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        Hunter

      

      

      

      Stressed doesn’t begin to describe the day I’ve had. I’ve been in  meetings all day dealing with a pack of morons, and I’m not in the mood for this shit.

      “Sir, we just need a bit more time—“ my assistant, Martin, is babbling on the other end of the line. Incompetent. I don’t know why I haven’t fired him yet.

      “I don’t care what you need to do, Martin,” I interrupt him, “but get it done!” That last bit comes out as a growl, but I’m unapologetic, as always. I’ve about reached a ten on the pissed-off scale, and I’m ready to snap.

      Running my company, Channing Enterprises, would be a hell of a lot easier if I could just do it all myself, but I am only one man. As the owner and self-appointed CEO, I’m in charge of every aspect of my business, but dealing with the top-dollar mergers and acquisitions keeps me wrapped up in meetings all the time. Is it too much to ask for my employees to do their damn jobs competently?

      All of my days are busy with work. I’ve been doing it for so long it’s second-nature to me. I spend all day in the office of my headquarters in the city, and then when I go home, I usually spend a good portion of the night in my office at home too before I finally crash. I don’t know what I’d do with myself if I wasn’t constantly expanding my company.

      It’s not that I need the money. I have plenty of that by now. I look down at the paper in my hand and scowl at my placement in the city’s top twenty-five most eligible bachelors. Being a billionaire is enough to land me a spot in this sorry excuse for a publication.

      I guess I’m known for being a bit of an asshole, but I’m not usually as irritable as I am today. But today has just been one of those days. It was one thing after the other until I was struggling to keep from flinging my desk out of my twenty-story-high office window.

      Sure, I’m well-aware I could hire on more staff. I’m certainly not understaffed. I just don’t trust anyone to handle some of the tasks I’m intent on overseeing myself. I built this company from the ground up. It’s my company. Call me a control freak, but I want everything within it to go exactly as I say it should.

      And right now, I just want to get back to my penthouse and have a stiff glass of brandy before calling it a night.

      Unfortunately and irritatingly, I can’t control the city’s traffic either—one of the city’s top twenty-five most eligible bachelors or not.

      I run a hand over my face in frustration before glancing down at my Rolex. I don’t even bother telling my driver to hurry it up. I know there’s nothing he can do.

      Still scowling, I turn to my right to look out of the window willing traffic to move. My brows furrow when I’m floored by a pair of hazel eyes staring right into mine through the dark glass.

      Well, they seem to be staring right into mine, but the girl isn’t actually looking into my eyes because I know the tint of my limo is so dark no one can see in. I had it done that way on purpose because I like my privacy.

      No, this girl—no, that’s not the right term—this goddess just so happens to be staring in the direction I’m sitting in, and I’m met with the full force of the most arresting pair of eyes I’ve ever seen on a woman.

      I’m not the poetic or romantic type. I’ve never been the kind of guy to be rendered immobile by a woman before—much less by just her eyes, but this girl’s eyes…there is something about them.

      I continue to stare at her, unable to look away, and then it hits me what it is.

      Her eyes hold an innocence not found very often in this city. Everyone else wears a harried expression on their face. Their eyes look tired or too old for their years, but not this angel’s.

      Her eyes are pure. They’re beautiful. They make my chest clench painfully in a sensation entirely foreign to me.

      I know she can’t possibly be looking at me, but from where she’s standing on the sidewalk staring out at traffic, her eyes are positioned so that it appears she is.

      My own eyes sweep over her figure, taking in the faded tank top and cut-off jean shorts she’s wearing all the way down to her worn-looking sneakers. She’s thin yet somehow still curvy in all the right places with pert little breasts and just the barest flare of hip—just enough to make my blood start to race.

      My gaze roves back up to those arresting hazel eyes.

      They’re bright with an alluring mixture of brown, gold, and green flecks that almost make her look otherworldly, like a fairy from another realm. Framed by thick, dark lashes that make her look like a porcelain doll with honey-colored hair flowing down her face to caress the sides of her pink cheeks. A breeze blows, whipping a lock into her face where it gets caught on sinfully puffy pink lips.

      She moves a tiny, delicate hand up to push the strand away, and she blinks before she turns and walks into a building. I watch her small form enter a crummy-looking hotel, and I frown.

      I contemplate getting out of my limo to follow her but stop myself, frowning some more yet dying to know more about her. Who is she? Where is she going? What is she doing? Why do I care? Why has she affected me so?

      I raise my phone up to my ear and dial a number.

      When a gruff voice answers on the other end of the line, I say, “I’ve got a job for you.”

      Just like that—with one flash of mystical hazel eyes—all my stress is forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maddie

      

      

      “You’re late,” my boss, Mr. Turino, eyes me from behind the check-in counter of his fleabag hotel.

      I’m actually not late. I’m right on time, but I know better than to argue with him. If I argue with him, he’ll look at his watch again, and by that time, one minute will have passed and then he’ll justify his statement that I’m late.

      My greasy-haired, pot-bellied boss is a prick, but he’s the only one in this city so far who’s been willing to give an eighteen-year-old girl barely out of high school a job and a place to sleep, so I have to put up with his crap.

      “Sorry, Mr. Turino,” I tell him before grabbing my supplies and the list of rooms that need to be cleaned before heading over to the elevator.

      He mutters under his breath about how could I possibly be late when he gives me a room there before he barks at me, “Start with room 220. Got someone coming in for that one soon.”

      I have to bite my tongue not to answer back that just because he gives me the most run-down room in the place to sleep in doesn’t mean that I hang out here all day. In fact, it’s just the opposite. I usually jet out of here as soon as I wake up, walking the city and applying for better jobs, hoping I’ll get some sort of break anywhere. I stay out and away from this shithole as long as I can until I have to come back for work.

      “Yes, sir,” I answer back instead—right before the elevator door closes and I roll my eyes. I don’t know why Mr. Turino is always such an ass. He just is. Still, I know not to bite the hand that feeds me.

      I also know to be grateful for what I have. It could be a lot worse. Before Mr. Turino found an ounce of pity in his heart and gave me this job, I was wandering the streets. The day I turned eighteen and could legally leave my childhood home I did. It wasn’t my home anymore. Not after my stepmom took it over.

      I spent the last two years of high school living in hell with my stepmom who hated me because I looked like my mother—the woman my dad really loved. Dad, the man who raised me, died a couple of years ago. A brain aneurysm. It was unexpected enough to rock my world and cause tears to prick my eyes even now at the thought.

      I don’t know where my mom is. She left my dad and me when I was baby, so I don’t know her at all—only that Dad never got over her. Yeah, he married my stepmom when I was in high school, but he still kept a box of mementos of my mom. His old wedding ring. Pictures of him and her in high school.

      All that stuff is long gone now. That was the first thing Veronica did when Dad died. She threw out all his stuff. I’m sure she’d have thrown me out too if I hadn’t been underage.

      There’s definitely no love lost between her and me. That’s why the minute I turned eighteen, I left, leaving the house at midnight. I’ve never looked back.

      It’s hard out here in the real world on my own, but at least I don’t have to deal with that spiteful bitch anymore.

      I yank sheets off the double beds, vacuum the floors, dust the furniture, and then finally make my way to my least-favorite part of the cleaning: the bathroom.

      Thankfully, whoever had stayed in this room hadn’t been as messy as some overnight guests. Still, I hate cleaning the bathrooms. It’s just cringe city.

      But a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do, I guess.

      I think of the new diner down the street where I put in an application earlier today. It looked clean and decent. Maybe I’ll get called in for an interview there. Surely I’d be able to make more money in tips than I make here.

      I just want enough of a break where I can get my own little apartment. I’m not greedy either. It doesn’t have to be anything fancy. Just something clean. A tidy little studio that I can call my own. I’m so ready to get out of this dump that charges by the hour and has shady characters coming in and out at all hours of the night. Seriously, Mr. Turino has hourly rates.

      I go from room to room, cleaning in silence, dreaming of one day having something better.

      Hey, a girl can dream, can’t she?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Hunter

      

      

      Madison Dawson. That’s her name. My guy faxed over everything he found on her this morning. She’s eighteen. Thank fuck.

      I frown, not even sure where that thought came from. It’s not like I’m planning on pursuing her or anything.

      Am I?

      I look at the pictures he’s already managed to snap of her. Pictures of her walking down the street, the wind whipping her honey-colored hair back from her face, her walking into numerous businesses, looking for a job, he said.

      He’s noted she works at that shitty hotel she’d walked into. Apparently she works there in exchange for a room. My frown deepens. That thought doesn’t sit well with me. One look at the dump, and it’s obvious what kind of establishment it is. I don’t like her being there alone. She could get hurt.

      Hell, I don’t like her being there at all. She’s too beautiful for a place like that. She should be dressed like the goddess she is, in flowing silk and dripping in diamonds.

      I sit back in my chair and sigh, running a hand over my face in frustration. I can’t get her haunting hazel eyes out of my mind. They’re there every time I close my eyes. I dream of them at night.

      At thirty-two, I’m almost twice the girl’s age. I’m not seriously thinking about trying to meet her, much less do anything else with her. Me who doesn’t have time for dating or women.

      Not that I’m a monk or anything. I’ve had my share of women in the past, but no one has ever held my interest for long, so I’ve just sworn them off. I have two hands to take care of business with, after all. And it’s much less complicated without a woman in my life.

      I look back down at her picture, and my chest clenches up again. What is that all about? I can’t remember anyone ever having this kind of effect on me. I can’t remember the last time I was actually interested enough in another human being outside of business to want to learn more about them.

      I don’t know how long I stare at her picture. Long enough that I start imagining things I shouldn’t.

      I finally sit back in my chair again and run my thumb over my lip, deep in thought.

      My PI said she was looking for another job.

      I contemplate before I pick up my phone. As usual, my guy answers on the first ring. “What’s up, boss?”

      “I’ve got another job for you,” I tell him.
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