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        Although the characters in these pages are fictional, they do deal with real world issues, such as coping with a miscarriage from the male perspective; ovarian cancer, along with the treatments and its side effects; infertility from the female perspective; and coping with the death of a parent.

         

        Thank you for choosing this book. I hope it takes you on a memorable journey.
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            Prologue

          

          MIA

        

      

    

    
      It was a miracle I got to the theater early. Kaleb and I had been dating for half of my career and had been partners for the last two years. Our moods were usually so in sync with each other, but lately, unease had been radiating off him. I wanted to address it—to clear the air—but our performance was just moments away.

      I rushed in through the backstage door, to the hustle and bustle of ballerinas stretching, hairspray clouds, and stagehands moving props around. I’d waited as long as I could for my dad to get home, but leaving Mom, even in the care of a nurse, gnawed at me. Despite the weight of my guilt, my shoulders relaxed just being here.

      This theater is my last sanctuary.

      I could leave my troubles at the door, freeing my heart and mind.

      After rushing into the dressing room, I touched up my hair and makeup and changed into my costume. Amid the familiar routine, thoughts of my mother lying in her bed, frail and fading, consumed me. My father’s words replayed in my mind. I’ll be off work soon. Go ahead, I’ll take care of Mom.

      She’d been sick for so long. It prevented us from affording hospice care and just added to the list of things I couldn’t do for my mother.

      Tonight, I dance for you, Mom.

      Applause echoed in my ears as I stepped onto the grand stage. The first half went smoothly, but my palms sweated with the pressure of the finale, and my hands shook more than normal. Lost in the whirlwind of thoughts, I faltered. My mistake, a rare occurrence, caused a ripple of surprise. Kaleb’s glare was like a sharp rebuke. Thankfully, we managed to recover. The audience remained oblivious to our lapse, but the damage was done. Our mistake hung heavy in the air between us and the other dancers.

      After the performance, Kaleb approached me, frustration apparent on his face. “What the hell was that?” His words stung, each one a barb stabbing at my vulnerability.

      I pulled a towel out of my duffel and dabbed the perspiration off my forehead. “I’m sorry.” I panted, still catching my breath. He couldn’t wait any longer?

      “I stuck my neck out for you to get prima ballerina, and what do you do? You dance like an understudy,” he spat.

      I swallowed. “What are you saying, Kaleb?”

      “Did you think you got here on your talents alone?” His blue-green eyes bored into me.

      A quiet gasp escaped me, and my brow furrowed. “That’s not true.”

      “If it weren’t for me, you would’ve never gotten prima,” he growled.

      “You’re a fucking liar,” I choked out.

      “People die every day. That doesn’t mean the rest of us have to stop living too.” He ran a hand through his dark hair. “You act like you have all the time in the world. You’re in your prime right now, and you’re wasting it.”

      How can he fucking say that? I didn’t have the heart or energy to respond. His lack of empathy, his insinuations—both personal and professional—cut deep.

      He turned his back to me. “Listen, Mia. It’s been fun and everything, but I don’t think this is working anymore.”

      “Are you serious? My mother is dying!” I wiped the wetness from my cheeks with the towel and chucked it into my bag.

      He still didn’t face me. “Yeah, and how long will it take you to recover from that? I just . . . don’t have time for that in my career right now. You understand, right?”

      I remained in silent disbelief.

      “It’s over, Mia.” He walked away without as much as a backward glance.

      My feet moved beneath me through the dimly lit corridor that stretched ahead, shrouded in shadows. The cold, hard floor echoed with each step I took, the sound of my pointes reverberating through the long empty hallway.

      Running into a stairwell, I clung to the railing, squeezing the unyielding metal surface. The weight on my chest made it hard to breathe. How can he do this?

      My cell buzzed in my sweatshirt pocket. The vibration was jarring amid the silence. I reached for it, hands shaking. The tears blurred my vision. I answered the call. The scent of dust and aged wood lingered with each ragged breath.

      “Mia,” Dad choked out.

      My voice trembled. “Pop, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s Mama.” His sobs echoed through the phone and into the stairwell, and I knew.

      I knew she was gone. And I hadn’t been there for her.

      I stepped back until the wall stopped me. Sliding down to the floor, I brought my knees to my chest.

      My best friend, Julia, burst through the door. She stared at me. We didn’t have to speak to communicate. She crouched, wrapping her arms around me. I shook as my tears soaked the black sweatshirt she wore. She rubbed circles on my back.

      “She’s gone.” My strangled cries resonated off the walls.

      Time stood still, and my tears seemed like they would never stop.

      Julia’s silent embrace was an unspoken empathy of my pain. It was the only semblance of comfort I could feel amid my crumbling world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Mia

          

          SEVEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Life’s unyielding march forward taught me its hardest lesson: it waits for no one. After my mother’s death, I stepped away from the ballet company and assisted my best friend, Julia, in launching her dance studio. I was grateful for the opportunity but couldn’t shake the feeling of being adrift, unsure of my true calling. So, I resigned.

      Lucas Verduce, Julia’s husband, had offered me a job at his flourishing record label. My role was mostly behind-the-scenes, but the thrill of being part of something new, something pulsating with potential, was exciting. And it brought me into the orbit of Ethan Miller—a man whose charisma was as unsettling as it was captivating. Over the last year, a strange sort of friendship had formed between us.

      My commitment to LV Productions had been unwavering. My boss could make an exception, after all. It wasn’t as though I’d ever missed a day. What am I supposed to do with these? I stared at the papers for a moment, then remembered I was supposed to distribute them among the parties involved, including Lucas. He still liked keeping physical copies of contracts.

      Despite the calming scent of eucalyptus wafting from the diffuser, the office air was heavy with a sense of routine and unspoken expectations. The ticking clock was a constant reminder of the doctor’s appointment looming over me. I had an hour left but so much to finish.

      I smoothed out my oversize beige waffle sweater and tucked a strand of wavy dark hair behind my ear before picking up the copies from the printer tray.

      “Mia.”

      My gaze trailed up the length of Ethan’s sexy frame. From his perfectly tailored black trousers to his royal-blue button-down, this man teetered on the precipice of being a professional and a tease.

      Goddammit.

      His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, revealing toned sun-kissed forearms.

      I blinked out of my trance. “Hey.”

      He stopped a few feet from me, close enough that his citrusy bergamot scent filled my nose. “Are you busy?”

      This is torture. Absolute fucking torture. Sometimes I questioned my sanity in accepting this job. “Nope, just making copies for that new solo artist you found.”

      “Sounds exciting. I actually wanted to talk to you about something,” he said.

      “Oh?” I waited for him to go on.

      “It’s more of a personal favor.”

      With an eye roll, I prodded, “Well, spit it out already.”

      A corner of his mouth tilted up. “My parents hold Thanksgiving dinner at their house every year. And every year, without fail, they try to set me up with someone. I was thinking I could stay ahead of the game and actually bring someone for a change.”

      I’d met Ethan’s family at Lucas and Julia’s wedding at the beginning of the year. His mom, dad, sister, and niece seemed to like me well enough. But they knew Ethan and I were just friends.

      I cocked a brow and grinned. “What does that have to do with me?”

      His lips formed a straight line. “Do I have to spell it out?”

      I crossed my arms. “Well, if you’re gonna give me attitude, yeah.”

      He let out a dramatic sigh; luckily, I was immune to his theatrics. “Will you be my date? I really don’t want them hassling me about getting married . . . again.”

      Ethan, like everyone else in this industry, seemed to have an aversion to commitment. In the short time I’d known him, I’d learned he didn’t talk about settling down. Not that I was any better. I let out a short breath, reminded of my own reluctance to fall in love ever since Kyle’s betrayal. We hadn’t been official, but it still hurt like we were.

      Julia and I had caught Kyle butt-ass naked, fucking some groupie in the back of one of the tour buses. It had been a painful lesson. My trust in relationships had crumbled, and I’d vowed never to let my heart be crushed like that again. The wounds had left me wary of diving into anything resembling commitment.

      Ethan jutted out his bottom lip, making a pouty face. Taking my hand, he squeezed. “Please? I’ll pick up 50 percent of your workload for the next week.”

      “Make it a month and we have a deal.”

      He smirked. “You drive a hard bargain, Mia Cruz. But you have a deal.”

      I pulled my hand away to check my watch. “Shit, I have to go.” I gave him the copies of the contract I’d been holding.

      He took them. “Where? Do you need a ride?”

      I smiled, my boot heels clicking against the tile floor as I made my way toward the exit. “Nope. Why don’t you get started on some of my tasks? I’ll text you the list.”
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at the specialist’s office in time to fill out all the paperwork with the receptionist. This was my second visit in a month. It’s probably nothing. Just stress from starting a new job. After the No Blood, No Alibi tour last year, thinking it was period cramps, I let it go. Recently, the pain had started to become unbearable. After a visit with my ob-gyn and a few tests, she referred me to a gynecologic oncologist. Just to be safe due to your family history, she'd said. Dr. Colton wanted to meet with me in person. In my experience, they usually called with the results.

      I sat in front of his modern black desk, unable to speak. My breaths came out shallow, and lightheadedness swept over me. The word caught in my throat as I sat there in the sterile white office. He’d said the words no one ever wants to hear: you have cancer.

      The oncologist, Dr. Colton, jotted something down on his tablet, a strand of blond hair falling out of place onto his forehead. “Your treatment plan will begin with surgical intervention, specifically a unilateral oophorectomy. This procedure will involve the removal of one fallopian tube and ovary. After, we’ll initiate adjuvant chemotherapy, utilizing a combination of cytotoxic agents tailored to your specific diagnosis.”

      My head dipped, eyes wide as they flickered between the doctor and the floor.

      He stood and began picking brochures off the far wall. “The surgery will be followed by a series of chemotherapy cycles. We’ll closely monitor your progress through regular blood tests, imaging studies, and tumor-marker assessments.”

      Taking the pamphlets from him, I tried to focus on the details, but they blurred in front of my eyes. I blinked back tears, refusing to let them fall in front of him. “Will I be able to have kids?”

      Dr. Colton smiled softly. “You should still be able to conceive, but unfortunately, it will be more difficult. The chances we’ll have to perform a hysterectomy later in life are high,” he said. “We’re aiming for maximum efficacy with minimal invasiveness. You’re in the early stages, which significantly improves your prognosis.”

      I cleared my throat, my gaze meeting his once more. “Thank you, Dr. Colton.”

      “We’ll try to get you scheduled after Thanksgiving,” he said gently squeezing my arm. “You can get through this, Mia. The best thing to do right now is to live your life as normally as possible.”

      Normal? All I could do was nod.

      We discussed what would come next, but my mind was swirling, unable to focus on what he was saying. Before I knew it, I was stepping outside into the chilly New York air. I looked up at the baby-blue sky, overwhelmed by the enormity of it all. Three words. That was all it took. My life as I knew it had shattered.
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        * * *

      

      The silence of my apartment echoed the void gnawing at my heart. This really sucks. I sat on my couch staring at the information packet the doctor had given me.

      Surgery. Chemotherapy. Radiation.

      I read about the type of cancer I had. Tears welled up in my eyes, brimming at the edges before cascading down my cheeks. They fell onto the paper, each droplet landing with a soft tap.

      How can I possibly live life normally?

      I didn’t have family in the States. My father moved back to the Philippines before Thanksgiving last year, but I supposed I’d have to tell him the shitty news. With Mom having passed from cancer, this would hit him hard.

      I should tell him, but maybe I could wait a bit. If the doctor could get rid of it as easily as he spoke about it, maybe there was no point in telling anyone. He had the right to know. He’s my father. But right now, I could only take care of myself.

      My cell vibrated on the cushion next to me. Glancing at the screen, I answered the call and did my best to sound normal. “Hey, babe.”

      “Are we still on for lunch?” Julia’s sweet-yet-sometimes-brash voice echoed through the speaker, a quality that made her the perfect ballet teacher.

      “I’m gonna need a rain check, Jules,” I said, sinking deeper into the sofa. God, I was tired. I’d popped a painkiller before sitting down, and it was starting to kick in. Fast.

      “Are you sleeping already?” she asked.

      “No. I just got in.”

      She didn’t say anything for a second. “How’s work?”

      I tried my best not to sound annoyed. “Can we talk about all of this later?” I grabbed the remote from the coffee table in front of me and turned on Netflix.

      “Fine.” Julia sighed. “When was the last time you were properly fucked?”

      Damn, how long has it been? I’d been too wrapped up in the job transition and my stomach cramps to notice. It had probably been a few months at the most.

      “Fuck . . . That long?”

      I repeated something she’d said to me before she’d started dating Lucas. “I don’t count anyone who can’t make me come.”

      She giggled. “I guess we’ll have to find you someone who can, then maybe you’ll stop being bitchy.”

      I hadn’t been myself these past weeks, but that was due to the pain I was in. However, I couldn’t help but laugh at her stupid remark. It was one of the many things I could count on from her.

      A few seconds later, lightheadedness swept through me. “Look, I gotta go, but I’ll text you later.”

      With a groan, she said, “Just tell me you don’t wanna talk to me.”

      “You’re being unnecessarily difficult today,” I mused.

      “Fine, but you better text me.”

      “Don’t you have a husband to annoy now?” I teased.

      “Text me,” was her final warning before we exchanged goodbyes and hung up.

      I tossed my cell onto the cushion next to me. How had everything changed so quickly? Just yesterday, my biggest worry was work, but now it was death. That word alone sent chills down my spine. It felt like I was in a bubble, watching the world move on while I was stuck here, frozen in fear. Julia would try to be there for me in her own way, but she couldn’t truly understand. The thought of attending Ethan’s family’s Thanksgiving dinner lingered in my mind. It was only about four weeks away.

      God, I’m exhausted

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Ethan

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyelids peeled open to the sun streaming through the panoramic window, bathing the room in a warm amber glow of fall. The air carried a mix of last night’s activities and just a hint of jasmine, a heady scent that didn’t ease my pounding headache. It was further aggravated by the snoring of the dark-haired woman lying naked beneath my sheets, her hair a striking contrast against the white linen.

      When did that happen? I couldn’t remember calling her, but it wasn’t unlike her to just show up on my doorstep. I tossed my legs over the side of the king-size bed, and the cold wooden floor was a shock to my bare feet. Massaging my temples, I tried to alleviate the pain. God, this time of the year sucks ass.

      “Hey, handsome.” Alice’s nasally voice rattled my head.

      God, I drank too much last night. I buried my face in my hands and didn’t respond.

      “You have time for breakfast?” she asked, and her weight left the bed. I listened to the smooth slide of silk and the fumbling of her stilettos as she gathered them from the floor.

      I glanced at the clock on my bedside table. “No. I gotta get to the office.”

      “You’re still at LV Productions? Are you really gonna take the pay cut?” she asked, but I remained silent with my head in my hands. “You should come back to Sound Sphere.”

      My gaze snapped to hers, and I bit out, “That’s none of your fucking business.”

      “No, I guess not.” She managed to zip her dress up by herself. “But it could be. I’ll see you next time.” She bent at the waist, planted a brief kiss on my lips, and then walked out, stilettos in hand.

      What the hell am I doing? I let out a long breath and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. It wasn’t that long ago I was scolding Lucas about this same fucking behavior. I am such a fucking hypocrite.
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        * * *

      

      The hum of the coffee machine filled my bare kitchen. It gurgled and hissed, releasing the rich aroma of a fresh brew. I leaned against the counter, my gaze wandering across the penthouse.

      The kitchen’s sleek modern appliances and pristine marble countertops lacked any personality. My living room was an expanse of dull tones. The gray couch was a contemporary piece. Have I ever sat on it? The black metal floating shelves held a small library of unread novels. There hadn’t been time for reading since I’d started at Lucas’s company.

      Despite the sunlight filtering through the sheer curtains, the space was cold and lacked the joy that transformed a house into a home. It was just a space—functional, clean, impersonal.

      The coffee machine signaled the end of its cycle. I reached into the cupboard above and retrieved the #1 Dad mug Lucas had gifted me before he’d retired from No Blood, No Alibi, the band I’d managed when I worked for Sound Sphere Records. Lucas had told me half-jokingly that I’d taken better care of him than his own father. Grinning at the memory, I poured myself a cup of dark roast, the steam rising in lazy swirls. I sipped the hot bitter liquid and stood in the emptiness of my surroundings.

      Just as I set my cup down, the buzz of my cell broke the morning’s stillness. Picking it up from the marble counter, I glanced at the screen. There was a string of missed messages, all from Lucas.

      Shit. I was supposed to meet him at his personal studio to look at a band he was interested in signing.

      After calling for a company car, I ran into my room and threw on my usual attire: blue jeans, a comfortable T-shirt, and a light jacket to ward off the fall chill. As I strode out of the penthouse elevator, the remnants of the warm coffee still coursed through me.

      I made my way through the front doors of the lobby. Fred was waiting in the car just outside my building. I hopped in, settling into the back seat.

      “Cutting it a bit close, Mr. Miller,” he said, maneuvering the car away from the curb and down the busy street.

      Letting out a breath, I said, “It’s just one of those days.”

      The home studio was a high-tech haven with a view. The space was dimly lit with the glow of the sleek mixing console. I usually wasn’t late to anything. But these days, life was just kicking my ass, and the weight of Lucas’s narrow-eyed gaze only added to my tension.

      I closed the door behind me. “Hey, I know I’m late, but I’d very much appreciate it if you didn’t give me shit right now.”

      Lucas, in front of the soundboard, his laptop open on the table next to him, paused a video. He smirked and shifted his gaze to the screen. “We’ll talk about it later, fucker. Watch this.”

      I rolled a plush leather desk chair over and sat next to him as he pressed play.

      The camera zoomed in on the faces of the band members, each a beauty. They were a group of diverse women, each with their own individual style. My foot tapped to the rhythm of their music. “They remind me of early 2000s alternative rock, but with an edge. What do they call themselves?”

      When the short two-minute song ended, Lucas closed the laptop. “Venom. Their stage names are different snake breeds.”

      I grinned. “That’s awesome. It’s refreshing to hear that type of music again. I could see them sparking a new trend.”

      Lucas nodded in agreement. “The only downside is they’re based out of Los Angeles.”

      “California?”

      “No, Michigan.” He placed one earbud in and fiddled with the settings on his soundboard. He’d always been pretty damn good at producing.

      I deadpanned, “Don’t be a smart-ass.”

      Lucas chuckled, then took on a more serious tone. “You don’t have to go alone. Mia’s been working her ass off; you should take her with you, show her what it means to be an A&R scout.” He ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. “Who knows, she may be a natural. You could potentially go back to Sound Sphere if you train her up enough.”

      My job with Lucas’s record label was meant to be short-term, but I genuinely preferred this work atmosphere. Better morale. The sole issue lay in Lucas’s inability to match the salary Sound Sphere offered me. I just nodded, and we said nothing more about it.

      Lucas and I decided on a late breakfast at the Morning Brew, one of our favorite little cafés nestled in the heart of downtown. We slid into the back seat of the company car and sat through forty minutes of New York traffic.

      The charming spot, known for its cozy ambiance and exceptional breakfast, welcomed us with the comforting aroma of freshly brewed espresso and the hum of quiet conversations. The local pieces of artwork that adorned the walls were mostly abstract, my favorite.

      Our waitress, Greta, greeted us with a smile and escorted us to a booth near the window. The late-morning sun filtered through, casting soft patterns across our table.

      I was impressed that Greta had our usual orders at our table within twenty minutes of our arrival. My plate was a hearty serving of blueberry pancakes topped with a dollop of butter slowly melting into the stack. The sweet aroma mingled with the savory scents of the café.

      A steaming plate of eggs Benedict sat untouched in front of Lucas, the hollandaise sauce glistening under the warm light. He looked disinterested in his food. Instead, he was staring intently at me, his eyes searching as I forked a bite of my delicious fluffy pancakes.

      “Why’re you looking at me like that? Tired of Julia already?” I teased, still chewing.

      He rolled his eyes. “You know what? I’m just gonna come out and say it. You’ve been totally off after my last tour with No Blood, No Alibi.” He finally ate some of his food.

      I swallowed and asked, “The fuck you talking about?”

      “Weren’t you the one telling me I needed to figure my shit out?” He took a sip of water from his glass.

      I dropped my fork, and it clattered against the plate. “Yeah. It’s just . . .” I wanted to be honest, but how could he ever understand the loss of a love that never had the chance to begin? “You know I don’t take my own advice,” I said.

      Lucas stared at his food, a conflicted expression on his face. He forked another bite into his mouth. “Regardless. I’m here if you need to talk.”

      I had a feeling he knew what this was about. The corner of my mouth rose. “I know, man. Thanks.”

      He leaned back in his seat. “So . . . you never said anything about my idea.”

      “Which one?”

      “Mia.”

      I picked the white cotton napkin off my lap and wiped my mouth before placing it on my empty plate. “I’m sure she’d love to go.”

      Lucas sighed, taking his wallet out from his coat pocket. “And?”

      I raked my hand down my face. “It’s fine, I guess.”

      He cocked a brow. “It’s not like you’ll be babysitting her. I thought you liked her?”

      That’s the fucking problem. I liked her a little too much. Her laughter was infectious. She was the kindest person I’d ever met. She had the ability to see good in everything, even me. I was the issue, along with all of my fucked-upness. “I do like her, man.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Lucas asked.

      I waited for the waitress to take his card and the check and then responded, “Just looking out for her.”

      Lucas groaned, annoyed. “Ethan.”

      “What?”

      “What the fuck are you doing? You better not be stringing her along. Did you forget? I’m married to her best friend. And she will kick your ass,” he said, pointing his index finger at me.

      The volume of my voice rose. “I know—that’s why we’re just friends. It wasn’t that long ago that Kyle fucked her over.”

      “It’s been over a year, and you’re not gonna fuck her over.” He flicked his lip ring and narrowed his eyes. “Or I will be forced to chop your dick off.”

      I winced. “That’s a bit extreme.”

      “Have you met Julia?”

      Good point. I raised my shoulder. “Touché.”

      In the year I’d gotten to know Mia, she’d grown to be one of my closest friends. Our daily interactions at work and hanging out during off days had easily become a necessary part of my routine. I’d learned that she took two shots of espresso in her daily coffee. Her favorite color was royal purple. We’d discovered our fondness for reality shows. Spending time with her felt like an escape from the harshness of reality.

      A delicate paper airplane glided gracefully through the air before landing on the table in front of me. Curious, I scanned the room, seeking its owner. The café was bustling with activity, the clatter of dishes, and the murmur of conversations.

      “Excuse me, mister.” A young boy, around ten or eleven years old, approached our table. He fidgeted nervously, his small fingers twiddling. There was an earnestness in his eyes I found endearing.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Hey, this is a well-constructed aircraft.” I picked up the plane while Lucas watched with an amused grin.

      “Thank you,” the boy responded, voice full of pride.

      Leaning forward, I said, “You know, if you cut slits in the wings and make flaps, it’ll twirl when it flies.” I demonstrated where to make the adjustments on the plane, then handed it back to him.

      His entire face lit up, and he skipped back to his table, where a woman—likely his mother—waved at me in gratitude, a warm smile on her lips.

      Lucas’s gaze turned thoughtful, his expression reflecting a sorrow that mirrored my own. It was an unspoken understanding of the pain that lingered beneath the surface.

      “Jacob would’ve been about that age.” I’d meant to keep that as a thought.

      His eyes dropped to his empty plate. “You’re gonna be an awesome dad someday.”

      The urge to leave behind the reminder of what had never been was overwhelming. “Let’s get out of here.”

      After we ate, we traveled back to the studio and spent the next few hours combing through YouTube for potential clients. None of them stood out like Venom. We needed to get them to sign with us.

      At around six o’clock, Lucas asked me to do a few tasks since the office was on my way home. He called the car for me, and it arrived within twenty minutes, Fred’s personal best. Climbing into the sedan, I said, “That’s record time.”

      He didn’t look at me, but I could hear the smirk in his voice when he said, “Where to, Mr. Miller?”

      “LV Productions.”

      He nodded, pulling away from the curb and onto the bustling street.

      I stared out the window and watched the city lights flicker. Mia was probably still in the office. Has she eaten dinner yet? Recently, I’d found unopened to-go containers on her desk after she had gone home. I had half a mind to stop and pick up food, but I didn’t want to miss her.

      Lucas had been slow in hiring people to fill some important positions, so Mia was picking up a lot of the slack. She helped with social media, marketing, and sales. She really had been working her ass off, and I felt like a dick for not noticing sooner.

      Is she gonna be excited about going to Los Angeles with me?

      The car came to a stop in front of the modern brick building. I thanked Fred and stepped out, closing the door behind me. He drove away shortly after. When I strode through the black-metal-framed glass door, I walked into an unusual silence. Mia usually had her music blasting from the portable speaker on her desk. Unease roiled inside me as I made my way down the quiet hallway to her office. Walking in, my heart dropped. Mia lay on the cold tile floor, unmoving.

      I rushed to her side and cradled her in my arms “Mia?” I held her close, her shallow breaths drifting across my cheek. “Wake up, Sweetness.”

      She groaned, and her eyelids fluttered open. Her beautiful dark gaze focused on me. “Ethan?” She stared up at me, a questioning look on her face.

      “What happened? Did you fall? Are you hurt?” My eyes roamed the length of her body.

      Mia shook her head. “I’m fine, just got a little dizzy. I must’ve fainted.”

      I helped her sit up, keeping my hand on her back. “You haven’t eaten today, have you?”

      “No. I lost track of time,” she rasped.

      I let out a short breath. “You really need to stop doing that.” I placed a hand on her hip, guiding her to stand. “Well, let’s order takeout, then.” She sat in the nearest swivel chair, and I slipped my cell out of my pocket. “What’re you in the mood for?”

      Mia rolled herself behind the desk to her open laptop. “How about Chinese?”

      “That place on Fifth?”

      She nodded. “Pecan chicken, white rice⁠—”

      “And stir-fried green beans,” I finished with a grin.

      Her eyes widened. “Am I that predictable?”

      “No.” I pulled up the takeout app on my phone. “What can I say? It knows what you like.”

      A corner of her mouth rose, and her focus went back to the computer screen. “Okay, Mr. Smarty-Pants, what drink do I want?”

      Taking into account all the times we’d ordered out at this restaurant, I chose between two of her favorite beverages. “A large taro milk tea with boba.”

      She sat back in her seat and studied me, crossing one leg over the other. “Wow . . . I had no idea you knew me so well.” Turning back to her laptop, she continued to type. I watched in admiration as she tapped each key with quick precision.

      What else are those fingers capable of?

      After finalizing our order through the mobile app, I walked over and leaned against the desk beside her, our bodies mere inches from each other. Crossing my arms, I leaned closer with a smirk. “Are you impressed?”

      She glanced at me with a shrug. “I guess.” She stopped, clasping her hands in her lap. “Let’s see . . . You ordered crab rangoons, chicken fried rice, and egg drop soup. And to drink . . . Thai tea. No boba.”

      A grin began to form at the edges of my lips, and warmth spread across my cheeks. “Now that’s impressive.” I peered over at her screen. “What’re you working on?”

      She sighed. “Vetting emails from potential clients. I can’t believe how many submissions we’ve received in such a short time.”

      “Lucas Verduce is a big name. Artists would kill to work with him.” I wheeled a chair over and sat close to her. “I need to talk to you about something.”

      She faced me. “Okay. Shoot.”

      “Lucas wants us to check out a band in LA this weekend,” I said, picking a piece of lint off her oversize beige sweater.

      “A band?” She tilted her head. “Am I getting promoted?”

      “Um . . . If all goes well, it could lead to that,” I replied, waggling my eyebrows.

      She let out a loud squeal and lunged toward me, wrapping her arms around my neck and straddling my lap. Her warmth and lilac scent were fucking mesmerizing. All I wanted to do was pull her closer. But I needed to maintain some semblance of control. The fact of the matter was Mia Cruz stirred more than just my cock.

      I held her in place, my hands braced on her upper thighs. I hoped to God she couldn’t feel the half chub growing in my jeans. Think of something other than the beautiful woman on my lap. That’s not working. I was still hard.

      She seemed oblivious to the impact she had on me. “Thank you so much.” She pulled away and stared into my eyes.

      With my heart hammering in my chest, I became lost in everything that was Mia. “I can’t take all the credit, Sweetness.” My cell buzzed in my pocket.

      A corner of her mouth rose. Maybe she wasn’t so clueless. “You’re vibrating.” She slid off my lap and plopped back onto her chair.

      With a grin, I stood, adjusting my dick as discreetly as possible all while answering the phone. The delivery driver had arrived. I stepped outside, where the crisp evening breeze swept across my cheeks. Collecting our variety of food and drinks, I noted the comforting warmth radiating from the containers. Back inside, I entered Mia’s office, where the gentle rhythm of her typing filled the space.

      After our meal, I shifted my focus to organizing our upcoming trip to Los Angeles. I browsed through various websites, selecting and booking our plane tickets and hotel room. Mia continued to clear the LV Productions email inbox.

      I sat a few feet from her with an ankle crossed over my knee. “Are you excited about LA?”

      She glanced at me. “Yeah. I do have to warn you though—I’ll probably be a little jet-lagged.”

      “Me too. We can take a nap when we get to the hotel. Our arrival time is around three p.m.,” I said, double-checking the reservations on my phone.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “And I hope you don’t mind, but we’ll be sharing a suite. I checked the surrounding area for two rooms, but they didn’t have anything available,” I said.

      Her long lashes fluttered with each blink of her dark eyes. “It’s not like we haven’t slept in the same room before.”

      I recalled falling asleep on her couch a few times when she was going through that whole ordeal with Kyle. “It’s settled, then.”

      “Yup.” She turned back to her laptop.

      My gaze shamelessly lingered on Mia. The room’s ambient lighting emphasized the concentration on her face. Her bewitching charm was weaving its way through my resolve. Keeping my feelings in check was becoming a hell of a lot harder than I’d expected.
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      I got to the airport early Friday morning, when the sky was just beginning to lighten with soft hues. The weight of everything was heavy on my shoulders as I waited amid the sea of people in front of the terminal. I leaned on the handle of my purple roller carry-on, exhausted after the long week. God, I hate flying.

      I didn’t notice Ethan until he was just a few feet away. “Good morning,” he said, adjusting the strap of his backpack over his shoulder.

      I turned to him, offering a forced smile. “Hey.”

      “You ready to do this thing?” he asked, nodding toward the terminal doors.

      We boarded the aircraft and settled into our first-class seats. As the plane ascended, leaving the city behind, Ethan ordered whiskey, and I chose a bottle of water over any alcohol.

      Ethan stared at me, sipping his drink. “You sure everything’s okay?”

      Without looking at him, I replied, “I’m fine, just trying to be healthier.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Since when?”

      I shot him a sidelong look. “Since now.” I took a small swig and then capped the bottle. “So, have you heard Venom’s songs?” I asked, deflecting, using his own tactic against him.

      He nodded with a smirk. “Yeah, Lucas showed me one of their original songs. I love their sound.”

      I began to show him the social media profiles of the four girls in the band. They all fit the branding they were aiming for and had been striving for a record deal for a few years now.

      Midway through my detailed explanation, a sharp pain exploded in my abdomen. I placed a hand on my stomach, trying my best to mask the pain.

      Ethan put his hand on my thigh. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, that time of the month.” I shifted in my seat before leaning back against the headrest.

      “Are you excited about your first scouting assignment?” he asked, breaking the brief silence.

      I peeled one eye open, then closed it again. “I guess. I’ve never been to LA before.”

      “You’ll love it.”

      Our flight droned on, and the pain settled. I watched patches of white clouds float past the window. My thoughts kept drifting back to Ethan. Had he really noticed how off I’d been lately? How miserably tired I must look.

      We landed at the busy Los Angeles airport. Despite the doctor’s assurance that I was fit to fly, exhaustion wound through me with each step I took through baggage claim. The California sun cast a bright warm glow across the plain white floor.

      After Ethan picked up the keys for the rental car, we headed to our hotel. It was a quiet thirty-minute drive through traffic. As I leaned against the passenger window, jet lag and lack of rest finally hit me.

      Everything leading up to the moment we entered our shared suite was a blur. Ethan held the door open wide. I walked through, my suitcase rolling along with me. My eyes roamed the lavish sitting room.

      “Well, this is our home for the next few days,” Ethan said, dropping his bag next to the gray love seat. He scoped out the minibar next to the sliding door that led out to the huge balcony.

      He shrugged off his jacket and unbuttoned the top four buttons of his shirt. Biting my bottom lip, I remained quiet, tearing my gaze away before he noticed. “I’m gonna shower.”

      I carried my suitcase into the bedroom and made my way into the bathroom, the cool tiles a relief to my tired bare feet. Sinking onto the lid of the toilet, I mustered the strength to turn the stainless knobs of the tub.

      When the bathroom steamed up, I stripped off my clothes and stepped in. The hot water cascaded down my body, washing away the fatigue for a moment. After the much-needed shower, I took a painkiller, their small, innocuous shape contradicting the heavy significance they held for me.

      I still hadn’t told my dad about my diagnosis. Wrapped in a soft white towel, I stared at my cell for a moment before picking it up and dialing his number. It would take at least another thirty minutes for the meds to kick in.

      It rang once, twice, three times.

      “Mia?” Dad’s voice rasped through the phone.

      The Philippines was fifteen hours ahead. It was about four in the afternoon over there. “Hey, Dad. You busy?”

      “No, just getting ready to cook dinner. What’s up?”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I told him about the pain I’d been experiencing, then about the appointment I’d had with Dr. Colton. There was no easy way to say it. “I’ve been diagnosed with stage I ovarian cancer.”

      The line went silent. I’d anticipated that. Dad and I had been here before with Mom.

      “It’s still early, Dad.” I was trying to convince him as much as myself. “My surgery is scheduled for December １, and I really want you to be there.” My voice shook, tears welling in my eyes.

      I could hear a mix of sorrow and disbelief in his tone as he said, “Of course, Mia-bear. I’ll be there.”
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