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ONE

 

 

“OH MY GOD, do you even know what you’re talking about?” Roux Radley asked.

Wearing a wireless headset, she strolled back and forth in front of her home desk, running a pencil through her fingers over and over.

“Do I know what I’m talking about?” his deep voice came through her earpiece.

“The whole point of this group is to debate different points of view…” another voice, the moderator, said. “Respectfully.”

“Ha!” Hotshot got in before she could respond. Damn him. “Firefly doesn’t do respectfully. She’s loud and obnoxious—”

“And right every time,” she said, triumphant.

Hotshot snatched the victory. “Thus, I rest my case.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head, her speed increasing. “Thus nothing. You don’t. If I’m loud and obnoxious, you’re brash and arrogant. You never rest your case—you go on and on and—”

“Please,” the moderator cut in. “Huddle rules are specific. There can be no name calling or bullying.”

“He started it.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to finish it by ejecting both of you from the group.”

“But I—”

Dead silence betrayed it was done. No arguments allowed. It wasn’t the first time. On a sigh, she tossed her pencil to the desk and went into the kitchen to retrieve fruit from the freezer. Definitely time for a treat.

Huddle was a sort of social media site. Sort of because it was like all of them and none of them. Profile pages didn’t exist. You were your handle on Huddle. Your handle and your level. Nothing else. No one came from anywhere or had any family… that the group at large knew.

The network consisted of temporary booths. Each one had a tier number, a color, and a topic. The tier and color of the limited time booths were determined by algorithms and employees based on their divisiveness. Users could pop in, join the conversation, and zip out whenever they wanted.

Booths were rooms, groups, where people got together to voice chat. No one had a face. No video allowed. Audio only. A user leveled up depending on their platform history. The higher their level, the higher tier booth they could participate in.

An actual human approved and monitored every member. They limited new admittance each week so the humans at the Huddle end could keep an eye on their charges.

Being disruptive or bullying at a lower level would get a member banned, which meant they never got a chance at the higher, more contentious, levels.

At level one, you got to join the most benign chambers. Like “Who doesn’t like puppies?” And “Air is good.” That last one quickly got boosted to a higher tier after the debates on climate change took over. Talk about a raucous.

Being ejected from a chat could get someone dropped a level, but the human involvement at Huddle kept a close check on users. Spot checks happened regularly. Twenty-four, seven. Huddle employees could be listening at any time. She should know. She was one.

Cutting up strawberries, she tossed them into the blender, popping the odd half between her lips.

A Huddle ring came through her headphone.

“Huddle, answer,” she said into the microphone.

“Been a while since that happened.”

She smiled. “It was your fault.”

“Want to find another fight?”

“Not tonight,” she said. “How’d the date with Red Shoes go?”

“Wasn’t a date,” he said. “How’s Darts Man doing? Break his heart yet?”

“They all have their hearts broken eventually.”

“Did you bring him home?”

“I never bring men home.”

“Distance from the crime scene. Smart.”

“Crime scene?”

“Your kind rips a guy’s head off after sex. Don’t worry, I won’t turn you in. You’re way too entertaining.”

She sucked the juice from her fingers. “Are you asking me for personal information, Hotshot?”

He groaned. “You’re making daiquiris.”

Sometimes his perceptiveness freaked her out. “How do you know that?”

She hadn’t started the blender yet.

“The strawberry juice on your fingers.”

“Sometimes I think you’re a stalker.”

But her blinds were shut and the desk on the wall by her bedroom door faced out into the room. No cameras on her.

“To stalk you, I’d have to know your name, or what country you live in.”

“It’s against Huddle rules to pressure a user for personal information.”

“Who’s pressuring?” he asked and exhaled. “There’s a high chance I’ll have to have sex this weekend.”

“Don’t pretend you’re not a player,” she said, collecting the rest of her ingredients. “You always do this, pretend you’re not smooth as silk or like dating is a chore. You’re gun-shy and I get why.”

“Can we not talk about Diva tonight?”

“You haven’t talked about her for a while. You know how I feel about you repressing stuff.”

“I told you months ago, Diva’s out of my life.”

“The break-up took its toll. And your feelings—”

“Babe, enough. Mix your daiquiri. Get some alcohol flowing through those veins.”

She put the lid on and did as he said. 

When it was done, she retrieved a glass. “It messes with my head.”

“Relationships? I know. Don’t worry, you have to find me before you can jump me.”

“In your dreams,” she said, pouring her drink. “I can’t believe you got anyone to sleep with you. Was she drunk? Like just completely shit-faced? Did you blackmail her into bed?”

He laughed. “If she was drunk, I’d have made a sharp exit before we got to the bed… If I’d known what was good for me.”

“Men usually don’t when it comes to hot women and sex,” she said, taking her drink to the couch. “You don’t regret the entire relationship.”

“Put the lid back on and put the rest in the fridge.”

Rolling her eyes, she set the glass on the coffee table and went back to do just that. “You didn’t hear me licking my fingers that time.”

“No, but how many times have I heard you complain about losing another daiquiri or two because you didn’t refrigerate?”

“You know you don’t have to remember everything ever.”

Smug satisfaction bled from his words. “You’re lucky to have me as a friend.”

“Talking to you is part of my private research into the less fortunate,” she said because teasing was their way. “Are you on tomorrow?”

“Same time every day. You’re away this weekend?”

“Well remembered,” she said, because her work weekend hadn’t come up for like a month. “Thursday through Tuesday, but I’ll try to be on at our usual time.”

“You could stay home.”

She smiled. “Could I?”

After talking to each other basically every day for over a year, the missed days were significant. Neither of them would admit it, but without their daily vent, their playtime, other areas of their lives suffered.

“Stay home and we’ll moderate: do snitches really get stitches?”

“Not bad,” she said, returning to her couch and the drink. “You know when we moderate no one gets a word in.”

“You haven’t noticed no one gets a word in anyway? No one else worth listening to.”

“Who are you kidding? You don’t listen to anyone. Haven’t you noticed you’re always the one in the wrong?”

“Oh, am I?”

“Yes,” she asserted, her lips curling again. “You’re a chauvinistic bigot.”

“You’re a dandelion snowflake.”

“You don’t know how to be in the world.”

“My world’s just fine, sweetheart. Yours is the one with the problem.”

“Only when men like you open their mouths.”

“You’re too sensitive, Babycakes. You need a man looking after you. A real man.”

Gritting her teeth, she didn’t know whether to laugh or throttle him. “So not you then.”

“Baby, there are not enough hours in the day for me to treat you like you deserve.”

Ah, triumph. “Couldn’t have said it better.”

“Didn’t mean that as a compliment,” he said.

“You never do, Hotshot. God forbid you say something nice.”

“I like you better when you’re drinking.”

“I know you do,” she said, picking up the TV remote control. “Want to watch a movie?”

After a user reached level twenty, Huddle allowed one-on-one chat. Even then, the line would drop out after an hour. They knew to wait the required seven minutes, then whoever didn’t make the first call would call the other back.

“Something gory?” he asked.

“You hate horror movies.”

“Yeah, but I like it when you get scared. You know, weak and in need of my protection.”

“If I was being chased by a homicidal maniac, you’d be more likely to trip me than help me.” She smiled while scrolling through the options. “What about something romantic?”

“You hate chick flicks.”

“You know we’ll go back and forth and wind up on action. Just pick something so I can start it and get off this call faster. And don’t say Die Hard. We’ve watched it like fifteen times this month.”

“It’s a classic.”

“So is Snow White and you never choose that.”

“She lives with seven men. It’s pornography in disguise. The animators were a step away from drawing pedophilia in action.”

“Shh!” she said, stretching her legs along the couch. “How many times have I told you to avoid using keywords?”

“This would be a lot easier if you’d just give me your number… and send me a picture. You don’t even have to get dressed, I’m low maintenance, I’ll take just your boobs.”

“And now if our Huddle monitors are listening, they know you’re pressuring me.”

“No pressure,” Hotshot said to any ears that may be listening. “I know you’re joking. They don’t. One or both of us gets kicked, that’s it. Bye-bye, double act.”

She sipped her daiquiri and selected Die Hard on mute. “I’ll give you one trivial, if you hurry up and pick the movie.”

“One trivial? Is it my birthday?”

“Tick tock, Hotshot.”

“What are you wearing?”

Seriously? That was his question? Again? 

She groaned. “That’s always your first trivial question. You should learn to mix it up. Shorts and a tank.”

“And you should try harder to tantalize me. Either it’s hot where you are or it’s night. Is it dark outside?”

“That’s not trivial. What’s the movie?”

“Die Hard,” he said.

“Oh, wow, what a surprise,” she said, unmuting the TV. “Are you going to quote the whole thing again?”

“Until you learn it word for word, yes.”

“Ready?”

“You know I don’t have to be watching it, I can just play it in my head.”

“If you’re not watching, I’m hanging up.”

“I’m watching. I’m watching, geez, Firefly. Thought your period didn’t start until next week.”

Hilarious? Nope, but she’d rise above it. Hotshot needed to work on his act.

Anonymity was their shield. They knew so many intimate details of each other and so few big things. They’d never exchanged names, numbers, addresses, yet she knew he wore silk boxers and drank his coffee black. Even their respective time zones were a mystery. 

How had it started? Completely by accident. After facing off with him in half a dozen booths, Roux hosted her own, and, of course, he crashed. It wasn’t really crashing, anyone could join, but whatever. 

By the end of that session, they were the only two left. From then on, they met every day, sometimes for a few minutes, sometimes the whole night. They always met at the same time her booth had started that fateful night. They’d met by accident. Though, if she believed in it, fate could’ve been at play.

“Shut up,” she said. “The movie’s about to—”

But he was already quoting the lines as the characters delivered them on the TV. Voices and everything. Yep, he was that guy. What a goof. Whoever he was, he’d made her life better. How had she survived without him?


 

 

TWO

 

 

“EVERYONE TAKE A pack, take a pen.” Helena went down the line, handing the compiled dossier to each member of their team. “This is it. Everyone’s chance at a big break. We only get one opportunity to pitch this, people. One and done.”

Maybe, but they also weren’t the only ones pitching. 

The Huddle Conference was the highlight of their corporate calendar. It was a chance to exchange ideas. Talk of advancements. Learn about the future.

This year was special. Very special. Huddle was owned by a larger firm. As was, let’s face it, just about every company these days.

Their parent corporation, Mosaic, wanted something new from Huddle. A side mission or greater purpose for the brand. Hoping for an innovative new perspective, they’d thrown open the doors to their employees. “You know it best, be inspired,” kind of thing. They dubbed it the See It Through campaign. Not only were they accepting ideas from employees, but Huddle would also set those responsible for the chosen idea up in Mosaic’s California base to see the proposal through to fruition and beyond.

If it bombed, they’d be there to see it too. Which wouldn’t be so good. High stakes, high rewards.

At least sixty different groups were pitching through the weekend. Their spot happened to be on the Thursday, the first official day of the Huddle Conference. The pitches had begun the previous day and would keep on going until the end of the event on Tuesday.

Top candidates would be whittled down to a short list and undergo private interviews at the infamous Mosaic HQ in California until one group came out on top. They’d then be invited to nurture, develop, and build their idea into a reality, basing themselves in MHQ.

She had faith in their idea. A lot of faith. Did that mean they’d emerge the victors? No, it didn’t. Success hinged on the panel getting the concept and being ready to take a risk. A big risk.

Still, as her teammates went to their corners to review the presentation again, she was optimistic.

“Roux,” Helena said, approaching before she could go anywhere.

Having read their pitch fifty thousand times and being instrumental in its creation, she didn’t need to go over it again. What did Helena want?

Didn’t take long for the woman to get to the point.

“Don’t get argumentative,” Helena said, touching the diamond on her necklace. “If you feel the urge to butt in or disagree, contain it. Resist. Smile.”

Their two colleagues, supposed to be reading the pitch, would no doubt be eavesdropping. Some people loved the drama.

“Are you giving this advice to everyone?” Roux asked, aware of the answer.

Helena folded her arms. “You know you can be a hothead.”

Affront opened her mouth. “Excuse me?”

“You can’t be argumentative today. This is our one chance. Our only chance. Don’t mess this up for the whole team.”

Anyone from the Huddle hierarchy could form a group and pitch an idea. Nothing was too whacky. Nothing off the table. Theirs would be one of the riskiest ventures. That might disqualify them immediately. Did the Mosaic higher-ups have the balls to gamble on Huddle Hope?

Maybe not. If the panel, whoever they were, had questions or talked out of their asses, she’d put them straight. Yes, it was a hazardous area, but it would be worth it for those helped in the long run. Their concept was about more than money or commercial success, it was about social care and corporate responsibility.

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want this to work out for us,” she said, offended and pissed off in equal measure.

Helena thought if they screwed up their pitch, it would be on her?

“We’ll be dealing with serious people. This isn’t like talking back to Mr. Terence.”

She scowled. “I don’t talk back to…” It didn’t take more than a head tilt for her to concede. “Okay, but I judge people. Like not in a bad way, I take them in, judge their character, and get a feel for their limits.”

“By pushing the boundaries,” Helena said. “You push people.”

“If I’m so volatile, why did you want me on the team?”

Helena glanced at each of the guys.

Franco answered. “It was your idea.”

“And you can talk to people,” Helena said. “You’re articulate.”

“Yeah, you’re bold,” Myles said, eyes wide. “You’re like…”

“I’m like what?” she asked, her fist rising to her hip as she swayed a quarter turn to take in her cohorts. “Is this a coup?” Okay, so it wasn’t like she was in charge. “Or an intervention?”

Maybe both. 

“And…” Franco paused, then exhaled. “No one thought he would be here.”

Helena raised a hand. “It’s an unsubstantiated rumor.”

“Wow, unsubstantiated rumor. Juicy. Share.”

“No, it’s… it’s not important.”

“Xavien Rourke is here,” Myles said, somehow sounding both thrilled and terrified simultaneously.

Mosaic bigwig. The guy in charge behind the curtain, conjuring his spells of success. He’d likely be too busy with some strategy to increase his fortune to even know the Huddle Conference was on.

She could’ve laughed. “Xavien Rourke is not here. He doesn’t give a shit about Huddle.”

“He’s a hardass. No room for error. No sense of humor.”

“Guess that’s how you become a billionaire,” she said. “You’re afraid I’m going to piss this guy off?”

“If he is here, there’s no indication he’ll be in the pitch meeting,” Helena said. “He’s a busy man who wouldn’t have time to—”

The door opened, a long-legged blonde came in.

“Team Hope. You’re up.”


 

 

THREE

 

 

SO THE UNSUBSTANTIATED rumor? Totally true. When they shuffled into the presentation room, four stony faces behind a long table awaited them. They weren’t the only ones.

In the background, near a door at the rear of the room, someone stood next to the tall window that would overlook the exterior courtyard. She couldn’t see out, just knew the layout of the building.

His height. Shit, he had to be six four. The certainty of his stance, broad, proud, entitled… it added up. All of them hesitated at the sight of him. Damn. Maybe she would fuck this up.

With his hands clasped at his back, he turned, slow, yet there was something severe in the action. Even laid-back he looked mean, unimpressed, eager to throw them off their game.

But, seriously, forgetting the hardass stuff and the asshole reputation, the man was hot. Seriously hot. Way hotter in real life than on the internet.

Most billionaires weren’t necessarily celebrities, and he was no exception. The concession that meant his picture was much more available online? His relationships with the world’s sexiest supermodels. Damn lucky women. Somewhere at some time, she’d read he only dated models. Exclusively. If they hadn’t walked in Paris or graced the pages of Vogue Italia, he couldn’t even get a semi. Okay, so she added that last detail. Maybe he could get hard for lowly, regular women, but why bother with the exertion when the alternative with sex on legs, little conversation required.

They got set up, as fast as they could, in case the time ate into their designated pitch minutes. Then, almost too quickly, she was front and center, ready to get things going.

The lights went off, then two flashed in their direction. Spotlights. As though they were about to perform Shakespeare or something. A small red dot between the heads of two of the panel suggested they were being recorded too. Hmm, whatever happened would be documented for posterity. Great. No big deal. Just don’t fuck this up.

She took a calming breath and spoke, wearing a smile. “Huddle Hope,” Roux said to the four table people, choosing to ignore the loaded hottie in the shadows behind them. “I bet you’ve had all kinds of flashy, fun ideas tossed at you over the last two days. What we have for you is something different.”

Deciphering audience reactions wasn’t easy while caught in the dazzle of the lights. Their presentation glowed from the wall between her flanking colleagues.

“What’s the challenge?” she asked, broadening her smile. “Most people start with the positives, right? That’s the thing about Huddle Hope; it’s almost all positive. We only have twenty minutes to impress you, and the positives speak for themselves.”

“Regulation. That’s our challenge,” Helena said, coming to her side. “Huddle Hope will require regulation. Negotiating what’s best for our clients will be extremely important. It lays a great responsibility at Huddle’s feet, but it’s one we can handle.”

“Too often, corporations shy from social responsibility,” Franco said as the women stepped out of the path of the screen. “Huddle Hope will embrace that responsibility.”

“Our users have proved they accept the gravity of their words and actions. We’re there for our people for debate and for the good times. But not so much for bad times.”

“On numerous occasions, Huddle has experienced users reaching out to the service, to others when they are in need,” she said. “We have no provision for handling this officially… until now.” Their placeholder logo appeared on the screen. “We want to create a safe place to support those in need. Initially, we would pilot a befriending service. A buddying system. Something for those who need support. Moving up to group sessions. Therapy. A secure environment to talk about more difficult issues.”

“Mental health.”

“Trauma.”

“Domestic abuse.”

“Any number of issues that we can form a network of support around.”

“It will not be a substitute for appropriate medical or other professional help. Though we would prefer our structure involve a foundation of appropriately trained professionals. And we shouldn’t branch into uncertain areas. We must take advice at every stage…”

“Let us show you our vision,” Helena said, stepping into the spotlight.

Her boss glittered. Roux could be charming… in the right light. She could be unpredictable too. Volatile. She got that she wasn’t everyone’s favorite cookie, but her great rack excused many sins.

The panel consisted of two men and two women. Equal opportunities. Would that work? Franco did okay with the ladies. She wasn’t sizing up the panel’s sexual preferences. It was just a fact that people were nicer to people they liked. They weren’t exactly getting a great opportunity to project their personalities. If the panel liked the pitch of twenty different groups, they’d use non-pitch reasoning to narrow down the candidates to a shortlist.

Helena was good at this. Excellent. Even she was enthralled by the speech. Franco did the technical stuff with the presentation. Helena’s honeyed tones tempted; at least that was the hope.

The woman could dazzle with charisma. Thank God someone could. Maybe she was a hothead. No. Yeah. She was a hothead.

Helena was so good that she almost missed her cue.

Standing perpendicular to the presentation, only the peripheral view of the final slide prompted her to talk.

“We have a great passion for this project,” she said, covering for her almost slip. “We welcome questions and are willing to work hard. Very hard. For this worthy cause.”

“Your cost projections are conservative.”

A chill went down her spine. That didn’t come from anyone at the table.

“We took median figures,” Franco said, clearing his throat. “But vastly overestimated our contingency, aware that the budget has to be realistic.”

“It’s lazy accounting.”

Okay, what was going on? That was Mr. Loaded Dude at the back. Had to be.

“I want accurate figures.”

Was that a…? 

Franco was a whisper away from pulling at his collar. “We can…” another throat clear, “I can tidy that up. Get more accurate numbers.”

“We’re nowhere near financial scrutiny,” one guy at the table said and twisted to look over the back of his chair.

So Table Guy wasn’t interested. Loaded Dude was. Good. If they were going to get anyone on board, the higher up the ladder, the better.

“I can’t assess the proposals without an accurate forecast.”

“You are not assessing anything,” Table Guy said to the boss man. “This is not your duty. Delegation. It’s what you’re good at. This is not my first rodeo. Just trust me, would you?”

The brow raise was subtle; she only just caught it as she turned to disconnect the laptop.

“Yippee-ki-yay.”

She stopped. Everything went completely on pause.

“Okay,” someone at the table said. “Thank you for your presentation. Someone will get back to you.”

She knew it was someone at that table because it wasn’t that voice. That voice…

Hotshot’s voice.

Spinning on the spot, mouth open, she fixated on him and damn, he was looking right back, right into her. Fuck.

Did he know? Of course he had to know. A guy like him had access to everything. Like everything. Shit. What had she told him? So much more than she’d ever tell a guy in real life. That was what made him different, safe, they’d never have to look each other in the eye. Except they did because… they were doing it right then.

“Thank you very much for your time,” Helena said. “All of you. It’s appreciated and a great pleasure to be before such instrumental players in the Mosaic machine. It’s an honor.”

A few beats of nothing passed.

Someone grabbed her arm to pull her toward the door.

Don’t be a hothead. Stay quiet. Stay calm. Say nothing. Walk out. Just turn and walk out the door. Don’t wreck their chances. 

Fuck their chances.

She snatched her arm away from the tugging hand. “You have some nerve,” she said, narrowing her focus on Hotshot. “Some real fucking nerve.”

“Language,” he drawled. “Watch your keywords.”

“Miss Radley…” Table Guy said but was ignored.

“You don’t have any idea what decency is, do you?” she demanded, marching closer to the table, still fixated on Hotshot. “What choice is. What fairness is.”

“I’m so sorry, I don’t know what’s gotten into her,” Helena was saying in the background. “Roux!”

But she couldn’t take her eyes off the smug smirk at the back of the room. “You couldn’t keep away, you just couldn’t even… do you know the damage you’ve caused?”

“Roux!” Helena chastised her as the men from her group hissed too, desperately trying to silence her. It was too late for that. Way too late. “What is the matter with you?”

“He is the matter with me. Him. There…” she said, pointing. “And look, he doesn’t have a damn thing to say for himself. He knows what he’s done. He knows he’s wrecked everything. He knows it. But he stands there smirking, like he’s not the biggest asshole the company’s ever seen! The company? The country! The world!”

“I’m so sorry. So, so sorry.”

“He’s not sorry,” she said, glaring. “No, Mr. Bigshot doesn’t have to be sorry, he owns huge chunks of the world.”

“If I own it, shouldn’t I have the final word on how it’s run?”

“No. No, you shouldn’t. It’s called free will, and it’s not your right to take it away.”

“My right to keep mine.”

“I’m not so sure,” she said, a hand landing on her hip. “It’s clear you can’t be trusted with it.”

“Just as you cannot be trusted with discretion.”

“Oh, I’m discreet, Hotshot. I’m discreet over the whole damn place.”

“Miss Radley…”

Someone stepped into her line of sight, blocking her view. He wasn’t the only one nearby. The panel and her own people surrounded her.

“Okay,” she said, holding up her hands in surrender. “Okay, I’ll take a breather.” Turning around, she started out within the tight cordon formed by her vigilant colleagues. “This isn’t over!”

“You see me walking away?” he called back.

She slowed, intending to about-face, ready to pick up that gauntlet. Her damned teammates literally tore her from the room and down the corridor to the lobby. They pushed her forward and spun her as Helena began her tirade.

“The man asked a question! And he was right,” Helena said, whirling on Franco. “I told you to get those numbers cleaned up weeks ago. Take Myles, go upstairs and get it done. I don’t want to see either of you until those numbers are blindingly shiny.” The guys shuffled off, in a hurry to comply. “And you…” Helena was on her again and sighed. “Go up to your room. I don’t want to see you again. Full stop. Stay in your room until it’s time to fly home.”

“What? But I—”

“I can’t guarantee you still have a job after speaking to him that way. Don’t interact with anyone else. No one. Now, go. Go on. Go!”

Marching away from her boss, seeking the elevator, one thing was for goddamn sure: she would never talk to Hotshot again. Maybe she would lose her job, but at that minute, she wasn’t even sure she wanted it.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

CAGED IN THE COMPANY-supplied hotel room, her aggravation only grew. The standard room with its queen-sized bed, tiny closet, and claustrophobic walls stifled her.

Who the fuck did he think he was? Her relationship with Hotshot was on Huddle. Only on Huddle. What possessed him to change that? How long had he known who she was? He owned the company. Would have access to employee records, her personnel file. Everything.

Maybe if she could go for a walk… Eat. Drink. Breathe before she screamed. Frustration scalded her insides. She wanted to pound the walls and stamp her feet. How could he have ruined everything?

Obsessing wouldn’t get her anywhere. She needed a distraction. Sitting on the bed, she yanked her purse toward her.

Usually, if she had time in the day or needed a distraction, she’d go trawling to see what Huddle trouble might be around. Some limited capacity booths were visible in advance. Users could reserve their spot to guarantee it. Contemplating how each debate may go gave her something to look forward to. Not anymore. Her safe space wasn’t so safe anymore.

Retrieving her phone from her purse didn’t help her mood. Notifications. Huddle notifications. From him.

Two missed calls and a Huddle message. 

 

HOTSHOT: Nothing?

 

Yep, that was it. Nothing. Except he’d done something. And she was supposed to just let that go?

The door beeped. It sounded like the door. Did Helena have a key?

Leaping from the bed, she got one step before it opened and who came storming in? Hotshot himself.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she demanded as he stalked toward her.

“You know damn well who I am.”

When he got closer, she backed up into the open space by the bed. “I know you’re an asshole! What gives you the right to unilaterally—”

“Free will, Babycakes.”

What an asshole! 

She whirled around to find him five feet away. “What we had worked, and you decided to change it!”

“Yeah, I did!”

“How long have you known? Was it all some big joke to you? Bet you got a real laugh!”

Four feet. “I didn’t have a damn clue until you opened your mouth downstairs!”

“Yeah, right!”

“Yeah, you told me you were Huddle. I knew you had a pitch for the conference—”

“I told you I had a work weekend, and you never thought to tell me you’d be here too?”

Three feet. “I wasn’t supposed to be here! I was never meant to hear the pitches!”

“And you just happened to stroll into mine? What a miraculous coincidence.”

“I knew you’d be in one of them, and if I could figure you out—”

“See!” Two feet. “You were here for me!”

“Did you hear me denying it?” A foot. “Yeah, I am here for you. So the fuck what?”

“No swearing.”

Another step. “We’re not in a Huddle booth now, Radley.”

No booth meant no rules, no boundaries. How had they got closer? So close she could feel the huff of his shallow breaths fogging her hair. The heat of those dark eyes narrowed on her. Hotshot. Holy fuck, Hotshot was right in front of her.

“No.”

“I can do whatever the fuck I want,” he snapped.

“No rules?”

“None.”

“Freedom, huh? What you going to do with it, Mr. Bigshot?”

Their mouths clashed. Frantic. Angry. Charged. Lunging forward and down, he scooped her off the floor to rush her against the wall. Her back hit hard, but she didn’t care about tomorrow’s bruises. Panting breaths. Heat. Aggravation. Passion. Her arms were already around his neck, coiling around his head, forcing his kiss deeper as she pushed his invading tongue back. Their mouths had fought for months, over a year, they were old friends, old enemies. 

The bastard wasn’t going to win. Wasn’t going to dominate. Not her. Fighting back was her style. And not just in debate. 

Slanting her mouth, she tasted more, taking what she wanted. Needling. Baiting. Goading. He wanted this. Wanted her. Did he think she’d just surrender?

Toeing off her shoes, the ferocious kiss fueled a burning need that wouldn’t be satisfied by this feeble effort. The searing desire had to be quenched. To be fulfilled. Shoving his jacket from his shoulders, her message spurred him to spin away from the wall, knocking over the nightstand lamp as he dropped them onto the bed. 

His palm skimmed her outer thigh, ascending to push her skirt up, caressing all the way to her hip. Damn, he was good. Zinging needles of aching need followed those fingertips until his lips diverted her focus by trailing down her throat. Her rebellious body arched against his domineering force. Fuck him. Fuck. Fuck. Shit.

Control, she needed it, and he wouldn’t expect timid. Screw that. Somehow, she found his tie and wrapped it round and round her knuckles to pull him up again. Her mouth wanted his, wanted more of what he’d started. He didn’t resist but fought for dominance.

No, she wouldn’t. Give in to him? Play it meek? Did he remember who she was? She wasn’t one of his weak starlets. Wasn’t a woman who needed to be taken care of or given handouts. She’d take anything, any way she wanted it.

Just as quick as he gave his kiss, he snatched it away. Planting his hands on the bed on either side of her head, he stared down at her. Not mad. Not arrogant. Not teasing or… The genuine shock blazing from him kicked hers into gear. 

What the hell were they doing? The chance of salvaging their friendship would drop to nil if they got physical… more physical. 

Her jaw moved because it felt like she should say something, but… what? Ask him to leave? Demand he leave? Apologize?

Boosting himself from above her, he didn’t linger and went for the door. She was still lying on the bed when it closed. Hotshot… What the hell was that?


 

 

FIVE

 

 

THE NEXT TIME the door opened, she was the one with the handle. Someone had knocked. Again, she expected Helena. Instead, it was Franco. Suited, looking dapper.

She smiled at his slow perusal of her body. 

“Wow, and I thought I’d need to persuade you,” he said. 

“Why would I miss the welcome dinner?” she asked, stroking her hair from behind to bring it forward over her shoulder. 

“Helena said she told you to stay put.”

“Mm,” Roux said, stepping back to showcase the long sparkling dress with spaghetti straps and a wide slit that showed off her leg, all the way to her hip. “I spent a fortune on this dress. Do you think it should stay in the closet?”

Smiling, he offered his crooked elbow. She slipped her keycard into her clutch and closed the clasp before taking his arm.

They started down the hallway.

“You look incredible,” Franco said. “You’re the hottest woman in our department, maybe the building…” They stopped at the elevator; she pressed the call button. “You know, you’ll laugh, but…”

When he didn’t continue, she sought his gaze. “But what?”

“I promised myself if you broke up with Joyner…” He cleared his throat. “I’d ask you out.” She smiled. “Stupid, right?”

“I broke up with Greg four months ago.”

“I know,” he said on a sheepish laugh. “Making a promise isn’t as easy as keeping it.”

The elevator doors opened. “Story of my life, Franco.” 

They went inside and selected the ballroom floor. “You’re the most intimidating woman I’ve ever met,” he said. “Most guys I know are terrified to talk to you.”

“I’m not intimidating,” she said, then thought about it. “Am I?”

“You’re independent.”

“A lot of women are independent.”

“You’re opinionated.”

“Most women have opinions too,” she said, touching the long diamond earring dangling from its hook in her ear. “Is there something wrong with women forming their own opinions?”

“No,” he said hurriedly. “Nothing at all. You just… express them… vehemently.”

“Hmm,” she said, taking his elbow when the doors opened to let them out. “Do you know where our table is?”

The ballroom was directly opposite the elevators. Suited attendants stood by the wide, open doors. The scope of the place was impressive. A glittering chandelier hung over the dozens of tables beneath. A podium in front of the small symphonic band suggested someone was going to speak at some point. 

Champagne was offered at the door. She took a flute and let Franco worry about them finding their table. If they wandered around long enough, Helena would catch sight of her and make herself known.

Sure enough, just as Franco found purpose, someone rose in her eyeline. Helena. Her escort let go of her not long before they got there. He wouldn’t want to be blamed for tempting her out of her room. What Helena didn’t know was that she’d never intended to stay put. Cowering wasn’t her style.

“I thought I told you to stay in your room,” Helena leaned in to hiss when she sat. 

“I apologize,” she said to the table. “To everyone… for my behavior at the pitch.”

“Guess we shouldn’t have expected you to keep a lid on it,” Myles said. “You were super passionate about Huddle Hope.”

“I am passionate about it,” she said. “I don’t think of it in the past tense.”

“Do you think we still have a chance?”

“No,” Helena said. “Not after the way she laid into Xavien Rourke.”

“The guy on the panel said Rourke wasn’t assessing anything,” Myles said. “Maybe he wouldn’t—” 

“It might have helped if the figures were rock solid,” Helena said, glaring at Franco. “Did you fix them?”

“Yeah, I… I’ll sleep on it and go over them again tomorrow.”

“I can’t find any way to submit additional materials,” Helena said. “I tried to ask about it, but everyone else handed out their packs at the pitch. We don’t get a second shot.”

She could get additional materials to the panel. Through Hotshot. Rourke, is that how she was supposed to think of him? Xavien. It was too weird. And that kiss. What was that about? He’d just kissed her. Boom. Taken charge and… Helena was still talking; servers were somewhere in her periphery passing out plates. Her fingers ran through the loose curls of her hair on her shoulder.

Meeting him. Kissing him. It was still processing. Getting ready for dinner had given her a distraction, something to take her mind off him. 

After that weekend, if he stuck around for the conference, they’d have no reason to talk to each other again. The safety of what they’d been was gone. Their security. Their carefully crafted personas, hidden in a digital world, had been blasted to shit. God knew what the guy was really like. Sure, she’d figured Hotshot was no slouch, he’d told her he had a business. Mosaic was more than just a simple business. It was a massive multinational with interests in many industries. Huddle was just a tiny piece of the man’s overall empire.

Empire. Hotshot had an empire. Was successful. Rich. Powerful. A model dater… What the hell was he doing hanging out with her night after night on Huddle?

They got through dinner. She didn’t say much. The guys talked about their figures and got excited about the possibility of reaching the next stage. Helena wasn’t optimistic. 

Huddle Hope meant something to her. Yet the idea of moving to California wasn’t as appealing now knowing Hotshot lived there. Overbearing, infuriating, rude Hotshot.

Her clutch vibrated on her lap. 

Helena was again talking about how they’d lost their chance. She switched off and opened her clutch to check the screen.

 

HOTSHOT: Excuse yourself.

 

What a dick. Did he think giving orders would be endearing? At least now she understood why he was so goddamn arrogant.

Ignoring the message, she slipped her phone back into her clutch and picked up her wine. Downing the last of it, she didn’t hesitate to pick up the bottle and refill it.

“We worked for months on this,” Helena said. “All that work’s just disappeared because Roux couldn’t keep her mouth shut.”

“You’ve said that,” Roux said. “Repeatedly.” Helena was a grade above her, technically her superior, but she wasn’t a supervisor. “I said sorry. What else is there to say?”

“This was a massive opportunity. We could’ve been catapulted to… We could’ve been successful. Lived the LA life!”

“Mosaic isn’t based in LA,” she said. 

That was true. Why were they in LA for the conference? Wasn’t it just a big inconvenience for the executives to travel south for the party? Maybe they needed the separation to drag themselves away from the office.

Another vibration. She slid her phone from the clutch just enough to read her Huddle messages.

 

HOTSHOT: Come outside.

 

Apparently, this guy didn’t take no for an answer. Why was he so persistent? They couldn’t hang out in public. Couldn’t hang out at all.

 

HOTSHOT: The terrace doors in the bar are open. Walk out and down the stairs.

 

Was it his compulsion to treat people like idiots? Just because she didn’t follow his instructions didn’t mean she didn’t understand them. They were clear. Unlike his reason for breaking what had been working for them.

More wine. That would help. 

 

HOTSHOT: You going to make me come get you?

 

Blackmail? Really. If she didn’t leave, he’d come in and get her. What gave him the right? Someone needed to set this guy straight. Somewhere along the way, he’d confused her for a pushover.

Her glass was still in her hand when she stood up. She gulped half of its contents, then put the rest down. Her colleagues could wonder. With the adrenaline amping her, she couldn’t make polite excuses.

The bar was by the entrance; she’d seen it as they came in. There were matching glass doors to the terrace from the ballroom, but they weren’t open. The doors in the bar were, and it was busy enough that she doubted anyone cared who went outside. 

Smokers used the beautiful deck. With dinner not long over, plenty of people were getting their nicotine hit. The glass perimeter barrier around the raised wooden terrace continued down the stairs to the path into the grounds. 

A trickling fountain at the end drew her closer. Light beneath the water shone up, illuminating the pool in a sparkling glow.

“You’re a cheap date, Radley.”

Spinning toward the male voice, she found him seated on a carved stone bench, hidden between ten-foot hedges. The fountain didn’t matter to him. The grounds didn’t. The people. The party. He fixed his smirk on her and didn’t flinch.

“Don’t deal idle threats,” she said, grabbing her dress at her thigh to hold it up as she crossed the grass.

“Never do. Never would.”

She stopped in front of him. “So what was that don’t make me come get you message?”

“In thirty more seconds, I would have.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” she said. “You don’t want the world to know about this. If you did, you could’ve posted a company memo.”

“Saying what?”

“That you get your kicks arguing with subordinates. Did you talk to my boss? Ask him for all the gossip? Any rumors about me?”

“Why would I do that? You tell me shit every day.”

The reminder heated her blood, though a chill crossed her shoulders. “I can’t believe you’re… You know, it’s probably illegal… Isn’t it catfishing?”

“Which in itself isn’t illegal. And I didn’t claim not to be me. You didn’t ask.”

“Why would I?” she asked, exasperated. “You’ve been in the perfect position to know everything about me from the beginning. I bet you stalked me, didn’t you? You stalked my personnel records.”

“No. You think I have time for that shit? I’m a busy man. I never looked you up.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Didn’t need to,” he said and snickered. “Why are you mad? I didn’t extort or seduce you. Our friendship was mutual.”

“Changing it, this, wasn’t.”

Resting back against the bench, he laid an arm along the cool concrete. “You going to sit down?”

“No,” she said. 

“Because you pace when you argue with me.” He reminded her of their connection. “Walk it out, baby.”

“Don’t,” she said, pointing at his face. “I am not arguing. We are not arguing.”

“Because we’ll end up making out again.”

Ignoring that, she got back to her point. “You had no right to do this. No right to change everything without my consent.”

“I’m your best friend, Babycakes.”

Because who else did she speak to every day? Colleagues. She spoke to colleagues every day… and just hadn’t known he was one of them. 

“Were. You were my best friend.”

Though it pained her to admit it. 

“Still am.”

“No,” she said, unable to believe he could be so insensitive. No, wait, this was Hotshot. Of course he could be insensitive. Insensitive was his nature. “Friends respect each other’s wishes.”

“You never said we couldn’t meet.”

They’d never talked about it in anything other than jest. “You screwed me over. Me and my team.”

“How the hell—”

“Huddle Hope’s dead. We can’t progress in See It Through. Our whole damn point for being here. Helena is ready to hand me my ass and when she finds out—”

“SIT isn’t up to me,” he said, saying each letter. “It’s the panel’s choice. Completely. Nothing to do with me.”

“And when they figure out we know each other? You don’t think your subordinates will want to impress you? Charm you by choosing your friend?”

“Not after what they saw downstairs,” he said. “It’s not like we get along.”
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