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Audrey Prescott

THE WORST THING A WOMAN can do is give an ugly guy a chance.

Not only do they think they’re God’s gift to women, they also believe they can do whatever they want—and that includes cheating.

Why am I such an idiot?

Just thinking about how ten minutes ago I was rehearsing the perfect excuse to break up with him without hurting his feelings makes me fucking furious.

As if my complete and utter ruin wasn’t bad enough, this piece of shit isn’t just ugly.

He’s got breath that could knock a buzzard off a shit wagon, foot odor that could clear a room, and to top off this miserable combo, his dick is weak, crooked, and pathetic enough to be the cherry on this shit sundae.

But if he’s so bad, why did you put up with it for so long?

The man has all these negative factors, but he treated me like a princess. He showed he cared, he was affectionate, and he always paid attention to what I said. After striking out with so many men who didn’t treat me the way I deserved, I thought maybe I’d finally gotten it right with this one.

And of course, I was wrong.

“Can you just stop for one minute?” he asks, coming up behind me.

“I’ll stop, but only so I can smash your fucking head in!” I scream, completely outraged.

I can’t get over this.

I spent so much time thinking about what to say so I wouldn’t hurt him, and he—unlike me—was perfectly fine, standing at the door of the company he works for, making out with a woman just as ugly as he is.

I woke up early to talk to him before his shift started. I was certain I’d be unburdening myself this morning.

But instead, he’s the one who got rid of me.

Leaning against the car he bought less than a week ago, his hands slid down her waist until they reached her ass.

All while he was swallowing that bitch’s face whole.

And me? Not only did I get a nice pair of horns from an asshole, I got cucked by a woman uglier than me.

For a second there, I thought I might just explode.

Of course no hot woman would choose to be with him.

I, the desperate one, was the only one brave enough to put up with him for so long, thinking I was investing in a man who might eventually become as good-looking as me.

Picking a guy up raw and then polishing him into something better—wasn’t that the new viral trend on social media?

“Listen to what I have to say, princess...”

My brain short-circuits when I hear that nickname.

When I stop walking, I have zero intention of being even remotely civil. I yank my shoe off my foot any way I can and hurl it at him with all the strength I’ve got.

He dodges.

And the heel ends up smacking into his car’s bodywork.

Well, it should have split his head open, but if it hit his car instead, I’m still happy.

“Go fuck yourself with that nickname!” I scream, about to just get the hell out of here so I can jump him. “And don’t you dare start any kind of bullshit with me—I don’t believe a single letter that comes out of your mouth.”

I could strangle him. Make him pay for this.

The suffering I went through trying to hide my disgust, being polite—it’s not even written down anywhere!

I bought mouthwash in every single brand possible and put it on my bathroom sink, right where he could see it, so he’d use it.

But the bastard must have been possessed by a plague.

Not even that was enough to kill the stench coming out of his mouth.

Fucking disgusting!

I put up with it for so long and still managed to be nice.

“Princess, that was just a...”

My anger isn’t because he cheated on me.

That was a favor, because I’d wanted to send him packing ever since I realized no amount of mouthwash, or fabric softener, or foot powder I bought would ever make a difference—that unbearable stench would follow him for the rest of his life.

And I didn’t want to spend more than two months with this rotten man!

My issue here is that I wasn’t the one who got to end things.

I should have told him everything that bothered me from the start, but no!

I chose to keep my mouth shut so I wouldn’t hurt Prince Sewer-Breath.

You try to be a good person, and you just end up getting screwed in the end.

“I told you not to call me that!” I scream, and before he can open that garbage dump he calls a mouth, I yank off my other shoe and throw it at him with force. This time, I’m lucky enough to hit him right in the middle of the forehead. “Don’t you ever set foot in my house again!”

I think he gets dizzy for a second, because he raises his hand to his head and shakes it, like he’s lost his bearings.

“You trying to kill me, you crazy bitch?!” he yells back, kicking my shoe away. “I knew you were nuts, but not enough to actually hurt me!”

“I want to kill you and your complete lack of self-awareness!”

With narrowed eyes and tight lips, his expression looks like he’s burning with rage.

The red flushing his face makes that pretty damn clear.

“And what did you expect from me?” That’s enough to leave me even more stunned. “When we started dating? Did you think I’d be satisfied with just hugs forever? What kind of relationship doesn’t have kissing or sex? I have needs. I’m a man.”

I did not hear that.

By all that is sacred, those words could not have come out of that shit-stained mouth. I just... can’t believe it.

“You have needs?” I put both hands on my hips. “With a crooked dick? You should be ashamed to walk around with that thing between your legs, unable to give the person you’re with even a single miserable orgasm.”

Stunned, he stares at me for a while without saying a single word.

His face, which was red before, gets even redder.

And he’s already pissed off? He hasn’t seen anything yet!

“What are you talking about?” he hisses through clenched teeth. In seconds, he steps closer to me and grabs my arm hard. “And what about you, the frigid one? Did you think I’d wait an eternity to be with you? Are you crazy?”

Did he just say what I think he said?

No, honey, this worthless piece of shit did not just say that!

I spin around, intending to walk away quickly, to try to forget what I just heard, move on with my life, and keep my clean criminal record, but I come face to face with my brother, accompanied by an elegant man in a suit, who must be a few inches taller than him.

“What’s going on?” asks Henry, my older brother, with both hands on his hips and a confused expression. “What are you doing at my job?”

You know, sometimes I do things I’m not proud of.

I try really hard to control my outbursts, but I never can, especially when I’m in a situation where some asshole is calling me frigid, minutes after I caught him kissing another woman.

I could take a deep breath and think of a more rational way to tear him down.

But, well, God put my brother in my path, and beside him, a stunningly beautiful man.

He must be, I don’t know, almost six-five, with attractive full lips, thick hands—no wedding ring, I can confirm that—a full, trimmed, well-kept beard.

He’s the perfect man for the situation I’ve suddenly been thrown into without any consideration.

And it’s the least I deserve for putting up with this man for so many days.

God forgive me, but my mouth has never been the most appropriate when I’m angry.

And right now, I feel like my heart might jump out of my throat if I don’t react.

“You remember him, brother?” I ask Henry, who crosses his arms over his chest and takes a step to stand beside me. “He’s the one I wanted to break up with, the one I asked you for all that advice about.” My brother’s eyes meet mine, and the surprise on his face almost makes me let out a wicked laugh. “I just found out he’s been cheating on me.”

“Tanner is your ex?!” Pure shock is written all over the face of the man who shares my blood, but I take a deep breath. “You’ve got to be kidding me, right?”

Henry should be helping me.

Not questioning me like this.

But that’s expecting too much from him.

We’ve never been close siblings.

We maintain a bare minimum of civility, but he can’t stand me, just like I can’t stand him.

Sometimes, we manage to get along.

And it was during one of those moments that I asked him how to break up with someone without breaking their heart.

What an idiot I was.

“You what?!” His yell doesn’t stir any emotion in me. “You asked for advice on how to break up with me? You asked him?”

When I turn back to face Tanner, I have such a huge smile on my face that anyone who didn’t know the situation would think I just got a present.

To that person’s disappointment, I’m about to become the cruelest human being on earth to get my revenge on an asshole.

I hope he forgives me.

“Of course I did,” I say, stepping away from my brother to get closer to the man accompanying him. I have no idea where he came from, but his beauty deserves to be praised. “What would I do with you, when I have a man like this to call mine?”

Tanner, the worst human being on the face of the earth, snorts.

He doubts me.

And he shouldn’t.

I might be being a bitch right now, but I can be even worse.

This is just the beginning.

“What would he want with you, Audrey?”

Wait, what is he thinking?

The ugly, dirty, stinky one here is him! Not me!

Lesson learned loud and clear: give an ugly guy a chance, and he’ll assume you’re the ugly one.

“Your question is wrong, Tanner.” I put both hands on my hips, pissed off. “You should be asking yourself what I would want with you!”

He rolls his eyes, like I’m just being crazy.

“You think you’re going to find a better man than me?” He’s pushing me straight into the darkest depths of my own malice. “It’s not easy for anyone to put up with dating for so long without kissing or fucking.”

He should be asking himself why I never slept with him or kissed him!

What’s the reason?!

Well, not ready to reflect on himself yet?

I’m more than ready to push him toward that thought.

“If you were even remotely clean, hot, and smelled as good as he does, I could kiss him for hours, just like we do.” I cross my arms over my chest and narrow my eyes as he grins and shakes his head. “This man awakens every dirty slut instinct I have.”

I feel so fucking amazing.

I could float down this entire street and laugh out of sheer desperation at the look of shock on his face.

“Audrey, for the love of God!” My brother tries to intervene, but he knows me well enough to know he should never get in the middle of my fights unless he wants to suffer. “Control your words... your tone... and stop this right now!”

I glance at the man who’s with him.

Must be his friend.

And when this is all over, I can apologize for this.

Right now, though, I’m ready to destroy whatever shred of pride Tanner, shit-breath, has left.

“There’s no reason to hide it.” I take another step back and reach out, pressing my hand against his chest, covered by a white dress shirt. “He’s a real man, all rough and raw—he only needs to stand close to me for a second, and I feel ready to rip all my clothes off.” I turn back to my ex, who shifts his gaze from the man beside me back to me. “But with you... I don’t even feel like giving you a kiss. And you know why? You’re rotten, Tanner. Even a garbage can smells better than your mouth.”

Tanner looks like he’s starting to believe it.

His eyes go wide, and he puts both hands on his hips.

“With him?” he asks again, pointing at the man beside me. “Him?” Then a smile spreads across his face, and he lets out a laugh. “He would never want you, Audrey. Cut the act out here on the street... in front of our jobs.”

Is he treating me like the problem?

Embarrassed to be in front of his workplace?

Huh... don’t tell me.

“Really?” He nods, so I slide my hand down his stomach, feeling the defined muscles there with pure delight, all the way to his groin. “Too bad you don’t believe me, but when he invited me to his place, he took all my clothes off and started to...”

“You can stop now,” my brother growls, trying to interrupt me. “You’re embarrassing me, Audrey!”

He won’t stop me.

Not now that I’m ready to humiliate this bastard.

“I can’t,” I say softly. “He needs to know that the only guy in this world I never wanted anything more intimate with was him.” I point at Tanner. “You’re the problem, Crooked Dick!”

“What the fu—”

I’m not done.

“Your dick is so crooked that the first time you had the guts to pull it out of your pants, I honestly thought it was broken and needed surgery. I don’t know how anyone has the nerve to face that thing, because I felt like throwing up the second I saw it. I would never touch that or put my mouth on it... fucking disgusting!” I turn my face to my gorgeous scapegoat and flash him my best dirty look. “But him...” I let my eyes roam over his body. “He’s got a thick, big dick, and I have a ball sucking the whole thing.”

“He’s my boss!” my brother growls.

I feel sorry for him, but nobody can stop me now.

“He’s the man my pussy is addicted to,” I say, faster than I even knew I could. “We fuck every single day, and he makes me moan like a bitch in heat—something you never could, since I never let you touch me. I clearly have some love for my body.”

I then savor the look of shock on Tanner’s face.

It’s like I’ve died and gone to heaven.

I don’t have words to describe my level of satisfaction.

“You’re lying!” he yells, pointing at me. “Him, Mr. Rocco Mazzini, as refined as he is, would never get involved with a...”

“Why wouldn’t I get involved with her?”

Shivers run through my entire body at the sound of his strong, raspy, deep voice, with a different accent woven through every word.

It’s so... attractive.

“He seemed very interested in getting involved when he put me on all fours in his car and ripped my panties off to...”

My mouth is covered by my brother, who must be mortified.

But it doesn’t matter now.

I did what had to be done.

I got my revenge in style.

And I feel great about it.

Now he can deal with the consequences.

“We’re leaving here right now!” my brother growls, then uses his arm around my waist to drag me away. “Jesus! What did I do to deserve this in front of my boss?!”

Henry should be asking how I am.

I’m the one who got cheated on by an ugly guy who then tried to humiliate me, but him? He did nothing to defend me.

He should be ashamed.

What kind of brother is he?

He only thinks about himself and his reputation. I’m apparently nothing in his life, but I’m not surprised.

It’s typical of him.

“There’s a coffee shop across the street,” says the man I just used in my web of lies. “Let’s go there.”

“Yes... sir.”

Oh, how sweet and good he is at following orders.

Honestly! Today must not be my lucky day.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Rocco Mazzini

EVER SINCE I MOVED to Seattle, so much has happened.

I feel like it was the worst decision I could have made in years.

And I’m not someone who usually makes bad decisions.

I have control over everything I do, everything I say, every strategy I implement, every order I give. But when you work with other people—people who run key sectors of your business—things get complicated.

Human beings are unpredictable.

From what I’m seeing now, this is going to cost me my fortune.

And I can’t let that happen.

“I can’t believe you went that far,” Henry murmurs. My secretary.

The woman beside him—who must be the troublesome sister he’s mentioned a few times—tosses her hair back and crosses her legs.

She looks unbothered.

She’s smiling at nothing, after the huge scene she caused in front of my company. Lucky for her, it was during an hour when no employees were around. If it had been anywhere near clock-in time, it would’ve been a disaster.

I don’t even want to think about what I’d have to do to clean up my reputation over something as trivial as a failed relationship.

“I feel great that I did it,” she admits, then sighs. “At least that pig won’t feel like a man anymore for cheating on me.”

Henry lowers his head and covers his face with both hands. He looks shell-shocked.

Honestly, I get it.

If I were in his shoes, I’d probably be the same way.

But I’m not.

As an observer—and I’m enjoying this a lot, even if I don’t show it—I had the image of this woman naked in my car, moaning in my hands.

And I loved what I imagined, thanks to her.

“Why didn’t you ask me who I was with before you made me go through that humiliation?”

In the pause that hangs between them, her gaze returns to me—and it’s enough to make her whole face turn red in a second.

She’s embarrassed now?

After everything she said?

I suppress the urge to laugh and take a generous sip of my drink, keeping my face impassive while this conversation continues.

“I didn’t think about that,” she says, shrugging. “But I’m sorry for dragging you into it.”

I open my mouth to answer her, but Henry makes it impossible.

“You should be,” he growls, turning back to face her. “He’s my boss.”

She sighs and crosses her arms over her chest.

It’s obvious that in this relationship, one of them doesn’t have any authority.

My secretary—contrary to the way he acts at the office—seems to be that person.

I’ve known Henry for three years, ever since I decided to open the Seattle branch of Sunset Palace instead of Italy, my home country.

From the job interview, he showed himself to be a man who could handle any situation put in front of him.

Over the years at my side, he proved to be exactly what I expected.

But in front of his sister, that image just cracked.

“And you’re my brother,” she says through gritted teeth. “Didn’t you think about defending me?”

“I told you a hundred times to dump him,” Henry shoots back, annoyed.

Just like out on the street, her eyes go wide, and it’s obvious how a storm is brewing behind them.

I don’t remember ever meeting a woman like this.

Italian women are more reserved. They don’t get into fights like American women do. This is all a little new to me, even though I’ve been in this chaotic country for a while—but at the same time, it’s entertaining, given the stress of my last few days.

“And I told you I didn’t want to be rude and hurt the feelings of someone who seemed to like me.”

He rolled his eyes, not caring about what she said.

“He liked you so much he cheated on you.”

Wrong answer, Henry.

I don’t need a crystal ball to know she might attack him any second if he keeps treating her like this without caring about what just happened.

Siblings...

If I had a sister, would our relationship be like this?

Then again, I can’t imagine myself letting a man disrespect someone I love right in front of me.

Never.

“I didn’t know that at the time!” she yells, her face bright red.

Worried about the people around us, my secretary glances around and moves closer to his sister.

“Stop screaming, you crazy bitch!” he growls, grabbing her arm.

“If you don’t let go of me, I swear I’ll smash your head into this table and humiliate you in front of your boss!” The threat works instantly—he doesn’t think twice before stepping away from her. That makes me laugh. She must follow through on her promises. “What a shitty brother you are. You should be ashamed of yourself for treating me like this in front of people. Dad would be disappointed if he found out.” She fixes her hair and sighs. “Maybe I’ll tell him.”

Henry lets out a heavy breath.

“Don’t you dare bring Dad into this. You want him to have a heart attack?”

“I want him to teach you a lesson,” she says in one breath, teeth clenched. “That’s the only way you’ll learn to be a man.” At the shocked expression on her brother’s face, she rolls her eyes. “Pathetic.”

I have to admit, I’m surprised by her ability to think on her feet.

She seems intelligent, mature, and—judging by how she handled everything that just happened—independent.

I like people like that.

Women like that, even more.

It’s a quality that can draw me in fast.

“Apologize to my boss,” Henry orders.

“I just said I was sorry—didn’t you hear me?”

Had I just thought she was mature a moment ago?

Maybe I was wrong to jump to that conclusion so soon.

“By the way, where did you meet your ex-boyfriend?” I ask for the first time since we got here.

I stayed quiet, watching her verbally fight with her brother.

Now her eyes are on my face, and I stare back at her intently.

I don’t know what to expect from her—after all, it’s an invasive question.

“On a dating app,” she answers instantly, without thinking. “I was lonely, wanted a boyfriend, and after so many failed relationships with gorgeous men who turned out to be horrible, I ended up with an ugly one who treated me like a princess...” She shrugs. “I figured I’d give it a shot.”

Henry lets out a deep sigh.

“You should be ashamed of yourself. You’re twenty-seven. Why don’t you focus on your career instead of chasing men?”

If I’ve read her right by now, I’m betting my secretary is about to get hit in seconds.

“Shut up!” My eyes widen as I watch her pinch his arm. “A brother who can’t even defend his sister from an ugly, stinking cheater has no right to comment on her life.”

I like her.

He seemed very interested in getting involved when he had me on all fours in his car and tore my panties off to...

Also, her improvisation skills are impressive.

“Sharp tongue,” I say out loud, which makes her look at me again. “What do you do for work?”

“I’m a city hall archivist.”

I like that even more.

She’s organized, she knows how to lie, she has good communication skills and adaptability... This seems too good to be true for the problem I have at the company right now.

“Sir, I’m so sorry about this...” Henry has both hands clasped in front of his body. “She doesn’t know what she’s doing and—”

“I know perfectly well what I’m doing, Henry!” she growls, cutting him off. Then she turns to me. “And I’m sorry for dragging you into my mess.” She takes a deep breath and stands up. “If that’s not enough, I can return the favor of being used by me.” She points at her brother. “He has my number, if you ever need something...”

Right now, I have a problem so big and so unsolvable that it’s driving me crazy.

She seems like a decent gamble.

A gamble I’ve put off putting into action for too long, because I don’t trust anyone in my company to handle this.

“I don’t need your brother to contact you,” I say, and she looks at me with raised eyebrows. “You can return the favor another way.”

Even though I didn’t actually do anything to help her.

“Oh!” She comes back to the chair and sits down. “Do you have a girlfriend you want to get rid of?”

I let out a deep breath and set my drink down on the table.

“I have a traitor, and I need to find out who it is.”

“Sir...” Henry tries to interrupt. “Think this over. My sister is—”

She slowly turns her head toward him, and I can see the pure hatred aimed at the man I need to keep intact.

“You better choose your next words carefully,” she threatens. “Or the next person I get revenge on in here will be you.”

Henry swallows hard.

But I have a company to save from bankruptcy.

If I don’t find out who’s leaking information, I won’t have time to react. She’s a good chance—after all, besides being the sister of the only person I trust, she’s perfect for the position I want to put her in.

“Miss...?”

“Audrey.”

“Out there, you lied in a way that really impressed me.” Her face flushes. “You shut your brother down with a skill that almost knocked me off my feet.” A sideways smile spreads across her face, like she’s enjoying what I said, like a compliment. “I need those skills to deal with an internal problem at my company.”

Now she looks confused.

“You want me to lie?”

“I want you to be my spy in a specific department,” I say, but now my focus is entirely on the back of her eyes. “And I want you to expose whoever is sabotaging my business.”

She looks away to her brother.

“But I have a job...”

“You’ll be hired. You’ll get a salary equivalent to your brother’s, if you want.”

Suddenly, she starts laughing.

“Are you serious?” she asks, staring at me in disbelief. “You’re hiring me because of a public freakout? To go around lying and playing detective?”

I nod in full agreement.

“You proved your worth out there.”

She crosses her legs and looks at me.

“What’s the salary?”

“Fifteen thousand dollars,” I say without beating around the bush. She looks at her brother and opens her mouth.

“You make that much?!” Henry just sighs. “And you don’t have the decency to help Mom and Dad back home?”

“That’s none of your business, nosy,” he mutters through his teeth.

She shakes her head, shocked.

This is so entertaining.

My relationship with my siblings is very respectful.

We’ve never gone at each other like this.

“If I offered you thirty thousand dollars, would you take it?”

Her head snaps toward me.

“What do I have to do?!”

“Of course she’ll take it,” Henry mutters, rolling his eyes. “But I’m afraid you’re going to regret this, sir.”

She shoves him.

“The one who’s going to regret it is you, if you keep treating me like this.”

“Are you sure about this, sir?” he asks, eyes welling up. “Think of me. Your loyal right-hand man.” I can’t help it—I start laughing. “Do you have any idea what my life is going to be like having to keep an eye on her? I’m going to suffer so much, sir...”

“Sorry, Henry, but I need to find whoever is sabotaging the company. Or you’ll be out of a job, and I’ll be bankrupt.”

He swallows, looks away to his sister, and for a second I think he might start crying right in front of me.

“I accept the position!” she says, hand in the air. “I’ll do anything you tell me to.”

With a huge smile, she stares at me like I’m her big pot of gold. Maybe I am—but she has no idea how difficult this is going to get for her.

The people who work for me can be the most fake people in the world.

This job will be anything but easy.

But I’ll let her find that out on her own.
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Audrey Prescott

I FEEL LIKE SOMEONE just handed me a winning lottery ticket.

Even if I laid my head on the pillow, closed my eyes, and had the best dream in the world, it wouldn’t compare to getting thirty thousand dollars a month in salary—even if that’s the same as living in paradise.

For God’s sake! That’s way more than I ever could have imagined.

As a file clerk, I get by on my two thousand dollars and live just fine, even though I work like a dog Monday through Friday, from eight in the morning until two in the afternoon.

I pay my bills—which aren’t many—I do my biweekly grocery shopping, and I still send money to my parents back in the countryside.

I can’t even wrap my head around what I’m going to do with so much money.

Maybe I’ll rent another place, buy more furniture, send ten thousand dollars to my dad so he can build an irrigation system on the little farm he owns, and then we can seriously expand the business that helped raise me and Henry.

It’s just a shame my older brother is too selfish to think about that.

“Don’t even think about giving me a headache here,” he says, as gruff as ever, while he guides me to the elevator. “I swear I’ll take the greatest pleasure in firing you if you make me leave my position to come bail you out.”

I step into the elevator right next to him, and since we’re alone, I turn my head toward him.

Honey, there’s not thirty thousand dollars in the world that could make me swallow the insults from this idiot.

If he starts pulling that ignorant shit with me, he’s going to get a taste of his own medicine right here in the workplace, because I’m not letting it slide.

“You’d better start treating me better, Henry,” I say in a threatening tone. He knows me so well that he narrows his eyes. “I’m not joking with you. All it’ll take is you pissing me off just a little, and I’ll start spilling all your dirty secrets to everyone.”

He might think he has some kind of power here, but he doesn’t.

Who hired me was his boss.

Not him.

“I’ll fire you.”

“First of all, you don’t have that authority, since you didn’t hire me. Second, if you try to burn my reputation and get me out of here, I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re the next one fired too.”

I’ve already had my limits tested way too much in one day.

On top of notifying my boss that I was resigning from city hall, I had to pack up my things and say goodbye to all the people I actually liked.

And I only did it because thirty thousand dollars a month is the best thing that could ever happen to my life.

Just let him start threatening me, and he’ll see the devil’s horns start sprouting out of my head, and then I’ll make him understand he can never mess with me.

This fifth-rate excuse for a brother!

“If you try anything...”

He raises his index finger and sticks it in front of my face, like that’s supposed to threaten me. Honey, I’ve spent my whole life teaching people how to have manners with me, but as always, it’s a complete waste of time.

I grab his finger and twist it, which makes his eyes go wide and his face twist into a grimace.

Does it hurt? Well, that’s just the beginning.

“Mom and Dad are going to find out that not only do we not live together, but you treat me like garbage, you make fifteen thousand dollars in salary, and you’re not man enough to help out at home.” I crack a smile because I can see I hit him right where it hurts, then I let go of his finger like it’s nothing to me. “If you agree, drop the threats and tell me what I need to do at my new job.”

He stays quiet for a few seconds.

He must be recovering his useless pride, which makes me roll my eyes.

My dream was to have a brother who treated me the way I deserve to be treated—after all, I’m his little sister, and just like my mom taught him, he should protect me and take care of me, since we’re far from home.

But no.

Instead, he chose to become my own personal torturer.

Well, that’s his problem, because I know how to defend myself.

And I’m not going to let him do whatever he wants with me.

“You’re on the strategy team now,” he informs me, then hands me a folder with some papers. “I’ve organized everything you need to do while you get to know each person and watch them closely.” His eyes lock onto mine. “No matter what. Any suspicious move will be useful. Write everything down. Record conversations where you notice anything strange.” Then he lets out a deep breath. “To my bad luck and your biggest challenge, your ex is on this team.” My eyes go wide in shock. “I don’t want any drama, Audrey. Be professional.”

I’ll try not to kill him every time I see him.

It might be hard, but in the name of thirty thousand dollars, I can try.

I nod in full agreement.

“I’ve already done what I had to do,” I mutter.

Henry seems more worried than usual.

He throws the lapels of his suit jacket back and puts his hands on his hips.

“That lie you made up with the boss... it better not spread.”

That rude tone makes me want to shove my hand down his throat just to rip out his tongue and smear it on the floor of this elevator.

Ridiculous.

“I’ll make sure it doesn’t.”

“God help me,” he says, just as the elevator dings and the doors open in front of us. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

With my chin held high, I carry the box with all the stuff I brought from city hall, and dressed in the outfit Henry picked out, I walk ahead into a hallway with two glass partitions.

The names of the sectors are huge on the wall.

On one side, “Sunset Palace Strategy,” and on the other, “Sunset Palace Execution.”

“In here, Audrey,” my brother growls, as I pass through the open doors. I roll my eyes at the serious look he gives me. He points for me to go in, so I do. “Good morning.” He claps his hands, drawing everyone’s attention. “This is Audrey Prescott, the new employee of this sector.” I notice some people look surprised, and that includes that asshole Tunner. His confused face makes me feel great. “Welcome her and let her settle into her position as best as possible.”

My brother puts his hand on my back and guides me to the desks arranged in the middle of the gigantic room.

“Hello, good morning,” I greet them, full of kindness.

Winning their trust is the first thing I need—something I learned from every investigation movie I’ve ever watched.

“Take this spot and put your things down,” Henry says, pointing to the empty chair there. “Make yourself at home and introduce yourselves. I’m leaving.”

And wouldn’t you know it, the bastard was serious?

As soon as he showed me where I’d be sitting, he turns around and walks out with long strides.

I can’t help but take a deep breath.

How am I going to fit in with these people?

“Hello!” chirps a woman who looks to be in her early thirties. “I’m Elizabeth.”

“Nice to meet you, I’m Audrey,” I say, smiling.

Another woman approaches quickly.

She’s blonde, shorter than me, but with a nasty look in her eyes that I don’t like one bit.

“Welcome, Audrey,” she says, then looks me up and down. “I’m Lilliam.”

I nod, being as polite as I can, but it doesn’t last long.

I can smile at anyone, but pretending I like everyone is too much. If she can’t even be nice with a simple look, I can’t imagine what her actions are like.

Mental note: keep a close eye on Lilliam.

“I’ll introduce you to the other members,” Elizabeth says, seeming excited to see me here. She walks to the middle of the long space and starts pointing at people. “That’s Charles.” The tall man, as well-dressed as my brother, with an analytical look—someone I need to watch for a while. “That’s Tunner.” Oh, yeah, I know him—he put a pair of horns on my head. “That’s Hazel, the genius of the group.” I narrow my eyes seeing him in glasses, focused on his computer screen. “And that’s Harv, just as much of a genius as Hazel. The two of them are the unbeatable duo of our sector.”

Unbeatable duo? Mental note to investigate.

“Nice to meet you all. As the secretary said, I’m Audrey, and today is my first day with you.”

I notice Charles checking me out from head to toe, just like Lilliam did.

Disgusting.

“Why were you hired?” he asks, and I take a deep breath.

“Because I applied for the position.”

“And they just accepted you, out of season like this, without us needing another person?” He snorts, then looks away to the others. “This doesn’t smell right to me.”

You know what’s really strange here? His posture, the way he looks at people, especially a newcomer.

“Do you think the boss is planning to replace one of us with her?” Lilliam asks, which makes Elizabeth wilt.

“Oh my God, is he going to fire me?” Her desperation is obvious. “No way... I... I...”

That smug smile on that demon’s mouth is worth a good slap. God is my witness as I squeeze the box in my hands, because if I don’t, I might just throw it right in the middle of that shameless face of hers.

Bitch.

“You’re not getting fired, Elizabeth,” I say, which draws everyone’s attention to me. Charles, for example, raises his eyebrows. “I applied for the position because there was an opening. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been hired. That should rule out that theory.”

I drop the box onto the desk with a thud and start unpacking it.

“What a pleasure to have my ex as a coworker...”

Of course that ugly bastard has to show off.

Of course his mouth can’t stay shut.

“You have no idea, dear Tunner,” I reply.

“Wait, you two dated?”

“Dated is a strong word,” I add quickly, because I’d hate to be judged for being with this hideous man. “We were getting to know each other...”

“We dated for three months,” the asshole says. “We broke up yesterday.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth seems surprised. “I can’t believe it...”

“Neither can I,” I say without showing any emotion. “Since I had the displeasure of seeing him kissing another woman at the company entrance.”

The chorus of surprise doesn’t move me.

“A man needs excitement, sweetheart. You can’t blame me—after all, you weren’t giving me anything at home.”

God help me not to throw this box at that man’s head and end up fired before I even get my first paycheck!

“Who in their right mind would give you anything, you disgusting piece of shit?” I snort, turning my attention back to the stuff I’m taking out of the box. “Go take a shower, brush that rotten mouth of yours, use some cologne... fix yourself!” Audrey? Forget where you are? What you have to do? Take a deep breath. Thirty thousand dollars a month is on the line, okay? “Sorry, everyone. You don’t deserve to hear any of this.” Then I shift my gaze to him. “Get out of my face, you plague!”

“Oh, oh, oh! This is interesting,” Charles says, pointing at the two of us. “I’m rooting for you, girl.”

I suppress my urge to roll my eyes, even though it’s too strong for me to handle.

Charles, you don’t have my sympathy.

Point blank.

If I could put shit in your coffee, I would.

“Thanks for your input,” I reply instead.

“We have a meeting in a few minutes, Audrey,” the man in glasses informs me. “Finish organizing your desk and come with us.”

I nod in agreement and arrange my things on the desk, but it’s with displeasure that I notice someone staring at me.

I look up and find the unpleasant Charles watching me like he’s watching a play.

The man barely smiles, but there’s something about the way he raises his eyebrow that pisses me off.

“You seem full of surprises, girl,” he comments, crossing his arms.

Great. Just what I needed: a judgmental spectator.

I shrug, faking a calm I don’t feel.

“And you seem full of judgments,” I mutter, irritated. “Let’s see who comes out on top.”

“Let’s see.”

What a lovely start, Audrey!

Well.

Bravo for you.
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Audrey Prescott

WHAT DOES A STRATEGY team even do?

From the name, I’d guess they’re supposed to brainstorm ideas for reaching some specific goal, right?

What kind of brainstorming session has only two people dominating the flow of ideas?

I can’t understand why Elizabeth spent the whole meeting silent, taking notes like she’s Hazel and Harv’s personal secretary—the only two whose ideas apparently matter.

Nobody questions it.

Nobody adds anything.

It’s all about them, and that’s that.

By the way, what are they? Brothers? Why do they have such similar names?

Why are they being treated like the only people whose ideas are worth considering?

“This looks great, Hazel,” Harv decrees, after the so-called genius of the team takes his seat at the table. “We just need to adjust the numbers—the European market is usually receptive.”

“Adjust for the European market,” Elizabeth repeats, hanging on every word as she writes it down.

Is her job just to transcribe what people say? I don’t think so.

What kind of position does she even have here?

Meanwhile, Liliam—who’s supposed to be the marketing expert—spent the entire meeting filing her nails, not giving a damn about anything that was said.

Does she realize this is a company?

That she’s getting paid to at least look like she cares about her own goddamn job?

God, what the hell did I get myself into?

How am I supposed to keep my mouth shut, not butt in, when this is the reality of this team?

And the shock doesn’t stop at Liliam not giving a shit about anything, or Elizabeth playing secretary to the genius twins.

Charles and Tunner locked in a silent battle to see who looks more like the “team leader.”

The annoying one who’s not my ex—at least he kept his analytical gaze, watching and paying attention to everything, while Tunner acted like he owned the room.

I swear, that guy deserves to have his mouth superglued shut.

My level of shock is astronomical.

This never happened at city hall.

“We can wrap up,” Tunner announces, then stands up. He adjusts his jacket like he’s about to go face the president of the country. “I’ll pass all of this on to Rocco.”

Did I just hear that right?

He’s going to pass it on?

Why the hell doesn’t the team call Rocco in to present the idea themselves? Why does it have to be him going to the boss?

“I don’t think you should,” Charles says, his voice firm but controlled. I notice his eyes drill into Tunner like he’s daring him to argue. “I can do a much better job.”

Tunner turns and narrows his eyes.

“It’s my job.”

“The last few times you went to communicate a strategy, Rocco turned it down without a second thought,” Liliam says, not even looking up.

I don’t think I’ve ever been this shocked in my entire life.

What kind of dynamic is this?

They didn’t even come up with any ideas.

Why are they acting like this?

They want to be seen as the big shots?

Oh, for fuck’s sake!

“It wasn’t accepted because it wasn’t good,” Tunner fires back, with a smile that makes me want to throw something at him.

The sheer nerve.

You’d have to be completely delusional to say something like that.

Ridiculous man.

It’s outrageous to witness this.

But I’m going to keep my mouth shut and see how it ends. After all, I need to get close to everyone and find out what they’re hiding from the owner of this company.

“Wasn’t good?” Charles questions, his tone shifting now. “Do you even know what a European market analytics panel is? Have you ever read one in your life?” His face reddens. “No!” He stands up. “If it were up to you, our jobs would be on the line by the end of the month.”

My ex’s mouth opens, but the asshole doesn’t have the guts to say a single word.

“I vote that Charles presents the idea,” Liliam says, raising her hand. “And you?”

“Me too.” Elizabeth looks worried. “Charles is great at this.”

Tunner, meanwhile, lets out a sigh.

“We agree,” Harv says, answering for Hazel.

All eyes turn to me.

This whole thing is an absolute farce, but if I have to pick a side here, it’s obviously going to be against that asshole Tunner.

“I’ll always vote for Charles,” I say, and everyone lets out a deep breath.

I just didn’t expect my answer to earn me a fucking wink from that disgusting man in my direction.

God! What the hell did I get myself into?

“I’ll schedule the meeting, then,” he says, snatching the stack of papers from a very pissed-off Tunner’s hand.

As soon as everyone gets up and leaves the room, I do the same.

I follow Elizabeth to the desk and sit down, while the rest of them take their own places and, in a dead silence, start typing furiously at their respective computers.

It must be long minutes before Charles returns.

He’s smiling, like he just won the biggest prize in the world.

“Audrey?” he calls out, to my utter displeasure. “Henry asked me to call you.”

I feel my face heat up as I catch the strange look he gives me.

What the hell is this asshole staring at?

And why is he looking at me like he’s about to flirt with me?

If he dares to go there, I swear he’ll regret the day he was born. I won’t have a single shred of pity before grabbing the first thing within reach and throwing it at him.

“Me?”

He nods, a crooked smile on his face.

I make a face.

How unpleasant.

“You’d better go now. He doesn’t tolerate delays,” Elizabeth says, making me take a deep breath and stand up.

Doesn’t tolerate delays?

What a ridiculous asshole.

But still, I leave the department and walk to the elevator that brought me here. I’m standing in front of it when a “psst” makes me spin around.

My eyes widen as I come face to face with my employer.

“Come here,” he calls, and I look around before following him to the door he opened. “Get in.”

With no one in sight, I check one more time to make sure no hidden eyes are watching, then quickly step into the room he’s in. As soon as I enter, I close the door carefully and, my heart pounding like crazy in my chest, follow him to the back of the room.

Full of shelves, folders, boxes, and what I imagine are documents, the room is worse than a maze.

“No one comes into this storage room without my permission,” he says, when he reaches the space he was looking for. “We’ll use it regularly to discuss what you’ve found.”

Confused, because I didn’t expect to find him here so soon, I lift my gaze to his. I just didn’t expect to meet a pair of dark eyes, so determined and intense that I can barely handle it.

And I’m not even talking about how pleasant the accent is on every word he pronounces.

I swear, it’s too much for me.

A woman who just broke up with an ugly guy, and runs into a man this fucking gorgeous, needs some time to recover from the impact of his appearance.

“Okay, sir...”

“Did you notice anything strange?”

If he wants to be direct...

“Everyone here is strange,” I state, which makes him raise an eyebrow. “For starters, how were these people hired? I’m asking because, my God, I was really shocked by the first meeting I just attended.”

He swallows hard, maybe surprised by what he heard.

“What do you mean?”

“They’re...” I search for the least offensive words, even though I have a million of them on the tip of my tongue. “Look, I just came from city hall. My teamwork there was nothing compared to what I saw here, if you want to know.” He takes a deep breath. “Are Harv and Hazel related? The people there treat them like they’re one person, both geniuses of ideas. And their words are the only ones they actually take into consideration.” Rocco closes his eyes and lets out a deep breath. “Is Elizabeth their secretary? Why does she write down everything they say?” Now comes the part that pisses me off. “Liliam is the marketing director, but she busies herself filing her nails during the meeting. Charles and Tunner fight over who gets to take what Hazel presented to you... It’s terrible. A team this size, but only one person actually works?”

He looks away from my face and puts his index finger to his lips, signaling for me to be quiet.

Within seconds, I’m pulled close to him.

I couldn’t be more surprised, standing this close to his body.

“I couldn’t take it anymore,” someone says as they enter the place. “You drive me crazy.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





