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      This book has been a labor of love.

      It takes place in the fictional location of Chance, which is a city where anything can—and frequently does—happen. Characters don’t always treat these situations as commonplace, nor do they find them overwhelmingly strange.

      This is an MMF why-choose romance. That means that Mia, our protagonist, has two love interests—Lachlan and Sterling—and her happily ever after is with both of them.

      Lastly, if you enjoy this book, I’d love to hear about it! Tell me which ending you got first, which path or ending was your favorite, and any moments you enjoyed. I want to hear it all.

      Dani x
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      While this story is a lighthearted contemporary romance, there are elements that may be difficult for some readers.

      This book contains:

      
        
          	
        explicit language
      

      	
        explicit sexual content with multiple partners. Where a choice involves sexual content, it will be denoted by the asterisk symbol (*). You will be given the option to read or skip the intimate scene and continue.
      

      	
        parental death (off-page)
      

      	
        hostage situation during a robbery (police appear off-page)
      

      

      

      The protection of your safety and mental health is crucial to me. Please do what you need to look after yourself.
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      Before you proceed, know this: this is a choose-your-own-path book, which means at the end of each node, you’ll get a choice—you’ll either decide what you will do next, go back if you’ve changed your mind, or start over if it's the end.

      Each option will be presented as a link in this e-book, taking you directly to where you want to be.

      You’re in control. The story unfolds in the way you wish it to.

      Live one life or many. Read once or as many times as you’d like.

      Most importantly, have fun.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ready? Let’s go! (go to 1)
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      Wait!

      This isn’t a regular book. You can’t read it by simply turning the page! You need to make a choice! This time, click the link below, and there won’t be any issues.

      Got it?

      Okay, let’s try this again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I’ve got it this time (go to 1)
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      Um …

      I don’t know how to tell you this, but it happened again.

      But it’s okay! It’s never too late to learn. I believe in you.

      Third time’s the charm?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I’m REALLY ready now (go to 1)
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      It would be easy to hate a city like Chance. Loud as a tantrum and just as demanding. I should hate it here. People walk too fast, crash into you with prejudice, stare on the subway, and after two years, I still can’t find a good cinnamon roll.

      A fresh-from-the-oven, melt-in-my-mouth cinnamon roll.

      For two years, living in Chance has been like signing up for the Olympics in a sport I never trained in.

      That’s exactly why I love it.

      There’s a thriving pulse to this city, filled to the brim with more people than I could’ve imagined when I was back home in Ferntree. Heck, my parents still live in the house their parents grew up in. By the time I was six, I knew that cows would find a hole in a fence quicker than you could catch ’em, the best place for your boots was by the door, and just because you were short didn’t mean you had to let everyone look down at you.

      Now I’m more adept at dodging commuters than hens.

      Chance is wonderful—as long as you look past a little noise and a lot of attitude. It tests me, but I’m hardly about to let a little thing like pessimism get in my way, even today, where it’s as heavy as the clouds overhead.

      “Morning, Red.”

      I smile. Celine never calls me Mia.

      She raises an amused brow at me from her perch on the sidewalk. “Their coffee might be nice and all, but it’s not going to do you any good from out here.” Gone is the moth-eaten blanket from last week, replaced with a bright blue sleeping bag. “Trust me, I’ve spent a lot of time looking.”

      “I’m late,” I explain, trying to rub warmth back into my frozen fingers.

      Four alarms are usually enough, but in the two months since Huey moved out and winter laid siege on the city, getting out of bed has only gotten harder. An extra five minutes snowballed into ten, then twenty, and now I’m seriously close to being late.

      And I need caffeine.

      “Can’t relate,” she says, a twinkle in her eyes. She’s old enough to be my ma’s ma—bless her—but her tongue is as sharp as the easterly that blew in overnight.

      Right now, she’s the only friend I have left in this city.

      “What’s with the skirt? Did you forget it was winter or something?”

      I tuck a lock of red hair behind my ear. Celine is never without an opinion on my outfits. Or anything else for that matter.

      “You don’t like it? I thought it brought out my eyes.” Maybe forest-green faux leather isn’t fashionable, but it keeps me warm, and I like it. I’d rather look silly in style that’s my own than blend into a crowd of clones.

      “Your eyes pop regardless,” she says. “But you’re young; you’ll figure it out eventually.”

      “I’m twenty-seven.”

      “I’ve worn shoes older than you,” she teases. There’s more color in her face today, a brightness in her eyes that is a relief to see.

      “How was your night?”

      Finding room in a shelter has only gotten harder and harder with budget cuts, but Mayor Jackson’s speech last week gave the impression he actually cared about improving support for the homeless, and I want to believe him.

      I want a lot of things for this city.

      Fanning the flames of hope in Chance is a hard task, but it’s exactly why I packed up my entire life and moved here.

      “Steve snored all night again. Kept half of us awake, until someone rolled him over. It’s fine. Can’t do much about it even if it wasn’t.”

      She says that a lot. “Is what it is,” and, “What are you gonna do about it?”

      It makes me sad that she expects the worst, that people have let her down enough times that it doesn’t faze her.

      She once said it was hard for her to hold on to good things because getting attached only made losing them harder.

      I’m inclined to agree with her.

      Celine smooths her long white hair over her shoulders. It gleams in the early morning light. Silky and smooth, a point of pride for her. “You want me to put in a good word for you now that the bobblehead of a boyfriend left you high and dry?”

      The wind picks up as it curls around the street corner. I wiggle my knees to shake off the chill seeping under my coat.

      She’s not wrong. Huey left me—went and fell in love with someone who wasn’t me, which was pretty rude after ten years together—but I’m still swimming.

      After months of putting it off, I finally packed up his shit. My best friend, Alice, offered to come all the way from Ferntree to help, but she’s got her hands full with her bakery, and I couldn’t ask her to up and leave like that. Instead, she kept me company over the phone, all while detailing the ways she’d remove his junk if he even thought about walking into her store.

      “Hold that thought,” I say. “I have until Saturday to be out of my place, but that’s plenty of time to collect the keys for my new apartment.”

      There’s also the small issue of signing the paperwork to ensure it’s official, but I’m sure the realtor is busy. I’ll hear from him soon.

      Hopefully.

      “Plenty of time for something to go wrong too.”

      I shake my head. This city really needs an infusion of optimism.

      The lime-green door of the coffee shop opens and closes once more. A woman, wrapped up in more fleece than a sheep show, pushes her way out of the crowd and into the cold. Inside is busy for a Tuesday. Not a good sign.

      Faintly, I feel a clock ticking, each second of indecision pressing down on me. Monica’s always looking for mistakes, but I’ve never once been late to work. Not in two years.

      “Have you made your decision yet?” Celine asks.

      It’s now or never.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Make Your Choice:

      
        
        stop for coffee (go to 2)

      

        

      
        go to work (go to 3)
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      I have to stop for coffee. I can’t survive without it.

      “Your usual?” I ask Celine.

      She nods. “Bacon, cheese, un⁠—”

      “Untoasted—I remember. Anything else?”

      “I have no need for your liquid addiction.”

      I tuck my smile into my collar as I walk to the door.

      Heat blasts me as soon as I enter, a clammy perspiration already clinging to my skin before I get in line. Ma’s old wool coat is perfect when the wind picks up, but right now, it’s stifling.

      The coffeehouse is packed. A line of people blocks the register, with more at my back. The armchair I usually claim on weekends is currently filled by a small child. Dwarfed in the worn paisley seat, he swings his feet back and forth happily while his mother types on her phone one-handed, brow creased with stress.

      I know if she looked over, she’d see the same expression on me, except my stress takes the form of my hard-as-nails boss.

      I really hope the barista works quickly this morning.

      The new year is meant to be the dawning of a fresh start. Clean slates, all problems left behind. Even the song playing overhead says so.

      Performed by the latest top 40 teen star I’ve never heard of, it’s a surprisingly haunting tune about loneliness and love lost. It’s been following me for days. Fate sure has a funny sense of humor.

      Eventually, there’s only one customer left in front of me—a tall guy with a man bun and a thick black sweater over expensive distressed jeans.

      Please let him be an Americano kind of guy. Straight in, straight out.

      He’s not.

      As soon as he steps up to the counter, Sarah looks up from the register and beams.

      I remember smiling like that once. These days, I’m learning to fold my feelings neatly away, keeping them safe until I can let loose on my best friend. For a city stuffed with people like they’re packing peanuts, Chance doesn’t handle vulnerability well.

      Can you tell I’ve heard the word naive a lot since moving here?

      “Lucky, hey! This is early for you.” Sarah’s ponytail bounces as she leans across the counter to kiss him on the cheek.

      His name is Lucky? School kids must have been ruthless.

      “Couldn’t sleep, or you haven’t gone to bed yet?”

      “You know I don’t kiss and tell,” he says with a smooth, accented voice.

      My chances of ordering soon fade away like a beautiful dream. So close and yet so far. Jeez. I never used to be impatient. Ask anyone. The only person I know who is more patient than me is my older brother, Louis, and he’s so gentle that we’re not entirely sure he’s not adopted.

      Two years in Chance really changes a person.

      “This is the first time I’ve seen you before lunchtime, so … I’m going to guess whoever’s name you forgot last night kicked you out.”

      “All right, go easy.” He laughs. “Honestly, I woke up early and saw what a beautiful day it was. Thought I’d explore the city a bit. I do exist outside of midnight, you know.” He’s British, but there’s something else there, something bouncy and lyrical.

      Birmingham maybe? I’m not sure.

      As he leans against the counter, I take in the rest of him. Easily six feet, with a trim waist and wired with enough muscle that he could probably push a tractor out of a ditch with his bare hands. The silver around his neck and wrists is thick and flashy, so whatever he does, he does it well.

      “Only you would see rain and think it’s a beautiful day,” Sarah jokes.

      There isn’t another decent coffee place near the office unless I walk two blocks in the wrong direction. Sure, we have a machine in the break room, but that coffee tastes of old socks and recycled rubber. I like the coffee here. It’ll be super inconvenient if I blow up at this guy for taking too long and get banned from coming back.

      “Well, whatever the reason, I’m jealous,” Sarah adds. “These exams are destroying my life. It’ll be a miracle if I see the outside before next year.”

      Lucky is in no rush, tapping along with the music and still not ordering anything. Did he simply come by to flirt?

      “You work too hard,” he says.

      My gaze catches on his back as his muscles flex. Someone isn’t skipping the gym.

      “A break isn’t going to kill you, you know.”

      Something about him scratches like a bad tag under my shirt. I know his type.

      Everything from the too-tight-to-be-an-accident knitwear to the I-bet-you-want-me attitude. He expects life to go his way. Everything falls into place for him, no effort required.

      He’d probably tell me I’m chasing a fantasy by staying in Chance and ask why I am so hell-bent on becoming a reporter anyway.

      Okay, that last one is only Huey.

      He always left the heavy lifting to me. I chose to move here. I picked the takeout. I made plans and had to remind him about them. To him, I was a walking day planner/GPS/assistant.

      He never made a single decision in our entire relationship. Well, he finally made one, and it was a doozy.

      Lucky and Sarah are still talking.

      “Easy for you to say. When was the last time you worked full-time?”

      “Being talented is a full-time job,” he jokes.

      Maybe that’s why I don’t have room for Chad 2.0’s leisurely attitude this morning. Does he not notice how busy this place is? Or is it that he doesn’t value anyone else’s time?

      Do they even have Chads in over there in England?

      Taking a deep breath helps. Okay, I might be letting stress get to me. It’s not this guy’s fault I’m late after all.

      I still need him to hurry it up though. Maybe it’s time to push this along …
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        * * *

      

      Make Your Choice:

      
        
        wait (go to 4)

      

        

      
        interrupt (go to 6)

      

        

      
        go back (go to 1)
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      I decide not to risk it.

      The Observer building is a relic of glass and steel, the upper floors groaning anytime the wind picks up. One of the original icons of this city’s long history. The paper has proudly filled the top three floors since its inception. Production moved off-site some years ago, but the heart of the paper remains.

      I rush into the elevator when it opens, following a man inside. Thanks to booking it here, I won’t be late. I’m sweaty and cranky without my coffee, but at least I made it on time.

      Even better, the button for my floor is already lit up.

      I wonder who I … oh no.

      The doors close.

      In a hundred years of publication, there have been many good journalists signed to The Observer, but no one stands out like Sterling Ross. He’s imposing in prose and in person, towering over everyone in strong black suits and an even sterner disposition. Only eight years separate us, but the lines by his eyes speak of stories that took parts of him to tell, truths that have been carved into or out of him.

      Sterling is more than a byline; he’s a movement.

      He’s also the reason I’m here.

      Ever since I read his exposé on doctors who were misdiagnosing patients on purpose to generate more appointments, I’ve known I wanted to follow in his footsteps.

      I’m surprised. This is late for him. Usually, he starts hours before anyone. First in, last out, holed up behind his desk with his brow furrowed over his glasses like he’s solving world peace.

      He probably is.

      Meanwhile, I’m working late, responding to social media comments on an absolutely crucial post about “Where to Eat after 10 p.m.: Chance’s Best Late-Night Eats.”

      My sigh echoes in the silence as the elevator rises.

      Sterling Ross is a tour de force. Formidable, with a sharp mind and unerring dedication to ethical journalism.

      He’s also more attractive than any person should be. Six foot three, with the upper body of a god. Big enough to overpower anyone he wants, but he outsmarts people instead. For a body like that—and it’s a damn fine body—he must spend half his life in a gym. I don’t know when he sleeps. Maybe never.

      He can make me blush by walking by.

      I’m not alone in feeling that way either. Rooms hush when he enters, falling silent in awe of his looks, his Pulitzer, or both.

      “I loved your piece last week.” The words slip from me eagerly in the confined space. “The way you referenced the allegations without outright stating she was lying while still countering every point with evidence was amazing.”

      For the barest second, his gaze shifts from the elevator doors to meet my own, and his response is a gruff, “Thank you.”

      I shouldn’t take it personally. He’s always polite, but there’s no one in the office he’s friendly with. Then again, there’s no one in the office who warrants friendliness. Sterling’s silence is kinder to me than their competitiveness and insults, hidden as jokes.

      My bag shifts on my shoulder, and I grip the handle like a lifeline. “Monica’s making me include one particular brand in my skin care recommendations that’s been proven to cause breakouts. I’m under strict instructions that it can’t look like an ad—which, of course, it is.”

      His long lashes brush his cheeks as he blinks, but there’s no change in his expression.

      “But now I’m going to use your trick to hint at the allergy complaints.”

      “Be careful with that,” he says, surprising me. “It’s a fine line to walk, and the brand will have final approval over copy.”

      “Oh, right,” I stumble. “Maybe you could take a look over it later today? Make sure I’m not about to risk my career for a subpar moisturizer.” I chuckle—a nervous habit I’ve had for as long as I can remember.

      His nostrils flare, and I’m drawn to the way his taut chest rises under his black button-up with each breath.

      Seconds pass in silence, the floor counter ticking up slowly. Five, six, seven. I’m starting to think he’ll never answer, letting the question linger in the air between us, awkward and limp, while I watch the muscles under his jaw tic.

      Finally, the quiet gets to me. “I’m sure you’re busy though, so⁠—”

      “I’ll look over it.”

      The blue in his eyes is unnaturally bright under the fluorescents and piercing in its unyielding stare.

      I’m too stunned to speak, but that doesn’t stop a flush from rising to my cheeks.

      “Wow, um, yes—I mean, thanks.”

      Shit. No wonder he offered to help. He probably thinks I can’t string two sentences together. He’ll take one look at my draft and storm into Monica’s office, demanding she fire me.

      Is it too late to take it back?

      “Obviously, it won’t be up to your level,” I add. “But any advice you can give me is appreciated.” The pad of my thumb hurts from where I’m rubbing it nervously against the strap of my bag.

      It means so much to be here, at The Observer, with him. How many people get the chance to meet their idol? And I get to work next to mine. Or on the same floor at least.

      One day, it’ll be my desk beside his. My byline on the front page.

      My articles inspiring others.

      “You know,” I start—and if not now, when?—“you’re the reason I wanted to become a journalist. Ever since the series you did on selective biotech research, I knew I had to work here. Follow in your footsteps. Not that I’m …”

      Oh God, he looks like this is physically hurting him to listen to.

      “Anyway, Monica says no every time I submit in-depth pieces, so maybe it’s a good thing I’m only writing about antiaging creams.”

      In truth, she threatens to fire me, but telling Sterling that feels like whining.

      “Are you always in the habit of diminishing your skills?” he asks, shutting me the hell up.

      “Um,” I say, then stop—because honestly? Yes.

      Sterling, of course, doesn’t miss a beat. “I’ve read your work, Mia,” he says, stalling my brain in its tracks, then sending it into overdrive.

      Wait. He has? Voluntarily? I have so many questions.

      “Stop doubting yourself.”

      The command settles on my skin, then slips under, electrifying every inch of my nervous system, as though he has it on speed dial.

      Yes, my body says, jumping at the chance to follow his lead. Please, more.

      Not trusting myself to keep remotely professional if I open my mouth, I nod, blissfully thankful when the elevator opens.

      I peel off toward my desk, half hoping he’ll follow me even though he has no reason to, burying my disappointment when he stalks to his own desk instead. Of course he wasn’t going to follow me. It was a single conversation. Just because he knows my name and has read my work—which posts, and why?—doesn’t mean we’re friends.

      I urge my pulse to calm down while I log in, and it’s almost back to normal when Sterling barges into Monica’s office and slams the door. It’s kind of a useless gesture—the glass hides nothing. As soon as she raises her voice, we’ll all hear it, and she likes that.

      It keeps us in line.

      The only person she’s never yelled at is Sterling. If he’s called in—and I can count the times I’ve seen it on one hand—you can’t hear a word. I’ve never met a man so attached to keeping his cards close.

      Which is why the whole office jumps when the shouting starts.

      “This is a business,” Monica says. “Not your personal playground. Whatever crush you’re harboring⁠—”

      “I wasn’t asking.” Sterling casts an impressive shadow from where he looms over her desk. An immovable object.

      Monica rises to the challenge, her palms pressed to her desk. “I don’t care who you want. Pick someone else.”

      “No,” he responds. Short. Sharp. “If you want this story, this is what I need. It’s nonnegotiable.”

      “You don’t control me, Sterling. If you don’t like my decisions, you know where the door is.”

      “How long do you think you’ll keep your job after I walk?”

      Silence fills the office as Monica stares him down.

      “One mistake, and she’s fired. Do you understand?”

      Sterling opens the door and storms out without answering her. It hits the reset button, and the rest of us scramble to pretend like we weren’t glued to every word.

      I risk a look into her office and freeze.

      Monica’s gaze is ice cold, twin pools of disdain pinning me to my chair. I quickly turn back to my computer.

      The ache behind my eyes is building. I really wish I hadn’t skipped coffee, but at least I don’t have to face Monica. My skin care piece is due to her by the end of the day, and I need to get a jump start on my weekend assignment at the opening of Zero, this new bar downtown.

      My head throbs a little harder when my phone rings, and I stare down at the empty mug in my hands. So close. I could ignore it, but what if it’s my folks? Or Alice? Maybe I won a competition I don’t remember entering, and not answering could mean passing up a brand-new car or a trip to the Seychelles.

      I fish my phone out of my pocket, and it’s even better than a free trip; it’s a whole new chapter of my life.

      “Hi, Mia. It’s Bryan from New Realty. I’m glad I caught you. I wanted to let you know that everything is ready for you to sign.”

      I bite back a squeal of delight.

      In the corner of my eye, I can see Bianca is trying to eavesdrop, but she’s intercepted by Andy, who is probably trying to pawn off his proofing again. She shoves her bowl of mints at him and scowls when he doesn’t take one.

      “When can I pick up the keys?”

      I need to be out before Saturday, so the sooner, the better. I’ll have to move my stuff late at night, after I’m done here, but it’ll be worth it.

      “Once we confirm payment of the deposit, you can collect the keys.”

      “I’ll send it right now.”

      Yes, this is perfect. I needed some good news.

      I jot down the address and barely get a thank-you out before he hangs up. I guess manners aren’t as important as his next commission.

      Alice picks up so fast that I have to hide my smile.

      “You’ll never guess who I saw today,” she says, always mid-conversation. I can picture her—her apron dusted in flour, curls piled high on her head in a riotous bun, phone on speaker while she keeps her hands busy kneading. “Hot Bod. He picked up a special order earlier. For his mom,” she emphasizes.

      “Oh.”

      The last time Alice said those words, it was because her date still relied on his ma to buy his underwear.

      “No, no, it’s a good thing. She’s setting up a book club, and he wanted to make sure their first meeting started off right.”

      Gosh, that’s sweet. “Please tell me you asked for his number this time.”

      Outside, the sky is awash in gray. I hope it rains soon. I miss the thrill of lightning. It reminds me of home.

      “I chickened out,” she admits. “I don’t know. It just seems creepy to hit on a customer when I’m working.”

      “It’s not creepy. It’s romantic. This is what, the third time you’ve run into each other?”

      “Fourth. He actually made a joke that we should make plans in advance next time, and I was so flustered that I handed over the business card for the bakery.” She groans and turns off the oven timer that started beeping. Her voice gets more distant. “It was so embarrassing.”

      “He’s clearly into you. He’ll be back.”

      She sighs. “I hope so. So, is it good news? Did you get the apartment?”

      There’s no hiding the smile now. “Yep.”

      Alice lets out the squeal I can’t. “Video chat next week? I miss talking to your face.”

      “I miss talking to yours. I’ve gotta go, but please promise me you’ll flirt with Hot Bod next time he comes in, or I’m jumping on a plane and making you.”

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” she jokes. “Oh, the buns are ready. Love you.”

      “You too.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fate is a lovely concept. Destiny? Soulmates?

      Bad people facing karmic retribution, balancing out the evils committed in the world, while good people live long, happy lives.

      A wonderful idea.

      If only real life worked that way.

      If Fate exists, she’s fickle and unpredictable. Maybe Cupid ghosted her one too many times or told her that he didn’t really want a commitment right now, all the while speed-matching on a dating app as he sat beside her.

      Maybe she’s sick of doing all the work while we do nothing.

      I don’t hold it against her.

      I, Mia Finnegan, will create the change I want to see in the world, and I want to live in a world where strangers will do the same for me.

      Let Fate take a day off. She’s earned it.

      Sterling’s response arrives fifteen minutes after I convinced myself to press Send, and what the hell does that mean? Did he even read it? It’s only 1,600 words, but certainly, he’s got more important things to do than read about eczema treatments. Or maybe not. Maybe he’s so offended by my terrible writing that he took one look and couldn’t stomach the rest.

      Maybe I’ll open his comments and find the entire draft redlined and a single note to quit while I’m behind.

      “I told you to stop that.”

      I shiver at the deep tone of Sterling’s voice.

      A faded Observer mug is placed in front of me, branded with The Observer’s original motto—Small print, big difference. There’s a chip over the V. It’s been run through the dishwasher so much that it’s got varicose veins. I’ve seen it many times before on Sterling’s desk.

      I follow the offering up a well-defined arm to the man in question. Sterling blinks down at me, tall enough to block out the overhead lamps.

      “I guarantee it tastes terrible, but the caffeine works.”

      He brought me coffee? Am I dreaming?

      For a second, all I can do is stare. The coffee here is notoriously bad—bitter and burnt. There’s not a single redeeming feature about it.

      I cup the mug in both hands. You couldn’t tear it from me.

      “So, is this a prank or an undercover-boss sort of situation?”

      Sterling slides one hand into his pants pocket and ignores the question. “How busy are you?”

      That certainly isn’t what I was expecting. “Um …” Is he digging? “A little.”

      He continues, checking his phone when it beeps, “The article I’m working on has become a little more complicated than I originally planned. I need a second pair of eyes to dig through the data.”

      He doesn’t usually need an assistant. I wonder what the piece is.

      “Will it take long?” I’ve seen the stacks of research that go along with Sterling’s investigations, the long hours he submits himself to. I’m still not convinced he sleeps.

      Rest will be a distant memory if I agree, especially since I need to do my actual job as well.

      “This isn’t something that can be rushed, Mia.” There’s a rough edge to the way he says my name that raises the hair on the back of my neck. “It’s extremely important, and it can’t be taken lightly.”

      I swallow.

      Why me? We’re not a huge company anymore, but there are still plenty of options for help, and I know at least half the office would jump at his command. But he’s not asking them; he’s asking me.

      And he brought coffee.

      I make the mistake of checking Monica’s office. She’s staring, and she’s livid.

      “I don’t know …”

      The look Sterling levels at me is serious. “Yes or no, Mia.”

      This is everything I’ve been waiting for, but like all wishes, it comes with a cost.

      If I say yes, I already know Monica will use it against me.

      But if I say no, I’ll miss out on the opportunity to work with the man who inspired me to apply here in the first place.

      What do I do?
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        * * *

      

      Make Your Choice:

      
        
        assist Sterling (go to 5)

      

        

      
        turn him down (go to 8)

      

        

      
        go back (go to 1)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 4]
        

      

      I wait.

      Back in Ferntree, waiting is enjoyable, the everyone-knows-everyone icing on every cake. Neighbors are friends, and friends are family.

      I miss it deeply, along with my parents and Alice and the best rocky road fudge ice cream I’ve ever tasted, but this city called to my heart from the moment I learned of the world beyond the highway.

      Growing up in a small town taught me the beauty of community. The value in people working together, sharing space and caring for each other. I’m determined to bring that to Chance in whatever way I can.

      One day, the byline by Mia Finnegan will be proof I’ve done some good in the world, not just three words that sit under a post for “17 Succulent Meals to Keep You Warm This Winter.”

      I learned great reporting from the brave and brilliant minds of Sterling Ross, Ruslan Seitov, and Aubriella Noelle. Sterling is still in his prime—he’s only eight years older than me—but he kick-started his career with an explosive piece at twenty-two, which is five years younger than I am now.

      Hopefully, I’m not too late to follow in his footsteps.

      As soon as I discovered he lived and worked right here in Chance, at The Observer, I knew where I wanted to be.

      Huey said I forced him to move here. Maybe I did. I’d been so set on our big, bright future together that I hadn’t wanted to see any other option. He’d always been hesitant to change, always looking for the trap door in every decision. I thought he was just nervous. Heck, so was I. But I wanted to realize my dream more than I was afraid.

      I still do.

      “Anyway, I’ll get out of your hair now.”

      Finally.

      Lucky—and I’m still not over that—turns, giving me a wide smile. It is, of course, gorgeous and hugely distracting. His hair looks satin soft, as dark as his trimmed beard and equally well cared for. Then there are the tattoos.

      “Floor’s all yours, love.”

      Great. On top of it all, he has to be one of the sexiest men I’ve ever met.

      I step forward, meeting Sarah’s smile with my own.

      “A caramel latte and a fresh bacon and cheese sandwich to go.” I wince. “Please.” This is the end then. I’m finally rushed enough to forget my manners.

      It’s all downhill from here.

      Speaking of handsome strangers who I don’t have time for … he’s stepped to the side, but we’re close enough that I can count every freckle.

      I stand a little taller, fighting the urge to hunch my shoulders, hiding my chest, which is another bad habit I’ve gained recently. You would, too, after a dozen different men stared at your breasts while telling you to smile more. As if they’d even notice from that viewpoint …

      Sarah takes my money and returns with the sandwich. As I move away from the counter to wait for my coffee, Lucky joins me.

      “You’re too tense.”

      From this distance, I catch the notes of his woodsy cologne. It suits him.

      “You’re too friendly,” I retort. “Your girlfriend could have served half of the line by now if you hadn’t been so selfish.”

      His eyebrows climb up his forehead before he grimaces. “Sarah’s my cousin actually, but I’ll take that jealousy as a compliment.”

      “You shouldn’t,” I say, trying to cover the flush of attraction and embarrassment flooding through me. This is why I don’t talk before coffee.

      “My apologies.” But it doesn’t sound like he’s sorry at all. “Let me make it up to you.” He pulls a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket, casual, like they appear for him out of thin air. Maybe they do. “For your coffee.”

      His face is angular, with pink lips under sharp cheekbones, and his smile moves like the tide, smooth and enticing. I take the money from him and ignore the spark I feel when our fingers touch. He might be able to treat money like it’s nothing, but I know a much more deserving recipient.

      “Thank you.”

      The bill folds easily into a napkin, which I place alongside Celine’s sandwich.

      “I’m Lachlan,” he adds. “But you can call me Lucky.”

      “Do I have to?”

      Lucky’s laugh is loud and boisterous. The butterflies in my stomach jump and flutter like a puppy among fallen leaves.

      “Love, you can call me anything you’d like.”

      Oh God, I might be blushing.

      Is he really flirting with me?

      It’s hard to tell since I haven’t flirted with anyone since … hmm. Too long.

      It’s not something I’m good at. Banter takes wit and a silky sort of seduction I’ve never understood, let alone had. Lucky has it coming out of his perfect pores.

      “Mia,” I say, holding my hand out.

      The calluses on his fingers graze my skin when we shake, and a million questions flare to life. Who is this guy who wanders the streets on a Tuesday morning just because he can?

      Why can’t I take my eyes off him?

      “You’re right,” he says, keeping my hand in his.

      He turns it over with a look of concentration, and I have the ridiculous idea that he’s about to kiss it. The sharp tang of anticipation stings my throat.

      “Coffee isn’t nearly enough to apologize. Have dinner with me.”

      In shock, I pull my hand free. He doesn’t look upset about it.

      “But you don’t know anything about me.”

      “That’s what dinner is for.”

      Unbelievable. “Have you always been this presumptuous, or did money make you that way?”

      It’s an educated guess that must hit close to home because he sobers.

      “It’s nice to have, but I don’t see any reason to put material shit on a pedestal. There are far better things to covet.”

      His eyes don’t leave mine, and I can feel myself flushing all the way to my toes.

      “Clean air, equal rights, taxing the rich?” I guess. It’s what I want.

      “Sure,” he says, leaning in. Everything about him is intoxicating. “There’s also art, food, and sex.”

      I could set a match to my clothes and not feel the fire burn as brightly as his words do.

      Thankfully, as he opens his mouth to say more, the barista calls out my order.
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        * * *

      

      About time!

      
        
        take your drink (go to 7)

      

        

      
        go back (go to 2)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 5]
        

      

      “Okay,” I say, “where do we start?”

      Sterling clears off the desk behind mine, which is being used as a tech graveyard. In one long sweep of his arm, he corrals everything into an empty box and sets it on the floor. It’s a smooth move. Powerful.

      He could do that to my desk, easily. In a fit of passion, throwing everything to the floor, then grabbing me and …

      I turn to hide the fierce blush that rushes to my cheeks.

      Then he’s back, sitting right there, inches away from me, with his laptop and a terrifying stack of financial records. It makes a resounding thump as it’s set in front of me.

      “I’ve already highlighted what I’m looking for on the first few pages. I need you to look through the rest and let me know if anything else jumps out at you.”

      I open my mouth to follow up, but his attention is gone, all gates closed as he types.

      Okay …

      There’s no reason I should feel anxious right now—except, actually, there is because the man I’ve looked up to since I discovered his writing has just asked for my help, and I’m going to do it, even if it risks me losing what little I have here.

      I look over my shoulder and catch him quickly turning away. “When do you need it done by?”

      Sterling doesn’t take his eyes off his screen, his eyes narrowed and focused. “Monday.”

      “That’s six days away.”

      He hums an acknowledgment. I get nothing else.

      So much for working together.

      The highlights don’t reveal much—an account number that recurs every other page and some red marks beside any transfer over fifty thousand dollars. These records go back at least six months, and I’m going to have to sleep here if I want any chance of finishing it before next week.

      “So …” I start, ignoring his silence. I might be a small-town girl, but I can be just as stubborn as he is. “What’s the story?”

      His hand twitches. There’s a stack of blue Post-its sitting by a mug spilling over with hotel pens, and when he reaches for them, I wonder how we’re going to work together if he refuses to talk to me. Maybe we’ll work exclusively by note.

      A small glimmer of hope appears when he cocks his head in my direction, lips parting and closing again. God, I never watch anyone this closely, but with Sterling, every detail is one more piece to a puzzle I’m desperate to solve.

      My gut churns. The urge to fill the silence with words is almost indescribable; it itches under my skin, stretching and pulling at my patience as the seconds tick over.

      Is it some sort of power play? Use me as an errand girl while he dangles the promise of a real story in front of me? How did he even know that’s what I wanted? Does he have lunch with Monica and laugh over how naive I am?

      My stomach flips over.

      Eventually, I accept my fate, slip my headphones on, and let Hayley Williams keep me company as I work.
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        * * *

      

      I collect the keys to my new place that night and find a letter slipped under my door.

      Welcome to the building, neighbor! I’m 704, down the hall. Shout if you need anything or if the music’s too loud. Text if I can’t hear you. Thanks, Lucky

      There’s a badly scrawled phone number underneath. I can’t tell if it’s a scam, but I’d rather be safe than sorry, so I crumple the paper up and throw it in the trash.
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        * * *

      

      Sterling isn’t making it easy to ignore him.

      Anyone would think he’s a spy, not a journalist, tailored in all black, his collarbone exposed by the open collar of his shirt.

      How am I meant to work like this? It’s completely distracting.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t be in the office if you’re having trouble concentrating.”

      I tear my eyes away from his throat to find him peering down at me. Huh?

      “You’re staring.” His voice, deep and final, does not make room for a question.

      I flush all the way to my toes.

      He noticed. Of course he noticed. Details are his job. Still, I can’t help the zip of a thrill that runs down my spine.

      “I skipped breakfast,” I lie.

      As Sterling checks his phone, a crease forms between his brows. I’ve spent a lot of time staring at him, trying to work out what that crease means and how I can make it go away.

      “Bad news?” I can’t help but ask.

      His eyes flick up to mine. They’re so, so blue. Fall skies, clear and cool. My favorite.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.” Not your business, he means.

      Right. We’re not friends. Sterling doesn’t have work friends.

      In college, I dreamed of working here, near—and hopefully with—the famed Sterling Ross, cutting through the PR schemes that covered the asses of the rich and powerful, exposing the underhanded motives they used to stretch the class divide even further.

      Now I’m questioning why I ever wanted to be near the man.

      This is why you should never meet your heroes.
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        * * *

      

      My neck gave up an hour ago and is now protesting loudly. I push my laptop away, rolling the aching muscles but it doesn’t help.

      Everyone else left hours ago, leaving only Sterling and me. It’s quiet enough that I can count his even breaths. I’d almost think he was asleep.

      I glance over and find him watching me.

      He keeps doing that.

      He reaches over to replenish his stack of papers, and my gaze snags on his hands—strong, with long fingers and no freckles. A clean canvas, highlighting the rippling of veins under his skin. I want them on me.

      His sleeves are rolled up, and I stare at the now-bare skin of his forearms. There’s a fine layer of dark hair there. My pulse spikes. I bet his calves look the same. Mature. Rugged. This newfound fact coalesces into my image of him, morphing it into something gruffer to match the deep furrow of his brow and rough growl of his voice.

      It’s dangerously sexy territory, not that I’ve ever needed an excuse to think he was sexy before.

      A sneeze tickles my nose, and I rush to cut it off, but a soft, muffled snort escapes me. “Excuse me,” I say when I’m sure there won’t be another.

      Sterling reaches across his desk, pulling a Kleenex from the box and thrusting it toward me, but that’s not what stops my breath. Poking out above the cuff of his shirt is a black four-leaf clover.

      “Oh, I didn’t know you had a tattoo.”

      Immediately, I know it’s the wrong thing to say.

      Sterling stills, drops the tissue on my desk, and rolls down his sleeves. “I don’t let most people see it.”

      Disappointment flashes cold against my skin. I guess I’m most people.

      It’s late. The sun went down hours ago, and I can’t remember if I ate lunch. My stomach grumbles, and my back is screaming, but there’s at least a hundred pages to still get through. If I knew what I was really looking for, I could work faster. Any detail at all would help, but Sterling’s been nothing but vague. Does he think I’m going to steal the story from under his nose?

      This is ridiculous.

      Is this really what he wanted me for? To sit pretty and shut up?

      Once again, I’ve let his reputation intimidate me. If I can’t hold a conversation with a colleague, how can I expect to ever hold my own against Fortune 500 assholes?

      I’m better than this.
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        * * *

      

      Make Your Choice:

      
        
        say something to him (go to 10)

      

        

      
        let it go (go to 13)

      

        

      
        go back (go to 3)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 6]
        

      

      “Excuse me,” I say in my calmest voice. “Can I get⁠—”

      “Just one second,” Sarah says, smiling over Lucky’s shoulder.

      My jaw clenches as I smile back. “It’s just that there are a lot of people waiting, and⁠—”

      The man in front of me turns. He is one of the most attractive men I’ve ever seen, second only to Sterling. Rye-whiskey eyes, five-o’clock shadow, and a wicked smile. He’s dressed for comfort. Either he rolled out of someone’s bed or he’s ready to roll into one.

      I stand taller, fighting the urge to hunch and hide my chest. It’s a beacon of attention—wanted or not.

      And I do want it.

      He speaks over his shoulder, gaze never leaving mine, his eyes glimmering with bright amusement. “It’s all right, Sarah. I’ll let you get back to work. Just wanted to come and say hey.”

      As he pushes off the counter, I fill the empty space, but he stays close, and now all I can think about is his body heat and the scent of leather and smoke. It’s intoxicating—rebellious and decadent in the way all bad decisions are—and I need to get my coffee before I do something embarrassing, like fall into his arms.

      “A caramel latte and a fresh bacon and cheese sandwich to go.”

      A hand shoots out when I go for my wallet. Lucky holds a crisp bill out across the counter. It’s a hundred. A tactic to impress me? Or does he just have enough money to not care?

      “Let me,” he says. “An apology for holding you up.”

      I push it away. “I can pay for myself.”

      “I’m sure you can.” He nods to Sarah. “Make it two.”

      “Sure thing.” Sarah smiles, taking his money.

      I step aside to wait, and Lucky comes with me.

      There are fine lines at the corners of his eyes that crinkle when he smiles. I suspect he never stops.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      You can take the girl off the farm, but the manners stick like glue.

      “Having a bad day?”

      “Only when someone thinks the morning rush is the perfect time to flirt,” I counter. “News flash: not every person you meet thinks you’re as amazing as you obviously do.”

      He’s close. Temptingly so. If my body is a compass, he’s north, pulling my attention, begging me to turn my head. A shiver runs through me.

      I can’t stop myself. I look over to find him watching me, his eyes shining. Why is it always the hot ones who are the most trouble?

      “I don’t always,” he says, as if that’s meant to mean something to me.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Flirt. Only when I meet someone interesting.”

      Did that really work for him?

      “You could have chosen a better time to do it. I’m pretty sure she’ll be here all day.”

      He looks confused, tiny lines collecting between his brows before they climb sky high. “Wait, Sarah? She’s my cousin.”

      Oh.

      “But she doesn’t have an accent,” I blurt.

      He steps toward me as someone passes behind him, and he doesn’t move back after they’re gone. My hand brushes his sweater. It's so damn soft, I could cry. “Mum moved to Manchester when she met my dad, but the rest of the fam lives over here.”

      His voice is husky and rich and has no right to sound as good as it does. No right at all. Perspiration starts to collect at my temples, the back of my neck. I pull on the sleeves of my coat and take a deep breath. How long does a coffee and sandwich take?

      “Is that why you’re named after a dog?”

      His surprise gives way to a boisterous laugh, as free and easy as the rest of him, and my traitorous lips curl in response. A few heads turn in our direction.

      “It’s a nickname. Name’s Lachlan.” He holds his hand out, thick black ink curling over his skin. “But my friends call me Lucky.”

      This is a grown man. A man who’s older and more experienced than me. It should intimidate me. God knows there are enough guys in this city who have tried.

      But all it makes me want to do is grind my boot into the ground and be the one to put him on his knees.

      I’d bet he wouldn’t even mind.

      It’s such a horrible, no-good, perfect approximation of all the things that get me going. I can practically feel Alice nudging me to get closer.

      Though I make no move to shake his hand, Lucky isn’t deterred. “Are you always this chatty in the mornings?”

      I square my shoulders and look up at him.

      Go on, I hear Alice saying. You’re hot and single. What have you got to lose?

      “Sometimes. On a really good morning, my mouth is preoccupied.” I flush as I say it. I love sex—I miss it—but saying it out loud? That’s a different story. It’s the kind of thing that can make people uncomfortable.

      But from the way Lucky’s gaze darkens and zeroes in on my lips, he’s nowhere near uncomfortable. Discomfort might as well be on the other side of the moon for how far away it is. Something electric tingles down my spine.

      He slips a hand into his pocket and slowly, deliberately lifts his gaze to meet mine. Completely at ease and definitely interested.

      “Whoever’s sharing your bed had better be giving as good as they’re getting.”

      A kid clutching his backpack squeezes in behind me, pushing me closer to Lucky. His elbow brushes against my nipple, which jumps at his touch.

      It’s definitely time to go.

      Thankfully, as he opens his mouth to say more, the barista calls out our orders.
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        * * *

      

      Finally.

      
        
        take your drink (go to 7)

      

        

      
        go back (go to 2)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 7]
        

      

      Blindly, I reach for the closest cup on the counter. If I’m lucky—ha—then maybe I can sneak into the office without Monica noticing. I don’t place my chances very high, but there’s always hope.

      A rogue shoulder catches me in the back when I turn, knocking the cup I’m holding to the floor. Panic spears through me in a thousand tiny cuts as I prepare for the splash of scalding hot liquid, but then I feel it. Ice.

      Something shockingly cold and sticky seeps into my ankle boots.

      That wasn’t my coffee.

      Shit.

      To his credit, Lucky looks as shocked as I am. Okay, maybe not as shocked. More like stunned with a strong helping of amusement.

      I assess the damage. My skirt has been spared, but my shoes are soaked, and my socks are damp. I can feel my toes squelching as I wiggle them.

      Gross.

      Lucky catches my gaze, ducking down to do it since I’m staring, unmoving, at the mess on the floor. “Just an accident. It’ll be okay.”

      He’s wrong. I can’t show up to work like this. “It won’t. My boss already hates me. Do you know how long I dreamed about working at The Observer? Two years of being on my best behavior in hopes that they’ll finally give me a real shot at my dream job, and the first day I’m ever running late, this happens.”

      I’ll have to go home. I can’t spend the day in wet socks. I just can’t.

      “You work at The Observer?”

      Lucky isn’t smiling anymore.

      “It’s the third-largest national publication,” I say because I don’t care what this guy thinks. I’m proud of working there. “But maybe current affairs are too much to expect from a man who woke up on the wrong side of a barstool.”

      Lucky laughs, which is the opposite of the reaction I was going for. The man is relentless.

      “Are you worried about where I’m sleeping at night, gorgeous?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “And if I was to acquaint myself with this prestigious and pretentious publication, where would I find you?”

      I straighten, a little embarrassed. “In the Lifestyle section, and don’t you dare call it vapid.” Don’t get me wrong; I have issues with my assignment, but highlighting the best parts of this city isn’t one of them.

      “I wouldn’t dare. I happen to love going out.”

      I’m sure he does.

      “And it’s not pretentious,” I add. “Sterling Ross is one of the most acclaimed journalists of our generation.”

      Lucky's smile looks strained. It’s not a frown, but there’s definitely something complicated going on behind his eyes. “I’m sure he thinks so.”

      My jaw drops, but between one blink and the next, his expression clears, hidden while he takes a stack of napkins and kneels, cleaning the floor at my feet.

      I’ll take this as my cue to leave.

      Immediately, I turn to face the guy behind me, whose drink I accidentally dumped on myself. “I’m so sorry.” I quickly hand over enough cash to cover it, too mortified to say anything else.

      I can’t get out fast enough. I make my way to the door, ready to forget about sexy Englishmen with perfect hair and biceps that beg for love bites.

      Before it closes, I hear his voice calling out, “Don’t worry; it’ll all work out.”

      His life must be a wonderful dream.

      I leave the luckily unharmed sandwich with Celine, then race back home.

      It’s every nightmare I had during exams. Waking up in a cold sweat because I’d slept in or gotten everything mixed up. But I don’t get to wake up and realize this is all a horrible dream.

      There’s no time to save my shoes, so I throw them and my socks into the sink, dry off the sticky feeling from my feet, and throw on my favorite sneakers. They’re scuffed, and the laces are frayed, but hopefully, Monica will be too distracted by how late I am to criticize my fashion choices.

      It’s only when I lock my door that it hits me … I left my coffee behind.

      Today really can’t get any worse.
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        * * *

      

      The only thing left to do is …

      
        
        get to work (go to 9)

      

        

      
        go back (go to 2)
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      Yes sits so heavily on my tongue that I have to swallow before I speak. “I …”

      A few desks behind him, Bianca is now pretending to sort paper clips. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from working in journalism, it’s that there are ears everywhere.

      “I can’t,” I say, dropping my eyes to my desk, avoiding the frustration I know must be on Sterling’s face right now.

      He lingers, silent, and guilt settles across my shoulders, pressing inward. I’ve spent a year promising myself that I’d take the opportunity if it arose, and here I am, turning it down.

      I miss how vast and exciting the world felt when I was in school, when the future was so full of opportunities that I was almost sick with it.

      Maybe everyone is right to call me naive.

      “Be certain what kind of career you want, Mia.”

      Sterling’s reprimand sets my shoulders back. I know exactly what I want. How dare he!

      “It won’t be gifted to you. If you’re unwilling to pursue what is difficult⁠—”

      “I’m not unwilling.”

      Nerves jump across my stomach as he pins me with his gaze, the air sizzling between us.

      Prove it, that looks says.

      Oh, how I want to.

      Caution overrides my instinct as I dart my eyes over to Monica’s office again. It’s empty, the door left ajar. Panic seizes the reins, and I shake my head, avoiding Sterling’s eyes, certain there will be nothing but disappointment now. If there isn’t, I don’t want to know. He should be; I’m disappointed in myself.

      “I can’t,” I repeat. “I’m sorry.”

      There’s the quiet shuffle of Sterling’s polished shoes, a sigh that echoes through the growing frustration in my chest, and then he’s gone.

      The rest of the day passes without issue. I send the article, Monica shoots back a response to ensure more weight is given to the affiliate links next time, Sterling broods at his desk, and Bianca tells Andy off for cooking fish in the microwave again.

      It’s a regular day.

      The only difference is that every time I look over at Sterling’s desk, he’s looking right back. He’s probably masterminding my downfall; it’ll be an excellent footnote to my journalism career.

      At least I’ll have a memento—the printout of my article is stashed in my bag, marked up with Sterling’s notes.

      Our first collaboration.

      Scratch that. Our last collaboration.
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        * * *

      

      “Did he say you couldn’t change your mind?” Alice asks me that night.

      My phone is propped up against a stack of books, and I’m going a little out of my mind because I promised myself I’d take every opportunity I could, and when push came to shove, I turned it down.

      “No, but he did put the fear of the unknown into me.”

      “You’ve built him up too much. He’s just a guy. I don’t know why you’re so afraid of him.”

      Everyone’s afraid of him.

      “He’s the most decorated journalist of his age. He’s spoken with presidents, celebrities, killers. My first week, Andy complained that the women’s league uniforms weren’t sexy enough, and Sterling stormed over and made him apologize. He almost got fired.” It was then I understood the leverage Sterling had. “I can’t just walk up and ask him how his night was.”

      “Why not?”

      Because I want him to like me too much. “Because I want his respect as a professional.”

      “Then ask about work.”

      I almost laugh. One doesn’t just chitchat with Sterling Ross.

      “Tell me you had a good day at least.”

      She scowls, brushing hair out of her eyes. It leaves a white streak of flour across her forehead. “I was. Then I stopped at the post office, and he was there.”

      Ah. “It was bound to happen at some point.”

      “He broke your heart. He doesn’t deserve to be smiling and buying stamps.”

      Maybe. “That’s the thing though; my heart doesn’t feel broken. Just bruised.” Aching for a love that lasts. Something real.

      In the end, we weren’t a couple; we were two ghosts, haunting the same house. We ate together, slept together, breathed the same air … but there was no life left between us.

      “He’s still a shithead,” she says.

      Alice loves Ferntree; she’ll never leave. We talk as often as we’re able—texts and voice memos and video calls—and it’s great. Truly. I’m blessed to have a wonderful best friend; I know how lucky I am. But it’s not the same.

      There’s no comfortable coexisting in the same room. No in-the-moment jokes about silly things that you just had to be there for. It’s recaps and follow-ups and check-ins. It’s I miss yous and I wish you were heres.

      I miss her. It’s lonely here, on my own.

      “I appreciate you.”

      “I’ve got your back, babe, always.”

      The thing about growing up in a place where everyone knows you or of you is that you never feel alone. There’s a familiar, if not friendly, face around every corner.

      There are few familiar faces in Chance.

      Even less now.
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        * * *

      

      Okay, now I’m convinced someone is pranking me.

      I set my alarm twenty minutes early this morning, made it into work on time, coffee in hand, only to find one already on my desk.

      A caramel latte with an extra shot. There’s a Post-it attached, in Sterling’s impeccable handwriting.

      Sterling knows my coffee order?

      A reminder, it says.

      A reminder of what?

      Underneath the coffee is a printout, a short piece with a familiar title⁠—

      Oh.

      I’m glad it’s too early for Bianca to be here because it’s impossible to keep my head from snapping toward Sterling’s desk. He isn’t there.

      I stare back down at the article in my hand. My article, from college. The one I submitted with my application. How did he get this?

      My heart races as the elevator opens, the chime calling out across the rarely quiet floor. Tim saunters out, yawning large and loud as he complains about the time. Missy is behind him, rolling her eyes behind his back even though her headphones are blaring her usual angry rock—some variation of a band no one’s ever heard of.

      I slip the article into my bag. I trust my coworkers about as much as Andy enjoys women’s sports. He really is the most disappointing cliché.

      My twin coffees stare back at me while I boot up my laptop. Tasting the one Sterling got me, I have to bite back a moan. It’s incredible.

      His desk is still empty. There aren’t many hiding places on the floor, so I take an educated guess and make my way into the break room with his gift.

      Even surrounded by printed reminders to Wash Your Own Dishes! and Take Your Tupperware Home or Lose It Forever, Sterling is impressive.

      I wonder if he owns anything that isn’t black. He looks fantastic, those shoulders and his thighs—sorry, he looks very professional and not at all like someone I want backing me into a dark corner, kissing me until I can’t breathe.

      Either. Both. I’m not choosy.

      I clear my throat, and he turns his head, acknowledging me.

      “Good morning, Mia.”

      I think my heart just stopped.

      “Morning,” I manage, and it sounds as breathless as I feel. Remembering Alice’s advice, I step farther into the room. “How is your research coming along? You were still here when I left last night.”

      He’s standing by the coffee machine, confusing me—because didn’t he stop for coffee when he picked up mine? I watch his gaze drop to the cup I’m grasping in both hands, and maybe I’m imagining it, but I think he’s smiling.

      Sterling Ross.

      Smiling.

      I’m definitely being pranked.

      Sterling sighs over the grind of the machine. “It’s frustrating. I’m finding what I want, but not what I need, if that makes sense.”

      Not really, but I’m still shocked he’s talking to me, so I nod.

      “Look, I want to apologize for yesterday⁠—”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that⁠—”

      “Yes, I do. I shouldn’t have pressured you⁠—”

      “Pressured me? What? No, you didn’t⁠—”

      “Mia.” His commanding use of my name shuts me up. “I’m sorry.”

      It’s clear this means a lot to him. Sterling is a man of his word. Words he has used to great effect. Words he is now blessing me with.

      I’ve never had an apology give me goose bumps before. “You’re forgiven.”

      Seconds pass while I try to think of something, anything, else to say. I’ve never been here before; I can ask him anything, and he’s actually going to answer me.

      Suddenly, everything I want to know seems trite and childish.

      “There’s a trick I use on my uncle’s farm,” I say, taking another step closer. There’s only one floor tile separating us. I’m not sure why I’m noticing that, but it’s true. “His hens are pretty ruthless, and the best way to handle it is to grab a net and go after the meanest one first. Everything gets easier after that.”

      Dimples appear in his cheeks. Holy shit. “Narrow my focus in the short term, and worry about the rest later?”

      Wow, he actually understood that. “I don’t know if it applies with your story, but yeah.”

      He thinks it over, finally pouring himself a cup and adding sugar and cream. “I’m not in the habit of going in unprepared, but there’s an angle that might work if I can back up my hunch. I’m working against the clock on this one, so it limits my options.”

      Oh. That explains why he wanted help with the research.

      My heart sinks.

      His hand comes down on my shoulder, warm and reassuring. “But it’s good to know I have a professional wrangler on hand if my chickens come home to roost.”

      “I’m at your service,” I say automatically, my mouth going dry when his eyes darken.

      “Are you?” he asks low.

      The sharp sound of angry footsteps interrupts us, and I step back.

      The room ices over as Monica enters. She doesn’t even pretend to need anything—why would she? It’s clear this is about me. Even when I choose to do the right thing, it’s still wrong in her eyes.

      “I shouldn’t have to remind you that your commitment to work should always come first,” she says, not even addressing Sterling. “I don’t want your move to get in the way of your assignment this weekend.”

      “Not at all. I’ll be there.”

      “Good.” Her narrowed eyes pass between Sterling and me one more time before she leaves.

      An uncomfortable silence fills the space in her wake. I should go.

      I’ve barely taken a step when Sterling’s voice stops me.

      “You’re moving?” His voice is cold.

      “Um, yes?” The high, uncertain echo of my answer taunts me to try again. “My new apartment is ready, which is actually saving my life right now because I cannot afford my current place on a single income. I guess I should thank my ex for cheating on me before we signed the lease.”

      It’ll be nice to wake up somewhere I’m not reliving our failed relationship.

      Sterling is quiet. I’ve said too much again.
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