all coming to an end.” 

      He’s gone too far this time. For the first time in a while, Niles has instilled fear inside of me. He will make good on his word. He’ll expose my identity, and do everything in his power to destroy Glasson if we don’t join forces with him.
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Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      Get her out of your head. 

      Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

      I pick up my pace, jogging faster down the alleyway while “Alive” by Pearl Jam plays through my earbuds. 

      Who was that guy she was with? It had to have been her boyfriend, or at the very least, a date. He called her ‘Sunshine’ and took care of the bill. Definitely a date. 

      I’m full-on sprinting, sweat sliding down my back beneath my shirt, when a black cat crosses my path. I do a knee lift and jump over it and it hisses at me, the hair on its back sticking up like porcupine quills. “You’re the one who tried to trip me,” I hiss back at the cat. 

      I take a right at the end of the alley so I can circle back around to the hotel parking garage. I know she’s long gone by now, but at the risk of running into her and lover boy again, I’ll take the garage entrance. Should have gone for a run on the pier and gotten a better view, but it’s packed with tourists right now. It’s the first of July and they’ve got fireworks every night until after the fourth. Maybe I’ll go catch a show this week. Maybe Mia will want to go. What am I thinking? Asking her out would make me a hypocrite and it would also go against everything I promised myself. She was mine for a night, nothing more. Nothing’s changed. 

      She did look hot as hell today in that cute little dress. She looked even better in her gym clothes without all that makeup on. I prefer the natural look, and she wears it well. Although, I’m sure she’d disagree—most girls do. 

      Why the hell am I still thinking about her?

      I’m sorry, Taylor. 

      Fuck. Maybe I just need to get laid by someone else so her pussy isn’t the last one in my memory. Or, maybe I should just write off women all-together. At least for a while. Ever since I lost Taylor, I’ve tried so hard to hold onto the memories with her, but now I’ve replaced them with new ones—not just the sex, but the picture of her beautiful face in my head. Up until Mia, Taylor’s was the only face I saw when I closed my eyes. 

      I head straight for my room, desperate to alleviate some of the tension built up in my cock. Bypassing chipper couples, whiny kids, and a group of ladies with name tags who must be leaving some sort of convention held in the hotel, I glance back over my shoulder as I pass them. They’re probably in their mid-fifties, but with permission, I’d gladly railroad any one of them just to get Mia out of my head. The memory of one of them won’t linger like it does with this girl who is still nothing short of a stranger. 

      I pick up my pace until I’m walking briskly, breaking more of a sweat now than I did on my run. I hit the elevator button repeatedly, needing to get into my room and away from the noise—away from people. 

      “Come on,” I mutter under my breath, my heart pounding in my chest as the anxiety I’ve felt daily for two years rears its ugly head. 

      The elevator doors open and it’s packed full. The hotel is at full capacity with the upcoming holiday and events happening in the city. Sandwiching myself between two teenage boys who smell like B.O masked with Bod Spray, I remind myself that this is temporary. The stay in the hotel, the abundance of tourists, and the job. 

      It feels suffocating as we make our way up. The breaths that hit my bare arms feel like a thousand baby spiders crawling on my skin. 

      We stop—three people get out. Then we’re moving again. 

      Another stop—two more people out. Another couple in. 

      Finally, we make it to the sixth floor, where I make my exit, but not before tripping over a briefcase in front of me. Fortunately, I brace my fall on the man’s wife, unintentionally copping a feel of her cushioned breast. I look over my shoulder, scoffing at the asshat who set it there. 

      Life is giving me a shitload of lemons lately and I’m trying hard as hell not to be sour about it. 

      With hurry behind my steps, I make a beeline for my room, ready for all the noise of the hustle and bustle of life to diminish. Even if the thoughts in my head will continue to scream louder than any toddler or drunk idiot I might encounter. 

      As soon as I’m in my room, I slide off my shoes and pull off my socks, dropping them at my feet. I draw in a deep breath, filling my lungs, finally having a moment of peace. Once my head begins to clear slightly, I go over to the mini bar, willing my thoughts to clear even more. I don’t want to feel. I don’t want to think. 

      I pour a shot of scotch and take it down in one gulp. Pouring myself another, I let it rest on the bar while I strip out of my gym clothes. With each article of clothing that falls, I relish in the burn that settles in my stomach from the booze. I’m completely naked, with the curtains to the sliding door wide open, but no one can see up this far, so it doesn't even faze me. 

      Slow steps lead me over to the dresser that I have yet to fill with my clothes that are still packed in a suitcase. I pull the drawer open and retrieve the pink, silk panties—Mia’s panties. She left that morning with a mountain of regret, I’m sure, and a bare ass. Not that these things cover her ass, anyway. My index finger skates up the G-string and I lift them up to my face, inhaling the sweet scent of her pussy. She was so wet that night.

      Regret or not, she wanted it then, and I’m sure she’d spread her legs for me again if given the chance. I see the way she looks at me, which is exactly why I can’t fuck her again. It would only complicate things further. Because, I’m pretty sure she notices the way I look at her, too. Even if I keep our encounters short and try to get away from her as quickly as possible every time we bump into each other, there is no way she doesn’t notice the way my body tenses and my fingers twitch in her presence. 

      Walking back over to the bed, I slide up until my back hits the headboard. My legs spread so my balls aren't sticking to my sweaty thighs. Mia’s panties drop to my side and I grab the bottle of lotion on the nightstand next to the bed. 

      One squeeze into my hand and I drop it to my other side. My hands rub the cold liquid up and down my shaft before I grip tighter and stroke in a rhythmic motion. Resting my head back, I close my eyes and imagine Mia’s pink, plump, seductive mouth wrapped around me. Her doe eyes peering up at me as her own arousal pools between her legs. I’d flip her over on her back, part her legs, and lick her cunt until she’s screaming my name. 

      I stroke faster as warmth radiates through me. She’s still in my head, like a porn playing on repeat. I watch her. Her face as her forehead wrinkles right before she squirts all over my fingers. Her mouth forms an O as she cries out in pleasure. The way she bites her lip, or the way her nipples pucker up and threaten to break through the fabric of her cute little dress. 

      “Fuck,” I mumble, opening my eyes and watching my hand slide up and down my erection. 

      Once she came down from her orgasm, I’d shove my cock into her mouth. Hitting her tonsils while her fingers massaged my swollen balls. I’d tangle my fingers in the strands of her hair and jerk her head back slightly, forcing her to watch me while I fuck her mouth. 

      I pump my cock faster. Harder. My hips rise and fall, as I imagine myself squirting down her tight throat. 

      My eyes open as I fill up with an insatiable need for release. My entire body tingling from the ecstasy coursing through me. My breath hitches as my cum shoots all over my hand. I give it a few more strokes before my head falls back on the headboard. 

      She got comfortable in this bed once, and now she’s making a home inside my head. Unfortunately, I’m not sure if there’s room for her.

    

  







            Chapter Nine

          

          

      

    

    






Mira

        

      

    

    
      My nerves feel like they’re wrapped in a ball of barbed wire as I approach Layla’s assistant’s desk outside of her office. My stomach rumbles, reminding me that I skipped breakfast. I’m not sure if the lightheadedness I feel is attributed to that or sharing my designs with someone who has the ability to make or break my plans here at Glasson. Layla knows who I am, and she does not give a damn. She’s all business and hands favors out to no one. 

      “Good morning,” her bright-eyed assistant says as she sets her coffee back on the coaster on the oak desk. “Can I help you?”

      I swallow down the saliva pooling in my mouth. “Yes. I have an appointment with Ms. Ames at nine o’clock.” 

      “Ah, Mira. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. You can have a seat and I’ll let her know you’re here.” 

      With a nod, I make my way over to one of the two cushioned chairs lined against the wall. I set my folder on my lap and flip it open, giving the designs one last look before I share them. My knees tremble, causing the folder to flop around on my lap. I place a hand on it to stop the shaking, trying to hide my nervousness. I’m not sure I’ve ever been so anxious in all my life. My designs have always been something I’ve kept to myself. I’m really stepping out of my comfort zone and my vulnerability is on full display. Part of me wants to just walk away before I face rejection. 

      My drawing looks back at me. If it could make a face, it would likely be a scowl. If it could talk, it would yell at me that it’s not finished or that something is missing. It’s true. Something is definitely missing. It doesn’t feel complete and I’m embarrassed to share this with Layla. Maybe Lance was right. Maybe I should stick to drawing sunsets and clothes. 

      “Mira,” Layla says, standing directly over me. I didn’t even know she was here. I lift my head and make eye contact with her. “If you’re ready.” She gestures her hand to her office. 

      I slap the folder closed quickly—not wanting her to see what’s inside. How will I hand this entire folder over to her while I give a presentation on the projector? 

      My legs wobble as I stand. My knees feel like they’re on the verge of giving out on me. My entire body shakes as my heart rattles my rib cage. 

      Without a word, I follow behind Layla. She walks gracefully with her head held high while her heels clip-clap across the laminate flooring. Her long blonde hair lies perfectly on the back of her peach-colored blazer. She’s gorgeous, confident, and the nineteenth most powerful business woman in America—it’s a fact. 

      Once I’m inside, she closes the door behind us.

      Layla takes a seat at the square, four-chaired, meeting table in the center of her office. Her legs cross and she flips open a lined notebook. I just stand there watching her, waiting for some sort of instruction on what I should do next. This isn’t me. I’m not a business woman, and I’m fairly certain that it’s showing right now. 

      Her eyes find the manilla folder clenched to my chest. “Is that for me?” 

      “Ah, yes.” Ok. There’s the instruction I need. But, I freeze. Standing there like a deer in headlights. Give her the damn folder, Mira. 

      Finally, my body works with my brain and I stretch across the table, handing her the folder. “May I?” I nod toward the projector on the table that points at the solid white wall. 

      “Of course. Use whatever you need.” She smiles, and it almost looks apologetic. “Don’t be nervous, sweetie. We’re just two women who want the best for Glasson’s design. Look at it that way.” Easy for her to say. She must have noticed the shake in my hand as I try and thumb through my phone, searching for the presentation I prepared. 

      Once I find it, I connect my phone to the USB cord plugged into the projector. The first slide comes up on the screen and I begin. My voice shakes as I start, but I’m hopeful that it will ease up once I get going. “If you open the folder, the first page shows the branding for H2O Vitality.” I kept it simple with the letter V in a hand drawn grunge font in the beige color on all the Glasson bottles with a gold crown sitting on top of it. One of the things I learned in my marketing classes is simple sells. I look at her face for a reaction, but it’s blank. Completely and utterly blank. I continue, “the crown resembles the feeling of being king.” I flip to the next slide. “The boost of energy from Glasson’s H2O Vitality will leave you feeling as if you reign by consuming all-natural ingredients, vitamins, and minerals, but also getting that extra kick that you need to get through the day.” The next slide shows someone feeling refreshed after a busy day. “When you go home after a busy day in the office, you’ll feel like you came and conquered.” 

      Layla lifts her head. Her eyebrows dip into a deep v as she watches me. Her head nods subtly, and I assume it’s her indication to go on. I flip to the next slide and go over the Glasson motto, and I can tell she’s getting bored. 

      When I click the button to the next slide, Layla holds up a finger. “I really like where you’re going with this, Mira. The design is amazing and the meaning behind it is spot on. However, I need you to tell me how this design makes H2O Vitality stand out against the competition. What can we offer that someone like, let’s say, Tanner Enterprises doesn't offer with their energy drink?” 

      My mind goes completely blank. Natural ingredients? A V? A crown? I have no idea.

      “When your father called me and asked me to take a look at your ideas, I was ecstatic. Our own Mira Glasson created a design for the new launch. I just had to see what you’d come up with. I’m going to be completely honest, Mira. I like it, but I don’t love it. The design is great. You definitely have an eye for art.” Her elbows rest on the table while her fingertips drum together in front of her. “But, nothing here screams fresh,” her eyes light up, “or new and exciting. We need that. This launch needs to set us apart from our competitors. It’s not just about the branding, it’s about the product itself.” 

      My heart sinks. I failed. I don’t hear anything else she says. All I can hear are the words repeating in my head. I failed. 

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. With only one week until everything is set to go to manufacturers, I think we’re going to have to stick with the designs that our team created. But, please, don’t let this discourage you. There are plenty of other opportunities here that I think you would be amazing at. In fact, we’re relaunching a new design for the spring water line this fall. We’ve just brought in some new hires, and I’d love to have you join them.” 

      My head nods as a reaction with no thought behind it. “That would be great,” I say, not even sure if the words coming out of my mouth are my own. 

      Layla pushes her chair back and stands, extending the folder to me. “It really was a lovely presentation.”

      I smile kindly as I pick up the fractured pieces of my heart. I take the folder from her. “Thank you for your time, Layla.” 

      Walking out of the office feels a lot like taking a walk of shame. Only, I’m not missing any clothes, every strand of my hair is still perfectly curled, my lipstick remains intact, but my soul feels empty. I put myself out there, put so much heart into these designs and the presentation that I thought for sure she’d consider using at least part of it. 

      Walking by the trash can at the elevators, I drop the folder inside without hesitation. I don’t feel like I could be beaten down more than I am at this moment. That is, until the elevator doors slide open and I’m face to face with my strikingly handsome one-night stand. “Sawyer,” I spit out, glancing left and right to make sure no one who knows me comes walking up. 

      As risky as it is running into Sawyer all the time, I’m starting to like it. That rush of adrenaline. The fear of getting exposed. Not to mention, how my body reacts to him. Heart pounding, palms sweating, thighs clenching.

      “Hey, Mia. What are you doing over in this neck of the woods?” He steps out and I fumble with my hands, unsure of what to say. My brain is toast. All I can think about is, what do I do now that my plans are shot?

      “I uhh. Had to drop something off to the design team for my...for Mr. Glasson.” I snap out of my trance and pull myself together. “What about you? Aren’t you still in training?” 

      “Yeah. I’m just making a run for my new boss. He asked me to bring this up to Layla Ames.” Sawyer holds up a folder. 

      “Hmm.” I nod. “Well, she’s in her office. Good luck.” 

      “Thanks.” He learns close, his breath hitting my earlobe. “Maybe I can convince her to listen to some of my ideas.” He snorts, which leads me to believe it’s wishful thinking. 

      “Oh yeah? And what ideas are those?” My arms cross over my chest and I look at him, curious what ideas he has for the company. 

      “For starters, biodegradable bottles. Glasson is a tad behind. All the other big companies are already sniffing out ways to use them. A few have already begun production and distribution.” 

      Hmm. That’s not bad. “What else?” 

      “Biodegradable, non-toxic labels. And of course, a logo that vibes with our generation. Glasson has the same, basic palette of neutral colors. They need something bright and loud.” 

      He’s right. Why didn’t I think of this? 

      I just nod with a fake smile plastered on my face as I press the elevator button again. 

      I’m completely out of my league here. I need to get the hell out of here before I completely lose my shit. 

      I need a drink. 

      The elevator doors open and I step inside. My disappointment is written all over my face as Sawyer looks at me with confusion. “You ok?” he asks. 

      “Good luck, Sawyer.” The doors close and I collapse into a puddle of pitiful misery. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Robby is already perched on a stool at the bar when I walk in. I know it’s my third time coming here this week. I’m also well aware that Sawyer is still living eight floors directly above me, but this was my place before he inhabited it. I’m not completely discouraged by the fact that I could run into him, though. I’d love to hear how his appointment with Layla went. Then again, it’ll probably only make me feel like more of a washout. 

      “Hey,” I say sullenly as I fall onto the stool next to him. I drop my small handbag on the bar and pout. “I blew it.” 

      “You blew it? As in... a job? A man?” 

      “It,” I emphasize. “As in the design for my dad’s new launch. I thought maybe I’d try and help out. It seems my help isn’t needed. Layla, the head of design, shot my ideas down.” I shrug my shoulders before rubbing aggressively at my temples. Robby opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off with a raised voice. “You know. I poured a lot of time and heart into that design. I came back here because I wanted to support my dad and his business. I didn’t want to just be a beneficiary to this fortune, I wanted a part in it keeping it alive.” My hands drop and my voice becomes just short of a whisper. “Maybe I should just go back to Provence.” 

      I turn to look at Robby, who is sipping slowly through the straw of his daiquiri, taking everything in that I’m throwing at him. He swallows down a gulp and sets his drink on the paper coaster on the bar. “Well, that doesn’t sound like you one bit.” 

      “Sure it does. When have I not run when I wasn’t wanted? The whole reason I went to Provence was because of the affair.” 

      Robby looks at me somberly and places a hand over mine. “That’s true, but it wasn’t for yourself. You left to protect your family. Look at you.” He beams, switching tones. “You have done a complete one-eighty since you left. The old Mira would have been doing laps on this bar by now. You would have never sat down at a desk and attempted to work on anything. That Layla bitch is smoking something not to take you on. You’re the best damn artist I’ve ever known.” He clicks his tongue on the roof of his mouth and sweeps his invisible hair over his shoulder. I can’t help but laugh. 

      Man, I’ve missed him. Robby is such a good friend. I was a bitch for not keeping in touch with him more while I was gone. I was just so ashamed of myself. Some days, I’m still not sure I’m ready to face the people who know—Lance being at the top of that list. We haven’t talked about it since the affair was exposed. He basically told me that I’m a disgrace to the family. 

      It’s time for a mini-confession, knowing that Robby won’t judge me. I take down my shot of tequila in one gulp, building up some liquid courage. Once I set the shot glass down, I release a drawn-out exhale. “I may have done something that makes me the villain in my own story.” 

      “Oh, shit. Whose husband did you snatch up this time?” He’s teasing and I know it, so I slap a playful hand to his shoulder. 

      “Jerk.” I tease back. “Remember the last time we were here and I left while you were in the bathroom?” He nods, sucking more of his drink through his straw, so I continue, “I didn’t leave. At least, not then. I left the next morning.” 

      Wide eyes stare back at me and he waves his hand, needing details while he continues to drink. 

      “I ended up going upstairs with the guy who was watching me across the bar.” 

      His eyebrows shoot to his forehead and he continues to suck until his drink is gone and the only sound is the slurping of his straw against the bottom of the glass. 

      I drop my face in my hands and tell him the rest, not wanting to see his expression. “He showed up at Glasson a couple days ago and I told him I was a temporary assistant.” 

      “You what?” he spits out, finally saying something. 

      I uncover my face and shriek as I look at him. “Yeah. I did. He works there and I’ve run into him every day since. I also think I have a small crush on him. Even if he is this mysterious guy who wants nothing to do with me.” 

      Robby calls the bartender over and orders up another drink for him and a shot for me then turns all of his attention back to me. “Only you, Mira. Only you. How? Why? What?” 

      “The morning after our...night, I was sneaking out and he asked my name. I didn’t think I’d ever see him again, so I just gave him a name and left. How was I supposed to know he’d show up at my dad’s office as a new hire?”

      Robby digs his fingertips into his eyeballs. “Ok, so is this guy still staying here? I need details. Is he hot?” 

      “Excuse me, sir. You have a boyfriend.” 

      “Not for me! For you! It’s about time you get yourself back into the dating game.” 

      My head shakes. “Never gonna happen. Everything I’ve ever said to this guy is a lie. Besides, he hates the Glasson name. He’s only working there because it was his first job offer in the area. Eventually, he’ll be gone. And yes, he’s still staying in the hotel.” My eyes sweep the room, body tensing at the possibility of seeing him at any given moment. 

      “Well, I’m a little pissed that you ditched me for a guy the other night, but I’m even more pissed that I don’t get to have a look at him to slap my stamp of approval.” 

      I chuckle. “There will be no need for a stamp of approval. There is nothing between us. Every time I see him, I feel like he can’t get away from me fast enough. And did you not hear me when I said that he hates the Glasson name?” 

      Robby thanks the bartender and slides her a twenty when she brings his drink. “Keep the change, sweetheart.” He takes a drink. “Mmm, that’s good. Luke and I have been on a health kick and he’d shit his pants if he saw me drinking all this sugar.” He sets his drink down and wipes his damp hands on his blue jeans. “Who cares what he thinks about the Glasson name? It’s only because he doesn’t know your family, yet. Once he does, he’ll love you all as much as anyone else who knows you. Come on, he can’t be dumb enough to believe everything he reads in the papers.” 

      I take the other shot that Robby ordered for me and then decide to go with something lighter. “Could I get a glass of white wine, please?” I ask the bartender. 

      I’m looking over Robby’s shoulder when I see him. I nudge Robby’s leg with my knee, a little too hard. Being that oblivious person that he is, he squeals. “Hey, what’d you do that for?” 

      “Shh,” I whisper. “Behind you.” He goes to turn, but I grab him. Sawyer hasn’t spotted me and I’m not so sure I want him to now. The tequila has my head in a fog and I’m not sure I’d be able to refrain from saying or doing something I might regret. “Subtly, Robby, subtly.” 

      Robby yawns, stretches his arms up and turns, as if he’s cracking his back. He spins back around to me quickly with his mouth agape. “No fucking way! Girl, he is smoking hot. Look at those legs. Mmm! And, that jawline.” He bites the corner of his lip and leans forward, invading my space. “If I were single and he were gay, I’d be pouncing like a tiger.” He draws his hands up and mimics a cat with claws. 

      I laugh. “Shh. He’s going to hear us and look this way.” 

      “Wait. What’s your name? What did you tell him? If he comes over here, I need to be able to go along with it. Unless, of course, you’re ready to be upfront and honest. I highly recommend honesty. Don’t need a repeat of the past.” 

      “No!” I huff, “I’m not telling him the truth. He’d never forgive me and he’d definitely hate me. He wasn’t so kind when it came to Mira Glasson.” I’m still watching him as he stands by the bathrooms, talking on his cellphone, wearing his jogging attire again. Although it looks like a different pair of shorts and this time, it’s a solid grey t-shirt that hugs even tighter to his delicious arms. 

      Robby snaps his fingers in my face, stealing my attention. “Name. Hurry.” 

      “Oh, right. It’s Mia.” My cheeks blush pink. “Mia Bluff.” I grab my glass of wine and down half of it. The warmth pools in my belly. 

      Robby throws his head back and laughs, very loudly. He’s bypassed buzzed and is headed straight for drunk. I’m not sure how many drinks he had before I got here, but it’s enough for the all-too-familiar Robby high-pitched laugh to unleash. 

      I want to reach over and pinch his leg to make it stop, but it’s too late. One glance at Sawyer and ours eyes meet. Something sizzles in the space between us. He eats up said space and comes toward us. I can feel the heat in each step. My heart races and my palms begin to sweat. 

      “I’d say I’m surprised, but I’m not really. You really are a regular here, aren’t you?” He smiles, baring his all-white teeth. I want to lick the tip of my tongue across them before seducing his mouth with my own. 

      Oh, shit. I think I’m drunk, too. 

      “Robby, this is Sawyer. Sawyer, Robby.” The guys exchange a handshake and Robby starts talking about Glasson. Now, I don’t only want to pinch him, I want to slap him. Or even knock him out. Because Sawyer will know I was talking about him to Robby. How else would Robby know that Sawyer is a new hire at Glasson? Fuck. 

      I have to interrupt this conversation before Robby ruins everything. “Going for a jog?” I ask Sawyer before taking another drink of my wine. This time, not gulping but appearing a little more ladylike with my booze. I’m not sure why I feel like I need to impress this guy all of sudden. 

      “Yeah. Then I was thinking about going to watch the fireworks show at the pier later. They any good here?”

      “The best,” Robby emphasizes. “In fact, Mir…Mia and I were planning to go watch them, too. You’re welcome to join us.” His knee nudges mine as my jaw pops from grinding my teeth so hard. Now, I don’t only want to pinch him, I feel the sudden urge to murder him. 

      “Um, sure. Why not?” Sawyer responds with a shrug of his shoulders. He seems less than thrilled and it only makes me feel all the more humiliated. 

      I guess it won’t be too bad. At least, Robby will be there. “Looks like we’ve got a plan then.” 

      “Oh, darn.” Robby picks his phone up off the bar and looks at it. “I forgot Luke and I have dinner plans. He’s actually picking me up in about five minutes. Time sure does fly when you’re having fun. But, you two go, and enjoy.” 

      Yep. I’m going to kill him. 

      Sawyer looks at me. “I guess it’s just me and you.” 

      Does that make this a date? I’m definitely drunk. 

      “Perfect. If you want to meet down here in say, an hour, we can just walk over,” I tell him while giving Robby a death glare. 

      Sawyer gives Robby a wave before taking a few steps backward. “Nice to meet you.” 

      Robby checks him with a snap of his finger. “You, too, man.” 

      Robby and Sawyer are polar opposites. Where Sawyer seems so serious, Robby is very chill. He has the best sense of humor of anyone I’ve ever met. He was always the one to cheer me up when I was down when we were teenagers. Sawyer reminds me more of my dad, which is odd, considering I’m highly attracted to Sawyer. At least, physically. I haven’t gotten to know him enough yet to find out how I feel about the whole package. Inside. Obviously, I love his package. Probably the best I ever had. Yep, drunk. 

      Once Sawyer is out of sight, I smack Robby in the leg—hard. “I hate you so much.” 

      Her smirks, sucking his straw into his mouth. “You love me and you know it.”
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Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t go for a run. I walked out the front door of Tito’s and headed straight to the back entrance to the hotel. It seems I spoke before thinking again and I’ve got plans with the spunky assistant tonight. I’m not regretful, by any means. Just nervous as hell. I haven’t hung out one-on-one with a girl since Taylor—aside from bedding random girls from the bar. I wouldn’t call this a date, though. More like, two friends watching fireworks together. Two friends who fucked before even knowing each other’s names. Two friends who also work in the same building—something that I’ve always frowned upon. 

      It’s scorching hot out so I go with a pair of navy blue over-the-knee shorts and a three-button white polo. I didn’t mean to dress for the festivities, but it appears I have. Even got red briefs on. Using my fingers, I comb through my hair and give myself two squirts of cologne then slide on my khaki-colored Birkenstock sandals. 

      Before I go, I pull out the bottle of scotch I opened last night and pour a drink. I’m lost in my thoughts, sipping on the drink and watching people from a distance when my phone buzzes on the dresser. I set my drink down and walk over to retrieve it. An unknown number flashes on the screen, so I hit end and let it go to voicemail. If it’s important, they’ll leave a message. 

      Once I finish off my drink, I give my mouth a swish with some mouthwash and spit it back into the sink. I shouldn’t worry about smelling like liquor; I’ve seen Mia at the bar more times than I’ve seen her at Glasson. It’s apparent the girl likes to drink. I’m not sure if I should be concerned about that... Why does it even matter? This isn’t a date, and we’re not starting a relationship. 

      I need to get out of my own head. It’s a scary place. 

      I grab one of the smaller hotel blankets and leave the room. Pulling out my wallet, I double check to make sure I have my room key and some cash, just in case we stop at one of the vendor stands for a drink or a snack. 

      I’m walking down the hall to the elevator when my phone vibrates against my leg. I pull it out of my pocket and see that I have a voicemail. Must have been the unknown number. I tap play and listen to the message on speakerphone while I wait for the elevator to reach my floor.

      “Mr. Rhodes, this is Julia Mears, Niles Tanner’s assistant at Tanner Enterprises. I’m calling because Mr. Tanner was interested in setting up an appointment with you to discuss bringing you onboard with our marketing team. Please call me back at your earliest convenience.” She goes on to leave her number and I end the message. 

      Tanner Enterprises? I don’t remember applying there. If I remember right, they’re a competitor of Glasson. Weird. I’m not sure how they got my resume or contact information. 

      Ignoring it for now, I drop my phone back in my pocket and step onto the elevator. While I’m riding down, I do a quick google search of the company. Sure enough, it’s the beverage company I was thinking of. 

      I step out of the elevator and stand there for a minute before going to meet Mia at Tito’s. Another search of Glasson Waters vs. Tanner Enterprises pulls up a long list of articles about Richard Tanner and Floyd Glasson’s possible merger to end the long-time rivalry. There is discussion of the two companies coming together with potential to form the biggest bottled beverage company in the world. 

      “Hey, there.” My head snaps up when I hear Mia’s voice. 

      I tuck my phone back in my pocket. “Hey, sorry. I was just doing some research. Nothing important.” Taking in her presence, I bite the corner of my lip. She’s dressed in an all-white sundress and a pair of white strappy sandals. Her long chocolate colored hair is down and curled at the ends. She looks breathtaking. “You look…very nice.” I suck at compliments, especially when it comes to women. I’m so damn rusty at this shit. 

      “Thanks.” She smiles coyly at my idiocy as we walk side-by-side out the back entrance of the hotel. “Not so bad yourself, Rookie.” 

      A couple comes walking up and they pick up their pace to catch the door I’m holding open for them. Mia stops walking to wait for me. Once they’ve got the door, we continue our walk to the pier. “Rookie, huh? Is that what I am?” 

      “Well, you’re a new hire so therefore you are one of the many new rookies at Glasson.” 

      “Ah. So I guess I can just call you Temp, then.” I tease, but I get the feeling she didn’t find it funny at all as her smile drops and she stares straight ahead. 

      There are people everywhere so we have to twist and turn to slide through the crowd. Once we find an opening, I look over at Mia, hoping to rectify whatever I said to make her uncomfortable. “It was just a joke.”

      She returns my gaze with a half-smile. “I know.” 

      We keep walking until we make it to the beach. The crowd here isn’t any better. The sand is barely visible beneath all the towels, chairs, and blankets covered with bodies. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. I’m not even sure we’ll be able to find a spot to sit. 

      “This way,” Mia says, nodding her head to the east end of the beach. She picks up her pace and I speed walk to keep up with her. “If we get away from the pier a bit, the congestion thins out.” 

      We pass by the entrance to the pier where everything is lit up in a neon glow. There’s a ferris wheel spinning around and it makes me nauseous just looking at it. There aren’t many things that freak me out, but ferris wheels have always been one of the things that does. When I was eight years old, my sister, who was fourteen at the time, dragged me on one while she was ‘babysitting’ me. There was this guy she had a crush on and he asked her if she wanted to ride it. She couldn’t leave me, so I had no choice but to join them. We made it all the way around once before the thing stopped and left us stuck at the top for over an hour. I got so freaked out that I threw up over the side and I’m pretty sure I hit a few people. I swore I’d never get on one again. 

      Mia stops walking about a quarter mile down from the pier, so I follow suit. “How about here?”

      She wasn’t lying. The crowd has definitely dwindled this way. There are still quite a few people, but there’s an empty spot that should fit the blanket. “Works for me.” I grip the blanket with both hands and spread it out. 

      Mia takes a seat, and I drop down beside her. This is about as far out of my comfort zone as I can get. I haven’t done anything like this in years. I’m not even sure how to act right now. My encounters with women usually last an hour tops and involve my dick inside of either her mouth or pussy. Nothing as intimate as sitting on the beach under the sunset, waiting to watch fireworks. 

      Mia slides her legs underneath her with her feet to the side as she braces herself with her palm pressed to the blanket. I find myself watching her—wondering what she’s thinking. I wish I was better at small talk. I’m not exactly a people person and by the time this is done, she’ll probably realize that and avoid me like the plague. 

      My legs draw up with my forearms draped over my knees. “So, Mia. What do you like to do for fun?” 

      “Fun?” She taps a finger to her mouth and thinks hard, as if I’m asking what her favorite sex position is. She seems like someone who has a handful of girlfriends that she hangs with every weekend. “Gosh, I don’t even know. It’s been so long since I’ve done anything I’d call fun. I like to draw.” Her eyes stare out at the water, taking in the mesmerizing view. 

      “Really? What do you like to draw?” The sun has set further, blanketing the waves in a soft pink glow. I wonder if she’s drawing it in her mind as we speak. 

      “Pretty much anything. I lived abroad for a couple years and got into portrait painting.” 

      No idea what that means. She must have read the expression on my face. “People. Namely, nude people. I’d sit in the art studio for hours painting these strangers. Discovering the parts of their bodies that make them unique. Every blemish, scar, and bend. Then I’d go home and dress them in whatever I wanted them to wear.” 

      “That’s awesome. So, you like to draw clothes, too?”

      She nods. “Mmhmm. Through portrait painting, I discovered my passion for fashion design.” She looks over at me with soft, observant eyes. “I’ve never told anyone about that passion before.”

      Something pricks at my chest. As I look back at her, I see more than a one-night stand. I see a beautiful girl with depth. Even if she regrets telling me her secret, for a brief moment she felt comfortable enough to do so. 

      Mia snaps out of our cemented gaze and leans forward, scooping some sand into her hand. “What about you? Do you ever do anything fun?” she asks, dropping one handful of sand into the other, back and forth. 

      “Don’t laugh.” I grin. She drops the sand in her hands, brushes them off, then turns her whole body to face me, giving me her full attention. Now, I’m regretting even saying anything. I hesitate, but something about this girl is comforting. “I like stone skipping.” 

      Her lips press together in a thin line as she bites back a smile. “Stone skipping? What is that?” 

      I chuckle at her ignorance. “Exactly like it sounds. You skip a stone over water. When my…” My words trail off when I realize what I was about to say. I was about to tell her when Taylor died, I’d go out to the pond behind our home and skip stones for hours. “I just find it relaxing is all.” I look back at the water, glistening in the lights coming from the pier, and change the subject. “The show should be starting soon.” I straighten my legs out in front of me and lean back, pressing my palms behind me on the towel. 

      For a brief moment, I felt like I was talking to a friend—but, she isn’t a friend. She’s a co-worker, a one-night stand that never should have happened.  

      “Oh, look.” Mia beams, pointing at the sky as it lights up. “It’s starting.” 

      Sparks of fire paint the sky. I’ve watched fireworks every year since I was a kid, countless times a year, but something is different this time. It feels like a fresh start and being here with Mia feels strangely, right. Even if I did make a promise to myself two days ago that I’d stay away from her.

      Mia leans back with her legs still folded to the side, her fingers brush mine gently and heat radiates through from her touch. When my eyes slide to the left, meeting the skin of her cleavage, that warmth shoots straight to my cock. My gaze slides up and she’s looking back at me—lustful, wondrous eyes swallowing me up. Her teeth graze her bottom lip and I’m toast. My cock hardens instantly and if she were to look down, she’d see a show happening in my shorts. 

      She smirks before turning back to watch the fireworks. 

      I want to grab her face and pull her into me so I can devour her mouth. Then I want to run through the beach holding her hand until we're back in the hotel, just so I can lay her on my bed and spread her legs and feast on her pussy. Memories of our night together circulate through my mind.

      All I can think about is what I remember seeing under that dress. Her perky tits pressed against my chest. The pink bud of her nipple and how it rolled relentlessly between my fingers. 

      I need to get away from this girl before I ruin her. I’ll fuck her night and day, but it will never go anywhere. We will never be anything more than what we are right now as we sit on this beach—strangers who met before. 

      We sit there with a silence blanketing us. It’s loud as hell, but quiet at the same time. There’s laughter, chatter, and the bang of the fireworks, but all I can focus on is the girl sitting next to me. She hasn’t moved her hand. One finger drapes overtop of mine and I don’t pull back or adjust because I like the way her touch feels—right, but wrong at the same time. 

      Everything is still—silent. I want to curl my index finger around hers, just to lock them in place. Even as the fireworks stop and people start gathering up their chairs and blankets, we just sit there. I look over at Mia, wishing I could read her mind. Wondering what this feeling is and why I’m acting like a teenage boy with his first boner. 

      She’s looking back at me. A smile perched on her lips. In a swift motion, she pulls back. “We should try and get ahead of the crowd.” 

      I give her a nod and push myself up. Once she stands, she sweeps herself off and I grab the blanket, shaking it before folding it into a square to carry. 

      With the blanket tucked under my arm, we walk side-by-side through the crowd. People are everywhere. Bumping into us, shoving and pushing. I’m worried I’ll lose her in the mix, so I grab her hand without even seeking approval. Her eyes skate down to my touch as I glance from the corner of my eye. She holds on tightly as if she’s thinking the same thing. 

      We're just trying to get through this maze. Don't overthink it. 

      There's a group of teenagers setting off bottle rockets as we come up on the street. Lights flash from a police car down the road and they all laugh and take off running in the opposite direction. Oh, to be young again. 

      "Come on," I say, picking up my pace and pulling her along for the ride. 

      Mia chuckles, tugging my hand back and trying to slow us down. "Wait." She laughs even louder. It grows with intensity until she's full-blown belly laughing. I stop and look at her as she crouches over and slides her shoe off. "My shoe broke." She holds it up and tears stream down her face from the fit of hysterics. 

      "Oh, shit. It did." I take it from her, examining the leather sandal. The strap came undone and there's no way it will stay on her foot. I check out the size with a grin. "Well, I'd offer you one of mine, but I've got at least eight inches on you." I stuff her sandal in the back pocket of my shorts. "We've got no choice." I step in front of her, giving her my back. "Hop on." 

      Another rumble of laughter climbs up her throat. "You're kidding, right?"

      "Nope. We can't risk it. You'll step on something, cut your foot, and we’ll have to go to the hospital for a tetanus shot. Come on. I won't drop you." 

      "You're crazy. I'm wearing a dress." 

      I bend forward, not losing this argument. "I'll hold it down." 

      Mia draws in a deep breath before jumping on my back like she's hopping on a two-ton horse. She's a little thing, but the weight pushes me forward and I stumble a few steps before bracing her. My hands reach back, holding each corner of her dress tight to her legs. My hands are practically cupping her ass. The way her hands wrap around me like her life depends on it offers me a feeling of being needed. It's been so long since I've felt that. She just keeps surprising me with emotions I've packed away and never planned to open again. 

      "Have you ever carried a girl down Colorado Street before?" 

      "This would be a first." 

      "Me, too. I've never had a piggy back ride before." 

      "Never?" 

      She pulls tighter as we jog across the street to the hotel. I grip her dress and her ass firmly, making sure she's not exposed to the horny drunks gawking on the corner. 

      "My dad let me ride on his shoulders at a carnival once, but that's it."

      That's kind of sad, but I don't say it. "My sister used to make me pretend I was a horse. I'd have to get on all fours and walk her around the house. It got old, but I was rewarded with carrots." 

      Mia snorts. "At least you got something out of it. My brother never did anything like that for me. He'd probably buck me off into the pool." 

      "I take it you and your brother aren't very close."

      "We were once. He's seven years older than me and I'm pretty sure he never wanted a sibling. When I was like four, I think he realized I wasn't going anywhere and he started paying me some attention. Once he hit his teen years, I barely saw him. Now that we're adults, we've just sort of existed around each other." 

      "Sorry to hear that. What about your parents, are you close with them?" 

      "My dad and I are very close. My mom and I get along, but we're not as close as me and my dad. Her and my brother have that bond, though. What about you? Are you close with your parents?" 

      We reach the entrance of the hotel and Mia hops off my back; we stand in front of the doors and continue our conversation. "Nah. I've never been real close with my mom or my dad. They've always put their efforts and attention on their business so I just sort of did whatever the hell I wanted. Made a lot of bad choices growing up." 

      "I can relate to that. My parents are married to their work. Well, my dad, more so, than my mom. She just sits on the sidelines and cheers him on. When he got sick—" Her words trail off and a sadness peeks behind her eyes. "Never mind." She fakes through it with a smile. "You wanna get a drink?" 

      My shoulders shrug. "Sure." I pull open the door and walk in behind her. 

      She glances down at her foot and smirks. "Doesn't Tito's have a policy on shoes?" 

      I nod with a chuckle. "You're probably right. Tell ya what. Come up to my room and I'll make us a drink." 

      Her steps stop, so I do the same. "Are you sure that's a good idea? Last time I came up, I left without panties." Her cheeks flush, and it's cute as hell. 

      "All the more reason to join me. I can return those to you." 

      We walk down the narrow hallway to the elevators, Mia with one shoe on and the other still in my back pocket. "I can't believe you carried me all the way here," she says as we stop at the elevator. 

      I press the button to go up and smirk. "I can't believe you let me. After all, we did agree to pretend our night together never happened." 

      Her cheeks blush, once again, cute as hell. "True. But, you also turned me down for lunch and left me with a complex." 

      We step inside the elevator and I tap the button for my floor. "I did do that, didn't I? In my defense, I'm not a fan of mixing business with pleasure." 

      She looks over at me, wide-eyed with her hands folded in front of her dress. "What's changed? You're the one who agreed to this outing, and the one who invited me up to your room." 

      "Spontaneous decisions. I've never been good at them. It could also be that I'm starting to enjoy your company." 

      An airy breath escapes her. "Gee, thanks, I guess. I'm glad you're starting to enjoy my company. Such a romantic, you are." 

      The elevator doors slide open and Mia is the first out. I step out behind her and place a hand on the small of her back to lead her in the right direction, though, she's been there before. "Let's just say I was never expecting to see you in Mr. Glasson's office that day and I was thrown for a loop. I needed some time to process what was going on." 

      Mia stops. She turns toward me, her chest flush with mine. "And what is going on?" 

      I wish I knew. 

      "We are going to have a drink while I glue your shoe back together." I swipe my card and push the door to my room open. Once we're both inside, I wave toward the sofa on the opposite wall of the bed. "Make yourself comfortable." 

      Mia takes a seat, appearing too nervous for my liking. Her hands set in her lap with her ankles crossed on the floor. She's still wearing the one sandal and I smile inwardly as I watch her out of the corner of my eye. She looks around the room as if she's getting a feel for my taste, when this room is not my own, and I certainly wouldn't decorate it like this. My bachelor pad back in Cincinnati was all black and white. Everything from the furniture to the bedding. 

      I pull out the sandal from my back pocket and set it on the bed then open the mini fridge and pull out a bottle of club soda and a bowl of limes that room service brought up yesterday. "I'm out of ice, but if you prefer some, I can go down the hall and fill the ice bucket." 

      "That's not necessary," she says, finally sinking back into the sofa a bit and getting more comfortable. 

      I pour a shot worth of rum into the tall glasses then fill them with club soda and a squeeze of lime then I drop the lime in the glass. Once both drinks are made, I join Mia on the sofa. 

      She takes a sip and I watch her reaction as she licks the juice off her lips. "Mmm, not bad." 

      "Thanks. Nothing fancy, but it beats drinking in the bar with one shoe. Speaking of," I stand up and set my drink down on the end table beside me. "I think I've got some super glue. Just to get both feet home safely." I walk over to my bag and unzip the side pocket. I pull out a mini tool kit and see the super glue. 

      A little squirt on the strap and I hold it in place while I watch Mia sip on her drink. She's beginning to relax, which I find enlightening. She always seems so tense and on edge. Much like I am. I'm not sure when I changed plans from avoiding her to bringing her up here, but I'm glad I did. Even if nothing will ever come of this, it beats another evening alone. 

      "Tada." I hold up the sandal with the strap intact. 

      Mia snorts. "Oh my gosh. You're the best." She stands and walks toward me with her drink in hand. 

      When she reaches for the sandal, I hold it back, teasing her. "I'm sorry I blew you off with the lunch offer." 

      Her smile fades quickly as a serious expression looks back at me with soft eyes. I watch intently as the tip of her tongue sweeps across her lips. I want to kiss her so fucking bad. But what kind of person would that make me. I vowed that I'd stay away; yet, here I am. I told myself it was one night, but I'm so damn hungry for her. 

      Mia lifts her glass to her mouth, takes a small sip and smirks over the rim of the glass. Is she toying with me?

      Only one way to find out. I snatch the glass from her hand and set it on the mini bar behind me. 

      "Hey, I was drink—"

      I cut her off. Our mouths colliding fast and hard. There is nothing sweet about this kiss as she tilts her head to the side and slides her tongue in my mouth. My hands wrap around her waist, fingers padding at the top of her ass while she grips my shoulder blades. Her tits press against my chest and her pebbled nipples pierce through the fabric. I slide one hand up to her shoulder, bringing down the spaghetti strap of her dress. 

      Our lips part, so I can trail mine down her neck. Sucking on the thin skin, hoping I don't leave a bruise. Mia lets out a subtle moan that gives me all the permission I need to move lower. My teeth graze her collarbone and I bring one hand up to cup her right breast. 

      I hope I can forgive myself for what I'm about to do—I hope she can forgive me. 

      My body presses gently to hers but with enough pressure to lay her down on her back on the bed. She doesn't stop me, instead, she fidgets with the button of my shorts, telling me she wants this as badly as I do. I shift upward as she draws her legs up, placing them on either side of me. I watch her as she takes down my zipper and her eyes wander to mine. "You want this, right?" Her voice is fragile and sweet.

      "Hell yes, I do." I push my shorts down, taking my boxers with them. My cock springs free and I'm not sure she was expecting it. The lights are on, giving me full access to see everything I'm about to uncover beneath that dress of hers. I want to taste every inch of her body while she begs me to fuck her. 

      Once I'm free of my shorts, I lift my shirt over my head and toss it to the floor, until I'm kneeling between her legs, completely naked.

      My left hand snakes up her leg, starting at her calf, up her knee then sloping downward past her thigh. A trail of goosebumps shimmy down her sun-kissed skin. I don't stop until I reach the hem of her panties.

      With one finger, I swoop them to the side, feeling the wetness that has soaked them. I take my eyes off her crotch and look up at her as she nibbles on her bottom lip. She's propped up on her elbows, panting like I can't slide my fingers in fast enough, but I think I'll play with her for a bit first. 

      "What do you want me to do, Mia?" 

      Her eyes widen as if she wasn't prepared for that question. 

      "I need you to tell me what you like." One finger teases her clit as my head rubs against the flesh of her inner thigh. 

      "Undress me." Her voice cracks. She drops her elbows and her head rests on the pillow. 

      I do as I'm told. Sliding her panties down and ridding her of them. Climbing up her body, with both sides of her dress bunched in my hands, I meet her gaze. My cock presses firmly against her stomach and I fight the urge to just slip it inside her. 

      Mia leans forward, allowing me to pull her dress over her head. All that's left is her baby pink, silk bra. I slip one arm between her body and the mattress to unclasp it. Her arms come forward and I take it off, disposing it with the rest of the clothes scattered on the floor. 

      "Mmm." I hum, looking at her perky tits. That's all it takes for me to feel like I'm back to my old ways. The days of having a one-tracked mind. It's insane what a woman's body can do to my head. Not just any woman, though, this woman. The one that's been in my head since the moment she walked into Tito's.

      My head drops down, teeth grazing her nipple while one hand holds me up and the other caresses her breast, giving them equal attention. Her body is any man's dream and I want to devour it—claim it and make it mine. I want to leave my mark so no other guy dares to even look at her again. 

      When my phone begins buzzing from the floor, probably still in my shorts pocket, Mia raises her head. "Ignore it," I tell her through a breath before I suck harder at her nipple. 

      Her fingers pinch at my back and she lets out an audible breath before giving my head a gentle nudge. 

      She wants my mouth on her pussy. 

      "Soon, baby," I breathe out. My hand moves slowly down her side and I give her hip a firm squeeze. A ripple of urgency washes over me as blood rushes to my cock. I pop her nipple out of my mouth and come up on my knees. Her legs fall to the side of her, putting her pussy on full display. I like that she's comfortable with her body and with sex. So many girls want to hide under the blankets or shut the lights off. 

      Using two fingers, I rub circles on her clit and her eyes close while her mouth gapes open. "You like your clit rubbed?" I say with a rasp to my voice. 

      "Mmhmm." 

      I rub faster as the pads of my fingers vibrate against the sensitive nub. "You want my fingers inside of you?" 

      "Yes." Her back arches off the bed, gaining friction against my hand. 

      With my other hand, I slide two fingers inside of her. She's so damn tight. I vaguely remember how she felt that night, but I can't wait to feel it again. To have that tight cunt envelop my cock. 

      Her arousal slides down my fingers as I push in and out, still rubbing her clit with my other hand. I watch intently, loving the beautiful sight and waiting anxiously for the moment that she comes, so I can shove my dick inside her. 

      Her breathing picks up as her stomach clenches. Her hips rise and fall with the motion and she begins massaging her breasts. Her head lifts and she watches me. Doe eyes staring back at me. Her mouth opens and her legs spread as far as they’ll go. “Oh, fuck,” she cries out in a pant. “Oh, god.” 

      Her walls constrict around my fingers and I pick up my pace, rubbing faster and pumping deeper until I’m knuckles deep. Evidence of her orgasm spills out into the palm of my hand. I pull my fingers out and drop my head, licking up her sweet juices. “Mmm,” I grumble into her. Fingers grasp my hair as she begins riding my face, chasing another orgasm. I sweep up and down then flick my tongue against her clit repeatedly until she cries out in resounding pleasure. 

      When I’m sure she’s come down, I grab my shorts off the floor and quickly pull a condom out of my wallet. In two seconds flat, it’s on and I’m shoving my cock inside of her. I brace both of her legs over my forearms as I pound her pussy. Her tits bounce with the movements and she’s forced to push against the headboard to stop her head from hitting it. 

      She’s so warm and tight and her arousal drips onto my balls. I wish I could feel her without this damn rubber. Regardless, I know I’m not going to last long. 

      I drop her legs and let my body hover over hers. My face nuzzles into her neck. Her scent alone makes me want to come, but I slow my pace, wanting this to last longer. Needing to be close to her like this for as long as I possibly can. The hair on my chest blankets her smooth skin. My heart pounds faster and faster as I thrust deeper. I reach my hand down between her body and the mattress and squeeze her ass. 

      Mia drops her hands from the headboard and places them on my back. The harder I plunge inside of her, the deeper her nails pierce into my skin. “Sawyer,” she cries out. I’m hopeful for a third orgasm from her, which means I need to slow down, otherwise I’m going to fill this condom up in about ten seconds. When her hips buck up and she begins riding from underneath, I lose all self-control. 

      “Fuck,” I grunt, thrusting harder and faster. My pelvic bone pounds against her pussy. Pressure builds inside of me. A dire need for release. I stare into her eyes as we both come at the same time. Electricity courses through me and I don’t stop until the sensation lets up. Once it does, I drop on her. Her hands rest on my back and my head presses against her rib cage, where her heart beats thunderously against me. 

      This wasn’t supposed to happen again. Now that it has, I’ve got no idea what comes next.
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      “No!” I screech. “This can’t be happening.” I want to cry. I want to scream. I want to do anything but face the reality that another story has been leaked about me. I scroll through my Instagram notifications and I’ve been tagged and mentioned in at least one hundred posts that have been shared about my return to Santa Monica. The worst part? It’s also been announced that I’ve been spending my free time at Tito’s. 

      Things were finally starting to look up. Granted, my designs were shot down. I slept with Sawyer for the second time, four days ago—and I want to do it again and again. And, there’s the fact that I’m living a lie. Ok, things are not looking up. Things are bad. Very bad. How will Dad ever trust me to help with the business one day, when I can’t even keep my name out of the press for the one week I’ve been back? 

      Sawyer will see this. I mean, how can he not? Then he’ll start snooping because he doesn't like me—or Mira—who is me. It’s been three days since we watched fireworks together on the beach, then made our fireworks in his bed at the hotel.

      Spending another night with him was amazing. Having him stop me from sneaking out first thing in the morning was everything. We lay in bed and talked for hours about life. He gave me hope for my future just by listening. I hate that I like this guy, but I do. He’s real and smart and funny. And I’m living a lie. 

      Who would do this to me? What would they have to gain? 

      Then, it hits me. Like a tidal wave smack dab in the face. Niles Tanner. He saw me at Tito's. In fact, he invited himself to my table and when he saw me talking to Sawyer, he questioned it. Oh, no! 

      Niles is ruthless. If he was behind the sex tape scandal, there is no doubt in my mind that he will go to extreme lengths again just because I won't marry him and initiate a merger of our families’ businesses. 

      In a huff, I shut down my phone. I'm putting an end to this, once and for all. I'm not the only one with secrets, and if I'm forced to, I'll share anything I can find on Tanner Enterprises. If I remember right, there was an embezzlement case opened about six years ago against Richard Tanner. It was closed, but I'm sure he paid millions to have it swept away. I'm sure I could find something to reopen the case. 

      I'm walking briskly to the door to leave my dad's office when it cracks open. "Sawyer," I say, when his head pokes in. 

      "Hey, there. Thought I might find you here. Wanted to talk to you about something. You sure do enjoy hanging out in this office while Mr. Glasson is away." 

      I smirk, pulling the door all the way open. "What can I say, I like to play CEO. It's always been a dream of mine." It's a lie—one of many I've told this handsome man. The truth is, I'd never want this job. I'd probably murder people, because people piss me off. 

      "Now that does surprise me. I don't picture you as a CEO." He presses his hands to either side of the door frame with a sly grin on his face. "A cabin in the mountains with a canvas. That's what I see." 

      It's like he knows me. Even the way he looks at me makes me feel like we've known each other for years. My ease of comfort around Sawyer comes so naturally. It's terrifying. I'm living a complete lie while he's being a perfect gentleman. I had him pegged all wrong. I thought he was a ruthless rookie here at Glasson—a player and a shit-talker. The other side he’s shown me has sucked me in and I want to hold on tightly for the ride we could take together. 

      Snapping myself out of the daze I've fallen in, I remember what I was doing. "I've got to leave for an hour or so. Do you mind coming back around lunch time so we can talk then?" 

      His hands drop from the door frame. "Yeah, sure. You seem stressed. Anything I can help with?" 

      I wish you could. "Thanks, but this is something I have to handle on my own. I'll see you later." I step beside him and press a chaste kiss to his cheek, hoping it wasn't the last time. Niles could out me before I even return. If that happens, I'll never get the chance to see where things could go with me and Sawyer. What am I thinking? I can't live this lie forever. No matter what happens, Sawyer will never talk to me again. Whether it's me shutting him out to keep the truth from him, or if it's the truth that breaks us. It's bound to happen either way.

      As I walk to the elevator down the hall, I turn around and give Sawyer one last look before stepping through the open doors. 

      Tears prick my eyes. I'm not sure if it's because this is all happening again and I'm about to lose any headway I made with my dad, or if it's because I'm getting attached to Sawyer and, deep down, I know I'll have to let him go. 
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        * * *

      

      The Tanners live in this huge, luxurious Victorian mansion that is three times the size of my parents’ house. There were four kids growing up in this house and I guess they needed more space. I mean, who needs six bedrooms when you can have eleven? I've never understood why anyone needs that many bedrooms. Even when I do buy a house of my own, it won't be so big that I can't hear my kids running down the hall or smell bacon through the entire house on Sunday mornings. 

      "Just drop me at the front doors. I should only be a few minutes," I tell Stewart. He does as I ask and I open the door before he has a chance to get out and open it for me. "Be right back," I say, before closing the door and filling my lungs with the fresh mountain air. My parents have a beautiful view of the ocean, while the Tanners have the mountains in their back yard. Honestly, I prefer the solitude this property offers. 

      I'm walking up to the main doors when I hear the start of an engine, then another and another. Looking to my left, I see a large moving truck pull out from the side entrance, followed by two more. Are the Tanners moving? Hmm. That's strange. I can't imagine they'd leave the place they've called home since their kids were born. Maybe Niles is finally growing up and moving out of his parents’ house. I chuckle inside my head. Yeah right. 

      Once I'm at the top of the cement staircase, I tap my knuckles to the door and it opens just as I go to knock again. "Good morning. Can I help you?" The butler asks. I can't remember his name for the life of me. I've been here a handful of times and I feel like I should know it. 

      "Hello. I'm here to see Niles." I know he's here because he posted a TikTok video of him acting like a child in the mirror today. He thinks just because he flexes his muscles that women will come crawling to him. The stupid ones probably do, but that's only because they don't know what a conceited asshole he is. 

      "Right this way." 

      I follow behind the butler as I try and remember his name. Lenny? Lyle? "Lester," I spit out. 

      He looks at me over his shoulder. "Yes, ma’am." 

      Yep. It's Lester. "You don't remember me, do you?"

      "Oh, how could I forget, Ms. Glasson. I used to pick up your hard lemonade glass bottles off the lawn on Saturday mornings." 

      It's true. Before our families waged war on one another, we were all fairly close. Our parents would attend events together, and sometimes, we'd just come over for dinner for the hell of it. A merger was always the plan. I always thought that they were doing it to push Niles and me together. Once we were together, everything got bad. Very bad. Dad threatened Niles with a knife when he caught his hand up my skirt at Lance's birthday party. I was only seventeen years old, so it was justified. 

      Then, Niles cheated on me with my best friend at the time. We broke up and everything spiraled from there. Dad threatened Mr. Tanner, who fired back with the release of some very personal information. Information that almost sent my father to prison. One of his former employees was embezzling money and somehow Mr. Tanner was able to pin it all on my dad. Nothing came of it, but when my dad filed a lawsuit for copyright infringement, it was found that there was money laundering happening at Tanner Enterprises. And that's what I will dig up if worse comes to worse. I overheard my dad talking about how crooked Richard Tanner is and that's when I was one-hundred-percent certain that I would never allow them to have a role in my father's business. Now that he's sick, they are trying harder than ever. Lance and I will have full authority and they are coming like snakes in the water, ready to wrap around us until we agree to merge. 

      Over my dead body. 

      Being that this house is so big, it takes us five minutes just to get to Nile’s wing. "Wait here a moment," Lester instructs me. He walks about eight feet to Nile’s bedroom and knocks quietly. "Mr. Tanner, Mira Glasson is here to see you." 

      Before Lester can drop his hand, the door flies open. Niles stands shirtless in a pair of gym shorts with his phone in his hand. The smirk he's wearing is egotistical at best. He's pleased with himself and has no idea that I'm about to wipe it off his face. 

      "And then she came running," Niles says in a cocky tone. His head is way too fucking big for that little brain of his. "Lester, you can go now." Niles waves a hand toward his room. "After you, darling." 

      I step past him to enter his lair and he purposely brushes his bare chest against my arm. Aside from his well-toned body, Niles is not attractive at all, at least not to me. 

      The room hasn't changed much. Still looks like a teenager’s living quarters. There's a mini kitchen to the right, a sitting area in the middle, and his bedroom furniture to the left. No wonder the kid doesn't leave. His mom probably still does his laundry, too. I shouldn't judge, my parents take care of me, but I have life goals and want to spread my wings and fly on my own one day. 

      Niles closes the door and I don't even turn around to look at him. My arms cross over my chest as I face the kitchen. "You think you're pretty clever, don't you?"

      I can feel his presence draw closer. His warm breath slithering down my neck like tar. "No idea what you're talking about, Sunshine." 

      I spin on my heels to face him, refraining from smacking the smug look off his face. "Don't play dumb with me. I know you're the one who shared my return. Tito's? Really?" 

      "Maybe I just thought the city should know that there's a homewrecker lurking in the area." 

      I bite down hard, my jaw popping as I lift my hand and plant my palm right on his cheek. He just stands there, unaffected. "Why, Niles? What's your angle here?" 

      "My angle? Hmm, let's see. You agree to my terms before more information is shared. Face it, Mira, the companies will merge one way or another." 

      "Never. I'd sell the company myself before I let that happen." 

      Niles breaks out in hysterics, only enraging me further. "You'd really sell the company your father built just so you didn't have to marry me?" 

      I lean forward, invading his space and then grit through my teeth. "I'd burn the fucking place down before I ever let your dirty hands touch it." 

      "Have it your way. Burn the place down. Destroy your family’s dreams, your brother’s career, your nest egg.”

      I have to get out of here before I do something I'll regret and throw this guy out a window just to keep his mouth shut. 

      Without a word, I pull open the door and walk out, slamming it behind me. Little good it does, because Niles opens it back up. Instead of following me, he hollers, "I've always loved fall weddings. What do you say, Sunshine?" 

      Ignoring him, I keep on my path. Down the hall. Down another hall. And another. A winding staircase. Through the corridor. Past the sitting room. Until, finally, I see the door. Lester stands abruptly from the chair beside the door. He folds the newspaper in his hand in half and drops it on the chair. "I hope you enjoyed your visit, Ms. Glasson. Will we be seeing you again soon?" 

      "Oh, you can count on it." Lester opens the door for me, but I stop in the doorway. "Lester, could you tell me what the trucks were for? Are the Tanners moving?" 

      "No, dear." He looks left, right, then behind him before speaking in a hushed tone. "The Tanners were forced to relinquish some of their assets." His brows rise. I've always known I liked this guy. The whole Tanner family treats him like shit and he deserves as much respect as a CEO or the President. 

      I smile kindly, thanking him without words. "Have a good day, Lester." 

      "You as well, dear." The door closes behind me. Well, I got a confession, which is more than I expected, and I now know that the Tanners are having some financial troubles. I'm not sure what that's all about, but I'm sure as hell going to find out. 

      Right now, though, I just want to see Sawyer and feel his arms around me.
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Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      I'm cutting out early today to go talk to someone about a job prospect. By the sounds of it, I'll make six times the amount that this job at Glasson plans to pay me. It's exactly what I've wanted and I'd be a fool to pass it up. 

      Just as I'm about to walk out the revolving doors to the main entrance, my phone rings in my back pocket. I pull it out and see that it's another unknown number. This time, I decide to take it, just in case it's about the new job. "Hello?" 

      "Hey, Sawyer. It's Mia. I just got back and I really want to see you. Can you come up?" 

      "I was just heading out, but I've got a few minutes. I'll meet you up there." The call ends and I turn back around to take the elevator up to the corporate offices. 

      When I get upstairs, I see Mia standing in front of her desk, or the permanent assistant’s desk, that is. "Hey. What's wrong?" I walk to her side, brushing my fingers down her bare arm. She looks like she's on the brink of tears and I fucking hate it. 

      "Let's go into Mr. Glasson's office and talk where it's more private." I follow her lead, but I'm not sure how I feel about us being in here so much. I can't imagine the man in charge would like it. 

      As soon as the door closes, I'm at her side. My hands wrap around her waist and I pull her close. It's been three days since I've touched her and she hasn't left my mind since. "I've missed you," I mutter into the crease of her neck. Her head tilts, but she doesn't say anything. Pulling back, I look at her. "Something really is wrong, isn't it?" 

      "Just a bad day. This is making up for it, though." 

      "Well, maybe I can cheer you up with some good news.” I wasn't going to say anything until I knew for sure I’d get the job, but I'm hoping my good news will brighten her day. 

      "I love good news. Spill.” 

      "I got a call about a job. A good job." 

      "That's amazing. Is it local?" 

      I take her hand, pulling her over to the two-seat sofa. I drop down and pull her onto my lap. "It is. It's actually only fifteen minutes from here. It's a marketing director job and I was actually heading to talk to the guy in charge when you called." 

      "Oh, I'm sorry. Go." She goes to stand up, but I pull her back down. 

      "Not yet. Tell me what’s bothering you." 

      She goes quiet for a moment, her eyes roaming around the room. "You know, it can wait. Go get that job and we can talk later." 

      A smile grows on her face and I have an urge to kiss her. Cupping her cheeks in my hand, I pull her mouth to mine. It's a soft, gentle kiss, but it offers me all that I need at this moment. For the longest time, I thought I was broken and I'd never be whole again. After the accident, I was sure that I would spend my life alone. Now, I'm feeling things again and while it's scary as hell, it's exciting. I want to explore every emotion I've swept away and I want to share them with Mia.

      With both of her legs at my side, I sweep my hand up her skirt. "How about we celebrate before the boss takes his office back next week? Let me help chase away whatever has you down." 

      I can tell she's someone who likes a thrill, much like me. What better thrill than fucking on our boss’s couch. Shit. I pull back. "Does this office have cameras?" 

      She chuckles. "Not a chance. Mr. Glasson would never allow eyes on him at all times." She shifts until she’s straddling my lap. 

      I'm not sure how she knows this as a temp, but I take her word for it. 

      Our mouths meet again in a tantalizing kiss that has my cock throbbing. I grind upward, then we both freeze when the door flies open. 

      “What the hell is going on in here?” It’s a masculine voice, one I’ve heard before. 

      Mia drops her head on my shoulder and mumbles, “Shit.” 

      I look over her shoulder and see Lance Glasson, standing there with a heavy scowl on his face. “Up,” I tell Mia as I try to shift her body off me. This is not good. There is a very good possibility that I’m leaving this office without a job. 

      Mia backs up and gets to her feet. “Lance, I can explain.” 

      “You,” he points to me with a folder in his hands, “Out. Now.” 

      Ignoring him, I whisper to Mia, “You ok?” 

      “Yeah. I’m fine. I can handle him. You should go.” 

      “I’m not leaving you alone with that guy. Not a chance in hell.” 

      “Now!” Lance shouts even louder and it’s taking everything in me not to shout back. How dare he talk to us like this. Granted, this is his dad’s office, but Mia is just a temporary intern and there is no way I’m going to leave and let him tear into her. 

      Mia places a calming hand on my arm. “I’ll be fine. He doesn’t intimidate me. Go to your meeting about the job and I’ll call you later.” 

      After reading her face for a few seconds, she doesn’t falter, so I do as she asked. I lean forward to kiss her cheek before I leave, but stop myself. Probably not the best time for that. 

      With my shoulders drawn back and my eyes dipped into a vicious V, I stalk past Glasson Junior, eyeing him until I’m at the door and he’s behind me. 

      “I’ll deal with you later,” he says, in a serious tone, directed at me. 

      I bite my tongue, holding back everything I want to say to this douchebag. I walk out the open door and hope like hell that I get this other job, so I don’t have to deal with the stuck-up Glasson family ever again.
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Mira

        

      

    

    
      My heart sinks into my stomach as soon as the office door closes. Lance is giving me that look again. The one that screams disappointment and shame. “He’s a friend of mine,” I say, shrugging my shoulders like it’s no big deal. I walk past him, avoiding eye contact, and take a seat at Dad’s desk. 

      “You let all your friends feel you up in Dad’s office?” Lance comes toward me, stopping in front of the desk. He leans forward and slams a folder on the table. “Or just the ones you pick up at Tito’s.” 

      I knew this was coming. Of course Lance read the stories and posts about me. It doesn’t lessen the guilt or shame that I feel, because Lance always makes me feel like I’m two-feet tall. 

      Playing it off like it’s nothing, I smile and throw my hands up. “What’s the big deal, Lance? Am I not allowed to have a life?” 

      “Open the folder.” When I just sit there and continue to look at him, being the stubborn pain in the ass that I am, he opens it for me. “See this,” he slaps a paper in front of me, “that’s an article posted on Hollywood Now’s website about you hanging out at the bar in Tito’s, and the next paragraph mentions you’ve been at Glasson daily.” 

      “So what?” I mean the words. So.fucking.what? I am so tired of being hidden away like my life's in danger. It’s not. I’m not a child anymore and my dad cannot protect me forever. I plan on telling Sawyer everything, so none of it even matters. 

      “Are you trying to give Dad a heart attack? You’ve already put enough stress on him, doesn’t he deserve a break?” 

      “How dare you?” I shove the papers away and stand up. My hands press to the desk and I lean into the space between us. “All my life you’ve treated me like I was an inconvenience in your life. Every day I’ve had to walk on eggshells because I didn’t want to piss you off. Don’t talk to me about stress, when I’ve got the weight of the fucking world on my shoulders.” Tears prick the corners of my eyes, so I pinch the bridge of my nose, hoping to stop them. Lance would just love to see me break down. 

      “You’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders? What about me? I’m trying to keep this company afloat because our dad won’t be here much longer. When he’s not, all of the weight sits on me.” 

      At least he didn’t mention me sleeping with his best friend this time. That’s a plus. 

      “Look. I messed up. Again. I’m really trying, Lance. I even pitched my ideas to Layla and they were good. They were really good.” I thought they were anyway. 

      “And?” 

      I shake my head. "She didn't like them." My heart twinges. My last two months in Provence I spent researching the company, coming up with ideas, and starting my design. I guess it was all just wishful thinking. Maybe I don't have an eye for art, after all. 

      "So what are you doing about it?" 

      My eyes shoot up to Lance, who's now standing tall with his arms crossed firmly over his chest. "What do you mean? Now, I start looking for a job somewhere else because Dad will never take me seriously if I can't do one simple thing like make a water bottle design." 

      "The design team here is one of the best in the world. Don't sell yourself short. Layla is tough as nails. What I don't understand is why you're giving up already." 

      Wait. Are Lance and I actually having a civil conversation? "Are you insinuating that I should keep going with my design and present it again? The rejection the first time was hard enough. I'm not sure I'm willing to go through that again." 

      Lance takes a seat on the corner of the desk and begins fidgeting with the pocket of his suit jacket. "Did you know that it took two years after graduate school for Dad to hire me? My own father. All because he didn't think I was ready. Told me I needed to get a job and gain some experience before jumping into the position as COO." 

      "I didn't know that. I just assumed you didn’t want to start here right away." 

      "I got a job at the newspaper and worked on their finance team for a couple years. Dad's the one who came to me and told me it was time. He saw my hard work and it paid off." 

      "But, I'm not like you, Lance." It's the truth. Working in an office all day does not appeal to me. I don't like numbers, hate customer service, and I don't think I could ever do anything that doesn't involve art. 

      "I saw your drawings. They were really good." Lance shifts on the desk to face me. "Look. Glasson is a family business. It will always be a family business. Yours and mine. You don't have to work here to be a part of it. Do what you enjoy. Life's too short not to." 

      "You think my drawings were good?" 

      "Hell yes. Even told Nikki about them."

      "You did?" I sound like a child seeking praise, but Lance doesn't hand out compliments often—ever actually. 

      "What do you want to do, Mira?"

      "I want to draw." It's simple really. 

      "Then draw. Design clothes. Start your own fashion line." 

      "Ah," I breathe out, "that would be a dream." 

      "Then do it. But first, finish what you started. Revamp your design, present it to Layla, and know that you gave it another shot. If it's rejected, you have nothing to lose. If it's not, you've got that on your resume when you start working under other designers." 

      Why is he so smart? I want to hug him, but that's not our style. 

      Lance stands up, straightens his jacket and grabs his folder. "And, you need to clean up this mess before Dad comes home." He goes to walk away but turns back around. "No more guests here. I mean it, Mira." 

      I smile back at him, though his expression is, once again, more serious than ever. "Thanks, Lance.” He goes to leave, but I stop him. “Hey?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry for everything. The mess I made for the family and for ruining your friendship with Mark.” It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. Apologizing to him was almost effortless.

      “I know you are.” It’s just four words, but his expression says all I need to know. He forgives me.

      “Thanks, Lance.” I change the subject quickly, knowing that he isn’t big on emotional talks. “Niles is causing problems again. He admitted that he did this. He needs to be stopped.” 

      Lance releases a pent-up breath before giving me a reassuring smile. “I’ll handle Niles Tanner.” 

      When he leaves the office, I’m left with a million thoughts running rampant through my head. I'm going to revamp the design. After I present it to Layla, I'm going to tell Sawyer everything. If I do it now, I risk exposing myself to everyone in the company and there is no way Layla will even give me another shot. Once Sawyer knows and I'm sure where I stand here at Glasson, I'm telling Dad that I'm done hiding. It’s time that Mira Glasson shares her face with the world. 

      Fashion design is something I've always loved, but I never considered making a career out of it. I always thought I'd end up here, so that's what I've strived for. Excitement at the possibility washes over me. Lance said it himself, this is a family business and I'm family. I can still help Dad while living my life to the fullest. 

      For the first time in a while, I have hope. I'm ready to take control of my life and it feels damn good.
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Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      Tanner Enterprises reminds me a lot of Glasson, aside from the glass structure. It’s about the same size and parking is just as much of a bitch. I finally manage to find a spot in the far back of the parking lot. 

      I’ll be meeting with Niles Tanner, the son of the President, Richard Tanner. I didn’t have much time to do any research on the company, but like Glasson, they’re a beverage company. I can only assume that’s how they found out about me and my work. I never applied here, though, I should have. The offer is substantial. I’m actually feeling a little underqualified. I’ve got the degree and the experience, but not for a company of this magnitude. 

      I finally make it through the maze of cars and walk through the revolving door of the main entrance. There’s a young woman sitting behind a desk who takes off her glasses and sets them down then greets me with a smile. “Good morning. Can I help you?”

      “Sawyer Rhodes here to see Niles Tanner.” 

      She taps away at her computer for a second then hands me a badge. “Clip that on your jacket and just stop here on your way out. Elevator is down the hall to your right. Sixth floor. His assistant will be expecting you.” 

      “Thank you very much.” I step around the desk and head to the elevator. Once it’s clipped to the pocket of my jacket, I press the elevator button and smooth out my suit. 

      The doors open and I step in. When I’m at the sixth floor, I check in with the receptionist and before I can have a seat to wait, a gentleman calls my name. I follow the voice and see who I assume to be Niles Tanner. Only, I’ve seen this guy before. 

      We meet halfway and he extends a hand to me. “Niles Tanner.” 

      I cock a brow, trying to remember where the hell I met this guy. I reciprocate the gesture. “Sawyer Rhodes. Have we met before?” 

      He doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he turns and backtracks his steps. “Follow me. We’ll talk in my office.” 

      I’ve only been in the city for a couple weeks. I’ve seen so many damn faces that I can’t place where I’ve seen him. I’ve definitely seen him somewhere, though. Wouldn’t be Glasson, they’re rivals. The hotel? Is he staying there? 

      He circles his large desk that is practically the size of the window behind him—unbuttons his jacket and takes a seat. 

      I do the same, sitting in the chair in front of him. 

      “Glad you could come in today, Sawyer. As I mentioned on the phone, I’ve got an offer you’d be crazy to refuse.” 

      “You never answered my question. Have we met?” 

      The corner of his lip tugs up in an egotistical grin and it unnerves me. Who is this guy and what the hell does he want? 

      “We’ve got an opening here for a new marketing director, and the job is yours if you want it.” 

      I sink back into my seat, watching him intently. “What’s the catch?”

      He grimaces. “And what makes you think there’s a catch?”

      “Is there?” 

      “I’ve done my research on you, Sawyer. I know you’re newly employed by Glasson Waters. Widowed from Cincinnati. Parents have a small label company. You were the VP until you cut ties with them and fled to Santa Monica. I also know that you frequent Tito’s with a good friend of mine.” 

      What’s with this guy? He avoided my question, yet again, and now he’s laying my life’s history on the table. 

      Frequent Tito’s with a friend of his? That’s it. I saw him at Tito’s with Mia. “Are you talking about Mia?” 

      He flips open a folder and pulls out a picture, takes a good long look at it then hands it to me. Watching him, I take the paper and finally look at it. It’s Mia. “Why do you have this?”

      “Seems we have a mutual acquaintance, Mr. Rhodes.” 

      “Look, I’m not really a fan of beating around the bush. Just cut to the chase and tell me what you want.” 

      He swipes the paper out of my hand and tucks it back into the folder then closes it. “Alright then. I’ll cut to the chase. Glasson Waters is one of our biggest rivals. They have a new product launching this fall that is predicted to bring in billions. I want to know what it is. I want every last detail on that launch. In return, you get a new job making six figures a year.” 

      I spit out a sarcastic laugh. “You want me to snoop around the company and come back and tell you what I find? Not a chance in hell.” 

      “You have a shoe in the door, Sawyer. If Tanner Enterprises can launch the product first, we have the upper hand. There will be no need for our companies to merge, because we’ll take their place as the biggest beverage company by market capitalization.” 

      “You think I give a shit about any of that. I thought I was here for a job. I’d never betray Mia like that.” I push the chair back and stand. 

      Niles follows suit and gets to his feet. “What if I told you the job comes with a hundred grand sign-on bonus.

      “Get lost.” I go to walk away, but his heavy steps catch up to me. 

      “Mia isn’t who she says she is, Sawyer. She’s a fraud.” 

      “Bullshit.” I don't believe anything this jerk says. He just wants intel on Glasson. 

      “Don’t you find it odd that she’s hanging out in the CEO’s office every day. I mean, who does that?” 

      It is kind of weird, but I assumed he allowed her entry since she’s the temporary assistant. “So, what?” 

      I go to grab the handle, but he keeps talking. Part of me is curious what he’ll say next. “Ever heard of Mira Glasson?” 

      “Mr. Glasson’s daughter?” 

      “Did you know he’s fought his entire life to keep her identity a secret because his family is that precious to him?”

      “Everyone who’s heard of the family knows that. But, no one really cares to dig because she’s just another girl with a sordid past.” 

      “She’s a homewrecker. Plain and simple. I mean, look what she did to her own brother. Slept with his married best friend. Not to mention, the whole video. The girl’s a mess.” 

      “We can agree on that. I’m not a fan of the Glasson family, but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to leak information on their business for a paycheck.” 

      “Unless you plan on scraping together change every week before payday—or running back home to your parents—you need this job. You won't find anything better. In fact, I’ll make the sign-on bonus two hundred thousand, payable once I have all the information I need. Then, you can quit Glasson and join us—the better beverage company.” Niles walks back over to his desk and picks up the folder and returns to my side. 

      Fuck. I was really hoping this was a legit job offer. I was so damn excited. But I choose Mia. I’ve got no idea what he’s going on about with this Mira chick, but Mia isn’t like her. She’s real, loyal, and has respect for her body. 

      “I’m gonna have to pass, Mr. Tanner. Have a good day.” I pull the door open and step out, but I still hear him talking. 

      “Mia. Mira. Mia. Mira,” he says over and over again. 

      I spin on my heel. “What are you doing?” 

      He pulls a stack of papers out of the folder and hands them to me. It’s a news article on Mira Glasson, an article on the affair, a snapshot of the video, showing her backside. “Why the hell are you giving this to me?” 

      “She’s your friend, isn’t she? Don’t you want to know what she’s been up to?” He leans forward with a menacing smirk as he taps the papers. “That’s your Mia. Also known as Mira Glasson.” 

      “Bullshit,” I spit, smacking the papers to his chest. 

      “Why would I make that up?” 

      Why would he? He’s fucking crooked. He wants me to do his bidding. That’s why. 

      This time, I turn around and keep walking. 

      He hollers behind me, “Think about it. Call me when you’re ready to make a deal.” 

      My steps are heavy and I slam my finger onto the elevator button. 

      He’s lying. He just wants me to accept his offer, and in doing so, he’s trying to turn me against Mia—against all of them.
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Mira

        

      

    

    
      It’s been three days since I’ve heard from Sawyer. I’ve called him countless times, banged on his hotel door. After I paid her a hefty sum, the receptionist was able to confirm he is still staying there. He didn’t show up for work on Friday, and it’s now Monday. I can’t imagine he’d miss another day. I’ve gone from worried, to pissed off, and back to worried. 

      I’m pacing in front of his cubicle, waiting for him to show up, glancing repeatedly at my wristwatch. 

      “Sawyer,” I gasp when I see him walk down the stretch of space between the cubicles. “Thank God. I’ve been worried sick.” 

      “Hi.” He drops down in the chair at his desk with just that simple word hanging between us. 

      “Hi? That’s all you have to say? I’ve been trying to reach you.” 

      “Can we talk later? I’m behind on work and have a lot of catching up to do.” He doesn't even look at me. Just goes straight to work. 

      Something is definitely wrong. Sawyer is never this cold to me. Well, not since his first day. We’ve gotten close, though. Far too close for him to be treating me like I’m a janitor here to sweep under his feet. 

      “Um, ok. Can we do lunch?”

      “Sure,” he says, point-blankly, typing away on his keyboard. 

      I stand there for a minute, waiting to see if he acknowledges me at all. When he doesn’t, my shoulders slump and I walk away. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sawyer’s lunch break began five minutes ago. I feel a bit obsessive, considering I’ve watched the clock tick for the last hour. I refuse to go chase him down. That’s not me, and as much as I like this guy, I will not resort to stalking. Nope. Won’t do it. 

      Five more minutes pass. Still no sign of Sawyer. 

      Ok, I like this guy a lot. I have to find out what’s going on with him. He refuses to come to me, so I’m going to him. My legs drop from the desk where they were perched and I head for the elevator. Ever since Sawyer and I were caught in Dad’s office, I’ve locked it back up and I’ve been utilizing his assistant’s space to finish up my new pitch to Layla. After today, I should be ready to present and face my final rejection. 

      The elevator doors slide open and I go to step on but end up taking two steps back. “Sawyer. Hi.” 

      “Going somewhere?” he quips, stepping past me and walking down the short stretch to the desk I’ve been working at. 

      “I was just coming to find you. I thought maybe you forgot.” I follow behind him like a puppy and I hate what he’s done to me. These feelings inside of me, this longing to be near him—to touch him. I’ve never put all my cards in one person’s hands before, but I feel like he’s holding them all. 

      Sawyer stops at my desk and finally turns around to look at me. His eyes burn into mine. They’re different. Dark saucers full of anger. If that weren’t enough of an indication that he was upset, his clenched fists at his sides are. 

      “Sawyer,” I say, stepping up to him, running my hands down the length of his arms. I unfold his fingers and take his hands in mine. “What the hell happened?”

      “Just got some bad news a couple days ago. Don’t worry about it.” He leans forward and his lips press to mine. It’s nothing like the kisses we’ve shared in the past. There is no passion behind it. It feels forced and empty. 

      “Is this about the job offer you had?” 

      He lets go of my hands and glances down at the desk, as if he’s looking for something. “It’s not important. Hey,” he says with a shift in his tone, “how about we have lunch in the boss's office? Ya know, for old times’ sake before he comes back.” 

      “I don’t know. Lance was pretty pissed when he caught us in there.” 

      “Eh, he’ll get over it. I’m sure he won’t stay mad at you for long. I mean who could stay mad at someone with a body like this.” He slides his chest against mine and pulls me close. His hand cups my ass and he looks down at me with those same dark orbs. “I bet he’s just jealous. Wishes it was him grinding underneath this fine ass.” 

      Gross. If he only knew that Lance was my brother. Just the thought makes me nauseous. 

      “Alright. I guess. Should we go down to the cafeteria to get something?” 

      “I’m not really feeling up for a crowd. Would you mind going? I’ll just take whatever you’re having.” He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet then hands me a fifty. 

      “It’s on me. Don’t worry about it.” He doesn’t argue. Just sticks his money back in his wallet and stuffs it in his pocket. “I won’t be long. You can just sit at the desk here and wait for me.” 

      “Really shouldn’t risk it. I’ll just wait in Glasson’s office. You said it yourself, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” 

      I did say that. The day Sawyer showed up here and surprised the hell out of me. “Ok. Let me unlock it. If anyone, and I mean, anyone, comes, hide. We’ll both be fired if it happens again.” 

      “It’s our little secret.” 

      Sawyer steps behind me at the door, his lips teasing my neck, sending chills down my arms. Using the keypad on the door, I punch in the entry passcode. 

      When it buzzes, I push the door open and let him in. “Be right back.” 

      “Take your time, babe.”

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

          

      

    

    






Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      She’s relentless. I’m starting to think that she would have let this lie go on forever. Does she really think the truth will never come out? It sickens me that I allowed her to get this close. I haven't slept in three days. I wore my heart on my sleeve but only for her. She ripped it off and stomped on it while reminding me why I fuck ‘em and leave ‘em. Better than being sucked into a toxic relationship—or falling madly in love and losing it one night in a freak accident. 

      I woke up yesterday and made a decision. I need the job at Tanner Enterprises. I’d also love nothing more than to stick it to this family who thinks the world should bow to them. 

      When the elevator doors close, I start searching and I search fast. Ripping through drawers. Some are locked, some aren’t. The locked ones are likely where I need to be. There’s a closet on the far side of the room, so I go and pull the door open. The closet alone is bigger than a bedroom. Dozens of suits and shoes line the walls. But nothing that helps me. 

      Fuck. This office is my only shot. There’s no way in hell I can get access to any other offices in this building. 

      Five minutes pass and I’ve got nothing. I need to unlock those drawers. Thinking that maybe the assistant has a set of keys, which is highly unlikely, I go to her desk outside of the office and rummage through it.

      I immediately notice the folder sitting on the desk. I look down the hall at the elevators, making sure no one is coming up, then I flip it open. This is Mia...Mira’s folder. This must be what she’s been working on all this time she’s been here. I’m sure she wasn’t really filling in for the assistant who’s on vacation; I’d bet that was a lie, too. 

      These are designs. Really good designs that are bright and loud, just like I thought would benefit the new product. There’s also a marketing plan. Including the ideas that I shared with her last week outside of Layla Ames’ office. She stole my fucking ideas. Ideas I gave her willingly—she didn’t ask for them, but regardless, they were mine. 

      I flip through the pages and see the product. An all-natural energy water. Mira must be part of the new launch. I swipe the folder. This is exactly what I need to bring to Niles to get my sign-on bonus. I’ll get the marketing director job and leave all of this behind me. 

      Guilt strikes at my chest. I push it aside. Mira did this. She took us down this path and left me to find my way back on my own. It’s only natural I’d do the same to her. An eye for eye, right?

      I’ve never been the revenge type, but I am a survivalist. I have to do this for my future. If I don’t, I have no choice but to go back home and work for my parents. Parents who told me to get over it when Taylor died. 

      I have to do this. I take the folder and head to the elevators, leaving before she comes back. 
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        * * *

      

      I left. Just up and left the building. Walked right out with the folder in my hand and never said a word to my supervisor or Mia… I mean Mira. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to that. Not that I have to. I’ll never see her again. 

      Instead of going to Tanner Enterprises, I head back to my hotel. I drop the folder on the bed, and I lie down next to it, staring at the ceiling while my phone buzzes repeatedly in my pocket. 

      I took the turn, then I drove straight past Tanner Enterprises’ building. Something wouldn't let me stop. It’s not that I don’t plan on doing this. I just need a little time. 

      An hour passes and I push myself up. I pull my phone out of my pocket and drop it on the bed next to the folder, not even bothering to scroll through the list of messages and missed calls. 

      For the past two weeks, I’ve felt more alive than I have since Taylor died. I was excited to go to work, just for the possibility of seeing Mira. I’d sit in the bar some nights, hoping she’d walk in. Her scent is burned into my pillow. Her panties are still in my drawer. There are dishes in the sink with her lipstick stain on them. It fucking hurts. Far more than I would have expected after only knowing her for such a short time. But, she breathed life into me. Then she sucked all the air out of my lungs and left me breathless and broken. 

      I could have fallen in love with that girl. We could have had it all. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to trust, let alone love, again.

      Sweeping away my sorrows, I leave the pity party I’ve joined. I’ve got to bring this to Niles, and I have to do it now.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    






Mira

        

      

    

    
      “You son of a bitch,” I shout as I storm through the door of Niles’ office. “I know it was you. Everything bad that happens to me is because of you.” I stalk straight toward him, cock my fist back and plant it straight on his nose. Blood trickles down onto his all-white, button-up shirt. I shake my fist then rub it on his shirt, ridding my flesh of his tainted blood. 

      “What the hell!” He huffs, cupping his nose.

      “My folder that was sitting on the desk outside my dad’s office. I know it was you. And as soon as I get the security footage, I’m pressing charges for trespassing and theft. You’re not allowed on that property and you fucking know it.” 

      “Would you calm down. I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.” 

      “Don't play dumb with me.” My fists ball at my side and I’m ready to release again if he doesn’t quit lying to me. I’ll tie him to a chair and torture the truth out of him. 

      I’m so angry that tears begin falling down my cheeks. Normally, I’d hide them. I don’t wear my emotions, but this is different. Niles went too far this time. 

      “Go watch your footage and you’ll see that you’ve lost your damn mind again. Just like last time.” 

      “Don’t you dare!” I can feel the tick in my jaw as heat rises to my head. “Don’t you dare bring up my past to me. If I went crazy, it was because of you.” 

      Niles walks behind his desk and grabs a handkerchief, holding it to his nose as he talks. “Oh, you mean when you broke into that woman’s house and she found you in her room when she was sleeping.” 

      “I was trying to talk to her and it was the only way I could get her to listen.” 

      “How about when you cornered her with your car, knocking off her bumper, and refusing to let her leave while you screamed at her for selling the tape.” 

      “Hitting her car was an accident.” 

      Niles comes toward me, but I take a step back. He eats up that space quickly, grabbing me by the arm and pulling my body flush with his. “And who got you out of that mess, Mira?” 

      I don’t flatter him with an answer. Yes, he paid her off so she wouldn’t press charges. We agreed on a restraining order and I haven’t seen her since. 

      “I did,” he answers his own question. “You can call me the villain, but we both know I’m your knight in shining armor.” 

      I attempt to jerk my arm away, but his grip only tightens. “You’re the fucking devil.” 

      “And you’ll soon be my wife.” 

      Spit flies from my mouth right on his face. “I hate you.” 

      “One day you’ll love me.” 

      I make another attempt to get away, but it doesn’t work. If I try to fight back, he fights harder. That’s the way Niles works. He doesn’t play push and pull; he just pulls. 

      “Let me go!” I shout. 

      He drops the rag from his face and it falls at our feet. In one swift motion, he pulls me tighter, pressing his face to mine. I pinch my lips tightly, not letting him touch his on mine. I can feel the blood on his face smear across mine. “I’m never letting you go. In fact, I bought you something.” He pulls back then drags me by his side over to his desk. With his free hand, he opens a drawer and pulls out a small black box. He hands it to me, but I just look down on it with pure hatred, the same way I look at him. “Go on, open it.” When I don’t, he takes it upon himself. He flips the top and shows me the glistening diamond ring. It’s at least four carats on a white gold band. A root canal would be more appealing than wearing that thing. 

      Niles grabs my hand, clenching it tightly in his, and he slides the band on. I swing my arms and try to fight back to no avail. “If you don’t let me go right now, I will scream at the top of my lungs.” 

      “Let it out, Sunshine. This room is soundproof. You’re welcome to scream all you want. In fact, once we’re married, I prefer it while I have you bent over this desk. I know you’re tainted by other men now, but I can learn to accept it.” 

      “You’re disgusting.” Niles’ phone rings on his desk and he lifts the phone to his ear while still holding onto me. 

      “Thanks. Send him in.” 

      “Send who in?” I ask, curious as to why he’d let anyone see what he’s doing to me right now. 

      Niles grabs another handkerchief and wipes his face, leaving behind some blood stain, but getting the majority of it. “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine.” 

      There’s a knock at the door that grabs my attention. 

      “Come in,” Niles hollers. 

      The door opens, and my heart drops. It sinks slowly, painfully, and deeply. “Sawyer?” I say in question. Why is he here?

      Then I see the folder in his hands. My folder. “You.” My head shakes in disbelief. “It was you.” 

      His expression doesn’t match the one I saw early at Glasson. This one looks sorrowful. He’s not at all surprised to see me, which tells me all I need to know. I can’t help the tears that fall down my face. I go to walk away, planning on taking the folder on my way out, but Niles stops me. 

      “I’ll take that.” He holds his hand out to Sawyer, who doesn’t even hesitate to pass it over. Niles leans forward, ghosting my ear with his mouth. “Now you have no choice but to marry me. Unless you want the entire launch blasted all over the news, you will marry me. In one week.” 

      One week?

      Sawyer did this. He’s working for Niles. He knew this entire time?

      This can’t be happening. 

      I have to get out of here. 

      Without even looking at Sawyer, I walk out with my head low, attempting to hide the pain that’s visible in my eyes.

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    






Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “I see you finally came to your senses? So, what is it? An alcoholic beverage? A carbonated water?” He opens up the folder before his eyes shoot back to me. “What the hell is this?” Niles holds up the folder. 

      “That’s your contract. You can take it and shove it up your ass.” 

      Niles erupts in a menacing bout of laughter. “You realize you just threw away a quarter mil for that wench?” 

      All it takes is that one word for rage to consume me. With heavy steps, I eat up the space between us. Gripping Niles by the collar of his pretty boy shirt, I tug up. He doesn’t even react, just looks at me with a shit-eating grin and I realize he's not worth my time. “Go to hell.” I shove him backward and he flies into the desk, knocking over his nameplate and some papers. 

      I give him my back and he hollers behind me, “She’ll just drag you down, man. Might as well let me keep her. I can tame her. I’m the only one who can.” 

      Fuck it. 

      I swing around, lunge at him until his back is lying flat on the desk. I cock my arm back and discharge, my knuckles meeting the blood stains on his nose. Fresh blood streams down his face, but I don’t stick around to see if it’s broken because chances are, if I stay, every bone in his face will shatter. 
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        * * *

      

      I’m packing up my hotel room when there’s a knock at the door. Tiptoeing over, I sneak a peek in the peephole, staying as quiet as I can until I’m sure it’s not Mira. I pull the door open and greet my sister with a scowl. “I told you not to come.” 

      “Is that anyway to greet your big sister?” She pulls me in for a hug. I wrap my arms around her, leaving some space and pat her back. “Jerk,” she teases, shoving me. 

      “I’m sorry, but I told you I’m out of here first thing tomorrow morning.” 

      She drops down on the unmade bed, making herself comfortable. “Oh yeah? Where are you going this time? You can’t get much farther away unless you leave the country.” 

      I continue stuffing clothes into my bag. Didn't even fold them. Just took them straight from the hotel dryer to the bag. “Don’t tempt me.” 

      Rina grabs one of my shirts and begins folding it. “Kentucky wasn’t far enough, so you went to Texas. Texas didn’t work, so you came to California. When will you ever stop running, Sawyer?”

      I glare at the nagging intruder on my bed. “I’m not running.” I stuff some more shirts in, but Rina pulls them all back out. “What are you doing?”

      “Folding your shirts. They’ll be covered in wrinkles.” 

      I toss the one in my hand down and turn away, running my fingers through my hair. I’m not running. 

      “You can’t hide from memories, Sawyer.” 

      “I’m not hiding.” 

      “It’s been over two years now. Don’t you think—” 

      “Stop!” I raise my voice, holding my hand up. “I don’t need this right now. My leaving this state has nothing to do with Taylor. Things just didn’t work out here.” 

      “You got a job. You seemed happy when we talked a couple days ago. You actually laughed, which surprised the hell out of me.” 

      “Yeah,” I mutter, “surprised the hell out of me, too.” It’s been awhile since I’ve actually felt happy. I’m not a complete downer, but I felt like my life was in shambles and I had no idea what was coming next. Five days ago, I had the best day I’ve had since Taylor died. I was excited for wherever this thing with Mira was going. I had a really good job prospect. I was on top of the world. Four days ago, it was all taken away. It was taken just as fast as Taylor’s life was. 

      One minute you’re feeling like all the pieces of the puzzle fit, and the next, you realize one is missing. Then you know it will never be complete. So, it’s time to start over. 

      “Who was she?” 

      I walk over to the mini bar and pour myself a drink. “Who?” 

      “The woman who made you happy for that short amount of time.” 

      I lift the glass to my mouth and take a sip of my scotch then clutch it in my hand. “What makes you think there was a woman?” 

      I can feel Rina coming closer. She stands beside me, wanting to read my face. It’s what she always does. I wear my emotions and she knows it. “I’ve known you your entire life. I know these things.” 

      “Doesn’t matter. She’s not who I thought she was.” 

      “My guess is, you’re not who she thought you were either.” 

      I set my glass down or slam it rather. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m just saying that you’ve changed, Sawyer. I miss my brother. The one who had a contagious smile. Told really crappy dad jokes, and snorted while he was telling them. The guy who wore ugly Christmas sweaters with blinking lights on them.” 

      “I’m still that guy. I’m just...I’m on a journey of self-discovery.” 

      “Well, you about done yet? Because we’re all ready for you to come home.” 

      “We’re? As in you and someone else?” I lift my glass and tip it back, taking every last drop before placing it in the sink. It hits the other glasses with a clank, but I’m pretty sure they're all still intact. 

      “Mom and Dad miss you, too.” 

      I go back over to my bag. All the shirts are now folded inside of it so I zip it up. “Doubtful. I’m sure they’re pleased that they don’t have to deal with my moping anymore.” 

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re stubborn?”

      “Yeah,” I chuckle, “you.” 

      “When they told you that it was time to move on, you lost it, Sawyer. You took it out of context and blew the entire thing up. You know they love you. We all do.”

      Staring at my bag, I grip the sides of it so hard that my knuckles turn white. I hate talking about this shit. I know Rina, though, and she won’t stop until I tell her how I feel. “It was only six months after Taylor died that they told me I needed to pull myself together and start living my life again. That I needed to move past what happened. Do you know how that felt? It felt like they were telling me to get over it and forget about her.” My voice rises with each word. “How was I supposed to move on after only six months? Knowing that my wife was dead because of me. If I wouldn’t have rushed her out the door so we weren’t late for dinner, she would still be alive. If I’d just slowed down and stopped at that stop sign, Taylor would still be here.”

      Rina doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t have to. The thing is, I’ve accepted that Taylor is gone. I’ve come to terms with the fact that she is never coming back. I also know that she’d want me to be happy. I’ve always known it, but it wasn’t until recently that I believed I was worthy of that happiness. None of this is about Taylor. I’ll always love her, but the betrayal I feel is because of Mira. 

      I loosen my grip on the bag and straighten my back before turning to face Rina. “Look. None of that matters. I’ll still go home for the holidays. Eventually, I’ll talk to Mom and Dad and we’ll move past this. Right now, though, I’m just searching for peace.”

      “Ok.” Rina nods. “I get it. I’m glad your anger with them is easing up. I still don’t get why you’re leaving here, though.”

      There’s a knock that has Rina and I both eyeing the door. “Just ignore it,” I tell her. 

      “That’s so rude!” She walks toward the door, but I jump in front of her. With her behind me, I look out the peephole. It’s Mira. 

      I turn around and whisper, “Listen. I really don’t want to talk to the person who is out there. So just let it go and don’t answer the door.” 

      Rina is a royal pain in my ass and she’s hellbent on sticking her nose in my business. Always has been, ever since we were kids. “Fine. Go in the bathroom and I’ll tell her you’re not here.” 

      Do I dare trust her? I probably shouldn’t, but I do. With a heavy sigh, I walk quickly to the bathroom. I push the door closed, but leave it open a crack so I can listen. 

      I can hear the sound of the door sliding open against the carpet. My stomach twists in knots because this can go one of many ways. Rina is the queen of interfering. 

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know...I’ll just go.” 

      The sound of her voice sends a ripple of emotion through me. Part of me wants to run out there and demand answers. The other part—the rational part—is keeping me right where I’m at. 

      “Wait,” I hear Rina say. 

      There’s silence. Too much silence. When I hear the door close softly, I look out the crack in the door. Sure enough, they’ve stepped out in the hall. 

      Damnit, Rina. 

      I slam the bathroom door shut and figure I can use this time to shower because Rina also has the ability to turn a one-minute conversation into an hour-long story. 

      I crank the lever to hot and let the water run for a minute before dropping my gym shorts and taking my shirt off. The mirror is completely steamed over so I dial down the heat a bit before stepping inside. 

      The warm water falls carelessly down my aching body. I’ve been running a lot the past couple days and my bones are feeling it. Did six miles down the beach yesterday. Let my thoughts run free. I thought about Taylor and how it is time for me to move on—how it’s okay to move on. Thought about Mira and how perfectly our bodies fit together. And, I thought about my family and how, deep down, I really did miss talking to them. It was also during that run that I realized Santa Monica is probably not the best place for me. Rina says I run from everything, and she’s right. I don’t like reminders of things that brought me pain. When someone wants a fresh start, they need to leave those reminders behind. 

      It’s crazy how after just a couple weeks, I developed such strong feelings for Mira. I was magnetically attracted to her. Just being around her gave me feelings that I’ve missed. 

      I grab a bar of soap and run it over every inch of my body then use my hand to lather it and wash it away. Once my hair is washed and I’m immersed in steam so thick that I can barely see the shower curtain, I shut the water off and get out. 

      Slapping my hand around on the wall, I find a towel and pull it then wrap it around me. “Rina,” I whisper-yell. 

      When she doesn’t respond, I can only assume she’s still talking to Mira. At this point, she’s probably getting the complete rundown of everything that happened. 

      I crack the door open again with my fingers, clenching the corner of the towel around my waist. “Rina, you in here?” 

      Nothing. 

      Creeping out to the room, I shuffle through my bag for some clean clothes. I’ve got them in hand and head back to the bathroom, when the door comes open. Staring back at me are a set of eyes that are not my sister’s. I freeze in place as Mira’s gaze trails from my legs up, finally meeting my eyes. 

      “I see my sister has given me up.” 

      Mira looks down at her feet with a nervous smile. “Seems that way.” 

      I’ve gone through so many different scenarios of what I’d say if I saw Mira again. Each one ended with me deciding I’d never see her again. Now that she’s here, I’m drawing a blank. 

      She looks up at me, sadness coating her emerald eyes. “Just five minutes? Please?” 

      My eyes close and I nod. “Ok. Let me get dressed.” 

      I go in the bathroom and close the door. My clothes drop to the floor, the towel topping them. I press my palms to the countertop and take a deep breath. Fuck. She’s so beautiful. I’ve never been good at resisting temptation and that girl out there is temptation at its finest. 

      I’ll just go out there and hear what she has to say for herself. I deserve answers. Once I have them, we can both get on with our lives. I’ll leave Santa Monica and she can stay here where her family is. She can continue living her life as Mira Glasson. 

      I tug my boxers up, then a pair of clean gym shorts, and pull on a plain white t-shirt. My fingers rake through my hair and I call it good. The mirror is still steamed up so I can’t even see my reflection. 

      When I go out, Mira is still standing at the door with it half-open. “You can come in,” I tell her. 

      I go over to the sink at the mini bar and turn the water on as she takes a seat on the sofa.

      “First, I want to say I’m sorry.” Her voice is frail and full of remorse.

      As I listen to her talk, I start washing the dishes. It wasn’t my plan, but I need to do something to keep my hands busy right now. Really don’t want to look at her either. There’s a good chance I’ll fall back under her spell if I do. 

      “After our night together, I tried to leave without waking you up. I really didn’t expect to ever see you again, so when you asked my name, I just fed you a lie. It was supposed to be harmless.” 

      The glasses clank together as I scrub and set them down on top of each other. I keep washing, refusing to turn around. 

      “When you showed up at my dad’s office, I was completely blindsided. If I had known you’d be working there, I never would have—”

      Her words trail off, so I turn around and answer for her. “Never would have slept with me?” 

      “Never would have lied.” Mira’s eyes look past me at the running water. “Shouldn’t you shut that off?”

      Reaching behind me, I slap the handle down to shut the water off. “Once you saw me again, you could have just told me the truth.”

      “I wanted to, but then you started talking all this trash about my family—about me.” 

      My heart twinges. I did do that. My hands rise to my face and I rub aggressively at my eyes. I said a lot of awful things. “When I said those things, I believed them.” 

      “And now?” 

      I drop my hands and look at her. “I don’t know. I want to say that I don’t believe any of it, but you lied to me over and over again.”

      There’s a tense moment of silence between us. Until I break it. “Two years ago, I lost my wife.” I swallow hard—the lump rising in my throat, my pride. “I ran a stop sign and we were hit. It was all my fault. Her name’s Taylor. She had the biggest heart and brightest smile.” I catch myself smiling at the picture of her in my head.

      “Sawyer, I…I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. I just figured maybe it would help you understand that I never wanted to fall for you. Tried like hell not to, but then I did. Now it just feels like the war in my head was all for nothing.”

      Mira stands up and takes slow steps toward me. “If I could take it all back I would. Lying to you was the biggest mistake I ever made.” 

      She comes closer and I’m trying so hard right now to put my walls back up, so she can’t get through, but the closer she gets, the farther down they go. Her scent lingers around me, intoxicating me. Her beauty blinds me. 

      Once she’s standing directly in front of me, she offers me her hand. “I’m Mira Glasson. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my past. I’ve been the center of a sex scandal, an affair, and had my name drug through the mud. I’ve also been a victim of social media lies. I’m not a homewrecker. I don’t behave like a spoiled brat...much. And, I have the best family in the entire world. A dad who loves me more than life itself, a brother who has my back, even when I’ve done him wrong, and I’m ready to show the world who I really am. But first, I want to show you.” 

      I look down at her hand. Placing mine in it would be acceptance and forgiveness. If I don’t, she might walk out of here for good and I’ll never see her again. That’s what I wanted, after all. Now, I’m not so sure. 

      Before I can make a decision, I need a few more answers. “What is Niles Tanner to you?” 

      She pulls her hand back and shakes her head in disgust. “Honesty?” She looks at me with a glum expression, as if she’s hesitant to tell me all about her past with the Tanner family. 

      I nod. “Yes.” 

      “Niles and I dated years ago. Our families were close and I think we were together because it was expected of us. They had planned to merge the companies and take over the bottled beverage industry. Once the bond was broken between our dads, everything went to hell. They became blood rivals. My dad’s company skyrocketed a year later, while Tanner Enterprises declined. Niles has been hellbent on us getting married so that when my dad passes away, he has a claim on the company. Of course, I’d never marry that scumbag or let him anywhere near the company. Doesn’t mean he didn’t try.”

      “Wow. I didn’t expect that. I just thought maybe he was some random guy that was into you.” 

      “It's your turn. How do you know Niles?”

      I take a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “Well, I got a voicemail from his assistant about a job the night we watched the fireworks. I ignored it for a few days, and got another call. The lady made it sound appealing, so I set up an appointment to meet with Niles. Five minutes of being in his office, he offered me the job of a lifetime with a sign-on bonus. The catch, bring him anything I could find on Glasson’s launch campaign. He also told me all about you.” 

      “That’s why you were so cold and distant toward me. You knew.” Mira takes my hand in hers, and I let her. 

      “Mmhmm.” I nod. “I was bitter. Felt like a fool. When you went to lunch, I found your folder. You know the rest.” 

      “I know you didn’t bring it to him. At least, not the contents. I went to my dad’s office the next morning and found them on his assistant’s desk.” 

      “As angry as I was with you, I wanted no part in helping that guy. I also didn’t want him to have leverage over you. I saw the way he looked at you.” 

      “So, what now? Do you think I can show you who I really am? No secrets, no lies.” 

      I pull my hand back slowly, running my fingers through my hair and turning back to the sink. “I don’t know.”

      “Is this because you’re leaving?”

      “Rina told you?”

      Mira’s presence draws closer. Her chest flush with my back as she wraps an arm around me. With a pull, she turns me around to face her. “Please, don’t go.” An audible breath escapes me as I watch her lips move. “I was wrong. Wrong to lie to you. Wrong for judging you. That first day at my dad’s office, I pegged you for some ruthless rookie at Glasson. When all this time, I was exactly that, even if I was never really an assistant. I didn’t think about how this would all play out at that time. I just wanted to prove to you that I wasn’t all those things you said about me. Then, I started to like you. A lot.” 

      She’s either really good with words, or she really is sorry. Looking at her face, the sorrow in her eyes, I think it’s the latter. I have two options: I can run away and start over again. Or, I can stay here and explore this. 

      “I’m going to need to get another job. Pretty sure I’m fired after not showing up for two days.” 

      Mira’s lips tug up in a smile, which in turn, makes me smile back. “Would you still want the job? I happen to know someone at the company who can put in a good word.” 

      I want to kiss her so fucking bad. It just all feels so rushed. So soon. Ten minutes ago, I swore her off. An apology and her gorgeous smile, and here I am, falling at her feet. 

      “How about if we take things slow?” I extend my hand to her. “Sawyer Rhodes. I have no job, no house, and I’m new to town.” 

      Mira places her hand in mine. “Nice to meet you, Sawyer. I’d be happy to show you around.” 

      “Oh, screw it.” I drop her hand and throw an arm around her waist, pulling her body against mine. “We met this way. Let’s do it again.” My hands slide up her hourglass frame until I reach her face. Cupping her cheeks in my hand, I press my mouth to hers. It’s nothing like our first kiss. This one exuberates passion. I can feel it in every cell of my body. My teeth graze her bottom lip and she lets out a muffled groan. 

      Walking her backward, I lay her back on the bed. Her legs part, inviting me between them. “I’ve missed you. Missed this.” I grind my cock against her. 

      “Mmm,” she hums, “I’ve missed you, too.” 

      One of the many things I like about this girl, is the easy access in these cute as fuck dresses. I run my fingers up her inner thigh. Her body reacts to the sensation and she arches her back off the bed. “Please don’t ever stop wearing these dresses.” 

      “I’ll wear them just for you,” she breathes into my mouth. I press our lips together again, parting them with my tongue and sliding it in so I can taste her. My fingers keep climbing until I reach her dampened panties. I push them to the side and slide one finger inside of her. Starting out with a slow in and out motion, I dig deeper until my knuckles are at her entrance, then I slide another finger in. I push and twist like a key in a hole. Faster, harder, and deeper with each thrust. Her back levitates off the bed when I curl my fingers and pump at her G-spot. 

      “Uggh,” she moans, forcing our lips back together so hard and so forcefully that I can feel her teeth digging into the skin of my mouth. It’s a beautiful pain that I want more of. I keep pumping my fingers, her legs spreading as wide as they’ll go. 

      “Sawyer,” she says my name with lust and want. “Oh, god.” She begins riding my fingers that are buried deep inside of her. 

      I lift my head, watching her face. Her eyes are closed, her mouth open. Her hips rise and she bites her lip. She’s so fucking sexy. I’m positive I’ll never get bored with watching her face as she orgasms beneath me. 

      Her walls clench around my fingers before she cries out, taking no care to mask the sounds that escape her. Her juices spill onto my hand. I love nothing more than seeing proof of how good I’ve made her feel. 

      Once she’s come down, I pull my fingers out and get to my knees. I’m ready to bend her over and fuck her like there’s no tomorrow. Mira slides up to a sitting position and gets on her knees in front of me. Just as I go to push my shorts down, she takes control, grabbing a hold of them and pulling them down for me. I kick them off and pull my shirt over my head. “Let me get a condom,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head, no. “You won’t need one.” Warm fingers wrap around my shaft while her eyes bore into mine. “Lie down.” 

      My eyes widen in surprise. I’m pretty much in love with this domineering side of her. I do as I’m told while she pulls her dress over her head. Next, she unclasps her bra and rids herself of it. My cock twitches at the sight of her perky tits. Grabbing her by the waist, I pull her close enough so that I can suck on her pebbled nipple. 

      With her arm stretched down, she continues to stroke the length of my cock. I pop her nipple out of my mouth. “That feels so good, baby.” 

      She grins, something sexy and devilish, before she crawls down my body. On all fours, she arches her back and pushes her ass in the air and I’d give just about anything to see the view from behind her. But, when her tongue darts out and she flicks it underneath my head, I decide not a damn thing can make me get up right now. 

      I grab a fistful of her hair and she spreads her lips, taking the shallow end of my cock in her mouth. Her head bobs up and down as I guide her motions. “Fuck, baby.” 

      Doe eyes stare back at me. Wide, lust-filled, sea green eyes. The look on her face has my balls aching with a dire need for release. Her tongue skates up and down the side of my cock and ripples of pleasure course through me. “Keep that up and I’m not lasting long at all.” 

      Her fingers wrap around the bottom half of my cock and she strokes as she sucks. Every few seconds, her tongue flicks against my head and it hits a nerve that has me squirming. “Want me to tell you when I’m close?” I grip her hair tighter and bite down, because fuck, I’m really close. 

      She shakes her head, no, and that’s all it takes for me to release down the back of her throat. “Holy, fuck,” I mumble. Zaps of electricity ride through me as I come down. Mira wipes her hand over her mouth and smiles. Shifting upward, I grab her by the waist and pull her down on top of me. “That was amazing.” 

      A knock at the door has us both frozen in place. “Shit,” I whisper. 

      “Sawyer,” Rina says, knocking a couple more times. “I’m back. Are you two done talking?” 

      Mira and I look at each other and both combust into laughter, before hopping off the bed and getting cleaned up.
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Mira

        

      

    

    
      “You’ve got this, babe,” Sawyer says as he leans over the bed and presses a chaste kiss to my cheek. 

      “Easy for you to say. You’ve never presented for Layla Ames and been rejected before.”

      Sawyer tucks his shirt in as he watches himself in the mirror, making sure he’s in tip-top shape for his second, first day at Glasson. “She’d be crazy to turn you down. Your ideas are golden.” 

      “You mean, your ideas?” 

      He sits down on the edge of the bed and slides his black dress shoes on. “Our ideas.” 

      I close the folder in front of me where I’m sitting with my legs folded like a pretzel. “I really wish you’d let my dad give you the manager position. Then, you could work up close and personal on the launch.” 

      “I know, but I told you, I don’t want special favors just because I’m banging the boss's daughter.” 

      My arms wrap around him from behind and I pull him back with a chuckle. “Banging the boss's daughter?” I huff in sarcasm. “Is that all this is?”

      Sawyer rolls over and presses his hands on either side of me, hovering over my face. “Oh, it’s so much more than that.” His sweet lips meet mine as I wish that I could just lie in bed and kiss him all day. 

      “We better get going,” Sawyer says, straightening up and climbing off of me. 

      I blow out some air and nod in agreement. “You’re right. We don’t want to be late.” 

      My legs fling over the side of the bed and I get up. After I tug the end of my dress down a bit, I grab my folder. 

      Ready or not. 
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        * * *

      

      Sawyer takes hold of my waist. His fingers clenching my hips as he hums into the crease of my neck. “Tonight, we’re celebrating your victory.”

      My head kinks to the side. “You’re being a little presumptuous, don’t you think?” 

      “Nope.” He sweeps my hair away and kisses down my collarbone. “Just confident.” 

      “Well, if you keep that up, we’ll have no reason to celebrate because we’ll never leave this room.” 

      Sawyer’s head drops in defeat. “Alright, let’s do this.” Then he perks up and smacks a hand to my ass and squeezes it. 

      I lead the way out of the room. If I leave it up to him, he’ll never walk out. This has been our morning routine since his sister, Rina, left last week. She stayed for a couple nights, and I got to know her better. She’s a sweet girl and I can tell she loves her brother a lot. Rina was also able to convince Sawyer to call his parents. They were ecstatic to hear from him and I’m proud of him for swallowing his pride and taking the leap. We’re planning a weekend trip to visit them soon and saying I’m nervous is an understatement. I’m just happy that things are looking up for us both.

      While Sawyer has been working, I’ve spent my days designing swimsuits in hopes of launching my own swimwear line. I’m teetering on the edge of the idea and haven’t dove in just yet, but it’s been fun dreaming up ideas. I ran the idea by Dad, and he’s offered me his support if that’s what I wish to pursue.

      Right now, though, I need to finish what I started. No matter the outcome, I’ll know I gave it my all. If Layla loves it, then I’ll work on the launch beside her for the next six months. If she doesn’t then I’ll continue chasing my dreams elsewhere.  
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        * * *

      

      My armpits are sweating profusely as I wait for Layla to come out of her office to greet me. Extending my arms, I try to get some airflow moving under there, but it does little good. I’m more nervous today than I was the first time. I guess it’s because I know this will be my final presentation. Working with Layla would be a dream, not to mention, the satisfaction of knowing I’d helped the company. 

      I suppose getting the Tanners off our back was helpful, too. But that was more Lance’s doing than my own. Apparently, Tanner Enterprises has gone bankrupt. They were desperate and willing to do just about anything to save themselves from losing everything—even if it meant taking from us. A restraining order is now in place and Lance bought their silence on anything regarding my family. Doesn’t matter though, when the launch is announced, I plan to stand beside Dad and proudly show the world exactly who I am. 

      “Good morning, Mira,” Layla says, snapping me out of the trance I was in. I didn’t even see her come out. 

      I get to my feet and fumble with the folder in my hand. “Hi. It’s good to see you again.”

      “You as well,” Layla says. She’s looking gorgeous as ever in a sleek red dress with matching red pumps. Her hair is piled in a clean bun on the top of her head.

      As we walk to her office, I continue you talk–one of my nervous quirks. “So, I listened to what you said and thought long and hard about how we can make H20 Vitality stand out. I think I’ve come up with a plan that will do just that.” 

      Layla smiles widely. “I can’t wait to hear what you’ve come up with.” 

      We enter her office, and she closes the door behind us. I make my way to the same spot I took last time. Only this time around, I won’t be using the projector. Everything I need is printed on the papers I set in front of Layla. 

      “As you can see, my design is fairly similar to the one I shared with you a couple weeks ago. However, this time, I’ve added some appeal. Instead of the neutral Glasson colors, I went with something that gives Vitality the pizazz it needs. Bright purple and turquoise. The V for Vitality would be centered on the front of the bottle. Under each cap would be a random inspirational quote. Such as, ‘without pain, we have no gain.’ H20 Vitality will encourage healthy behaviors such as exercising and running. An active body stays active.” Layla’s eyes perk up and it sends my heart rate into a frenzy. She’s digging it.

      Her fingers tap the paper and she smiles. “I love these colors. They are bold, bright, and fun. Exactly what we need.”

      “H20 Vitality will also stand out against our competitors with their biodegradable bottle. Of course, prices will likely increase with this option, but Glasson needs to follow in line with the ‘Healthier Planet, Healthier You’ Campaign.”

      “Yes! We’ve discussed this option for the future and it makes sense that now would be the perfect time to start.” 

      “I’ve also spoken to the founder of the campaign and they expressed interest in having Vitality Water join their campaign. We’d be a top paying sponsor for their annual triathlon, as well as many other events they’ve put on.”

      “Mira, this is amazing! I’m on board for it. All of it. In fact, once we go over the logistics with HPHY, I’d love for you to partner in the launch as our inside liaison.” 

      “Really?” A sense of satisfaction trickles over me. She’s excited. She’s actually excited! 

      “Absolutely.” Layla stacks the papers back into a pile. “I’m going to run this by the team, and I strongly believe they will love it all as much as I do. I can’t officially say it, but welcome aboard.” 

      “Wow,” I spit out, shocked, but also unsure. “This is such an honor. There’s just one small thing.” I pinch my fingers together and squint.

      “Of course. Let’s hear it.” 

      “I’d love to help with the launch, work with HPHY on the campaign, but I don’t think I will be taking a permanent position at Glasson. At least not full-time.” 

      “Oh?” She seems taken aback. Of course, she is. I’ve come here twice with my ideas and now that she’s approved, I’m telling her that I don’t want to work on the design team after all. 

      “As I was making these designs, I sort of took a journey of self-discovery. I’ve always loved fashion and, mixed with art, it makes perfect sense for me to open my own fashion line. So, I’m ready to take the steps to make it happen.” 

      “That’s wonderful, Mira. I have no doubt you will do amazing. Your dad raves about your artwork. I’m excited to see where this venture takes you. In fact,” she grabs her phone off the table, “I’ve got a good friend who works in fashion. She’s helped others get their own lines up and running.” Layla grabs a pen and her notepad and jots down a number then rips the page out of her book. “Give her a call and tell her that I sent you.” 

      I take the paper as she passes it to me. “This is very helpful. Thank you so much.” 

      “You’re welcome, hun. As for the launch and design, we’ll keep you as long as you’ll stay. Let me run this by everyone and I’ll be in touch within the next couple days.” 

      I turn into a puddle of goo at her feet as she pulls me in for a hug. “And Mira, we’re all pulling for your dad. He’s one of a kind and we all adore him.” 

      “He sure is. Thank you. That means a lot.” 

      Layla walks me out and I’m on cloud nine. But what has me soaring is Sawyer standing beside the elevators. His leg is kicked up on the wall behind him and he’s got his eyes on his phone. He doesn’t even see me coming, and watching him right now, I’m almost positive he’s the sexiest man in existence. I just want to grab him and drag him back to his hotel room and keep him there for a minimum of seventy-two hours. Lying in bed, sipping wine, talking—and of course, exploring every inch of his body. 

      Sawyer looks up from his phone, his eyes lighting up as soon as he sees me. Just the way he looks at me makes me feel so cherished and beautiful. He tucks his phone in his front pocket. “Well?” 

      I tap the elevator button, waiting to get on before telling him everything. Once the doors open, I grab his arm and lead the way. The doors close and I squeal. “She loved it. She wants me on board. She wants everything. Sawyer, she actually loved it!” 

      His hands wrap around my waist, fingers dangling over my ass. “Why are you so surprised? Your ideas were brilliant.” 

      “I guess I just had that first rejection instilled in my head and wanted to mentally prepare for the next one.” The elevator stops at the second floor where Sawyer has to return to work. We get out and I walk him to his cubicle. Sawyer was able to get his job back. He was offered a higher-up position, but he didn’t want to take it. Said he wants to earn it. So, that’s what he’s doing. “Oh, and get this. I told Layla about my swimwear line and she gave me the number of a friend of hers who works in the fashion industry.” 

      “That’s great, babe. I’m excited to watch you plan and grow.”

      I pull Sawyer in for a hug before we round the corner to a room full of people working. “I’m excited for us to grow together. Only good things ahead.” 

      “As long as I’ve got you by my side, I’m ready to face whatever is ahead.” Sawyer presses his lips to mine. “I love you, Mira Glasson. Everything about you.” 

      My heart swells at his words. “I love you, too, Sawyer.” 

      We smile through our kiss, and I want to live in this moment forever. I could be in a room full of people and Sawyer is the only one I’d see. He’s my person and I’m so excited for the life we are going to build together.
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Six Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Sitting in the crowded meeting room, I’m so proud of the girl standing in front of me. Well, not directly in front of me. Mira’s standing on stage, ready to accept acknowledgement for her part in the launch of Vitality Water. She’s looking exceptionally sexy in her business attire. A charcoal pencil skirt that hugs her hips and ass so well, and a long sleeve white silk top that leaves little to the imagination as her bra line peeks through the fabric. As soon as this party is over, I’m taking her home, stripping her out of those clothes and kissing every inch of her silky skin. 

      Mr. Glasson continues thanking everyone involved in the creation and launch of Vitality. His voice is hoarse, often taking time to clear his throat as he sits in a chair beside the podium with a microphone clipped to his jacket. His health is continuing to decline, but he’s made it clear to his family that he wants to live to the fullest and keep on going as if he will live forever. He was given four months about a month ago, but he insists he will outlive those four months. “I want to take a moment to recognize someone who had a plan and never gave up.” Mr. Glasson looks over his shoulder and up at Mira. “My beautiful and very talented daughter, Mira Glasson.” 

      This is the first time Mira has been publicly acknowledged. The look on her face says it all; she’s proud. Proud to be a Glasson. As she should be. I couldn’t have been more wrong about this family. I’ve had dinner with both Mr. and Mrs. Glasson. I’ve golfed with Lance countless times, and I was with them all when Lance and his wife announced they were expecting. I’ve seen the love this whole family has for one another. They were never hiding because of secrets; they were protecting each other. 

      “Mira had a vision for H20 Vitality. She took that vision, and she created a design that sold over one million bottles of Vitality Water on launch day. She’s partnered with the ‘Healthy Planet, Healthy You’ Campaign and tonight, we get to see firsthand what Mira has planned for Glasson Waters and this amazing campaign. Without further ado, I present to you, my daughter, Mira Glasson.”

      Everyone begins clapping. I blow out a high-pitched whistle as she takes the stage. “Thank you, Dad. And thank you all so much for being here. I’m honored to be part of such a customer-based company. We strive to bring quality products at an affordable price, and with Vitality, we’ve done just that. ‘Healthy Planet, Healthy You’ started their first campaign three years ago. Two women with a vision. Today, we have joined forces to bring you an all-new program that focuses on your health, and the health of our planet.” Mira keeps talking, but all I can focus on is the way her lips move with each word. She’s so elegant and sophisticated. 

      Mira wraps up with a short video on the new campaign then Layla excuses everyone with an invitation to dinner immediately following. My nerves hit an all-time high as we’re walking out of the meeting room. The plan is to meet Mira at our reserved table, but there’s something I need to do first. 

      I wait in the back of the room and once I see Mr. Glasson, I approach him with palms that are dampened from beads of sweat. “Sawyer, it’s good to see you,” he says, reaching his hand out. 

      I reciprocate the gesture and give him a firm shake. “Good to see you, too, sir.” 

      “Oh, please. Call me, Floyd. We’re beyond sir and Mr. Glasson.” 

      I chuckle nervously. “Actually, I’m glad to hear you say that. Because there’s actually something I’d like to talk to you about.” 

      “I’m all ears. Let’s have it.” 

      I wave a hand, gesturing him to a nearby, empty table, knowing that it’s hard for him to be on his legs for too long. Once we’re both seated, I get serious. “I know you’ve got a lot of people to talk to, so I’ll keep this short. A couple months ago, I asked Mira what she wanted more than anything in this world.” 

      Floyd gets comfortable in his seat and folds his arms in front of him. Mira is everything to him, so I know he’s curious to hear what she said. 

      “Her response was, ‘to have my dad walk me down the aisle.’ Now, I know it’s soon, but I know with all my heart that I want to be the man standing at the front waiting for her when you do. I’m in love with your daughter, Mr. Glasson. And I’d love nothing more than to ask her for her hand in marriage, with your approval of course.” I’m not sure I’ll ever be comfortable referring to him as Floyd. I rub my palms on the legs of my pants as I wait for a response. 

      He begins tapping his index finger to his chin, observing me. As if he’s reading what kind of man he’s giving his daughter to. “Here’s the thing about my Mira. She’s stubborn as an ox. She’s got the mouth of a sailor. And she wears her heart on her sleeve. She will give you trouble, no doubt. But I also know that she loves you very much. The way her eyes light up when you walk into a room. The comfort and ease I’ve witnessed between you two, along with the friendship. That’s what marriages are made of. That’s what I have with my wife and what I want for both of my children. So, yes, you have my blessing, and I am going to make damn sure I’m here to walk her down the aisle.” 

      “Thank you. I promise, I’ll take good care of her.”

      “You better. Because you’ve met my son, and he won’t settle for anything less.” He laughs, tapping a hand to my arm. 

      “Ah, yes. I’m aware of Lance and his protectiveness over his sister. A man of few words, but a few are all you need.” I recently started a new position at Glasson, working alongside Lance as a junior analyst. It was an earned position, and I was happy to accept, since it wasn’t given to me as a favor. 

      “I’ve got no clue where he gets his assertiveness,” Mr. Glasson jokes. “Now, let’s go get some food. I hear I bought everyone filet mignon.” 
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        * * *

      

      “How much farther?” Mira asks, as I lead her through the sand on the beach. Her eyes are blindfolded and her trust rests solely in me to get her to the location safely. Since we’re no longer staying at the hotel, we drove, and I parked a quarter mile down the road. She hasn’t been able to see since I got her in the car. Mira and I bought a house outside of the city in the suburbs. It’s a small three-bedroom ranch style, but we’ve got a nice-sized back yard and it’s the perfect place for us to start a family before we need something a little bigger. 

      “Almost there,” I assure her. 

      “Ok. I feel sand in my shoes, so I know we’re at the beach. But, what part, and why?” She’s been playing the guessing game since we left. I’m sure she knows what’s coming, but I’m still going to do everything I can to make it a special moment. 

      “And stop.” I stand behind her, straightening her body so that she’s facing ahead. 

      There’s a white sheet spread out on the sand. Red rose petals sprinkled on top. And a basket with wine and some crackers and cheese. I untie her blindfold and she squeals. “Oh, my gosh, Sawyer. This is beautiful.” She spins around and throws herself into my arms. “You’re so romantic.” 

      “Mira Glasson,” I say as I shift downward onto one knee. “The moment I first saw you, I knew I had to bring you back up to my hotel room. The morning when you left, I looked into your eyes and in that moment, I never wanted you to leave. The weeks following were an uphill battle for both of us.” Tears prick the corners of my eyes as hers do the same. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever love again, but you showed me that I could. I want to spend the rest of my life loving you and taking care of you. Mira,” I pull the box out of my back pocket and flip it open, “will you marry me?” 

      Her hands clap over her mouth as tears of happiness stream down her face. “Yes! Of course I will marry you.” She bends at the waist and cups my face in her hands, pressing her mouth to mine. 

      “I wasn’t finished,” I say between kisses. 

      “Oh.” Her back straightens and she stands back up. 

      “Will you marry me…in two weeks?” 

      “What?” She gasps. “Are you serious?” 

      “Very serious. There is no way I am denying you the one thing you want more than anything.” 

      “My dad?” she chokes out. Tears falling carelessly down her sun-kissed cheeks. 

      I nod. And she does the same. “Yes! I’ll marry you any day, any time.” 

      I get to my feet and grab her, pulling her into me. Just as we kiss, fireworks erupt behind us, over the ocean. A grand finale explosion just for us. 

      This isn’t the finale though, this is just the beginning of our beautiful life together as Mr. and Mrs. Sawyer Rhodes. 

      The end.
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      Want to keep up with all of the new releases in Vi Keeland and Penelope Ward's Cocky Hero Club world? Make sure you sign up for the official Cocky Hero Club newsletter for all the latest on our upcoming books:

      

      https://www.subscribepage.com/CockyHeroClub

      

      Check out other books in the Cocky Hero Club series:

      http://www.cockyheroclub.com
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