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ONE

Christine

Boston

“I can’t believe you’re making me work with that egotistical waste of
perfectly good brain matter. Sam’s a first-class douche canoe,” I sighed as I
looked over at my boss, Isobel. I’d worked with her for a while, and she’d
asked me to take on some pretty time-intensive projects in the past, but this
was too much.

“You’ll be fine,” she rolled her eyes. “If I have to put up with Adrian on
this one, then you can deal with Sam. He’s not as bad as you make him out
to be.”

“I’m not sure he can dedicate all his remaining brain cells to focus on this
project.”

“Would you quit pretending he’s an idiot? He graduated Summa Cum
Laude from Duke.” Isobel shook her head as she gave me an exasperated
look. And he liked to tell everyone about it, or at least his boss did. I
graduated from Harvard; you didn’t see me asking people for a cookie.

“I think he’s taken one too many performance enhancements in his time
for his brain to work properly. I mean, come on, he played lacrosse.” 1
raised an eyebrow at her and crossed my arms over my chest. “I bet he does
CrossFit. I bet he actually enjoys it. Who enjoys CrossFit? I know normal
people don’t. It’s like some millennial form of a torture ritual.”

“Lots of people who are intelligent go to school on athletic scholarships.
Not everyone can be born with a silver spoon.” She arched an eyebrow at
me, crossing her arms. This was always going to be a point of contention
between us. Isobel had worked two jobs and put herself through school, and
I...well...

“Hey! I got in all by myself! I graduated with honors too!” My last name
may have ensured my application got looked at, but I earned my spot at
Harvard. I also busted my ass to prove that I wasn’t my brother. I didn’t
need grades handed to me.

“I get it,” Isobel told me in that placating tone of voice she used when
she was trying to get me to do something she knew I would object to. “I



went Ivy League too...but I also ate Ramen noodles my first three years out
of school. Anyway,” she sighed. “It’s not my choice. When our authors
collaborate, we all have to play nice.”

“Why is Chase helping that hermit guy anyway?” I knew that Evan was a
bestselling author, but I thought he might be taking the tortured artist bit a
little too far. He rarely came into the office, and when he did, it was all
cloak and dagger. Why any of the editors went to all that trouble for one
writer was beyond me.

“He’s not a hermit...he simply likes privacy and has a touch of social
anxiety,” she shrugged. Yeah, sure. Just a touch. Right...

“You told Chase he never left his house. Doesn’t that make him a
hermit?”

“I prefer the term recluse. It makes him sound more mysterious,” Adrian
called out from Isobel’s open door. Oh, joy. He was my favorite person in
the whole company. Which was why I rarely called him by his first name,
preferring to stick to his official title, Dickhead.

“Do you lurk in the hallway waiting to interrupt other people’s
conversations?” Isobel rolled her eyes at him, but I saw her eyes lingering
on the way his shirt clung to his overly large biceps as he leaned against the
door frame. I was convinced the big muscles were compensation for
something else being not so big. His brain wasn’t his only tiny body part.

“Hey! Your intern was trash-talking my writer and my intern. I was only
walking by.” He was trying to look innocent, but his stalker tendencies were
showing. I’d seen him lurking in the hallway more than average over the
last few weeks.

“Walking by to where? My office is at the end of the hallway.” At least
Isobel didn’t seem to be falling for his bullshit excuses.

I seriously didn’t know how she put up with all these muscle-bound
idiots. Adrian clearly had the hots for her and didn’t have a big enough pair
to do something about it. Personally, I didn’t understand the hype. The
expensive piece of hardware in my nightstand did a better job than any man
ever had. And I didn’t have to talk to it afterward. Why waste your energy
on morons who only want to get into your pants when you can give yourself
a fun time? Or at least take the edge off.

“So, Evan’s sent me some new pages,” he told her, his voice a little
guarded, but I could tell he was secretly excited about something.

“Already?” Isobel’s eyes widened.



“Yeah, your girl has been working her magic,” he shrugged, looking
mildly impressed.

Isobel’s mouth dropped open and she made a fake little gasping noise.
“Was that an actual compliment about Chase?”

“Well...she is pretty flirty, so I can see how it’d be easy for her to write
about sex.” And just like that the sleeze shoved his foot in his mouth three
sentences into a conversation. That had to be a new record for him.

“I’m gonna pretend you didn’t talk right now, so my knee doesn’t have to
slip into your nuts, accidentally, of course.” His head swiveled comically in
my direction, and I narrowed my eyes at him. Chase was a professional, and
he was a giant douche who needed to watch himself.

“Are you really going to let your intern talk to me like that?” he asked
Isobel, as he pointed over at me.

“Are you still talking?” I rolled my eyes and sat down, facing away from
him.

“I’m sure the two of you can figure out how to get along,” Isobel sighed,
exasperated.

She may have been able to put up with his childish bullshit, but I didn’t
have to. There wasn’t enough bonus pay in the world to put up with Adrian
regularly. “Hard pass.”

“She’d better watch her mouth around my intern,” Adrian told her,
clearly pretending I wasn’t in the room. “He’s good at his job, and I don’t
want the fire this dragon spews out to scare him off. Quality talent shouldn’t
be stifled because you won’t control your pet bully of an intern.”

“Are you implying that I’m not good at my job?” I turned in my chair
and pinned him down with a scathing look. I was not about to put up with
his degrading my work. He was not my boss, and I did not and would not
ever report to him.

“You can infer whatever you’d like from my comment,” he said
dismissively, swallowing hard as I glared at him. He may be trying to play
the tough guy, but I wasn’t intimidated by him.

“If your intern can’t handle my fiery personality, then he can take a flying
leap off of —” I started in on him.

“Christine!” Pausing mid-rant, I looked over at Isobel’s outburst.

The death glare she was giving Adrian even shriveled my balls.
“Seriously? Must you fight with everyone, Adrian? We get it. You think
your shit smells like roses.”



“At least it doesn’t smell like—”

“Eh!” She warned, putting her hand up in front of his mouth. “Knock it
off. I'm sure if you tried really hard, you could be a professional.”

“I am professional,” he huffed, his voice taking on an annoying whiny
quality. It was clear he didn’t like Isobel calling him out on his behavior.

“Pffft...” The noise came out of my lips all on its own, but Isobel’s head
still swiveled in my direction.

“You’re not helping.” Damn, I think I might have pissed her off. I still
wasn’t Dickhead though; she was super angry at him.

“Well, sorry if I can’t help but laugh when someone says something
stupid.” My face also apparently did this thing. My brother had given me a
shirt for my birthday last year that said, ‘If my mouth doesn’t say it, my
face certainly will.” My mother had been horrified, but it wasn’t wrong.

“You could learn something as well about knowing when to stop,” she
pointed at me, and Adrian made a face at me over her shoulder. He was
lucky I couldn’t reach the stapler. “Not every sarcastic remark sent in your
direction needs to be returned with something ten times worse.”

I snapped my mouth shut and crossed my arms over my chest. This was
turning out to be a shit day. Chase was supposed to be writing another
steamy romance novel, not help a mystery writer — with a limp noodle —
figure out how to pleasure a fictional character.

“Alright, what exactly do you need from me?” Isobel wasn’t letting me
off the hook with this project, and I knew I was pushing the envelope of her
tolerance.

“Adrian will send you the first draft of the manuscript. Check it for plot
holes and start marking up copy.”

“Sam’s already done that,” Adrian said smugly. Of course, he’d give his
intern a head start. Lord knows what Sam had done to that markup.

“Did she ask you for direction?” Isobel gave him a pointed look, and he
opened his mouth and shut it again before he responded.

“No, but he’s my—”

“If you want to continue to utilize my writer when she’s mid-contract,
and taking time off from her book, not to mention my intern, then we do
this my way,” she told him, leaving no room for interpretation.

“But—"

“Either Christine checks the first draft, or we’re wasting our time.” Well,
we would see if I could salvage whatever Sam had done to the original



draft.

“Evan has been on the New York—" Adrian sputtered, pulling out his
usual line of ‘my author is more important than yours...blah blah blah’.

“Times bestseller list, we get it,” Isobel finished for him, not sounding
the least bit impressed. “You asked for help. We’re providing it, but you
don’t get to dictate how this goes.”

“There’s a reason they put me with Isobel. I’'m good at combing through
the text to make sure the plot is cohesive.” I had better attention to detail
than some of the more experienced senior editors and certainly the pool of
other interns. He may not like me, but I was damn good at my job.

He turned to look at me with an eyebrow raised. “Mystery and suspense
novels...”

“Are still novels,” T pointed out in a bored tone. “They all have a
formula, and it’s my job to find the holes.”

“There are no holes that need to be filled.” He crossed his arms over his
chest and tried to look intimidating.

I snorted as I tried to hold back the laughter. Adrian didn’t realize what
he said could be taken in an entirely dirty manner. “Well, obviously, some
holes aren’t filled right if you need Chase as a consultant.”

“How dare...”

Isobel laughed and gave him an unimpressed look. “She’s right.”

“Thank you.” I smiled over at Isobel. At least she didn’t let the jerks in
this office walk all over her.

“Fine. I’ll send Sam down with a hard copy,” he sighed.

“Great.” I nodded. Not meaning it at all. Hard copy meant that I had to
interact with Sam. And he’d probably want to work with me in person. Ick.

“Thank you, Ad. Now, why did you come down here to begin with?”
Isobel asked after we all agreed.

“Does she have to sit there in the corner and stare at me?” he asked as he
glanced over to where I was seated.

Widening my eyes, I sat forward — resting my chin on my hands —
batting my eyelashes. He gave me a weird look and focused on Isobel.

“Chris...” she warned as she pointed at my computer.

“I don’t have to. It’s enjoyable for me to make you uncomfortable,” I
smiled, making sure to maintain eye contact with him. He blinked and
looked away — chicken shit.



“Go get some coffee or something. Please?” Is asked me, and I narrowed
my eyes at her.

“My mug is full.” I shrugged and held it up for her to see. I knew hers
was full as well because I wasn’t a total amateur.

“Christine. Go get me some coffee. Either the café downstairs or the one
down the street, your decision.” Frick. She was dismissing me!

“Fine,” I sighed. Most of the time, she didn’t mind if I sat quietly in the
corner while she met with other staff, but apparently, Isobel needed privacy
with the meathead.

Gathering up my bag and my laptop, I stepped out and made a show of
closing the door. I could hear lowered voices as I walked away but knew
she’d bust me if I eavesdropped. I didn’t like being out of the loop.
Everyone in the office was aware of my reputation that I was always
listening. I knew the dirt on everyone. The weird fetishes of some of the
authors, the dirty secrets that people whispered in their office when they
thought no one could hear. I knew it all.

“Where are you going?”

God...not again. We had a few unpaid interns during the school year who
were still in undergrad that worked around the office. They were usually
scouted from some of the top English lit programs locally, or in Carson’s
case, they were related to an executive.

“Coffee. Nothing that should interest you. Don’t you have some copies to
make?” I rolled my eyes at the tall, good-looking jackass who enjoyed
asking me pointless questions all day.

“Oh, come on, Christi, you know you secretly love having me around.”
My lip curled up at all the white teeth on display as he smiled at me.

“Nope.”

“Why are you so grouchy today?” He started following me down the
hallway, not even breaking his pace when I glared at him over my shoulder.

Most of the guys in the office were the same. Tall, attractive, mildly
intelligent, over-educated, and thought that the world adored them.

“Go away.” Shoo...

“I can come with you?” he offered as he tried to keep up with my brisk
walk.

“Those copies aren’t gonna make themselves. The whole office will shut
down without you, Carse,” I teased in a faux pleasant voice. He really
couldn’t take a hint.



“Ha-ha. We both know this office is mostly paperless; you’re one of the
only copy editors who still insists on marking up a physical copy.” He
looked so proud that he knew that. It only showed how creepy he was for
watching me. We all had a preferred method of how we worked.

“And that’s why they keep me around. Because I catch things that the
tablet jockeys miss.”

“And because you know how to wear the hell out of a pencil skirt.”

I stopped in my tracks and turned around to face him, my bag hitting the
floor with a dull thunk. “Listen here, you little—"

“Chris! There you are. Adrian sent me to find you.” Sam gripped my
elbow and tugged me back from where I’d stepped towards Carson. He bent
down and grabbed my bag, thrusting it into my arms.

“Let’s get going on that special errand,” he said—a little louder than his
normal voice—before he looked over his shoulder and gave Carson a
warning smile.

“Since when is coffee a special errand?” Carson asked as he tried to
follow us.

“Take a hint, Carson.” Sam placed his arm around my waist and pushed
me forward towards the elevators.

“Fine. I’'ll come to find you later, Christi,” Carson winked before he
turned and walked in the opposite direction.

Sam quietly urged me into the elevator, and then I rounded on him as
soon as the doors were closed. “What the hell was that?”

“You’re welcome,” he told me as he leaned against the wall and stared
down at his phone.

“I didn’t ask for your help. That twerp is one sexual harassment claim
from getting my foot up his ass.”

“We both know that wouldn’t end well,” he raised an eyebrow, not
looking up. Jerk couldn’t even be bothered to look at me. This dismissive
nature was why I didn’t want to work with him. I grew up with arrogant
assholes whose egos made his look mild in comparison, but I wasn’t about
to put up with it from him. Sam and I had the same job, he was my equal
and wasn’t going to get away with treating me like I wasn’t.

“Yeah. I might lose a shoe if it gets lodged up there,” I growled.

“Why must you always be so hostile?” His voice wasn’t accusing, simply
curious—Ilike he was trying to figure me out.



“I don’t recall asking for your opinion,” I told him defensively. I didn’t
need to justify my actions or my attitude to anyone, much less him or his
dickhead of a boss.

“Well, I'm giving it.” He shrugged, glancing up in my direction.

“Seems like you MAST idiots are all for forcing your opinions on people
today.”

He nodded, giving me a small smile before he pocketed the phone and
finally looked into my eyes. His division of Vivid Words Press covered the
Mystery/Action/Suspense/Thriller books. It was common to shorten his
division to MAST. And also comment on how tiny their employees’ masts
must be. Adrian was the perfect poster child. Sam...well, the jury was still
out on him. “So, I take it you’ve talked to Adrian this morning.”

“Unfortunately.”

He sighed, and I took the opportunity to lean into the corner of the
elevator and pull my own phone out. I had the usual messages from Isobel
asking me to go through various manuscripts. At the bottom of the unread
messages was the email from Adrian with Evan’s manuscript. Clicking on
the link took me to a shared document on the central server, and I scoffed as
I noticed that I had read-only permissions.

“What?” Sam asked curiously, as he looked over at me.

“The asshole has locked me out of editing the manuscript,” I turned my
phone for him to see.

“He wants any text edits to go through me first,” he nodded. He didn’t
have that usual cocky smirk Adrian loved giving everyone, but I still didn’t
like that they seemed to think they were running the show on this one. “If
you email me notes I can look over them to see what changes need to be
made.”

“God, he’s a jackass.”

“He’s only looking out for Evan,” Sam shrugged as he continued giving
me that same slightly amused look. It was making me irritated that he
wasn’t acting like an asshole. If he acted like Adrian, then my anger was
justified. But he didn’t seem bothered by my attitude.

“What exactly does he think I’'m going to do if I have access to mark up
the digital copy? He does realize I’'m a professional. This is my job,” I
insisted.

“I don’t think he meant it as a slight. He thought it’d be easier to have
controlled access. Less chance for error.”



“Whatever. I don’t make errors,” I growled as I looked away from him.
His eyebrows shot up, but he still wouldn’t look up to make eye contact
with me.

The elevator stopped in the lobby, and I walked out without looking
behind myself. I continued to be frustrated by some of the men in that
building. Boys club could be an understatement sometimes. Isobel was hard
as nails and took shit from no one, which was the only reason she’d
survived in this world as long as she had. Also, they continued to think that
‘romance’ authors needed a feminine touch, despite there being an increase
in male writers.

As I reached for the main door, a hand closed on the bar before I could
get it.

“After you.” Sam smiled as he waved me through. Another thing I didn’t
like about him. I was perfectly capable of opening a door, but he insisted on
being overly polite. No one had manners that good, or maybe that was my
cynical inner New Yorker talking.

“Why are you following me?” I narrowed my eyes at him as he fell into
step a few paces behind me, heading in the same direction down the
sidewalk.

“You think awfully highly of yourself, don’t you?” He chuckled at my
drawn-out sigh and followed me to the crosswalk at the nearest corner.
When the signal changed, he was still only a few paces behind me, an
annoying smile on his equally annoying handsome face.

I spun around as I reached the door to the café, and he was right behind
me, as I expected. “What was that about following me?”

Sam simply smiled and walked right past me. He stopped to pick up a
drink carrier from the quick pick-up shelf and winked as he paused in the
doorway on his way back out. “Have fun waiting in line.”

Ugh. Jackass. Annoying, frustrating, infuriating, egotistical, handsome,
jackass...
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TWO

Sam

Boston

“Dammit,” I muttered as I pressed the buttons on the console of my
treadmill to slow it down to a three. I reached forward to the water bottle
holder and pressed the green button on my phone to accept the call, trying
to sound cheerful as I heard the call connect in my Air Pods. “Hey, Mom.”

“Don’t ‘Hey, Mom’ me,” she scolded, and I knew that I was in for an
earful. My sisters must have relayed that I wasn’t coming home for the
twins’ birthday in a few weeks’ time. I don’t know why it still bothered me
that she got upset when I missed family functions, but I didn’t have the
flexibility in my schedule to fly back home for every little thing.

“I know, you’re mad...”

“I’m not mad, Sam. I’m disappointed.” Even worse. Lay on the mom
guilt. She didn’t understand why it was so vital for me to ‘sacrifice’ family
for my career. She’d met my dad in college—which was within a half-hour
of both their hometowns—and settled into the role of homemaker and
mother quickly following, having my sisters in rapid succession within the
first six years they were married. “I know that Claire told you it was alright
to see them when you come home next, but the boys are disappointed.”

So that was the angle she was taking, using my nephews as ammunition.
I’d already mailed their gift, knowing that it would drive my mother insane
all summer for two six-year-olds to have super soaker water guns. They
lived down the street from Nana and Pops, so I was sure that they’d be the
unwitting victims of my nephews’ inevitable water fights. I didn’t
intentionally plan it like that, but it worked out in my favor that my brother-
in-law, Brad, had mentioned that they wanted Nerf or water guns and not
the lame shit my sister put on their Amazon wish list for their birthday. No
six-year-old wanted a handwriting practice book or a series of educational
apps for their iPads. Especially not Felix and Alex.

“The boys have a Facetime scheduled with me for the day after their
party, and their cards and gifts were in the mail days ago.”

“Sam,” she sighed. Here we go.



Rolling my eyes as I reached forward for my water bottle, I remembered
why I’d been dodging her calls. Another one of my friends from high
school had sent out a wedding invitation, and my youngest sister—who was
five years older than me—had recently told her that she was done having
kids.

“Brett’s invitation came today; you are coming back for the wedding,
right? I’m sure if you two stayed in touch, he would have chosen you for
his best man.”

After high school, I’d gone off to school on an athletic scholarship across
the country in North Carolina while several of my friends had gone to the
local community college in Michigan instead of a major university. They
still all kept in contact with each other, and some of them even started
popping out kids a few years ago, but I hadn’t talked to some of them in
years. As a scholarship athlete, I’d had to stay focused on training and my
grades to stay eligible, and sometimes trips home had to be delayed or cut
short.

That was when my mother had perfected the ‘When are you ever coming
home?’ guilt trips. It had only gotten worse when I graduated from Duke
and landed a job in Boston. It’d killed her that I wasn’t moving back home,
or at least closer to home.

“Mom, yes, I’ll try to come back for the wedding, but Brett and I haven’t
really hung out since high school.” We’d been best friends in middle school,
and she wouldn’t let some things go. It was a long time since our twelve-
year-old selves had ruled the neighborhood.

“It’d just be nice to see my son once in a while,” she sighed. Like she
hadn’t seen me recently for Easter. “I know your job is important, but I feel
like maybe you’re sacrificing your chance at a future for this career you
have planned out.”

Rumor had it that one of the major genre editors was retiring. His
position would probably be filled by one of the mid-level editors, but I
wasn’t shooting that high, yet. I was hoping for an interview for one of the
full-time copy editor positions. I’d been a copy-editing intern for Adrian for
two years—since I finished undergrad—but I was ready to move up. I was
also not going to argue with having another supervisor. Two years with
Adrian was a long time.

“I’m twenty-four, mom.” Just because most of my sisters were engaged
or married by twenty-four didn’t mean that I needed to be.



“Well, I know that men don’t have the inconvenience of biological clocks
ticking, but what if it’s too late once you finally settle down with someone?
A woman’s eggs—"”

“Mom, stop!” I half whined as I cut her off. I understood that she only
had girls before I came along, but I did not need the biological clock
argument. She already had ten grandkids; I was sure she could wait for a
few more. “I have like a decade before that is even relevant; stop worrying
about me settling down to have kids. I’d need to have a girlfriend first.”

“So, you won’t be bringing a plus one to the wedding?”

“Oh my God, just stop.” I don’t know how my sisters put up with her
meddling. They all lived within an hour of home, which made Mom happy,
but I couldn’t even escape her being halfway across the country. “Was there
anything else you needed?” Checking the time on my watch, I knew I
needed to get showered and back upstairs. I needed to find Christine to go
through more pages, and I was not looking forward to being put in her
crosshairs again.

“No...” she sighed dramatically, “I guess I can let you get back to work.
Not that it’s going to keep you warm at night.”

“Love you, Mom,” I rushed out, not waiting for her to respond before
disconnecting quickly. She didn’t need any more opportunities to pick at my
life choices.

Deciding that my run would have to wait until later, I pressed the stop
button, hopping off quickly to grab some cleaning wipes. I knew they had a
cleaning crew that came through here regularly, but I wasn’t leaving my
residual sweat behind for the next person.

As I headed toward the locker room of the corporate gym, I smiled at the
girl at the desk who’d started working there a few weeks ago. She was
young, probably still in school by the way she spent her afternoons with a
notebook open in front of her indicated, but not young enough to be illegal.
My mom was right that my job wasn’t keeping my bed warm at night —
not that I would tell her that — but I wasn’t a fan of the intra-office dating
scene. I’d dated a fellow intern at one of my summer internships during
college, and it gotten awkward when she’d taken our relationship as being
more than what it was at face value. Now I tried to be upfront about my
intentions with potential dates.

The lacrosse intramural club that I participated in often had social
outings, but I’d been trying not to end up in strangers’ beds at the end of the



night. Maybe I was maturing with age, but one-night-stands weren’t my
thing anymore. I’d had plenty of those with the lacrosse-stitutes on campus.

“Have a good afternoon, Sam,” she smiled, as I wiped my towel up the
back of my hair while opening the door.

I was sure I smelled nasty and knew I had sweat dripping down my neck,
but I winked at her and gave her a slight head nod anyway. No point in
burning bridges I never intended to cross. “You too, Sara.”

Thankfully, I'd taken my lunch a little late today, so I didn’t have to
worry about any weird, half-naked locker room talk. I only wanted to get in,
wash my junk and get out. It still amazed me how much some guys
gossiped in the locker room. I knew high school and university athletes did,
but some hard-nosed professionals who worked for other companies in our
building weren’t much better than fifteen-year-old girls.

As the hot water beat down on my scalp, I pressed my hand against the
wall and tried to relax. Adrian had been a total dick lately when Evan’s first
draft had come back and was a disaster. This was the first novel of his that
I’d edited where I was left shaking my head. His plot was well developed
— having the usual detailed finesse of his other books — but there wasn’t
any spark between the main characters.

Being on Adrian’s team, I hadn’t worked with Chase — Chastity —
whatever her name was, but she had a big following. If she could get
through to Evan, she’d save all of us the hassle of scrapping a novel past its
due date. Unfortunately, it meant subjecting myself to being in Christine’s
crosshairs until we were done.

With her tall, lithe body — that packed a surprising number of
voluptuous curves — dark auburn hair, and those captivating hazel green
eyes, I could admit that I was physically attracted to her the first time that I
saw her, but that viper tongue of hers worried me. She was an expert at
cutting people down to size with a few well-placed barbs, and I was not
looking forward to dealing with her temperamental nature. That was one
bear you did not want to poke.

But imagining riling her up to the point that she used her tongue for
another kind of lashing made me pause my soapy hands to will away my
response. Christine was likely to be a minx in bed, or at least the fantasy
version of her was that’d been appearing in my head lately. No, that was a
dangerous line of thought. Any attachment to her, especially a sexual one,
would be not only suicide for my career but my cock as well.



I’d worked with plenty of attractive women in my career and kept things
strictly professional; this was no different.

Adrian had sent through the first round of edits to Evan’s manuscript, and I
was scrolling through to fix any minor grammatical errors. Evan’s writing
was typically reasonably clean, but there were still things that you missed in
your own writing that editors caught with a fresh eye. Adrian couldn’t be
fucked with going through the first draft of anything, typically refusing to
look at a manuscript past a three-chapter preview, until it’d been sent back
as a second draft.

He’d earned it, though, working his way up from the bottom in the
company as he paid his way through school. I respected his work ethic,
even if the chip on his shoulder had turned him into a prick.

“It’s good, right?” He was seated behind his desk, hands clasped behind
his head, shiny dress shoes propped up on the corner of his worktop. I’d
expected his office to be a disaster along with his personality, but he was
meticulous about his filing, and his desk was always tidy. It kind of freaked
me out when I had needed to pull something from one of his filing cabinets
when [ started working for him, and everything had neatly labeled tabs in
his handwriting. He was either the world’s neatest jackass or a secret serial
killer.

Or both...

“Yeah, the text is clean. You can tell the writing style is a little different,
but I wouldn’t have been able to tell that someone else helped him write
this.” Authors changed their style slightly as they honed their craft; it
wasn’t unheard of to try a different writing technique on a new project.
Given that the subject matter was a departure from his usual, passing the
changes off to his readers would be an easier transition.

“I have to admit, I thought he’d get all anxious and refuse to work with
her, but they’ve already gotten through quite a few of the scenes we told
him needed to be reworked.”

It irritated me a little how he spoke about some of the writers, but I knew
he ultimately respected them. Creating characters out of your imagination
took talent, and the environments they developed with only a few sentences
could transport readers to another world, sometimes literally. Editors were
the backbone, polishing those stories, so they shined, but keeping the
writers happy meant you had something to edit.



“I’m marking up a few things I’ve noticed, but this shouldn’t have too
many changes going back to him.”

Adrian nodded and swung his legs down, propping his elbows on the
edge of his desk and leaning forward. “Oh, I’'m supposed to have you send
all your edits through her.”

My heart rate kicked up a notch, remembering my response to thinking
about her earlier. Tamping it down quickly, I saved my notes and closed my
laptop, looking up at Adrian. “Like every edit, or only the major ones?”

He sighed, pushing himself back in his chair and rolling his eyes.
“Everything. Isobel told me you both needed full access.”

Christine had indicated as much with her little tantrum in the elevator
about access to edit the files, but if I was still controlling access to the
document, which meant...I had to go to her.

“Am I supposed to email them to her, send them on the shared server,
or...” He started shaking his head, and I could tell by the self-satisfied smirk
that he already knew what I’d deduced. I’d have to seek her out.

“Sucks to be you, man.”
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THREE

Christine

Boston

Many people couldn’t handle multitasking, especially some people lacking
an X chromosome in this building. I personally found it tedious to only
focus on one task at a time, always working through issues with multiple
projects. Isobel preferred to complete things one storyline at a time, but I
could often edit or proof three, four, and even five manuscripts
simultaneously and keep the storylines separate. I prided myself in knowing
all the tiny details that the authors threw into their plots to keep things
interesting. Few plot points slipped past me, and I often found some of the
novels predictable, but I think some readers enjoyed that.

It wasn’t my job to judge if the story would sell to the general public; that
was up to Isobel and the marketing department. I simply made sure that
when they hit the shelves, there weren’t any glaring formatting issues that
would make the publishing house look bad. Many authors had moved to
self-publishing, and I found myself virtually pulling my hair out that they
didn’t understand the value of having a good editing team behind you. It
didn’t make you weak to get help; it made you look like a professional.

“You ready to go through these new pages?”

My fingers tapped the surface of the table to the beat of the song in my
ears as I scanned the page to make sure that the punctuation issues had been
resolved; it blew my mind how many people forgot spaces, missed commas,
omitted periods. It made me wonder how they made it through an
introductory English class in high school.

“Christine...”

I knew that there were quite a few authors who hated working with me. I
wasn’t naive to the point that they resented all the little notes and red marks
I left all over their precious pages. I also didn’t give two shits. They
excelled at their job of developing the plots and characters and all the tiny
details, and I excelled at making sure they were written so people could
understand them.

“Chris!”



My head swiveled towards the open door of Isobel’s office as Sam’s loud
shout drew my attention. So rude. I untucked my legs from my chair and
pulled out one of my wireless earbuds. “Hey.”

“Really?” Sam did not look impressed with me, yet again. He kept
showing up in random places around the office and pinning me down with
that look that I couldn’t quite classify. Was it resentment? Boredom?
Disdain? I wasn’t sure, but I found myself a little jealous at the warm smiles
that he bestowed upon the other people who worked in our office.

“What?”

Sam sighed loudly, and his full lips pursed as his eyes narrowed a little
bit. “I’ve been standing here trying to get your attention for the last several
minutes.”

“Maybe you should’ve tried harder,” I shrugged. He could have at least
walked further into the room, so he was in my line of sight. He had to have
seen the white earbuds sticking out of my ears. Did he think they were only
for decoration?

“I also sent you an email this morning trying to schedule a time to sit
down and go over these. You read it; you just never responded.”

I rolled my eyes and pulled out the other earbud, tucking them into the
case inside my messenger bag. Obviously, some people couldn’t take the
hint when I was ignoring them.

“Don’t roll your eyes at me,” he warned in a deep voice, and I felt my
stomach clench. There were very few people in the office who would ever
even think of speaking to me like that. Of course, he saw the eye roll; he
watched everything. “I know you don’t like me. I’m not the president of
your fan club either, but we do need to work on this together.”

This was getting incredibly annoying. My schedule was my own. The
only person I rearranged things for was my boss, and the six-foot-tall, dark-
haired, blue-eyed man currently standing in the doorway was not Isobel.

“I prefer to work alone. You make your notes; I make mine. We can let
them go over both sets,” I told him dismissively and looked back down to
where I had been working.

“No.” The way he said it wasn’t with the petulant defiance I would have
expected, but a firm expression of his disagreement with my methods.

“Excuse me?”

“I was given precise instructions from your boss and mine that we were
to go over these together,” he responded with an exaggerated lift of one of



his eyebrows.

Why did Isobel insist on torturing me like this? Was I not a model
employee?

“Did you look them over?” I sighed. I was sure he probably had, I had as
well, but I wasn’t expecting to have to go through them line by line to
compare notes.

“Yes.”

“Did you make notes?” I knew that I sounded condescending, but the
way he looked at me irritated me. His deep blue eyes probing mine with
that semi-bored expression was unnerving.

He sighed as he took my bag off the chair next to me and placed it on the
floor.

“Excuse me...” I scoffed as I grabbed my bag from him, yanking it a little
too hard. “You could’ve asked if you could sit.”

“Your bag doesn’t need its own chair,” he told me in a dismissive tone
and rolled his eyes.

“And gentlemen ask if they can join someone,” I pointed out. He had
barged in here, interrupted my work, and expected me to jump because he
commanded it. That was not how this was going to work. I didn’t buy into it
when Adrian did it. Why would I with his mini-me?

He growled under his breath and gripped the back of the chair with both
hands, staring me down. “Christine. Am I allowed to sit in this chair that is
your boss’ property, not yours, and go over these pages that we were both
assigned to edit?”

I had to admire the snark in his voice. I intimidated most of the people in
this office, but he didn’t seem to be one of them.

“By all means...” T gestured to the now empty chair, as I pulled my bag
around behind my seat, and closed the document where I’d been working.

“My tablet work alright, or do you want to use your laptop?”

His tablet was sufficient. It’s not like I had permission to make actual
edits to the manuscript anyway. “Your copy will work. Since you’re the
lead on this.”

Sam sighed and rolled his eyes again, taking a deep breath as he looked
over at me. “Would you get the chip off your shoulder already? It wasn’t a
slight on your work quality. It’s only protocol to keep the document
secure.”



I knew he was right — that didn’t mean I had to like it. Admitting Sam
was on my level didn’t come easily to me. He was my professional
equivalent in Adrian’s office, but I didn’t consider Adrian to be anywhere
near the same caliber of an editor as Isobel.

“Let’s pull up the new section and read through it,” I rolled my finger in
a circle in the air to indicate that he needed to get on with it. I had other
things that needed my attention.

“It’s a little...” His cheeks turned a rosy shade of pink, and he bit his lip
before he glanced in my direction. Interesting...

“Oh, my God, give it here. I’'m sure I can handle reading a sex scene
without turning into a bumbling, blushing mess.”

Sam sputtered as I pulled the tablet from his hands. “I’m not...uh...” He
cleared his throat before he shifted in his seat.

“Grow a pair, Sam. Just because Evan’s kept it PG all these years doesn’t
mean that Chase has done the same. I can handle a little bit of racy
dialogue.”

He pushed the tablet in my direction, and I started reading the highlighted
passage. The scene involved a detective and a prostitute getting into an
argument that ends up with them angrily fucking against her couch. It was
in the original manuscript pages that Chase was sent when Adrian asked for
her help. I’d read it before, but the dialogue flowed better this time. It was
more provocative, and you could tell that the characters had real explosive
chemistry.

The vague descriptions of awkwardly moving body parts and semi-
clothed interactions had been morphed into a choreographed dance of
passion. I had to admit that I was pleased with how well Chase’s style had
meshed with Evan’s.

“Well...” T absently sighed as I licked my lips and ran my finger along the
edge of my collar. I usually was desensitized to this kind of thing, but it had
painted a vivid picture of the torrid act with the edits.

“There were a few comma splice errors that I marked, but otherwise...”
he trailed off.

“Yeah, I saw those,” I nodded, swallowing as my mouth dried out a little.
I cleared my throat, my voice coming out a little huskier than it usually
sounded. “Nice catches.”

“Was there anything else that needed to be addressed, or should I leave it
as is?” He still wasn’t looking at me; his cheeks tinted a soft shade of pink.




“Well, maybe suggest eliminating the repetitive words a little. He says...”
I pointed to a paragraph towards the middle where the word cock was used
at least three consecutive times.

“Please don’t tell me you’re going to suggest ‘pulsating member’ or
something cliché,” he laughed as he scooted closer and tried to glance at the
paragraph I had highlighted.

“No.” I rolled my eyes again; if I spent much more time with Sam, they
might permanently get stuck up there. He looked relieved, and I laughed as
I typed up a few alternative sentences that could be swapped out. “Let’s
simply restructure the paragraph to avoid having to mention it so much.”

“Cock,” Sam smirked.

I frowned at his random use of the word, wondering if he secretly had
Tourette’s. “What?”

“You want him to take out the word cock.”

“Well, yes.” Another eye roll. Had he not been involved in this
conversation?

“And replace it with what?” he asked, his bright white teeth chewing at
his lower lip a little as he stared at me.

“Not replace, just reword. Allude to it.” If the whole page were full of
cocks, then readers would tune out at the repetitive phrasing.

“This isn’t some flowery love scene,” Sam said in a low voice, his
fingers nervously tapping on the edge of the table.

I cleared my throat and sat back in my chair, turning to face him. He
didn’t seem to be messing with me, but I didn’t understand why he’d want
to repeat the word so much. It lessened the impact if every fifth word was
cock. “Yeah, thanks, Mr. Obvious. I’m aware.”

“You do realize that a lot of his readers are male, right?” He asked
curiously. I was aware that a large part of the market segment was male, but
it wasn’t an exclusive hold on the subject.

“Women read mystery novels,” I pointed out in a bored tone. I was tired
of the MAST writers and editors pigeonholing their female readers. They
needed to embrace the fact that there were thousands of women who loved
a good suspenseful plot.

“I wasn’t saying that; I was only pointing out that this is a scene being
written for a sixty percent male audience.”

“And?” I really wished he’d get to the point and say what he wanted to
say instead of dancing around it.



“Women may like the flowery allusion to a penis, but men want to read
things written a certain way,” he shrugged.

“So, the word cock needs to be on the page...” I looked over and counted
the times it appeared on the page. “Eight times.”

“I know he used it a lot, but I fail to see an alternative.”

He wanted some other options that men would respond to, fine. “Dick.”

“Hey, you don’t need to call me names,” he smirked as he bumped my
shoulder.

The eye roll and head shake caused him to laugh at me and tap his stylus
on the screen. “Whatever, Sam, so substitute ‘dick’ in a few times.”

“But it doesn’t have the same impact,” he mused, pulling his lip to the
side, and looking up at the ceiling. He looked simultaneously foolish and
adorable when he was thinking. At least, I assumed that was his thinking
face. Either that or he was plain ridiculous.

“It’s fine. I’d rather have the scene read easier than being a cockfest.” I
found myself giggling along with him as he burst into laughter.

“Cockfest? Really?”

“Oh, shut up,” I scoffed. “You know what I meant.”

“No, I'm not sure what you meant. Please elaborate on this cockfest
situation,” he sputtered, trying to keep a lid on his amusement.

“I hate you.” I narrowed my eyes at him and crossed my arms, my
nipples deceiving me with their hypersensitivity. The words on the page had
gotten to me, not the man across the table. I hated it when people mocked
me, mostly when they were mildly attractive, cocky men who thought that
they were better than me.

“I’m aware.” The annoying smirk stayed on his face as I went in and put
a few suggestions for rephrasing on the page that helped the sequence read
a little easier. “I still think it was fine the first time.”

“Well, fine isn’t going to get him on the Times list again,” I pointed out,
only slightly mocking. Fine wasn’t acceptable with something that would
have Chase’s name attached to it either. It was ten times harder to break into
the big time for women writers as men, and since she was a romance
novelist, she was already devalued. We weren’t about to give anyone any
excuses to think Evan’s work with this book was subpar and place the
blame on her.

“Let’s move to the next section,” Sam suggested as he scrolled down the
page to the next scene.



“Whatever,” 1 sighed. I was already bored with this. Sam would argue
with my suggestions no matter what they were simply because he didn’t
like how I did things.

“Do you want me to read it aloud, or do you want...” he trailed off, his
cheeks turning a tiny bit red. Hmm. Now there was something that would
make things interesting. Reading side by side had obviously affected us
somewhat with the first scene, but it was, by far, one of the tamer selections
we were editing.

“That’s a great idea,” I agreed, trying to keep the excitement out of my
voice. I had a feeling Sam would be flustered within a few sentences.

He cleared his throat and put his arm across the back of my chair as he
leaned in and started scanning the page for the start of the next scene. “Is it
OK if I start right here?” He pointed his stylus at the beginning of the scene,
where the prostitute goes into the man’s office they suspect of murder and
fellates him to get information.

“Looks perfect, go right ahead,” I choked out, biting my lip to keep from
laughing. This was going to be good.

“‘Kallie had always known that using her body as a weapon was the best
way to protect herself...” Sam read clearly in his deep timbre. I squeezed
my eyes shut for a moment to keep a shudder from trailing down my spine
as his warm breath flowed over the side of my neck. “‘If you wanted to
survive in a male-dominated world, you had to learn what made them tick.
What their motivations were. And where their weaknesses lie...””

Sam cleared his throat softly, the hair on the back of my neck standing up
at the sound. “‘Donald Harrell’s weakness had always been in his pants,
and every one of the girls who worked in his club knew it. Having a big dick
was something that could either get you a lot of attention or become your
greatest asset...””

“Pfft...” A soft sound of disgust slipped through my lips before I could
help it, and I could feel Sam’s chest bump against my shoulder lightly as he
tried to smother a laugh.

“Something funny?”

“No...” I shook my head as I released a sigh. “It’s just. Really? The bad
guy has to have a giant dick?”

Sam couldn’t contain his laughter this time, and I gripped the stylus in
my palm more firmly as his body brushed against mine again. “What does it
matter?”



“I don’t know,” I sighed, “it seems a little gimmicky.”

Sam pointed at the following sentence, I knew what Evan was trying to
set up, but I was not too fond of it when men let the appendage in their
pants determine how gigantic their other head became. “She manipulates
his inflated ego to get him to admit things.”

“And you can’t appeal to the ego of a guy with a normal-sized penis?”
There were far more of those than the ones with anacondas in their pants.

“You can, but him being well endowed made him...cocky,” Sam laughed
softly.

“Oh my God.” I couldn’t help the laughter that slipped out. I honestly
didn’t understand men sometimes. They all had ego issues; why did they all
have to be tied to what was — or wasn’t — in their pants?

“OK, poor choice of words, but she’s using what she knows to
manipulate him. I don’t think the size necessarily matters; it’s that he’s got
that whole big dick energy thing going on.”

“Excuse me? What?” I laughed, hating that Sam was funny when he
wanted to be. Donald’s weakness may have been his penis, but mine was a
man with a good sense of humor.

“Don’t play dumb, Christine. I know you’ve heard of Big Dick Energy.
It’s not an uncommon term.” Knowing that if I looked back — he’d see my
expression — I imagined the eye roll that I knew Sam was performing.

“It’s a stupid term,” I muttered, trying to rein in my wayward thoughts.

“Why?”

“‘Cause men are always looking for stupid excuses for inflating their
already over-inflated egos.” And appointing oneself as important purely
based upon what lies between your legs was getting old. The cliché could
die already; I was tired of beating down other men’s egos. Sam’s boss being
one of them.

“Sociologists have said it’s an actual phenomenon,” Sam explained, and
then I was eye-rolling. Yet again. Of course, it was.

“Yeah, I know, but it doesn’t make the way men’s brains function any
less ridiculous.” It always seemed to come back to an ongoing, perpetual
dick measuring contest. “Do you let the size of what’s in your pants make
you act like a douche bag?” I asked with a pointed glance at his slacks.

“You think I have it?”

Well, that backfired.



“I never said that...” The smug grin I could see out of the corner of my
eye made me clench my teeth.

“But implying that I should be acting like a douche bag means that you
think I’ve got something to warrant it.”

I rolled my eyes and raised my voice, trying to downplay the reaction he
was trying to get out of me...and that he was succeeding. “OK, Sherlock.
Let’s pretend this conversation didn’t happen. Can we get back to why this
whole sentence is unnecessary?”

“He’s using it as justification for why his character acts as he does,” Sam
explained thoughtfully. Usually, when I questioned an author’s reasoning, I
got that condescending glare from other editors, but Sam wasn’t like that. I
wasn’t sure if I liked how that affected my image of him. I wanted to
believe that he was cut from the same cloth as his sexist supervisor, but he
appeared to be taking our discussion seriously, not simply humoring me
because I was challenging him.

“So, he’s a ‘cocky’ jerk with a huge...ego...because he’s got impressive
equipment. What if he didn’t? He wouldn’t still be capable of being a
sociopathic jerk?”

He tilted his head and pursed his lips before he responded. “Well, it can
go both ways. Sometimes men act like jerks because they’re
overcompensating.”

I laughed and didn’t even need to think to identify a man like that. “So,
Adrian.”

“No comment,” Sam chuckled as he winked at me. “Other times, having
a large member can instill someone with an innate confidence that they
might not have if they...”

“Had a micro-penis.”

Sam’s lip quirked at the corner with my blunt appraisal of some members
of the male species. We may have our disagreements, but Sam seemed to
enjoy my commentary, even if it wasn’t always the most diplomatic
assessment of a situation. “Or simply below average. Doesn’t have to
require a magnifying glass to find.”

“Also, like Adrian,” I giggled, and his mouth pulled into a more genuine
smile, his eyes connecting with mine. The dark blue almost seemed to
sparkle with humor, and I liked that while I couldn’t always read his facial
responses, I could read his eyes.



“Stop,” he laughed as he made a few notes about the impact of penis size
affecting character development. “All we can do is put in the suggestions.
It’s up to Evan what he wants to use as a plot device.”

“Fair enough,” I nodded. Evan didn’t seem the sexist type of macho man,
so if he was using the word, and Chase wasn’t browbeating him into
changing it, the use of it in his story was intentional.

“I need to return a few emails, you look through the last section, and I’1l
be back in a few minutes.” Sam took his phone out of his pocket and stood
up, avoiding eye contact as he made his way towards the door. He seemed a
little nervous as he left, and I wondered why he was acting so
uncomfortable.

Then I started reading.

Kallie was taunting the detective about what methods she’d used to get
the information he needed for his investigation. He was forceful with her,
and I found my nipples reacting against my will as I kept reading. Evan’s
dialogue was all the same as before, but you could feel the frustration and
pent-up energy in their coupling with the changes he’d made.

“Damn...”

There was a part where he pulled her hair, and she hit her head against
the wall while he pinned her on her knees. The description of the act was
causing a noticeable reaction in me as I kept reading. My skin prickled, my
breathing picked up, and I could tell my eyes were dilating. Chase had truly
worked her magic on him to get this kind of reaction. Her grasp of
seduction was what made her so successful. With a few well-placed words,
she could turn on the heat. No wonder Sam left the room. If this was
managing to turn me on, I could only imagine what it’d done to him.

“You finished?” He peeked his head in the doorway and scanned my
face, probably noticing the changes. I had the horrible tendency of having a
very noticeable flush to the skin of my neck when I felt aroused. The tenor
in his voice was lower than it had been before he retreated to the hallway,
but maybe that was only my imagination.

“Close enough,” I squeaked.

“And?” He sat down next to me and turned the tablet, glancing at the few
notes I’d left — nothing substantial, simply wording and sentence structure
suggestions.

“It was...good...I guess.” I cleared my throat, trying to banish the breathy
quality it’d taken on. I wasn’t one of those girls who put on the charm with



breathy voices and fluttering eyelashes. I needed to get my head back in the
game. I was a professional.

“You guess?”

I wasn’t about to admit to him that it was a good thing I was wearing a
padded bra. I also wouldn’t be telling him about my slightly damp panties.
“It’1l work.”

“So, he didn’t use cock too many times?”

“Um, nope.” I narrowed my eyes at the smug look on his face and softly
cleared my throat again. “I think it was just enough cock.”

He laughed as he saved the document and flipped the cover closed on his
tablet, turning those disarming blue eyes on me. “I’ll let you know when I
hear back from him.”

“Uh...” T cleared my throat, yet again; why was it so dry suddenly? He
was studying me, and I didn’t like how it was making me feel.

“Evan,” he led, and I gave a single, curt nod. “I’ll send him the edits and
let you know when we’ve got something else to go over.”

“Sure, yeah — sounds good.”

Was my voice still breathy?

“Sorry to interrupt your work earlier...I guess you can get back to that
now,” he nodded to my laptop that I had abandoned when he ambushed me
earlier.

“Yup. Thanks for the permission.” Except I wasn’t going to be able to
focus now because I was imagining Sam in the place of Detective Raines —
pinning me to the wall with his cock in my mouth...

And that was all kinds of fricked up because I didn’t like him...right?
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FOUR

Sam

Boston

“Dude, are yah gonna spot me or what?”

Shaking my head, I looked back down at my boss, who I somehow got
dragged into spotting on the weight bench in the gym downstairs. Typically,
a few personal trainers floating the weight floor took care of this, but
Adrian caught me as I came in the door and roped me into being his bitch.
Like I didn’t spend all day doing things that weren’t part of my job for him.

“Yeah.” My hands moved into position, past the edge of the bar, and I
counted out the reps as he tried to max out the heavy bar. People liked to
trash talk that he was soft, but one thing Adrian excelled at was looking
good. He didn’t always want to focus on doing his job to the best of his
ability, but his physique never suffered.

Being naturally athletic, I lifted sometimes, but I preferred running and
using the press and cable machines rather than any racks or weight benches.
Lacrosse players had to focus on overall strength and speed; over-inflated
muscles would only slow you down on the field, and as an attacker, I
needed to hone my speed at an early age.

“Yah gonna stand there with a blank look on yah face or tell me about
how much of a pain in the ass Isobel’s attack dog is?”

“Your grasp of the English language befuddles me,” I muttered. Adrian
was constantly using slang and ending his sentences in prepositions. It
drove me insane. I wasn’t expecting him to speak in proper English 24/7,
but he could at least sound like he deserved his master’s degree.

“Whateva, we’re not on tha clock. I can speak how I want to,” he bit
back, the faint sound of his born and raised Boston accent slipping through
his typical veneer. You could pull the boy outta Southie, but he had that
culture in his DNA. I knew he hated being reminded of his humble
beginnings, having worked his ass off to get scholarships to Boston
College. It was hard enough to get respect from some people in our world
without an Ivy League education. My family had never struggled, and I



earned good grades in high school and college, but there were certain boys’
clubs that never had openings if you didn’t have that elite pedigree.

“Yah never answered my question.”

Holding in the cringe, I refocused on his sweaty face and tried to come
up with something to appease him. “Christine is fine. We work well
together,” lies, so many lies, “it’s refreshing to work with someone so
professional.”

Adrian scoffed, and as I watched his eyes roll back in his head, I knew
I’d laid it on a little thick. Christine wasn’t terrible to work with, but the
snark was strong with that one, and I often wondered if I should wear a cup
under my trousers just in case I angered her unintentionally...or
intentionally. Take your pick. Her feistiness appealed to me, having grown
up surrounded by strong women.

Her voice also did something to me, especially when it got that little
growly quality to it, like when I'd saved her from getting fired for
assaulting the nephew of one of the higher-ups. She didn’t seem to realize
that nepotism, while complete bullshit, also ensured some idiots were
untouchable. I knew she could defend herself, but he was a jackass and
sexually harassed everyone who came near his desk.

“Just watch yah self around that one; she’s got an ego problem.” Like he
didn’t. “Yah’d think having a loaded daddy would get her whatever she
wanted, but she’s a real man-eater.”

Daddy? “Do you mean like she has a sugar daddy?” She didn’t seem like
the type to cater to some older guy’s whims.

Adrian laughed as he pushed his way through his rep, groaning a little at
the end. Another reason that I hated working out with him. He was a
grunter. “No, her pops is some bigwig at a hedge fund in New York, old
money, loaded yacht party shit. Fairly sure Christine summers in the
Hamptons. But she’s no daddy’s little princess.”

She’d never given me that elitist kind of vibe. Sure, she was difficult to
talk to and often abrasive in social situations, but it wasn’t because she was
a snob. I knew he meant to give me the information as a warning, but it was
like peeling back another layer on the onion; I was curious about what was
inside.

She’d enjoyed teasing me when we read through the pages the other day,
and I could tell from the subtle physical cues she gave away that she was
aroused but angry about it for some reason. It was like she didn’t want to



show anyone she could be attracted to them. I’d kept my cards close to the
vest, but she was locked up tight.

“She’ll have yah balls in a vice before yah can blink if yah try
something.”

“Why would I try something?” While I was friendly with my colleagues,
I didn’t exactly make it a point to openly flirt with any of them, especially
ones that weren’t interested. Adrian was the one who had a reputation for
skirting the line of professionalism. He wasn’t as blatant as Carson, but he
was one inappropriate comment to the wrong person away from getting
reported to Human Resources.

“Yah two are both about tha same age,” he shrugged, like that was the
only reason to be interested in someone. “Yah don’t have a girlfriend,
right?”

“Not right now,” I shook my head. I don’t even know why I was
confiding in him. It wasn’t like my personal life was any of his business.

“Or a boyfriend?”

I frowned as I looked down at the smirk on his face. “No, not one of
those either.”

“No judgment here, man. It’s cool if yah like dick.”

You are a dick. “And you wonder why people around the office think
you’re a jerk.”

“Hey, I only call ‘em as I see ‘em.”

As he racked the bar and sat up on the bench, I hoped I could step back
and make my escape. My run the previous day had been crap since my
mother got into my head with her ‘abandoning the family’ rhetoric. I knew
she was wrong, but it still bothered me to think that I was letting people
down.

“Are we done?” I asked him as he moved over to a weight rack and
picked up a seventy-pound free weight. I stuck to the forties or fifties and
tried to fatigue the muscle by maxing out my reps, but whatever floated his
boat. And his obnoxious biceps.

“Yeah, I guess yah can go do yah aerobics class or whateva,” he joked.

“I’m headed to the treadmill, but I'm sure I’ll catch you in Zumba later
this week.”

I knew that Isobel could be found in the dance studio sometimes. Adrian
was almost creepy enough to stalk her if he knew that information.



Trying to focus for once, I headed to the treadmill, set it to a seven and
started running. The last week had wreaked havoc on my mental health as
well as my physical. Sometimes I watched the people behind me in the
mirrors, not in a creepy way, simply general observations on human
interaction. But today, I was trying to stay in my lane.

In my peripheral vision, I saw a toned, slender pair of pale legs start to
move on the treadmill next to me. There were plenty of available machines
in the room, but apparently, this person couldn’t respect personal space. It
was unwritten gym etiquette to leave space on either side of a runner unless
the machines were all occupied.

After I'd clocked my first mile, I slowed down to a jog, wiping my face
with my towel, and glancing up as I placed it back into the cupholder. The
pair of slender legs belonged to Christine. Her face was intensely focused as
I watched her, out of the corner of my eye, those white earbuds shoved into
her ears again, the swing of her long ponytail hypnotic to watch as she kept
a steady cadence.

Female athletes were typically bulkier than Christine’s slim but curvy
build, but it was clear that she had an innate athletic ability. I found myself
wondering if she’d been in sports when she was younger. She’d have made
an impressive distance runner with the way her arms naturally carried from
cheek to cheek. That phrase had always seemed a little ridiculous, but the
momentum of your body could be a powerful thing. Part of our
conditioning had been to learn proper running form and then learning to
fine-tune it with a stick in our hands.

Watching Christine’s hands pass by her lower cheeks drew me to the fact
that she had on a pair of tiny shorts — extraordinarily little shorts — with
venting slits up the side that revealed a good amount of thigh. In the office,
she was always buttoned up, wearing long-sleeved blouses, and fitted
slacks, rarely skirts, but she wasn’t exactly the epitome of girly.

Trying not to be utterly creepy in my observation of her, I quickly
resumed my jogging pace. I returned my focus to my reflection in the
mirror or the numbers on the panel of my treadmill. My brain wasn’t even
registering the music in my ears because I found myself wondering what
kind of music she listened to while she ran. I usually pulled up an app that
had playlists suited to keeping an even cadence, but I had a feeling she
created her own running soundtrack.



I didn’t even know what was wrong with me, my fixation with her
growing as we spent more time together. She was a piece of work
sometimes, but I let out a harsh breath — my steps faltering — as I recalled
the way her soft pink lips had parted when I was reading to her. I’d had to
leave the office after that, before my voice started squeaking like a
pubescent boy’s. The scene had been steamy before I found myself reading
it aloud to a woman whose eyes had dilated to the point they appeared a
deep hunter green. Add to that the flush that appeared on the creamy skin of
her neck, and I was fucking adjusting myself like I was a high school boy
caught in gym class with a hard-on.

A cough from my right startled me out of my dangerous thoughts, and I
pressed the button to slow my treadmill as I looked over at Christine, who
had finally noticed I was running next to her. She glanced at me before
screwing the cap back on her water bottle, eyes guarded.

“Who is stalking who, now?” I challenged as she settled it back into her
cup holder. She must have turned her music down when she slowed, her
fingers tightening on the water bottle and causing a plastic crinkling noise.

The glare she gave me should have corrected the situation in my shorts,
but it only caused a flare of heat to surge through me as I raised an eyebrow
at her reflection in the mirror.

She huffed, readjusting her earbud, and then took off at a steady jog,
averting her eyes to the open tread on her other side.

Fine, I could ignore her too. Glancing down at her screen, I noted the
speed and set mine a bit faster, my legs burning as I broke into a run. She
narrowed her eyes as she glanced back at me, and I watched as her hand
reached forward to adjust her speed again. So competitive.

She didn’t know who she was challenging. I often ran six miles a day if I
could fit it into my schedule. My stamina would surely outlast hers.

Waiting until she wasn’t looking, I snuck my hand forward and sped up
again, welcoming the burn in my lungs as I watched the mileage start to
track faster on my screen.

Of course, she couldn’t help herself, so moments later, I smirked, trying
to keep myself from laughing as she sped up once more. I knew she was
competitive, but this wasn’t only in reaction to some office rivalry.

Half expecting her to go flying off the back of the treadmill, I watched as
she pushed herself off the belt and settled into a steady run. A novice would



never be able to maintain that kind of cadence without fatiguing quickly, so
I was impressed at how well she held her form.

Tiny beads of sweat had started to build at her temples, and I watched
one track down her flushed cheek and onto her neck. The same pink
mottling she had in the office the other day was visible on her skin right
above the low-cut neckline of her tank top. Fumbling, I reached forward
and slowed down my tread, picking up my water bottle and taking several
large gulps as I tried not to focus on the way her modest chest appeared as it
bounced under that athletic tank.

I was glad I wore compression shorts regularly because otherwise I'd
now likely be showing off my hard bouncing cock to anyone who was
watching without them. A glance at my screen showed I had clocked three
and a half miles. Deciding that I’d hit my six and get out of here, I placed
my water bottle back in the holder and pushed a few buttons, settling into a
steady run so I could finish.

Christine had also slowed to a fast-paced walk to take a drink, but I could
see the challenge in her eyes as my belt started to pick up speed. She
tightened her ponytail, her arms pushing her tits together in that damn tank
top, and I held in a groan as I looked forward at my reflection again. I was
trying — and failing — to keep myself from imagining pushing them
together in the same manner with my hands.

One more mile. Only one more mile, and I could go home. Fuck.

She settled into a fast run next to me, matching my pace, and I found my
competitive streak kick in as I pushed my button two times in quick
succession. Her tongue peeked out of the corner of her mouth as she
followed suit, and I watched her expressive eyes narrow in the mirror as she
matched my pace.

Almost there, a quarter of a mile left to go. It was on.

Pushing myself into a sprint, I pressed the speed button several times and
watched the numbers climb as I sped up my legs to their limit. My muscles
were burning as I saw her in my peripheral vision sprinting just as quickly.
Deciding I could go over my mileage goal, I kept up the speed, smirking as
I watched her hand move to the button lower her speed. But before I could
reach forward to slow myself down, her fingers were pushing the button to
max out my treadmill speed.

My legs flexed to compensate for the quick change of pace, and I heard
her loud laugh as my eyes widened. Bracing my hands on the handrails, I



jumped, my feet lifting off the belt and bracing on the side rails as I
coughed loudly.

Before I could turn to respond to her little joke, I watched as her body
drifted to down her treadmill belt and jumped off the back in one smooth
motion. She gave me a jaunty little salute in the mirror as she burst into
laughter and strutted toward the doors for the locker rooms.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” I growled as I reached forward to press the stop
button on my treadmill and hers, quickly grabbing my things and jogging
after her.

She looked over her shoulder, eyes wide as she saw me coming after her,
and quickly changed direction, weaving through a set of burly men who
were joking around next to a leg press machine. I quickly side-stepped
them, coming around to the transition in the flooring that led straight into a
path to intercept her.

“Right where I want you.” A dark chuckle escaped my lips as I sped up,
and I would have caught her if...

“Hey, where’s tha fire?” Adrian laughed as he grasped my shoulder,
causing me to jerk back and turn in his direction.

“What?” His eyes widened at my tone, and he frowned over my shoulder
as he looked over to the locker room doors and then back to my face.

Mine followed, and I watched as Christine glanced back over her
shoulder, her slender middle finger raising into view as she winked and
disappeared behind the door. Fuck.

“What did she do now?” he laughed as he took in my clenched jaw and
pinched expression.

Closing my eyes and letting out a deep breath, I schooled my features
and turned back toward him, shaking my hands out at my sides. “Nothing,
don’t worry about it.”

“Didn’t look like nothin.” His eyebrow rose, and I shook my head
slightly.

“It’s fine,” I bit out, turning out of his grasp, and attempting to walk at an
average pace away from him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See yah.” His laughter followed me, and I tried to calm myself down as
I headed toward the door to the men’s room.

I don’t even know what my plan would have been if I caught her. But her
little aggressive attempt to rile me up had worked in more ways than one.



“Fuck,” T grunted as I threw open a changing stall door and quickly
latched it behind me. The space was too small to pace like I wanted to, but
my adrenaline was sky-high as I slapped my hand against the wall. That
smirk she aimed at me as she escaped made me want to do dangerous things
to her. Punish that smart mouth of hers...have her begging for it. I wasn’t
sure what it was yet; mercy, my mouth, my dick—take your pick.

I hated that I couldn’t control my body’s reaction to her, but goddamn,
did she work me up like I seemed to do to her sometimes. Recalling those
luscious lips and the way her toned legs flowed out of those tiny shorts was
doing nothing to control the situation in my own. Not wanting to be that
cliché guy, beating off in the locker room, I tried to will it away, but the
tenting of the mesh material wasn’t going away. It was only getting harder
the angrier I got with myself for responding this way.

It seemed like there was only one way out of this situation. Angrily
tearing at my waistband, I pulled open the curtain to the private shower and
shoved my shorts the rest of the way down, throwing them onto the bench
in the corner before I yanked off the rest of my sweaty clothes and chucked
them in the same direction.

The blast of hot water had me hissing at the burn, but I didn’t give a fuck
as I grasped my solid cock and started angrily pulling it through my fist as I
clenched my teeth. Unbidden images of that troublesome mouth started
flashing behind my eyelids as I clenched them shut tightly. The way her
tongue wrapped around my name when she was irritated. The tone of ire in
her voice made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. The way her
mouth looked when the word dick escaped her lips made mine throb as I set
a punishing pace, working my hand rapidly under the hot spray of the
shower head.

“Ahh,” T gasped angrily as I thought back to the way her eyes flashed
with anger when I teased her, those green orbs shooting death glares at me.
My heart pounded, and my bicep burned as I pushed myself closer to
climax, grunting with the motions of my hand.

I was so close, and I hated myself a little that I found myself imagining
what it’d look like if she were on her knees in front of me, teasing me with
that wicked tongue of hers in a much more sensual way. Sucking and
licking me until I couldn’t control myself anymore and grasped that
ponytail on the back of her head to...



“Fuck,” T groaned as I felt my balls contract and paint the tiles of the
shower with my release as I tried to maintain my balance, flashes of color
dancing across my field of vision.

What the hell was wrong with me? Fuck...I knew exactly what was
wrong with me.

Her.
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FIVE

Christine

Boston

For the first time in my professional career...I was feeling regret. I’d broken
Sam. Gone were the teasing sighs and the tiny barbs he normally tossed in
my direction to wind me up. He was the perfect mask of indifference.
Approaching each of our interactions with a calm, polite, professional
demeanor, often opting for brief emails instead of showing up in doorways
and scolding me for being rude.

I should have been in heaven not having to deal with another male ego,
but I found myself formulating ways to get the veneer he’d fastened in
place to crack.

When I'd gone down to run that day, I knew I should have given him
space. He looked like he was concentrating while those long legs of his beat
down on that treadmill belt. He was trying to outrun something, and I felt
empathy as I often did that myself. I found myself trying to push my body
to the point where my brain stopped overthinking.

We didn’t know each other — not well enough to confide in one another
— but I found myself wanting to ask what was bothering him. Which only
served to piss me off because I never wanted to have small talk with
anyone, never mind Sam. We weren’t friends...we were barely technically
co-workers, temporarily thrown together for this project.

Isobel was right. He wasn’t as bad as I’d made him out to be, but now he
was broken, and I wanted to shake him out of it. This stoic behavior, in
turn, made me angry all over again because I didn’t want to socialize with
him; I only wanted to hear his teasing voice instead of the detached one
he’d adopted.

“Christine?” Isobel was working on formatting an eBook at her desk for
another author; her eyes intensely focused on the computer monitor in front
of her. Usually, we had a department of desktop publishers that worked on
that kind of layout and design work, but occasionally, Isobel refused to pass
a project off to them.



“Yes?” I'd been trying to get into this new manuscript I was doing a
structural edit on, but I couldn’t concentrate. Maybe I’d broken myself as
well. I’d already read forty pages, the right side of my tablet screen full of
notes, but I couldn’t tell you what the main character’s name was off the top
of my head.

“Chase messaged me that she’s going to be out of the office, out of town,
whatever you want to call it, for a few days. She’s been dodging my emails,
I think something is going on there, but I can’t force her to tell me. Can you
check the chapters she sent in a few weeks ago, so I have something to give
back to her once she’s done with this little break?”

The chapters were already sitting on the shared server, full of my notes,
but I was waiting to tell Isobel until I’d seen more of the manuscript.
“They’re on the shared drive. I worked on them last week.”

She nodded as her fingers paused on the keyboard, looking up to make
eye contact for a few silent loaded moments. “Would you ever change your
professional goals for a relationship?” Whoa. That was some deep material
to think about on a Monday morning. She must have sensed my hesitation,
waving her hand in the air. “Never mind. Ignore that.”

But I couldn’t. Isobel had been a little scattered the last few days, so I
found myself wondering what was going on in her personal life, which was
weird because we typically had a distinct barrier up between our personal
lives and our professional ones. We were friendly, but we weren’t friends.
Just like everyone else in my life. They only saw what I wanted them to,
which wasn’t much.

“Is this for a manuscript?”

She sighed before she leaned back in her chair. “No. Like I said, forget
it.”

It seemed everyone in this office was broken this week, and I didn’t like
it. I didn’t like it one fricking bit. Isobel was the one I counted on to be the
solid foundation in this office, so if she was faltering, we were all screwed.

“You can’t drop a question like that and recall it; that’s just fricked up, Is.
Seriously? Has everyone lost it this week?”

“Excuse me?” Her eyebrow arched higher than I’d probably ever seen it
rise, her intimidating business-lady bitch face making an appearance. It
made me cringe a little on the inside, but she needed to answer for herself.
What the frick was that question?



“You heard me. Don’t ask me shit if you don’t want me to answer it. No,
I wouldn’t sacrifice my goals for a man. We work hard to get where we are,
much harder than the dicks between their legs will ever get. I am not going
to let some man derail my career to suit his ego.”

She sat back in her seat, swiveling side to side, chewing on her bottom
lip. This entire day kept getting weirder and weirder. First, Chase missed a
deadline — she never missed a deadline. Then Adrian was friendly to me
this morning, Isobel was having an existential crisis, and the pod people had
captured Sam.

“Seriously, you all have lost your ever-loving minds; I just can’t. I can’t
with any of you today,” I huffed as I started packing away my laptop and
shoving my tablet into my bag. I would find somewhere else to work. This
crap was toxic to my mental health; I didn’t have the energy or patience to
deal with other people’s problems today. “When you can tell me why you’d
ever change your career goals, for Adrian — I’m assuming — of all people,
then I will come back into this office. Until then, email me if you need me
to work on something.”

“Christine,” she admonished, and I shook my head. I was not getting
dragged into this office romance bullshit. No. No. Hell to the nope.

“I’ll see you in a few hours. Text me if you want me to pick something
up for your lunch.”

Swinging my bag up onto my shoulder, I started towards the door, halting
when I noticed the prominent figure striding down the hallway.

“Oh yay, it’s Dickhead,” I muttered under my breath.

“Morning, Christine, I wanted to see if I could borrow you for a favor...”

Shit.

“What do you need?” I sighed as I tried to step around him.

“I put in an order at that sandwich shop over on High Street. Would you
mind picking it up for me? Sam has something going on and is coming back
in after lunch today.”

Great. Now I was expected to be Adrian’s snack bitch. Why couldn’t he
use DoorDash like the average person? “I’ve got things I need to get
through.”

“Actually. Would you mind, Christine?” Isobel asked, and I turned to
give her a death glare. “You can take my corporate card, and I’ll call in an
order too. Would you like anything?”



Yeah. I want my boss not to treat me like a delivery driver for someone
when he should have his own intern do his errands. “Fine. But you’re
paying for mine too.” I knew if I argued, she’d only get pissy.

“That’s fine. Take an Uber, and I’ll reimburse you.”

Fuck. This was annoying.

“Sure thing, boss,” 1 smiled tightly as I took a few steps over to snatch
the card out of her hand before dodging Adrian in the doorway.

As I walked down the hallway, Carson looked up from his desk, and I
gave him a death glare as he started to push himself out of his chair. “Not
today, Car-satan. Sit back down.”

“Rawr,” he teased as I walked past him, my eyes widening as I looked
toward the reception desk where Sam was leaning against the counter —
smiling and laughing with Caroline, the receptionist. Was he fucking
kidding with this?

“I thought you were supposed to be working half day?” I asked as he
looked over his shoulder toward me. “Thanks for leaving me to be
Dickhead’s errand girl.”

“Hey, it’s nice to see you too this morning, Christine. Can I help you with
something?”

My jaw clenched as I tried not to flare my nostrils. Maybe Sam wasn’t so
broken — that teasing glint was held in check, but it was back.

“Frick off, Spam,” I growled as I turned and stalked off toward the
elevators.

Heavy footsteps followed me down the hallway, and I quickly jabbed the
button and hopped into the first open elevator.

“Hey,” Sam called out as his hand shot in the open door, quickly
followed by his body before it slipped closed. “What’s going on? You’re
unusually surly this morning.”

“Thanks,” T let out a sarcastic laugh. “Surly, that’s what every woman
wants to be called.”

“Seriously, are you OK?”

Rolling my eyes, I sighed and leaned into the back corner of the elevator,
pulling up my email on my phone.

“You’re ignoring me now?” That obnoxious smile was back, and I
regretted feeling bad for thinking that I had broken him with my little
treadmill prank.

“No.”



“It kinda seems like you’re mad at me.”

Sighing as I rolled my eyes, I leaned into the corner of the elevator and
pinned him down with a stern glare. “Not everything is about you, Sam.”

“But I think this is.” He took three steps forward, right outside of the
bubble of invading my personal space.

“Or maybe it’s not.” My eyes dropped back to the lock screen of my
phone, and I pretended to be reading something as he took another step
forward. I didn’t particularly appreciate how my breathing picked up as he
approached, but I couldn’t help it. The bastard smelled good, and I liked
how he was invading my personal space, but from enough of a distance that
I didn’t feel caged in by him. I knew if I asked him to back up, he would,
and that said a lot about his character.

“Do you need me to come with you on whatever errand Adrian has sent
you on?”

“I thought you had things going on. Since I’m the one being forced to
give up my morning to go pick up food for your narcissistic boss, you
know. Must be nice to ditch work whenever you want to.”

He pursed his lips as he looked down at me, seemingly fighting with
himself about how to respond.

“You can punch me if I’'m out of line with this because I know that I
probably am, but I'm going to ask it anyway,” he said in a deep voice,
leaning in toward me, his breath warm against the side of my neck. “Is
reading about all that sexual tension driving you a little crazy too?”

What? [ was not expecting that to be his question.

“Are you seriously asking me this?” I bit my lip as I tried to hold in the
laugh that wanted to escape. It seemed poor Sam was having trouble with a
little bit of spice.

“It’s kind of messing with my head.”

“Is that what’s been wrong with you this week?” Here I thought it was
because I’d riled him up. “You can’t handle reading about a little dick?”

“Well, I thought we talked about that part before.” He leaned in even
closer, his hand coming forward to rest on the wall of the elevator next to
my head. “You told me I had big dick energy.”

I most certainly did not tell him that, but now I was wondering...

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I glanced up into his
intense stare. His lips were parted slightly, and I couldn’t stop myself from
looking at them. Would they feel as soft as they looked? Was he one of



those soft sensual kissers, or did he just push you up against the wall and
take over until you felt like your lungs were going to explode? I wasn’t sure
which one sounded more appealing.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at a loss for words,” he whispered as his
other hand reached up toward my face. My lips parted, and I held my breath
as his finger touched my cheek — tucking a wayward strand of hair behind
my ear — his hand lingering and then pulling away.

“Who...” T breathed out, suddenly having an Amy Farrah Fowler
moment. I could understand her involuntary noises when around attractive
men on a soul-deep level. It took a lot to get me flustered, but Sam
whispering the word dick in my ear was making something other than my
jaw clench.

“Use your words, Christine. I know that you are familiar with quite a few
of them.”

I can’t right now, Sam. But keep up the teasing, and I might be able to
use my knee cap.

“I...uh.” Couldn’t form a complete sentence to save my life as his
masculine scent clouded my brain cells, and apparently, my judgment as I
kept staring at his mouth. What in the frick was wrong with me?

The elevator stopped, and Sam stepped back, shooting me a teasing grin
over his shoulder before holding out his hand and gesturing for me to walk
out ahead of him. “After you...”

Dodging the people who were waiting just past the door, I wove through
the lobby of the building, unlocking my phone and trying to see if there was
an Uber nearby. I could tell by the beating of my heart that the thought of
Sam coming after me again excited me. I already knew that because of how
I’d slumped against the locker room door the other day in the gym, panting
as if I’d just run a marathon instead of three miles.

Maybe I was the one who’d been broken. My physical reaction to Sam
was precisely why I liked to stay in my own lane. Adrian and Sam had
forced their way into my life, and now those little shits were screwing
everything up.

“Hey, wait up,” Sam’s voice carried across the lobby as I pulled open the
door. His hand grabbed the frame and held it while he followed me out onto
the sidewalk.

“What do you want?” I asked and watched as his gaze swept down my
body before he looked back into my eyes.



“I’m going to the dentist; I wasn’t trying to skip out on work.” He
seemed a little flustered, and I wasn’t sure if I was happy that I’d gotten
what I’d asked. It made me want to return to the days where we just passed
each other in the hallways with a nod and sat across the table from each
other in company meetings. Being thrown into proximity to him was
messing with my head. “Next time, just tell Adrian to send Carson to get his
food.”

“I would have, but he cornered me in Isobel’s office, and she told me to
go. I’m sure she was just trying to get rid of me. Have you been getting
some weird vibes off them lately?”

“Yeah, I have, but...” A loud honk from the street drew our attention. It
appeared my ride was waiting.

“I should go,” I nodded awkwardly and watched as he shoved his hands
in the front pockets of his pants.

“Yeah, I guess I’ll see you around.” He nodded, and then I awkwardly
nodded back, not knowing how to navigate this new dynamic to our
relationship. His body language indicated that he was nervous around me,
but I’d also noted minor signs of attraction. I knew I’d been feeling the
same way, but it was probably just because of the things we’d been reading
together. I was projecting the chemistry that Chase and Evan had produced
onto Sam.

It couldn’t possibly be that he was attractive, vaguely funny, had
gorgeous eyes and broad shoulders. It most definitely was not because I
wanted to run my fingers through his hair to see if it was as soft as it
looked.

“You better go,” he nodded toward the waiting car as the driver rolled
down his window and gave me the stink eye.

“Yeah.” Before this got any more awkward. “See ya later, I guess. Are
you coming back this afternoon?”

“I should be, but...”

“Yeah?”

“Are you planning to hit up that bar where the graphic design team is
throwing Carrie’s birthday party on Friday?” I looked up at him in surprise.
While he may have been social with other people we worked with, I tended
to stick to myself. Even friendships got messy when you worked together; it
was easier not to form attachments.

“I wasn’t, but...”



“You should,” he nodded. “It’1l be fun. They’ve got karaoke and darts.”

Another honk from the curb, and I knew this guy was going to ding my
rating if I didn’t hurry up.

“Uh, just text me the details, and I’ll think about it,” I held my phone up
like a giant dork and shook it before I hustled across the sidewalk and into
the waiting car.

“Sorry,” I apologized as I buckled myself in. I’m sure the driver probably
already started the clock, so my awkward little exchange with Sam cost me
more than just my sanity. At least Isobel’s expense account was the one
paying for it.

“No worries, address still the same?”

“Yeah,” I nodded as I unlocked my phone and went back to going
through my emails. Chase cc’d me on the email she had sent Isobel when
she decided she needed to drop off the grid for a little while. It wasn’t like it
was the first time she’d done it, but typically only during the rough editing
process, not when she was just starting a project.

Trying to focus on being productive was becoming increasingly difficult
as I found my mind wandering on the ride across town.

“You need a ride back, right?” he confirmed as he turned the corner on
High Street and found somewhere to park close to the restaurant.

“Yeah, not sure how long the food will take, so I’ll try to be quick.”

“Hey, it’s your wallet, not mine,” he laughed as he pulled out his phone
and started to scroll through some social media app.

“Gotcha.”

When I walked inside the small restaurant, I scanned the room.
Thankfully, there was only a short line, but most of the tables were filled
with people out for breakfast. It was a habit to see if [ knew anyone when I
walked into a room. My mother had taught me that you needed to be aware
of your surroundings at an early age, so people who may not have your best
interests in mind didn’t catch you unawares. It was part of the reason I
hated visiting home. Living in Boston, I didn’t have to live up to my last
name. [ wasn’t ‘Mason Willard’s daughter’, and I could be a badass at work
all on my own without people using me to get to him.

As I walked toward the end of the line, a distinct feminine laugh caught
my attention, and I scanned the tables in the back corner of the room.

“Are you kidding me?”



Chase Rodgers, otherwise known by the pen name Chastity Rose, was
sitting in the back corner at a table with a guy who looked vaguely familiar
for some reason. So much for her being out of town, more like she was
dodging her editor. I could walk away and pretend that I hadn’t seen her,
but as she glanced at me guiltily and held her hand up next to her face, my
feet automatically changed course and headed in their direction.

“Chase,” I sighed as I stopped next to their table, narrowing my eyes at
the guilt that crossed her face. She was up to something. “So, you are alive.
I was beginning to wonder.”

“Yup,” she nodded, “still here. What are you doing here?”

“Picking up an order for dickhead. He claimed he had a craving, and his
intern...” His annoyingly charming intern. “...was ‘busy’.” I tried to keep
the disdain out of my voice as I mimed air quotes at busy.

Chase seemed a little shocked. “Is actually let him send you on an
errand?”

Sighing, I rolled my eyes. “Those two are being weird. She’s super
distracted lately, and to be completely frank, she’s pissed off at you.”

Her face pinched as she cringed. “Crap.”

Raising my eyebrow, I looked over to the guy sitting across from her,
who’d been silent until that point. “So, are you the reason that Chase isn’t
meeting her deadlines?”

“Christine, be nice,” Chase admonished.

“It’s just a question, Chase. He’s a big boy. He can answer questions.”
His eyes widened as he looked over at me and his mouth twitched as he
stared at me.

“Uh...”

“OK, so maybe he can’t.” I returned his stare, squinting as I studied his
face. There was something about his eyes that seemed so familiar to me, but
I couldn’t quite place it. “I know you.”

He started shaking his head, looking mildly panicked. I almost felt bad
for the guy as he stuttered out, “I...uh. I’ve never met you.”

“No...” I tilted my head to the side, studying him. “Your face is familiar.
Where do I know you from?”

“Christine,” Chase scolded. “Leave the guy alone.”

Turning back toward her, I relented. “Fine. Maybe I’'m mistaken, but I
doubt it.”



“Anyways,” I took a breath and sighed again. “You better come up with
something, or she’s gonna take it out on me.”

My phone started buzzing in my pocket. Fuck. Pulling it out, I sighed as |
looked at the screen seeing a text from Isobel. “Damn. I’'m being
summoned. Good to see you, Chase. I’'m sure I'll see you around.”

Quickly unlocking my phone and pulling up the messages, I saw that
Dickhead was getting impatient.

Isobel: Adrian is getting hangry. Any idea of when you’ll be back?

Christine: Just getting food now. Be back ASAP.

Thankfully, the Uber driver hadn’t taken off by the time I picked up the
to-go order. He quickly maneuvered through traffic and managed to get me
back to the office in less than ten minutes. After quickly giving him a
rating, I hustled to the elevator and found myself recalling the exchange
that’d happened earlier.

Sam was getting under my skin, and I didn’t like it. I know I'd tried to
rationalize it as proximity and exposure to the racy scenes we’d been
editing together, but deep down, I knew I was full of shit.
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SIX

Sam

Boston

Loud music filtered over the speakers as I sat at the bar, aimlessly picking at
the label of my beer, occasionally glancing toward the door like a desperate
stalker. This whole week had been one giant ball of awkwardness. Mostly
from me, which was unsettling. All because a particular snarky co-worker
had laid off the snark for once.

We’d finally gotten through the last round of edits on Evan’s manuscript
and handed it off to the formatters. Typically, that was the time we
celebrated. Another job well done, and then we’d have the build-up to a
book release. With Evan, sometimes it was a little anticlimactic because he
refused to do book tours, but the marketing team usually orchestrated a big
social media push.

Most authors would manage their social media accounts and add graphics
that Vivid had provided them with, but Adrian managed all that. Evan
didn’t want anything to do with social media. He let Adrian have free reign
of his fan group, Facebook, and Instagram pages and I was confident all the
media graphics were getting posted on TikTok as well. Someone from
marketing had set up his Goodreads account. Part of me admired that he
was able to hand those parts off to professionals to manage, but that’d
always seemed like the fun part to me.

Adrian often had me working the local events for his authors,
occasionally traveling to the New York branch of the office to help with
promotional tours. I found it entertaining to interact with the readers, learn
about which parts of the books they enjoyed, and travel to new cities.

“Hey, Sam,” Caroline greeted me as she sat down on the stool next to me
at the bar. “Why are you over here all by yourself? There’s plenty of space
over at the tables if you want to come to join us.”

Glancing to the back corner, I could see a large group of my co-workers
joking and laughing, some of them already well on their way to being
drunk. It appeared they were all having fun, especially the birthday girl,



who was in a corner booth kissing her boyfriend with more tongue than was
appropriate for public consumption.

“Nah,” T sighed, looking toward the door again and hating myself for
doing it. “I’'m good here for a while. I’ll come join you in a bit.”

This whole inner turmoil was really starting to be obnoxious, and it was
killing what was supposed to be a fun evening, all because I had to open my
huge mouth and invite Christine to come tonight. I knew she probably
wouldn’t show up, but I wanted to see her in an environment outside of the
office. I needed to see if the appeal was still there or if it was just the idea of
getting her to shed that professional hard outer shell.

“Thought you’d be out trying to pick up chicks.”

Christine sat down on the stool Caroline had just vacated, crossing her
legs, and showing off a generous amount of bare skin that her short pleated
black skirt revealed. Now that was something I had never seen on her. And
it was not helping my conflicted feelings at all. Fuck, she looked hot.

Her makeup was darker than I was used to seeing, her hair down around
her shoulders with chaotic waves and a form-fitting tank top highlighting
her athletic build. It was too bad that the skirt wasn’t plaid because she
would be fulfilling a naughty school-girl fantasy for me if it was. I’d love to
bend her over my knee and grab hold of that...no, Sam, stop imagining her
ass.

“Who says I'm not,” I shot back as I leaned toward her, hesitating before
I said. “I wasn’t sure if you would come.”

“Well,” she grinned, leaning in toward my ear. “If you can’t get a girl to
come, then maybe you need to reevaluate your technique.”

My mouth dropped open slightly, my dick certainly taking notice of how
good she smelled, as she started laughing at my expense.

“I’ve don’t think I’ve ever seen you at a loss for words, Sam.”

“Ha-ha, Christine, aren’t you cute?” She was, and I was starting to think I
was in some serious trouble. This crush, fixation, obsession — whatever it
was — had really started to fuck with me. Don’t think about fucking, Sam.
And don’t think about how you can see down Christine’s tank top when she
leans in toward you. That would just be an epically bad idea.

“Why, yes, Sam. I am pretty damn cute.”

Shaking my head at the sudden playfulness that I wasn’t expecting, I
couldn’t help teasing her a bit. I only hoped it wouldn’t come back to bite
me in the ass later. I leaned toward her, brushing her hair behind her



shoulder as I whispered in her ear. “I was thinking more along the lines of
pretty damn fucking sexy.”

“Wha...” she made the little squeaking noise she’d made in the elevator,
and I couldn’t hold in the smirk that she had a tell when she was flustered.

Leaning back, I picked up my beer bottle and took a healthy swig of the
cold liquid before I looked back toward her. Christine was clenching her
jaw and staring at me with trepidation like I was a predator, her gaze
flickering between my eyes and my mouth.

Now that we were out of the office, it was easier to pick up on her
signals. The way she initiated eye contact, the teasing tone of her voice, the
nervous habit of bouncing her foot; all indicated to me what I knew she’d
never say. She was just as attracted to me as I found myself to her.

“Now, who can’t find her words?” I teased as I watched her eyes flash
with annoyance.

“Oh, I know plenty of words, Sam. Let’s see if I can list them off, shall
we?” She tilted her head to the side; in the manner I’d come to learn meant
that she was about to lay into you.

I couldn’t wait.

“Cocky.”

I wasn’t going to comment on that one, but she’d gotten the attention of
the piece of anatomy in question.

“Arrogant.”

It was probably wrong of me to get a little turned on at the way her
eyebrow arched and how when she’d started counting off on her hands, it
caused her arms to push her boobs together in that tight tank top.

“Egotistical.”

“Wait,” I interrupted, “Aren’t those all synonyms of each other? Do they
even count as different things?”

“Maybe that’s the point, Sam.” She turned on the stool to face me head-
on, shifting forward, so her leg nestled in between mine. “You’re a brat.”

“Oh, Chris,” T laughed as I leaned in to whisper in her ear again. “We
both know I’m not the brat in this situation.” I paused for a moment and
then pressed my lips against her ear, roughly whispering. “And brats are
designed for one thing — getting put over my knee.”

At her quick inhale of breath, I was almost afraid she’d throw her knee
forward into my crotch, but she grasped my leg with her hand, turning her
mouth toward my ear. “You say that like it’s a terrible thing.”



“Fuck,” 1 exhaled softly as I grasped her wrist, halting the forward
motion of her hand.

“Don’t play a game you can’t manage, Sam,” she taunted as she leaned
back, turning toward the bar and signaling to the bartender.

There were two ways that I could handle this situation. I could pull back
and stop flirting, even though imagining what it’d feel like if Christine rode
me in that skirt was now running on a loop in my head. Or...I could go for it
and fuck the consequences. Well, hopefully, fuck somethin