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      “Why can’t you just talk to him, Eve?” My mother’s voice rings in my ear as I press the elevator button, the cool metal starkly contrasting the building’s warmth. This isn’t my preferred manner of starting the workday, but there are only so many calls I can ignore before family guilt becomes a full-blown migraine. “Luis was good to you. A decent man, respectful, with a real job.”

      I step into the elevator and jab the button for the seventh floor. The doors slide shut with a soft hiss, sealing me inside a space too small for my patience and my mother’s opinions. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows of Thalvyn Maritime’s gleaming tower, New York City sprawls below, a tangle of skyscrapers cutting through the morning mist that hangs over the Hudson.

      “Mom,” I exhale, adjusting the ridiculously large blue hoops dangling from my ears, the kind Luis always said were ‘too much’ for the office—which is precisely why I wear them every damn day. “We’ve been over this.”

      “No, you talk, mija. You don’t listen.”

      I press my fingers against my temple, feeling a headache lurking behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights hum above me, a dull echo of the frustration building in my skull. My reflection in the mirrored walls of the elevator shows my dark hair falling in waves past my shoulders, my olive skin with minimal makeup—a simple eyeliner that wings out just enough to say ‘I could kill you with this precision’ and a bold red lipstick that’s practically my signature.

      “I listen,” I say, measured and tight, pressing my lips together to keep from saying something I’ll regret. “I just don’t agree.”

      “He showed up for you,” my mother says, tone sharpening. “Birthdays. Holidays. He even took you to that rooftop place you liked.”

      I stare up at the elevator display. ‘3’... ‘4’... ‘5’... Through the glass, I can see the bare winter branches of Central Park in the distance, dark silhouettes against the gray sky.

      “That rooftop place gave me food poisoning,” I deadpan. “Nothing says romance like your future son-in-law holding my hair back while I threw up his idea of fine dining. All Luis could do afterward was complain about me ruining his shoes.”

      “Oh, por Dios,” she mutters. “You don’t just walk away from a man because of one argument.”

      “I didn’t walk away because of one argument.” My voice flattens as I straighten the crisp white blouse tucked into my high-waisted pants. “And you know that. But even if I had, it’s still my choice. Not yours.”

      “He bought you a ring! You are past your prime, and he still wanted you, and for you to⁠—”

      I close my eyes and try not to scream. The elevator climbs. ‘6’...

      “That ring came with a lot of expected sacrifices on my end,” I say. “Why can’t you just, for once in your life, understand⁠—”

      “You don’t talk to your mother like that,” she snaps, all pride and practiced guilt. “I raised you better than this. You think your career is going to hold your hand when you’re old? You think your title is going to love you?”

      The elevator dings. Seventh floor.

      I step out, unwinding my wool scarf and adjusting my tailored coat before my red-bottomed heels hit the polished marble. The marketing floor of Thalvyn Maritime opens out in three wings, each one designated for a separate division. Branding and Strategy is on the left, our open-plan desks enclosed in a glass-fronted office with soft beige furnishings and mood boards pinned to walls like abstract art. Straight ahead lies Digital and Content, where their oversized monitors are turned off, no one in yet. And to the right is Events and Client Engagement, where pristine desks are surrounded by fabric swatches, sample champagne bottles, and sleek printed mockups of luxury yacht layouts. A conference room is tucked just inside the right wing for the occasions of schmoozing big wallets, complete with lush couches that tuck away to make room for ordinary marketing meetings when not in use.

      Glistening transparent walls. Polished floors. The subtle scent of lemon polish and expensive ambition.

      “I have to go,” I say into the phone before my mother can launch into her next point.

      “Of course you do,” she snaps. “Always work. Always your meetings, your deadlines, your yacht campaigns. You’re letting your career destroy your future.”

      I pause just long enough to answer her clearly.

      “No. Luis is what destroys my future.”

      And I hang up.

      Staring at the screen, I consider blocking her number for the rest of the day. Knowing her, she’s going to keep calling me to continue this conversation. Sighing, I just put my phone on silent and tuck it into my bag.

      I’m early today, a habit formed from years of having to prove myself twice as hard as everyone else. The pale winter sun streams through the eastern windows, casting long, golden rectangles across the floor. Outside, the city is already alive, yellow cabs threading through the streets like busy bees, their honks muffled by the thick glass. Through the windows, I can see the East River in the distance, where some of Thalvyn Maritime’s finest luxury yachts are docked, gleaming white against the blue water. Sixty-foot dreams made manifest in fiberglass and teak, waiting for people with more money than most small countries to take them for weekend jaunts to the Hamptons.

      As soon as I enter the wing for Branding and Strategy, the smell of stale cigarettes has me gagging. Pinching my nose shut, I glare in the direction of the usual culprit. Joshua Taylor, one of the core members of this division and my teammate. “Oh, dear god. Don’t tell me you pulled another all-nighter?”

      Joshua leans back in his chair and tilts his head back to look at me, his auburn hair sticking up like a disheveled hedgehog and dark bags under his tired blue eyes. His perpetual five o’clock shadow has evolved into something more substantial, and his rumpled button-down looks like he slept in it. Which, knowing Joshua, he probably did.

      “So you finally decided to grace us with your presence?” he drawls, his voice raspy from too many cigarettes.

      I set my bag down on my desk, arching my brows. “Who’s this ‘us’? The only reason you’re still pulling all-nighters is because you don’t get your work done on time. I kept telling you yesterday that you needed to get the previous numbers of the Aerion 108 dealt with. It’s not my fault you take a hundred cigarette breaks.”

      Joshua is already rifling through my bag for food, uncaring of how I bat his hands away. “I need those cigarette breaks. This whole place is like a pressure cooker these days. It’s about to blow up any minute. I need to stay cool and composed if I want to get through it.”

      I give him a disgusted look, abandoning my bag on my table. “Yeah, you’ve got cool and composed going for you right now. Get out of my bag, you raccoon!” But it’s too late. He’s already found my pasta salad and the grilled chicken sandwich I brought for lunch.

      He gives me a pleased look, his blue eyes lighting up despite the exhaustion. “Thanks for breakfast.”

      “You’re such a leech, Joshua. If your apartment ever burns down, you’ll just move into someone else’s kitchen cabinet and emerge at night to raid their fridge.”

      My friend just digs into my lunch, unbothered. “I finally got the numbers done. If you want to take a look, that is,” he adds with the nonchalance of someone who just solved cold fusion but doesn’t want to brag.

      My eyes widen, and I nudge his chair away, sending him rolling halfway across the floor. He slides away, chewing happily, while I take over his laptop, studying the spreadsheet still open. The figures align perfectly. A pleased smile crosses my lips, highlighting the dimple in my right cheek. “I could kiss you right now.”

      “No, thank you.” Joshua takes a bite of my sandwich. “You may be a sexy Latina, but I only date blondes. Sorry.”

      Joshua is the only one who can get away with calling me a ‘sexy Latina.’ We’ve worked together for far too long. Being crass with each other is how we communicate.

      I roll my eyes at him. “Well, you’d better brush your teeth because Iris is going to give you a big fat smooch for meeting the deadline. And considering what you ate yesterday from the vending machine, your mouth might actually qualify as a biological weapon.”

      He grins at me. “Now that I can get behind.”

      “Good morning, my dears!” Flora’s cheerful voice announces her arrival, cutting through our banter like sunshine through storm clouds.

      Flora Hazel is the oldest member of our team, with short, silver-streaked dark hair and bright green eyes that miss nothing behind her cat-eye glasses. She dresses exclusively in flowing garments with animal prints that somehow manage to look both eccentric and elegant on her. Today, it’s a caftan with hamster patterns. Not hamster-inspired—actual tiny cartoon hamsters printed across the fabric, each one caught in different adorable poses. The soft fabric billows around her plump figure as she approaches, smelling of cinnamon, bergamot, and the kind of maternal warmth that makes even the most hardened marketing executives want to confess their sins. “I brought banana bread!”

      “Bless you,” Joshua says, reaching for a slice before Flora can set down the container.

      “Did you all hear?” Flora leans in, her voice dropping to a theatrical whisper that’s still perfectly audible across three desks. “Holly says there’s a new addition joining our team today. I ran into her on my way in.”

      I pause my typing. “What? Iris didn’t mention anyone new.”

      “It’s the same guy Iris brought around some time before the New Year.” Steven Danton, the fourth and last member of our Branding and Strategy Division, appears, balancing a tray of coffee cups with the precision of someone who might have been a waiter in another life. With his utterly forgettable appearance—medium-brown hair, medium-brown eyes, average height and build—Steven somehow manages to blend into any background. He’s the kind of person you could talk to for an hour and still not remember what he looks like five minutes later. But his perpetual dad energy extends to feeding everyone within a ten-desk radius, and his uncanny ability to appear exactly when caffeine is needed most makes him indispensable. “We met him, Flora. Remember? You and Joshua were out in the field, Eve, taking photographs of the Aerion 108.”

      His words jog my memory.

      “Oh, that guy.” I blink. “I thought he quit almost immediately. He never showed up.”

      “He was very good-looking,” Flora beams. “Very charming, too, and so polite.”

      I push away from Joshua’s desk, gesturing towards him with my thumb. “We thought that about this one, too, before we discovered he was actually raised by raccoons.”

      “I’m good-looking!” Joshua looks up from the container in his hands, his mouth full of pasta.

      Flora’s smile freezes. “Of course you are, dear. But he was—What was that word you used, Steven?”

      “Surfer-boy-golden-looks.” Steven looks pleased that Flora remembers. “I came up with that title. I can’t remember his name though. Cake?”

      “I’m sure his name was not Cake, Steven,” I snort, taking one of the coffees he’s handing out. “Though I would be way more interested in meeting someone named Cake than whatever Ken doll Iris has found to join our merry band of misfits.”

      “Not Cake. It was something else—A good name, a handsome name,” Flora agrees. “Anyway, he’s joining today. And I heard he was headhunted by Ethan Wilder himself.”

      Ethan Wilder. The tyrant CEO who took over the company half a year ago and immediately started making changes. So many employees were let go. So many were demoted, including Charlotte Evans, the previous team lead. She’s now been shifted to Frank Kolinski’s department. However, despite how much pressure has fallen on our department, there’s no denying that the company is beginning to get back on its feet.

      “By the way, I heard Natalie is going to go on maternity leave soon,” Flora whispers, her green eyes twinkling behind her glasses. “She’s starting to show. She’s coming back to work today, but I overheard her assistant say she’s close to five months pregnant—Or was it four?” She frowns thoughtfully, gathering her scattered thoughts.

      Steven shakes his head. “I would never have thought that she and Ethan were together.”

      “I heard they’ve been together for a while,” Joshua offers his input. “But I don’t care what people say. Natalie may be sleeping with the CEO, but she stands for us little people. I heard she and Ethan got into an argument when he wanted to fire someone. Imagine someone raising their voice at that tyrant. Balls of steel, I tell you. I worship her. I aspire to be her.”

      “You aspire to sleep with our CEO?” I give him a bland look, arching one perfectly shaped eyebrow.

      Steven laughs while Joshua sighs, giving me a pitying look. “Mind in the gutter, this one. I want her balls.”

      “You want her what?” It’s Flora’s turn to look aghast.

      “I want to have balls like her!”

      Steven shakes his head and I snicker while Joshua keeps digging his own grave. “Stop while you’re ahead, Joshua,” Steven advises him.

      “I’m glad everyone is here.” The familiar voice has us all falling silent, and I look over at the woman approaching us.

      Iris Campbell is the head of marketing at Thalvyn Maritime and the one who poached me from my previous company. She enters the room, her jagged blonde hair brushing against her shoulders, her chestnut brown eyes alert and assessing as they settle over us. Despite the early hour, she’s impeccably dressed in a tailored pantsuit, her posture straight and confident. She commands respect without having to raise her voice.

      “You look terrible, Joshua,” she says flatly. “Go home and rest. I got your email and the file with it. Good work.”

      Joshua lifts his fork in her direction in acknowledgement.

      Iris turns her attention towards the rest of us. “We have another person joining our team. He was hired by upper management, but he’s quite good at what he does. He was headhunted by the CEO personally, which means you’d all better be on your toes.”

      It’s a subtle warning. While the Marketing Department has been doing its best, we also have the most leaks, especially our team.

      A few months ago, we were working on the revival strategy of the Serastra 70, our once-flagship yacht that fell from prominence under previous management. The Serastra had been Thalvyn’s crown jewel—a 70-foot masterpiece of luxury seafaring celebrities used to waitlist for. It was the kind of yacht that made millionaires feel like billionaires and billionaires feel like gods. Hand-carved teak decks, mother-of-pearl inlays, custom Italian leather interiors—the works. But sales plummeted after a series of PR disasters under the previous CEO, including one notorious incident involving a Saudi prince, three supermodels, and a flamingo that I am not legally allowed to discuss in detail.

      Everything was ready for its comeback. The ground team was set to implement our relaunch campaign when the next morning, one of our European rivals launched their campaign matching our every word. Not similar. Identical, right down to the tagline I’d spent three sleepless nights perfecting. Pulling back cost us hundreds of thousands of dollars and pushed the Serastra’s revival even further behind schedule.

      I lean back in my seat, studying Iris. “So when is Wonder Boy going to join us?”

      Iris checks her watch. “He should be here any minute. And be nice, Eve. Don’t bully him.”

      “Me?” My eyes widen. “I wouldn’t bully a fly.”

      Joshua kicks my seat, sending me spinning to the other side of the desk. “No, you reserve that for us poor humans.”

      Steven steadies my chair without batting an eye. “So what is he? A corporate spy? Do we need to be worried, Iris?”

      Iris looks thoughtful. “I don’t believe so. He seems to be a talent that Ethan has had his eye on for a while. With everything going on in the Marketing Department, we need all the help we can get.”

      A heavy silence follows her words, and the four of us exchange a look. It’s common knowledge that if we don’t plug the leaks and get the campaigns we are working on rolling, we could all very well lose our jobs. Three members of the Accountant Department just got fired last week.

      With the recent attacks on his fiancée, the CEO has gotten more ruthless, if that was possible. If you don’t meet the KPIs, you’re axed. Joshua is right that Natalie has fought Ethan on several attempts at firing certain individuals, but those whose actions she cannot justify, she’s letting him do as he pleases. That tells me, while she is not in cahoots with the tyrant running this ship, she’s also not going to blindly defend us till we give her a reason.

      It doesn’t surprise me. When I joined this company two years ago, I had been pleasantly startled by Natalie’s work ethics. Over these past two years, she’s brought an incredible amount of change to the company, making our workplace safer and more comfortable than it once used to be.

      “You’re going to be showing him around, Eve.” Iris looks tired, now that I pay closer attention, a slight red tinge to her eyes as if she’s been crying. But she’s ever the professional, her voice smooth and unwavering as she speaks. “Catch him up with everything here. Share the last campaigns. Walk him through it. Show him all our previous campaigns, our current branding strategies. Also, he will be working with you four on relaunching the Serastra 70 model, so I want you to listen to what he has to say and not sideline him just because he’s a newcomer.”

      Her eyes settle on me once again, and this time I cross my arms over my chest, indignant. “Why do you keep assuming I’m going to do something? I’m a very welcoming person.” Joshua makes a show of rolling his eyes, and I glare at him.

      “Eve.” Iris takes a step forward, her voice serious. “He’s here to stay. Play nice with him.”

      As she heads into her office, I sprawl in my chair, glowering at Joshua. “I’m not a bully.”

      “Not a bully,” Steven agrees carefully. “But you do have a reputation for being very... strict.”

      Joshua lets out a laugh. “She’s a bully, Steven. You can put a dress on a duck, but it’s still a duck ‘cause it quacks.”

      I blink slowly, my long lashes fanning against my cheeks. “Are you calling me a duck?”

      He waggles his brows at me. “Do I want to die?”

      “Now, now.” Flora claps her hands. “Behave, children. Joshua, please go home, and chan⁠—”

      My phone starts vibrating in my bag, and I take it out. Seeing the name on the screen, I sigh. I can ignore almost everyone’s calls, but not my oldest brother’s.

      I get to my feet. “I’ll be back.”

      I slip out of the room, lingering near the elevators as I answer the phone.

      “Hey, Marco.”

      “Hermanita.” His deep voice makes me smile. “You’ve not come by the restaurant in a while.”

      I shuffle my shoes. Marco is eight years older than me. When our father died, he stepped in and helped our mother raise us. He may be my brother, but he’s more of a father figure. Disappointing him is worse than disappointing my mother.

      “Sorry, I’ve been busy,” I murmur. “Our company changed management, and—I guess you don’t want to hear all that.”

      He chuckles, a rich and comforting sound. “I always like hearing you talk about your work. I was concerned. I thought it might have something to do with Luis.” I close my eyes, silently cursing my ex-boyfriend in my heart. I broke up with the man two months ago, but he haunts me like a ghost.

      “It wasn’t Luis, Marco. I’ve just been working overtime.”

      “Alright. I was just checking in. I know you’re a bad cook, so I’m going to drop over some dinner for you at your place after work. I’ll leave it in the fridge.”

      A smile forms on my lips. “Thanks, Marco. You’re the best.”

      He pauses. “And Elena says she’s sending over some of that pineapple cake you like.”

      My smile widens. “Give her my love. Her and the kids.”

      “I will.”

      When he doesn’t say anything further, my stomach tightens. “Why did you really call me, Marco? Was it Mamá?”

      He lets out a heavy sigh. “Don’t be too hard on her, hermanita. She’s just worried about you.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying not to let my famous temper leak through. “I know. I know she’s worried. But she should trust me that the life I’m building is the one I want. Luis made his stance clear. If you’re also going to tell me to get back with⁠—”

      “I’m not.” My brother’s voice is calm, like still water over deep currents. “If you’re not happy with Luis, you don’t have to marry him. I want you to be happy, Eve. Mamá’s just… She panics easily, you know. She’s always wanted you to settle down.”

      I see the number on the elevator reach our floor, and I lower my voice. “I know. And I will. One day, when I meet the right person.”

      The words have just left my mouth when the elevator doors open and a man walks out wearing a crossbody leather bag, his hands in his pockets, his posture relaxed. He’s wearing a dress shirt and a dark pair of jeans, a thick wool sweater and a winter coat both draped over his arm. Casual, yet professional enough for our department—but that’s not why I’m staring at him.

      That carefully tousled blonde hair, slightly tanned skin, and those hazy blue eyes. I’d recognize this man anywhere. He’s tall—at least six foot—with broad shoulders and the kind of careless grace that speaks of athleticism. Like the sun decided to take human form just to mock the rest of us.

      A sudden flutter starts in my stomach, and I dig my nails into my palm, refusing to acknowledge the stab of unwelcome attraction. It’s just biology, I tell myself. The same way plants turn toward the sun, some women apparently turn toward men who look like they stepped out of a fragrance commercial. 

      Caleb Wilder.

      My hand tightens around the phone, and I mutter, “I have to go, Marco. I’ll talk to you later. There’s a pest control situation I need to handle.”

      Ending the call, I tuck the phone in my pants’ back pocket, my eyes pinned on the man who made my college life hell.

      “You,” I breathe.

      Caleb’s attention flickers towards me, and I see his eyes widen fractionally, those ocean-blue depths registering something—recollection? surprise?—before settling back into casual indifference. He begins walking towards me, and I brace myself. What can he possibly say to me after all these years? I swear, if he even thinks of rubbing the past⁠—

      “Excuse me, can you point me in the direction of the Branding and Strategy Division?”

      His voice is polite with that hint of New York confidence I’d forgotten about, and the lack of recognition almost makes me stagger back. Is he kidding me? After what he put me through, he doesn’t remember me?

      My jaw tightens, and I’m about to say something when I hear Iris’s voice. 

      “There you are, Caleb.” She smiles warmly as she approaches us. “You’ve met Eve. Good. Eve, this is Caleb Reynolds, the new hire. Caleb, this is Eve Lopez. She’s one of the core members of the Branding and Strategy Division. You’ll be working alongside her and the rest of the team. Come on in. I don’t think you’ve met everyone yet.”

      Caleb’s eyes meet mine momentarily, and I stare at him, stunned.

      Reynolds?

      He gives me a brief smile, a dimple appearing in his left cheek. “It’s nice to meet you, Eve.” Is it just me or is there a mocking tinge to his smile?

      “Come this way.” Iris begins walking. “I’ll introduce you to the rest. You’ll also want to meet the junior staff. If you need any help with minor tasks, you assign them to the junior staff. I will be the one assigning the tasks to the core team.”

      Her voice fades away as she rounds the corner to the entrance of our division. I remain behind, letting out the breath I have been holding in.

      There’s no way. There’s no way he didn’t recognize me. It’s been six and a half years. That’s not enough time to forget the face of your college rival. But I force that thought away, letting another troubling thought take its place.

      Iris introduced him as Caleb Reynolds. She’s wrong. The man I saw today is Caleb Wilder. And since the CEO’s surname is Wilder, it’s not hard to put two and two together. Steven was right.

      He’s a corporate spy.

      Does Iris know? What is Caleb’s purpose here? I highly doubt he suddenly decided to change his surname and join Thalvyn Maritime. Aside from Ethan Wilder’s professional portfolio, not much is known about his personal life. He has a tight grip over how much the media shares about him, but Caleb is clearly related to Ethan. They don’t look very similar, so they could be cousins for all I know. But their surname⁠—

      I need to talk to Iris.

      I follow them inside just in time to see Iris introducing Caleb to the others. A hard ball of unease forms in the pit of my stomach. Why is he pretending to be someone else? Does the CEO suspect someone from our team to be the leak? Is that why Caleb is here? Or is Ethan Wilder using him to figure out who to get rid of?

      The Wilder Group came into existence just four years ago, but I always knew Caleb was a trust-fund baby. With the way he flaunted his wealth, all his fancy cars and rich-people clothes, I never took him for someone who would ever work a white-collar job.

      And yet he always maintained the highest grade point average in our program, something that always pissed me off. I worked so hard. I worked my ass off, waiting tables to afford my semester fees, cramming in my free time, going the extra mile for each project, and yet… How did he always stay a step ahead of me?

      I’ve never hated anyone the way I despised him. A new girlfriend each week, a new car every month, lazing away in the back of class yet somehow a better student than me. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been so infuriating had he not turned to me each time our results came out with that sneer of his, the one that had other girls swooning and my blood pressure rising.

      With my hands tucked in my pockets, I study him. Whatever his agenda is here, I’m not going to let him fuck up my team or my job. 

      He must have sensed me looking at him because he looks over his shoulder. Our eyes meet, and he gives me that same infuriating smirk that once used to make me homicidal. The only difference now is after years of being pushed around while finding myself in this industry, my once-famous temper has cooled down considerably.

      “Iris,” I call out, with the calm determination of someone who’s about to drop a truth bomb. “Can I have a word in your office?”

      Joshua yawns, his mouth opening wide enough to host a small concert. “I’m going home now. I’ll be back after lunch, or tomorrow, or when the caffeine-induced hallucinations stop. Whichever comes first. Is that okay, Iris?”

      “Go, Joshua. I’ll let HR know you’ve been working overtime.” Iris nods, then turns to me. “Come in, Eve.”

      While I follow Iris towards her office, Joshua grins at me, gesturing to my now-empty lunch container. “Sorry about your lunch.”

      I pat his shoulder as I walk past him, giving it a firm squeeze that’s half affection, half warning. “You’re buying me lunch tomorrow. And not that sad excuse for a sandwich from the corner deli. I want actual food made by actual humans who understand the concept of seasoning.”

      I close the door behind me once I enter Iris’s office. She sits down behind her desk, eyeing me with a look that says she already knows this conversation is going to give her a headache. “So, what is it?”

      “It’s about Caleb. I think you’ve been⁠—”

      Her phone begins to ring with the worst timing, even worse than when my mom called during my college graduation. She lifts a finger, stopping me. “Yes?” she says into her phone.

      Her brows furrow after a moment, creating that little wrinkle she gets when something doesn’t add up. “Both of them? Now?” She listens to the caller on the other end, looking even more confused, like someone trying to assemble IKEA furniture without instructions. “Okay, then.”

      She sets down the phone. “Our conversation will have to wait, Eve. That was Natalie. She wishes to speak to you right now.” Her tone carries the unmistakable subtext of ‘and may god have mercy on your soul.’

      “Okay,” I hesitate, my chest tightening with a different emotion. “Iris, am I about to be fired?”

      Her eyes tighten around the corners. “No! You have the highest maintained KPI of this department. There’s no way you would be fired. And if Natalie tries, you come to me. I’ll talk to her.”

      I feel a hint of uncertainty.

      Being called to the HR Department is not very different from being called to the principal’s office. I leave Iris’s office, rattled, and head for the elevators.

      When I get to Natalie’s office on the fifteenth floor, her assistant, Layla, is waiting for me. Prim and proper, large glasses hiding a youthful face, and long hair tied in an immaculate braid, Layla is the picture of professionalism. “Natalie’s waiting for you. Go right in.”

      Exhaling sharply, I open the door to Natalie’s office.

      Unlike other department heads who seem to be competing in an unspoken contest of who-can-display-the-most-family-photos-without-being-called-unprofessional, Natalie keeps a very minimalist office. No personal effects, no pictures, nothing. It’s the kind of space that whispers ‘I care about efficiency more than comfort’ in stereo. At least, that’s how it used to be.

      She’s made one small change. A photograph stands on her pristine desk, the single personal item in a sea of organizational perfection. As she gets up to greet me, she accidentally knocks it over. I get a brief view of an older man leaning on a fancy-looking cane, gripping it with both hands, before she straightens the frame with a speed suggesting the photo matters more than she’d like to admit.

      I glance at her, taking in the changes since I last saw her up close.

      Her blue eyes look tired but have a new softness around the edges, like someone who’s finally found a reason to smile. Her once-long red hair is now shorter, framing her face in a way that makes her look both more approachable and somehow more intimidating. She used to look stern and elegant before. Now she looks gentle and happy, but still just as professional. She’s quite pregnant and it shows, her slim figure now sporting a rounded belly beneath her tailored blouse.

      Everyone knows who the child’s father is. Nobody dares to mention it, despite the fact that Natalie wears a rock on her finger and Ethan Wilder takes her home every day. A tyrant CEO, yet a devoted fiancé.

      “You called me?” I ask slowly, anticipating the very worst.

      “Yes. Sit down, Eve.” Natalie gestures towards the visitor’s chair before struggling back into her seat. She winches.

      “Are you okay?” My voice is concerned now.

      “Fine, fine. My back is killing me. Sit.” She groans before settling into her chair. “I’m fine.”

      There’s a serious glint in her eyes as she fixates them on me. “I believe you met the new addition to the Marketing Department.”

      Everything inside me goes still, like a prey animal that’s just spotted a predator across the savanna. “Yes,” I answer slowly, calculating my words with the precision of someone defusing a bomb. “Caleb Reynolds.”

      Natalie studies me, her gaze as penetrating as an MRI. “Yes.”

      The silence that falls between us is almost stifling, and my fingers grip the edge of the chair hard enough to leave fingerprints in the wood. “What is this about again?”

      Natalie sighs, looking slightly amused, like someone watching a child try to lie about eating a cookie while crumbs still cling to their face. “Caleb believes you have recognized him.”

      I knew it! I knew he remembered me! That conniving, manipulative, two-faced⁠—

      Despite the situation, I feel a sense of smug satisfaction blooming in my chest like a particularly vindictive flower. My victory is short-lived, though, because Natalie leans forward, her gaze intensified. “Am I right?”

      I purse my lips before admitting, “We went to the same college, Grandview International College. I know his name is Caleb Wilder.”

      She closes her eyes briefly, leaning back in her chair and exhaling. Finally, she opens them. “I see. So you are aware of the link between⁠—”

      “I’m assuming there’s a family connection with the new CEO. I wasn’t born yesterday, Miss Thorne. You clearly sent him here to find out who the leak in the department is.”

      Natalie’s voice is firm. “I understand your loyalty to your teammates, Miss Lopez⁠—”

      “If someone leaked the campaign plan we put our blood, sweat, and tears into, I have no loyalty to them.” I tap my fingers on the armrest of the chair. “But I trust my team, Miss Thorne. We’ve worked together for two years now. I’d like to believe no one would work so hard only to sell out our campaign.”

      Natalie gives me a firm look. “When it comes to corporate espionage, there’s a lot you have to learn. I have seen firsthand how the most hardworking individuals turn out to be the ones who are stabbing you in the back.”

      There’s a knock on the door, and she calls out, “Come in.”

      “Hey, Nat.”

      Caleb’s voice has me stiffening like I’ve been dipped in liquid nitrogen. He walks over to lean on the wall rather than sit down. Of course he doesn’t sit like a normal person. His hands are in his pockets, a casual pose, one I remember a little too clearly from college when he’d slouch in the back row, somehow absorbing information by osmosis while the rest of us mortals had to actually study. The sun streaming through the window catches in his hair, turning it to spun gold, as if even the laws of physics bend to make him look better than everyone else.

      ‘Nat.’

      That’s too casual. Almost like⁠—

      “Caleb’s my soon-to-be brother-in-law, Eve,” Natalie says lightly, her eyes trained on me. “He vouches for your work ethic.”

      Ethan’s brother? And when did the two have a chance to discuss anything, much less offer my character reference?

      “Thanks,” I say dryly, looking toward him. He just smirks at me. God, I want to smack that face. Or maybe—No. Just smack it. Nothing else.

      Steven was right when he described Caleb as having ‘surfer-boy-golden-looks.’ With his slightly tanned skin, dazzling blonde hair, and wicked good looks, he seems like he belongs with a surfboard under his arm rather than in an office setting. The worst part is how aware I am of him standing there, his presence filling up the room like he owns it. My skin prickles with alertness, and I hate that even after all these years, my body still reacts to him like he’s some kind of catnip for humans.

      “I would appreciate it if you kept Caleb’s identity to yourself.”

      “And if I don’t?” I test the waters.

      Natalie’s smile fades. “You are the top performing employee in the entire Marketing Department. You exceed every target set for you. I would be very sorry to see you go, Eve.”

      My lips press into a thin line. “So that’s how it is.”

      “Only if you make it so.” Caleb’s voice makes me twitch in annoyance.

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” I growl.

      His lips curve in a half-smile. “Well, I was. Look, I won’t get in your way as long as you don’t get in mine.”

      “Just treat him like an ordinary colleague,” Natalie advises. “He will be contributing to the projects you are undertaking.”

      “And how long will he be around for?” I ask her, my tone condescending.

      “As long as it takes,” Natalie responds. “Once he’s done, he’ll leave.”

      I get to my feet, muttering, “I hope it’s soon, then. Preferably before I’m forced to commit a felony in the break room.”

      I straighten my shoulders and continue with more volume. “Alright. I’ll keep my mouth shut.” I glance at Natalie, adding, “As long as he pulls his weight. If we’re putting in extra hours, he doesn’t get to go home to catch up on his beauty sleep. He’s getting dark circles and indigestion from the vending machine coffee with the rest of us. I want to see him suffering through Gary’s homemade kombucha on Wellness Wednesdays just like the rest of the Marketing Department.”

      Natalie beams at me. “Don’t worry about it. Caleb doesn’t shy away from hard work.”

      My eyes flicker to Caleb, and I try not to roll them. “I’m sure he doesn’t.”

      Caleb just grins at me. “And I’m sure you’ll be there to pick up my slack.”

      “Caleb.” Natalie gives him a sharp look, and he lifts his hands in an appeasing manner. “I was just kidding.”

      I exhale sharply. “I’ll keep my mouth shut. Can I go now?”

      Natalie nods. “Thank you, Eve.”

      I give her a tight smile. “There is no need to thank me. It was either this or you give me my walking papers.” Not much of a choice—like being asked if you’d prefer to be pushed off a cliff or thrown into a volcano.

      I see the guilt in her eyes, but she says nothing further. I walk out of her office, not even bothering to hide my agitation anymore. Caleb follows me.

      “You’re supposed to show me around.” He falls into step beside me, his longer stride adjusted to match mine without any apparent effort. “Iris’s orders. Believe me, I don’t want to waste your time⁠—”

      I come to a halt and turn to face him. Taking a step towards him, I poke my finger in his chest, trying desperately to ignore how solid it feels under my touch. “Let me be clear, Caleb Wilder. I know how you work. The last thing I need is a liability. So stay out of my way, and I’ll pretend I don’t know you from Adam.”

      He stares at me before a slow smile forms on his lips. Lifting his hand, he hooks his finger around mine. The brief contact sends an unwanted jolt of electricity up my arm. “Don’t worry. I have no intention of getting in your way. I wouldn’t want to piss off the Ice Princess.”

      Hearing a nickname that I spent years forgetting has my eyes narrowing into tiny slits, and I hiss at him. “Well, at least one thing hasn’t changed. Your head is still stuck all the way up your own ass. Must be nice up there. Very roomy, I imagine.”

      Jerking my hand free, I make my way back to the elevator, the lingering scent of his cologne—something expensive and woodsy—making my pulse quicken involuntarily. Traitorous body.

      I hope he catches the mole soon because the last thing I need is a murder charge. Or worse, the distraction of having to work with six feet of walking temptation who also happens to be the most infuriating human being on the planet.

      Two things are for certain: this is going to be the longest undercover operation in corporate history, and I’m going to need a lot more lipstick.
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      Of all the people I expected to see, Eve Lopez wasn’t one of them.

      Natalie gave me a folder with the list of employees and their resumes so I could blend in, but I’ve been wrapping up my own projects lately. Plus, with everything going on with her and Ethan, I didn’t get around to the folder. I did see her name on the list, but I never connected the dots.

      She hasn’t changed much—except in all the ways that make my life complicated.

      With thick, dark hair flowing over her shoulders, playfully flirting with the edge of her hips, Eve has grown impossibly beautiful. In college, she wore simple clothing, her hair pulled back in a tight bun, her focus always on her studies. She never seemed to realize how the guys looked at her. Her olive skin and delicate features—along with those dark, mysterious eyes—had men drooling over her, but she never spared them a second glance, her cool disdainful look as she broke hearts earning her the title of the Ice Princess.

      Of course I recognized her.

      How could I not?

      Her simple outfits have been replaced by designer clothing, hugging every curve like they were made for her—which they probably were. Her makeup is still minimal but enhances her already striking features. And that look in her eyes—I repress the urge to smile. She could freeze a man on the spot with just one flutter of those ridiculous lashes, then melt him with the hint of fire behind her glare.

      I watch her turn the corner of the hallway, my eyes focused on the movement of her hips. Such a pity. All that sex appeal wrapped around a personality that could cut glass. I wonder if Eve even knows how sex works. The woman has “frigid” stamped on her forehead, though I’m starting to suspect it might be hiding something far more dangerous underneath.

      When I first saw her across the room back in college, she fed into every Latina stereotype I had ever come across: beautiful, curvy, mouthy, and so incredibly sexy. It took one week for me to realize the woman had ice in her veins. She wasn’t interested in anything aside from her studies. She dominated group projects, her personality overwhelming others as a taskmaster who made sure everybody in her group worked.

      She didn’t care if someone put thumbtacks in her bag. She didn’t care when her classmates talked shit about her. She walked past them with her head held high, arrogance and disdain oozing from her. We were all below her, and she made sure to let us know.

      That’s probably why I got such satisfaction from knocking her down a few pegs when our grades would be released. Our college had a ranking system per department, and it drove Eve crazy to see I was always one point ahead.

      Shaking my head, I follow her into the Branding and Strategy section. If I had known she would be working here, I would never have agreed to help Ethan out.

      Just my luck.

      Iris Campbell is standing by Eve’s desk as she sits down, the other members of the team watching us in blatant curiosity. “So what happened? Is everything alright?”

      Eve shoots me a dirty look that could set water on fire. “Nothing. Just some problem with my overtime.”

      Iris looks relieved. “Alright then. Do you want to come finish our conversation inside?”

      Eve shakes her head. “No, it’s not important. Anyway, we have the numbers for Aerion 108. I think we can go ahead and let Frank’s team handle the rest. Steven can deal with the Digital and Content Division. He’s good at handling them.”

      Steven nods. “We have two events coming up, and the Events and Client Engagement Division is going to be working on them. I think the first event is—” He leans back in his chair to check the calendar on his desk. “—in two months for the Aerion 108. The international launch. I’ve been coordinating with our team in Hamburg. We’ll be working on the planning, and they’ll handle everything else. We’ve sent out a hundred invites. The response was lukewarm at first, but with news of the Serastra 70 relaunch, we’ve had more people reaching out, looking for an invite. The numbers look good.”

      “Excellent.” Iris nods. “We have a presentation in an hour. Eve, catch Caleb up with what we’re doing, and after lunch, show him around the building once.”

      “I’m sure Steven would be more than happy to show him around.” The saccharine tone in her voice is so thick you could spread it on toast.

      Steven seems to be the most stable one on the team given the calm vibes he gives off. He gestures towards his screen. “No can do. I’ve got a report to write up. You two kids have fun, though. Don’t let her take you to the rooftop, Caleb. She might push you off.”

      Eve ignores him, tossing her hair over her shoulder in a move that’s probably choreographed to maximize annoyance. “I don’t have time to babysit. We have to finalize the presentation, then refocus on the Serastra. Caleb’s a big boy. I’m sure he won’t get lost looking for the washrooms.”

      I put my hands on the back of her chair, gently tilting it back. “I would still like to know where they are. What if I have an emergency?”

      Eve’s lips twist in a smile that has my blood pumping. “There are plenty of potted plants in the hallway. I’m sure you can use one of those.”

      “Eve.” Iris’s tone is sharp.

      The flash of irritation on Eve’s face is unmistakable. “Fine. After the presentation, then.” She shoots me a smile that is all teeth. “That is, of course, if you can hold it for that long.”

      “You’re so considerate.” I reach out with my foot and push down the lever of her chair, making it go sliding down till her knees are folded, her head barely reaching the table.

      Her startled cry has me stepping back innocently. “Oh, no. Are you okay? Should I fetch you another chair?”

      “Eve?” Iris looks over with a frown. “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing.” Eve grunts, grabbing the edge of the table and pulling herself up. Before anybody can intervene, I grab her by her upper arm, supporting her.

      “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

      She smacks my hands away. “I’m fine!”

      I study the chair before glancing at her, blinking innocently. “What happened? Did it give w⁠—”

      Her eyes narrow into tiny slits. “I dare you to finish that sentence.”

      Flora claps her hands, beaming. “Well, as long as you’re okay. We need you in top shape for the presentation.”

      Iris sighs. “If you’re all quite done here, I think the other two divisions are heading towards the conference room.”

      Eve lingers behind, brushing some imaginary dirt off her pants. As I follow the others, walking past her, I catch her words. “You’re treading on dangerous waters, pretty boy. Very dangerous waters.”

      I look over my shoulder at her, grinning. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

      When she looks up, her smile is so sweet that it makes my teeth hurt. She approaches me with a swagger in her hips that should be illegal in at least forty states. The distance between us is closing in, and she’s inches away from me. I can smell her perfume, something expensive and sultry. Her breath is hot against my ear as she leans forward.

      My pants are beginning to feel a little tight.

      “This is my turf. Fuck with me again, and I’ll make hell seem like a spa day.”

      I stare at her, taking in the way she looks at me through her lashes, her body so close to mine that she’s all but pressing against me. Soft curves everywhere, legs up to her⁠—

      My cock stirs.

      Fuck.

      My voice is rough. “You’ve changed, Lopez. And here I thought the only thing you knew how to do was stick your nose in a book.”

      She sneers at me, and somehow it makes her look even hotter. “Well, you’re in for a surprise. Don’t try me, Wilder. I’m not as harmless as I appear.”

      “Harmless? You?” I raise my brows, tucking my hands in my pockets, leaning back as I look down at her. “You’re as harmless as a rattlesnake.”

      She flips her hair with her hand, the scent of her shampoo hitting me like a punch to the gut. “Good. Then you know I bite. Hard.”

      I watch her stride towards the conference room after the others, and once she’s out of earshot, I let out a small wolf whistle. “That doesn’t sound too bad, actually.”

      She was hot back then, but now she’s a bombshell. Too bad we can’t stand each other. She’s just as arrogant as she was back then.

      The moment I step into the conference room, the energy hits me like a wall. The place is already packed with familiar faces from the Branding and Strategy team, along with two other divisions I haven’t met yet. Everyone is gravitating toward their respective sections, the invisible boundaries between departments as clear as if they’d drawn lines on the floor.

      I spot a tired looking, middle-aged man with wire-rimmed glasses and a perpetual scowl that suggests he’s been dealing with creative types for too long. Frank Kolinski, I’m guessing, head of the Communications and Experiences Division. Standing next to him is a blonde woman with a sour expression, her eyes darting frequently to Iris with thinly-veiled contempt.

      On the other side of the room stands a surprisingly young woman, probably not more than twenty-five, dressed in a trendy yet professional outfit. Her blue-tipped black hair is tied in a messy bun, wireless earbuds visible in her ears as she simultaneously texts on her phone and gives rapid-fire instructions to an older assistant who’s struggling to keep up. That must be Veronica Hayes, director of Digital and Content Division. According to my briefing, she’s a social media wunderkind who rocketed from intern to director in three years after her TikTok strategy for a previous yacht model went viral in exactly the right circles. She has the confident, slightly impatient air of someone who’s been explaining digital marketing to boomers since she was sixteen.

      A young girl files in, and her eyes flit around nervously as she searches for a chair. I get up, gesturing towards mine. Given how old she looks, she’s probably an intern. She hesitates, and I wink at her. “Going once, going twice….”

      She sits down, giving me a grateful look. “Thank you.”

      “It’s okay. It’s my first day here. Consider it a rookie tax.”

      Her cheeks flush.

      “Now, aren’t you a gentleman… and a flirt.” Flora’s voice from beside me has me looking to my left. 

      I grin. “Can’t have a lady stand, now can I? Now, who’s that?” My eyes return to the woman with a scowl on her face.

      “That’s Charlotte,” Flora whispers, nodding discreetly toward the blonde. “Used to head our division before she was demoted. Now she’s under Frank. She and Iris used to be friends. Then Iris got promoted, and Charlotte started icing her out. Don’t let her catch you looking. She bites.”

      “Seems like everyone around here does,” I mutter, earning an amused look from Flora.

      “My hamsters bite, too,” she offers cryptically, patting my arm before drifting away in a cloud of hamster-printed fabric.

      I take a seat near the back, not wanting to draw attention to myself yet. Eve strides to the front of the room with the confidence of someone who knows exactly how good she is. She pulls up the presentation on the screen, a sleek black and chrome display featuring the Aerion 108 yacht cutting through dark waters.

      A young blonde woman slips into the room, quietly passing Iris a tablet before taking a position by the door, her posture perfect as she observes the room with intelligent brown eyes. Holly Pearson, Iris’s assistant. I’d seen her briefly earlier. Couldn’t be more than twenty-three, but moves with the efficiency of someone who’s been managing executives for decades.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Iris begins, her voice authoritative but warm as she glances at the tablet Holly just provided. “As you know, the Aerion 108 campaign launched last week, and we’re here to discuss initial feedback and metrics. Eve will take us through the data.”

      Eve steps forward, and I’m immediately struck by the transformation. Gone is the hesitation I sometimes caught glimpses of in college when she’d present. This Eve owns the room. Her gestures are precise, her voice commanding without being aggressive, and her analysis razor-sharp.

      “The initial social engagement is exceeding projections by twenty-seven percent,” she says, clicking to a slide with cleanly designed metrics. “Our targeted ads to tech entrepreneurs in Singapore and Dubai are performing particularly well. Conversion rates are double what we anticipated.”

      “Those influencer partnerships you insisted on were worth every penny,” Frank interjects, his eyes lingering a beat too long on Eve. “You really know how to pick the pretty ones.” A few uncomfortable titters ripple through the room. I find myself sitting up straighter, something in his tone setting my teeth on edge.

      Eve doesn’t miss a beat. “I pick influencers based on their engagement metrics and audience demographics, Frank. Their ability to make yacht purchases look aspirational to billionaires has nothing to do with how they photograph in a bikini.” Her smile is glacial. “Unlike some departments, we don’t confuse eye candy with strategy.”

      My jaw goes flat, but I keep my mouth shut. Frank’s smirk falters, and Veronica doesn’t bother hiding her cackle of appreciation.

      “Moving on,” Eve continues smoothly. “Steven, can you walk us through the digital campaign performance?”

      I watch as she navigates the room, fielding questions with confidence, shutting down potential objections before they can fully form. She’s not just good—she’s masterful. This isn’t the obsessive student who would bulldoze group projects. This is a professional who’s learned how to get her way while making others feel heard.

      When it’s time for my introduction, Iris calls me to the front.

      “This is Caleb Reynolds,” she announces. “He’s joining the Branding and Strategy team and will be working closely with Eve on the Serastra 70 relaunch.”

      I give a brief wave. “Looking forward to working with everyone.”

      Charlotte stiffens. “Another new hire? I thought budgets were tight.”

      “Talent is always worth investing in,” Iris replies smoothly. “Caleb comes highly recommended.” I can see Eve practically biting her tongue to keep from commenting.

      The rest of the presentation flows efficiently, and I find myself impressed despite my determination not to be. The Aerion campaign is sleek, modern, and perfectly targeted. When they show footage of the national launch event, the yacht gleaming against a sunset backdrop as wealthy attendees sip champagne and nod appreciatively, I understand why the company has managed to stay afloat despite management turmoil.

      “Any questions before we wrap up?” Iris asks.

      Frank leans forward. “Just an observation. The men’s response to the campaign has been significantly stronger than women’s. Perhaps for the Serastra, we could consider a more... feminine touch? Eve, with your obvious assets, maybe you could⁠—”

      “My ‘assets’ include a master’s degree and the highest conversion rate in the company, Frank,” Eve cuts in with a thin smile. “Focus on those, or I focus on drafting an HR complaint. Your choice.”

      The room falls silent. Frank’s face goes through several interesting color changes before settling on a sickly shade of embarrassment.

      “Well!” Iris claps her hands together. “I think that’s all for today. Thank you, everyone.”

      As people file out, I catch Charlotte staring at Eve with cold calculation. There’s history there, something beyond professional rivalry.

      I hang back until the room clears, leaving just Eve gathering her materials.

      “Not bad, Lopez,” I say, leaning against the conference table. “You handled Frank like a pro.”

      She doesn’t look up as she gathers her tablet and notes. “I’ve had three years of practice dealing with entitled men who think my brain is located in my chest.”

      “And here I always thought it was in your ass, considering how uptight you were in college.”

      That gets her attention. She straightens, fixing me with a glare that could wither cacti. “Tour. Now. Then I can get back to actual work instead of babysitting the boss’s little brother.”

      “Lead the way, Ice Princess.”

      She stalks past me, the scent of her perfume lingering in her wake like a reminder that I’m in way over my head, and I follow her down the corridor, taking in the modern design of the building. Floor-to-ceiling windows offer stunning views of the city, the kind of backdrop that would make any yacht buyer feel like they’re already living the lifestyle the company is selling.

      “Digital and Content is over there,” she says, gesturing dismissively to the right as we exit the conference room. “They handle the website, social media, and all digital marketing. Veronica runs a tight ship.”

      “She looks like she eats interns for breakfast.”

      Eve almost smiles. Almost. The corner of her mouth twitches in a way that makes me want to see what a real smile from her looks like these days. “Only the ones who use Comic Sans in their presentations. Last week she made a new guy cry because he used a stock photo with the watermark still on it.”

      We continue down the hallway, passing various departments. Eve points out key facilities, her tone clipped and professional. She’s giving me the standard tour, nothing more, nothing less.

      “And that’s the break room,” she says, indicating a sleek space with a fancy coffee machine and comfortable seating. “Wellness Wednesdays are mandatory. Gary from Accounting brings his homemade kombucha and everyone pretends it doesn’t taste like fermented sock water.”

      “Sounds delightful.”

      “It’s a bonding experience. Nothing unites a company like collective suffering.”

      I chuckle despite myself, and she shoots me a look that suggests I’m not allowed to find her amusing.

      As we pass by Iris’s office, I notice her inside engaged in what appears to be a heated discussion with a tall, well-dressed man. He’s leaning over her desk, his body language aggressive. Iris looks upset, her usual composure fractured. As we watch, the man throws up his hands and storms out, brushing past us without acknowledgment.

      “Who was that?” I ask Eve.

      She presses her lips together. “Richard. Iris’s fiancé.”

      Before she can elaborate, I notice a familiar young blonde woman with a sweet smile efficiently organizing papers at a nearby desk. She looks up, offering a polite nod.

      “That’s Holly Pearson,” Eve explains, following my gaze. “Iris’s assistant. Don’t let the innocent look fool you. She runs this place with an iron fist in a velvet glove. Nothing happens in Marketing that Holly doesn’t know about.” Holly blushes slightly at the description but doesn’t deny it.

      Before we can continue, Flora appears beside us, her hamster-printed caftan fluttering around her.

      “Oh, dear,” she sighs, looking after the retreating man. “Poor Iris. Richard’s been after that head of finance position for months. The last one didn’t work out—just got fired last week. Richard thought he was a shoe-in, but Ethan wants someone with more experience.” She lowers her voice. “Richard thinks Iris isn’t pushing hard enough for him.”

      Eve’s expression hardens. “She shouldn’t have to. He’s not qualified.”

      Flora pats Eve’s arm. “Not everyone has your fire, dear. Some people need a little boost.” She turns to me with a conspiratorial smile.

      “Flora,” Eve warns.

      “Just making conversation,” Flora replies innocently. “Come now, we should get back. Joshua texted. He’s bringing lunch for everyone. Well, he’s bringing lunch for himself, but he bought enough for an army.”

      Eve rolls her eyes, but there’s fondness beneath the exasperation. “Let me just finish showing our new team member around. I’ll be right there.”

      After Flora leaves, Eve turns to me. “The roof is this way. Great view of the river. Also a convenient place to dispose of bodies, just FYI.”

      “Duly noted,” I reply dryly. “Planning my demise already?”

      “I like to be prepared,” she fires back without missing a beat. 

      I watch her pick up her coat. “So tell me about the Serastra 70,” I prod. “I’ve heard it was quite the comeback story.”

      Eve’s eyes light up despite herself. This is clearly a project she cares about. The passion transforms her face, and for a second, I glimpse the woman beneath the armor—someone who genuinely loves what she does.

      “It was Thalvyn’s flagship for years. Old money, old world luxury. Think mahogany and brass, not carbon fiber and LED lighting. But the previous management let it languish while chasing trendier designs.”

      We step out onto the rooftop, and the cold January wind ruffles Eve’s hair, sending a few strands dancing across her face. She tucks them behind her ear with an impatient gesture, pulling her coat tighter around herself against the winter chill. The view is indeed spectacular—the river gleaming in the distance, the city sprawling around us like a concrete jungle under the pale winter sky.

      “We had a perfect relaunch campaign ready,” she continues, leaning against the railing despite the cold. “Market research, target demographic analysis, event planning—the works. And then, the night before implementation, one of our competitors launched the exact same campaign. Word for word, image for image.”

      “And you think someone on your team leaked it.”

      Her dark eyes flash with intensity that’s almost hypnotic. “I know someone did. The question is who.” She studies me, head tilted slightly. “That’s why you’re really here, isn’t it? Your brother suspects someone on our team.”

      I maintain a neutral expression. “I’m here to help with the Serastra campaign. That’s all you need to know.”

      “Right.” She pushes away from the railing with a scoff, clearly eager to get back inside where it’s warm. “And I’m secretly a mermaid. Well, tour’s over, Poseidon. Time to get back to work. I have a list of ideas for the new campaign direction.”

      Back at the department, Eve reluctantly shares her ideas. Her new concept for the Serastra is brilliant—positioning it as heritage luxury for a new generation, playing on nostalgia while updating the experience for modern billionaires. The visuals are striking, the copy compelling.

      But I can’t help myself.

      “The tagline needs work,” I say, pointing to her mockup. “‘Where Tradition Meets Tomorrow’? It’s been done to death. And this color palette is too somber. You’re selling luxury, not a funeral.”

      Eve’s nostrils flare. “The palette evokes old-world craftsmanship and stability. It’s deliberate.”

      “It’s boring,” I counter. “And your event concept is too stuffy. Yacht buyers want to feel young and alive, not like they’re attending their grandfather’s retirement party.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you had suddenly become an expert on maritime marketing,” she snaps, color rising in her cheeks. “Please, enlighten us with your vast experience selling multimillion-dollar vessels.”

      I lean back in my chair, enjoying her petulance more than I probably should. “I’m just saying, if you want to resurrect a classic, you need to make it feel relevant. This approach is too conservative.”

      “Conservative sells to our target demographic!”

      “Your target demographic is dying out,” I point out, enjoying how the flush of anger makes her cheekbones even more pronounced. “You need to attract the next generation of wealth without alienating your base.”

      Eve looks like she wants to stab me with her designer pen. She takes a deep breath, her chest rising in a way that momentarily distracts me. “Fine. You have better ideas? Let’s hear them, genius. Dazzle me with your vast expertise.”

      I lean forward, meeting her challenge head-on. “Heritage with an edge. Classic structure with modern materials. Host the relaunch on the yacht itself—not some stuffy ballroom—with a mix of old-school jazz and contemporary music. Make it feel like an exclusive club rather than a museum exhibit.”

      She narrows her eyes, but I can tell she’s actually considering it. The way her teeth catch her lower lip for just a second betrays her interest, even as her expression remains skeptical.

      I spend the next hour poking holes in each of her concepts while offering just enough constructive alternatives to keep her from committing homicide. By the end of the day, her eyes are shooting daggers at me, but I can tell she’s reluctantly considering some of my points.

      As the office begins to empty, Eve packs up her things with sharp, angry movements. “We’ll continue this tomorrow,” she says curtly. “Try to come up with something useful instead of just criticizing my work.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of doing otherwise,” I reply with a smirk. “By the way, did you want to grab dinner? Discuss strategy?”

      She looks at me like I’ve suggested we go skinny-dipping in the Hudson. “I’d rather eat glass. Barefoot. On a bed of nails.”

      “Just trying to be collegial.”

      “Try harder.” She slings her bag over her shoulder with a dramatic flourish. “See you tomorrow, Reynolds.” The emphasis on my fake surname is deliberate, her eyes flashing with the silent message that she knows exactly who I am.

      I watch her walk away, all righteous indignation and swaying hips. This assignment is going to be hell—working alongside a woman who clearly despises me, pretending to be someone I’m not, trying to smoke out a corporate spy without tipping them off.

      But as I gather my own things, I realize I’m almost looking forward to tomorrow. Eve Lopez might be the most infuriating woman I’ve ever met, but she’s also the most interesting person in this entire building. And I’ve never been one to back down from a challenge.

      The Ice Princess thinks she can freeze me out? She has no idea who she’s dealing with.

      Game on, Eve. Game on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      I’m always the first one in the office, unless Joshua has pulled an all-nighter. Arriving early to the office, organizing my desk, putting on a cup of coffee, and just settling in before the others arrive has become a routine over the past two years.

      Of course Caleb has to disrupt it.

      It’s the fourth day since he came to work, and for the third day in a row, he calls out, “Hold the elevator!”

      The doors are sliding close as I look up at him heading towards me. My finger immediately starts pressing the button to close the doors, and just as they’re about to shut, he slides towards me, sticking his foot in the elevator door. His eyes fly to the button my hand is hovering over, and he smirks. “I said hold the elevator, not close it.”

      I blink slowly, innocently. “Sorry. I must’ve misheard.”

      He stares at me for a moment before drawling, “I bet you did.” His voice is filled with a tinge of mocking that I ignore.

      I glance at my watch. “You are half an hour early. Again.”

      He shrugs out of his coat and pulls off his sweater as I press the button for the seventh floor, the fabric of his shirt clinging to his chest in a way that’s entirely too distracting. I watch him roll back his sleeves carefully, revealing toned forearms that make my mouth go dry. He catches me looking, and I immediately avert my eyes, my cheeks warming.

      “See something you like, Princess?”

      My jaw tightens, and I shoot him a withering look. “My seventy-year-old neighbor is more my type than you, Wilder.”

      He waggles his finger at me in a manner that is simply infuriating, clicking his tongue as he says, “Reynolds. Not Wilder. Jesus, Lopez, my brother is going to kill both of us if you out me.”

      “Reynolds. Whatever.” I turned back to staring at the elevator doors, wondering if they will open any faster if I hold my breath. “Honestly, keeping track of your fake identities isn’t in my job description.”

      “So?” He leans back against the metal wall, watching me. “What have you been up to since college?”

      I stare blankly at the elevator doors before turning my body slightly to face him. “Are you trying to make small talk, Caleb? Because I don’t want to have any kind of conversation with you unless it is work related. You and I are not friends.” I hold up my hand, wagging my finger between the two of us. “I don’t like you. I’ve never liked you. I’m not happy that you are here. I have no intention of making a welcoming work environment for you. I find you annoying and irritating and insufferably arrogant.”

      He blinks slowly, and then a slow smile curls his lips. “Now, why does that not surprise me? God forbid you grew up and matured⁠—”

      “Hold it right there,” I snap. “Just because I don’t want to skip down the hallway with you, holding hands and braiding each other’s hair, doesn’t mean I’m not mature. It just means I don’t like you. I don’t like breathing the same air as you. That’s pretty much all there is. Don’t go dragging my maturity levels into it. I’m very professional when it comes to my work.” The disbelieving snort he lets out has me bristling. “Nothing phases me. Just keep your small talk to yourself, and focus on digging up the mole.”

      His grin widens, and something dangerous flickers in his blue eyes. “Nothing phases you, huh?” Why does that sound like a challenge? And why does the way he’s looking at me make my pulse quicken?

      The elevator doors open just then, and I breathe a sigh of relief. Stepping out, I hurry to my desk before throwing my things on my desk and heading over to the empty kitchen. Putting on a pot of coffee, I hear footsteps from behind me. “Is that decaf?”

      “No,” I reply shortly. “I drink normal coffee like normal people.”

      “My sister-in-law drinks decaf.” Caleb leans his hip against the counter, facing me. The kitchen suddenly feels much smaller with his presence filling the space.

      I bring out my mug from the shelf, glancing at him. “And?”

      He shrugs. “Sounds like you’re biased against people who drink decaf.”

      Taking out the creamer from the fridge, I look around for a spoon. “Sounds like you keep looking for excuses to talk to me. Unless you want some coffee, why don’t you go sit at your desk and get to work? I’m sure there’s some very important corporate spying to catch up on.”

      Silence follows my words, but Caleb doesn’t budge from his spot. It’s getting very inconvenient to have to move around in the small kitchen when his towering frame takes up most of the space. I can’t do anything without brushing against him, and every accidental contact sends little sparks through my skin that I refuse to acknowledge. He doesn’t seem to be in the mood to get a hint and leave.

      “You know what your problem is?” He finally straightens, and I feel nothing but relief—and maybe the tiniest bit of disappointment.

      “No. But I’m sure you won’t be able to resist enlightening me with your infinite wisdom.” I reach for the pot.

      He grabs the pot before I can and pours coffee into my mug, slowly, his eyes on me. The simple gesture feels oddly intimate, his hand close enough to mine that I can feel the heat radiating from his skin. “You think everyone is beneath you. You call me arrogant—Have you seen yourself in the mirror lately? I’m not the one holding some weird grudge from our college days. So I was a better student than you. Get over it.”

      My rage boils over instantaneously. “You were not a better student than me, Wi—Reynolds, you just had daddy’s money to buy your way through everything while I was working my ass off to afford textbooks. And I’m not arrogant; I’m selective. There’s a difference.”

      Before he can say anything, I add coolly, “I’m just drawing lines. Boundaries, if you will. Seems to me you don’t understand what that word means. That’s not my fucking problem.” I sip my coffee, holding his gaze and trying not to notice how his jaw clenches when I mention his family’s money.

      “Boundaries? Right,” he scoffs, but there’s an edge to his voice now that wasn’t there before.

      Annoyance snakes its way through me. I turn around, ready to end this conversation and leave, but his next words throw me off guard. “You’re just worried I will upstage you. Like I’ve always done.”

      My whole body goes still as I try to process what he just said. My first instinct is rage. My second instinct is to throw the entire cup of coffee in his face. I consider it. Nobody’s here. The kitchen has no cameras. It will be his word against mine. Very tempting, but I’m not going to play dirty. However, just as a precaution, I set the cup down on the counter to avoid further temptation and turn to face him. 

      “What is it, Reynolds? You can’t handle the fact that not everybody thinks you shit rainbows and sunshine? Can your fragile little ego not handle somebody not worshipping at the altar of your supposed greatness?”

      For the first time, I see a more obvious reaction. His shoulders tensing, the slight narrowing of those gorgeous blue eyes. His hands flex at his sides, and I realize I’ve hit a nerve. A sly smile curls my lips. “Oh, was I right? Does it bother you I don’t fall at your feet like every other woman you’ve ever met? Poor baby, must be such a shock to your system.”

      He tries. He tries to brush off my words, but I’ve honed in on his weakness. And it makes my smile broaden. “Why, Reynolds, I never took you to be the needy type. You should probably work on that insecurity. Maybe add it to your list of New Year’s resolutions.”

      He pulls back his shoulders, something shifting in his expression—part frustration, part something else that makes my breath catch. I pick up my coffee, returning to my seat, a spring in my step.

      I expect him to follow me to continue the argument, and when he doesn’t, I hum to myself happily, proud of getting one over him. It might have been a petty blow, but I don’t hold myself to such high standards where I would feel anything akin to guilt for hitting below the belt. He was the one goading me.

      Marinating in my small win, I start up my laptop and begin going over the finalized campaign ideas. This time I’m working on two campaign ideas, just in case one is leaked. The idea of having a backup campaign alleviates some of the tension plaguing me. I’ve not yet discussed this with anyone, that I’m working on another campaign idea, but I know I will have to eventually run it by Iris. The only problem I foresee is that working on two campaigns at the same time will mean more resources being divided, and I don’t know whether or not it will affect our main project.

      I hear Caleb’s chair creak beside me, and I ignore him. In college, I never had any guy on my radar. Except for Caleb. He was always there, on the edge of my vision, always lingering. He was charming and funny, the most popular guy in our department. Everybody knew him or had heard of him. He was always surrounded by girls, arriving late to class, lounging in the back row. I don’t think I ever saw him set foot in the library, and considering I spent all my free time in there, I would know.

      I just couldn’t understand how someone so obviously lazy and carefree could still outdo me in studies. His GPA was always a decimal point higher. No matter what I did, I just couldn’t beat him. And it didn’t stop there. We fought for the same internships, the same RA positions. Whenever I aimed for something, he would be there to snatch it from me. I got the RA position, but he got the internship that would have opened doors for me. He went for it the day after he found out I was applying for it. What made it worse was he didn’t even need the internship since he had completed the alternative assignment.

      Frustration floods me. I had hoped I wouldn’t have to see him again. But here he is like a disease I can’t get rid of.

      Diving into work, I force all thoughts of Caleb into the background. I’m so deeply focused that when my phone begins to ring, I don’t even look at the screen, swiping the icon automatically and pressing the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?”

      For a moment there is no answer on the other end, and then I hear a familiar voice which has me losing my train of thought.

      “Eve.”

      My hand tightens over the phone, and I squeeze my eyes shut, annoyance flaring hot in my chest. Under that strong emotion is the sting of betrayal.

      “What do you want, Luis?” I ask sharply.

      I know he doesn’t like it when I use that tone. Like most men from my community, Luis believes that women should talk in a soft tone like my sister and pamper him like my mother. That is where we disagree. I refuse to submit to his weird-ass ideas of how a woman is supposed to behave.

      “I was thinking I’ll pick you up tonight for dinner,” he says.

      I let out a gust of air, leaning back in my seat and closing my eyes as I pinch the bridge of my nose. “What the hell are you talking about, Luis? Why would I go out to dinner with you? Did you miss the part where I broke up with you?”

      “To talk about our future, Eve.” I can almost see him frowning in that disapproving way of his.

      “There is no future. I told you that. What you and I want are two very different things. Specifically, you want a housewife, and I want a backbone.”

      There’s silence on the other end, and then he says, “Your mother said you were ready to apologize. That’s why I called.”

      My eyes fly open, cold anger whipping through me like a hurricane. “My mother said that? When was this? When you were complaining about me to her over dinner two nights ago?” I see Caleb walk out of the kitchen, and I lower my voice. “I’m not apologizing for anything, Luis, and for god’s sake, grow a pair and stop running to my mother to snitch about me like we’re in elementary school.”

      I don’t give him the opportunity to respond, ending the call and slamming the phone down on my desk, desperately wishing I could throw it against the wall and watch it break into a thousand pieces.

      Glaring at the phone, I try to count to ten in my head to calm down. Of course my mother would tell him I’m ready to apologize. How could I expect her not to interfere just because I’ve told her so a hundred times? I’m tempted to pick up the phone and say a few choice words to her, but I know exactly how that’s going to go.

      The chair to my right moves, and I see Caleb sitting down, his voice doing nothing to bring down my rising blood pressure. “And here I thought I was the only one you talked to in that tone.” Grabbing the edge of his desk, he pulls himself closer to it, reaching for his bag. “Turns out you treat everybody that way. You must have lots of friends.”

      I would normally have a sharp quip to hit him with, but his words strike a raw nerve. They shouldn’t because they’re nothing more than a childish taunt. But my heart tightens in my chest almost painfully, and I try to breathe through the torrential emotions ripping me apart. 

      Fortunately, I am saved from responding to him as Joshua strolls in. “Morning. Think fast, Eve.”

      I turn around, only to see something that looks like a burrito being thrown straight at me. There is no way I will be able to move fast enough to stop it from smacking me in the face. But before I can flinch, Caleb’s hand darts out right in front of my face, catching the burrito before it can make impact.

      My eyes wide, I stare at the back of his hand as he slowly lowers it. My heart does this ridiculous stutter at the protective gesture, and I hate that I can’t control my reaction.

      “Sorry,” Joshua grins sheepishly. “You usually have sharp reflexes. You good?”

      My heart is pounding rapidly for some reason. Maybe the short burst of adrenaline. Or maybe it’s the way Caleb is still sitting close enough that I can smell his cologne.

      “Why can’t you hand me things like a normal person, Joshua?” I demand, trying to ignore the warmth spreading through my chest.

      He just grins before sitting down beside me. “It’s a breakfast burrito. I know you don’t have breakfast, but I thought you might like it. I got you one, too, Caleb.”

      Caleb has already unwrapped mine and is biting into it when Joshua hands me the other one. It smells really good, and my stomach rumbles. Tearing off part of the covering, I glance at my colleague. “So, what do you want? And don’t say ‘nothing’ because you only bring food when you need something.”

      My friend gives me an innocent look. “Why do you always assume the worst of me, Eve? Can’t I get you something to eat without wanting a favor in return?”

      I bite into the burrito, and close my eyes as the taste of perfectly salted eggs, tomatoes, and sausage hit my tongue. Chewing thoughtfully, I glance at him. “So you don’t need a favor?”

      He smiles. “Well, if you’re offering...”

      I roll my eyes and gesture with my head. “What is it? And make it quick, I have actual work to do.”

      He slides his chair closer. “There’s a girl I’ve been seeing.”

      “Macy?”

      “No, Macy and I ended things. This is a new one. We met at a bar around Christmas last month.”

      I wait for the punchline. There’s always a punch line.

      “She won’t leave my apartment.”

      I’m about to bite into my burrito when his words stall me. “I’m sorry what?”

      Joshua looks pained. “I brought her home one night. Three or four nights ago. And now she won’t leave. She’s there when I go home. She’s cleaning my place. She’s doing my laundry. She’s cooking. I can’t handle this! I’ll go crazy. I need her out!”

      I give him a long look, considering his words. “So you brought this girl home, you’re sleeping with her every night, she is making your home less of a pigsty, and you want to kick her out? Do you have a problem with freshly laundered clothes, Joshua?”

      “I have a problem with Crazy Eyes telling me we’ll make adorable children together,” Joshua hisses, his expression strained. “Eve.” He grabs my hands, his eyes wild. “Eve, just come over tonight and pretend to be my girlfriend, and beat her up or something. Please! I’ll buy you whatever you want. I’ll take you out to dinner. I’ll do whatever you want! Just get her out of my apartment!”

      “I’m not going to beat her up.” I pull my hands free before taking another bite of my burrito. “But sure. I have nothing better to do on a Friday night.”

      “Really?” Joshua gives me a wary look.

      I shrug. “I don’t mind. As long as you get me a reservation at Le Fount, that new Italian place on Madison Avenue.”

      Joshua narrows his eyes at me. “You know it’s impossible to get reservations there. The place is booked out for months.”

      I chew slowly, holding his gaze. “You want me to convince Crazy Eyes we’re together, you’d best make it worth my while, buddy. I want to have lunch there next week. Figure it out or figure out how to live with your new roommate forever.”

      Joshua’s mouth moves like a fish before he groans. “Fine. Fine! I’ll figure it out. Just come over and get rid of her first.”

      I hold out my hand, shaking my head. “Reservations first. I wasn’t born yesterday, Taylor.”

      He stares at me. “You’re cold.”

      I just beam at him. “Have fun with your future wife and potential mother of your adorable children.”

      I’ve just turned my chair away when he slides me back around, gripping both sides of the chair with his hands, caging me in. “Alright. Fine! I’ll have the reservation by lunch.”

      “Then I’ll drop by tonight,” I reply cheerfully. 

      As Joshua sinks into his chair, relieved, I hear Caleb murmur, “Interesting side-hustle you have there, Lopez.”

      I blink at him. “And this is your business how exactly?”

      He shrugs. “Normal people help out their friends without extorting them first. I’m just pointing out⁠—”

      “Why don’t you focus on that survey report I sent you last night and stop worrying about things that don’t concern you?” I narrow my gaze at him. “Unless you’re volunteering to play fake boyfriend instead? I’m sure you have experience pretending to be someone you’re not.”

      He flashes me a quick steely smile, his dimple showing. “I already have that report done. I sent it to you around dawn. Maybe you should check your email before you bite my head off?”

      Joshua makes a dramatic sound from his desk. “Ouch.”

      I resist the urge to kick him.

      Opening the email, I feel a surge of irritation when I realize he’s telling the truth. He did send me the file at dawn. Grinding my teeth, I open the file and go over it.

      It’s concise, to the point, with pie charts and bar charts scattered all over, drawing attention to the necessary details.

      It’s fucking perfect.

      And it pisses me off.

      When I don’t say anything, Caleb scoots his chair over. “Well? Did you find something to yell at me over yet?” Joshua lets out a bark of laughter, and my head whips around to glare at him. He immediately puts on a somber expression.

      Turning my attention back to the report, I mutter, “It’s fine. Good job.” The last part is torn out of me, a reluctant acknowledgement.

      “Is that praise I hear, Lopez?” Caleb blinks, pretending to look shocked.

      I purse my lips together, knowing I might say something nasty in response if I don’t. “Don’t let it go to your head. It’s competent work, not a miracle.”

      “So it is good.” The man seems intent on having me blow a fuse today.

      “I said it’s fine, not the divine word of god,” I snap. “Stop hovering over my shoulder.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he says lightly, sliding his chair back to his own desk.

      “Joshua, I’m sending you the file.” I look towards the man sitting to my left. “Add it to the cloud drive, and send it to Iris. Where are we on the finalized campaign?”

      “We’re going with both your ideas.” Iris’s voice is crisp as she enters. “I liked your proposal of hosting the event on the yacht, Caleb, but I agree with Eve’s ideas about the tagline.” She sets down her bag on Caleb’s desk, which is closest to her. “‘Where Tradition Meets Tomorrow.’ I like the colors of dark wood and gold. Excellent choice, Eve.”

      It’s hard not to turn around and stick my tongue out at Caleb who had shat over this idea just a few days ago. Suck on that, Wilder!

      Flora and Steven have just come in when Iris drops another bombshell. “Which is why I want the two of you to head the Serastra 70 relaunch. Flora, Joshua, and Steven will support you on this, but I need them to focus on the feedback of the Aerion 108 national launch and its international launch.”

      My stomach falls. “You want me and Caleb to lead the campaign? Together? Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “That’s what I said.” Iris nods.

      “B-but, he’s new!” I protest. “He literally joined, like, yesterday! He probably doesn’t even know where the bathroom is yet!”

      “Sure, I do,” Caleb interjects with that infuriating smile of his. “You showed it to me, remember?”

      “He has experience, Eve,” Iris says calmly. “And he’s presented some excellent ideas. The two of you combined will be a much stronger team.”

      “But—”

      Iris stares at me. “Are you questioning my decision?”

      I open my mouth to say yes, but the glint in her eyes has me crossing my arms over my chest and muttering, “No. Of course not.”

      “Good.” Her eyes swivel towards Flora and Steven. “I want you two to work alongside Frank’s team. The results are coming in for the campaign. I’ve already talked to Frank. He’s going to share all the data with you. It’s going to be coming live, so keep tracking the progress.”

      “What about me?” Joshua points to himself.

      “You’ll be with Veronica. I was going to have Steven work with her division, but you often work late, and that’s ideal for the digital campaigns. Veronica asked for you specifically.”

      Joshua shrugs. “Everyone wants a piece of me.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “If you thought I was bad, Veronica’s going to eat you for breakfast and use your bones as coffee stirrers.”

      “She’s a kid,” Joshua looks amused. “I’m so scared.”

      Flora glances at me, and I just stare at the ceiling. “Your funeral, Joshua. Don’t say I didn’t warn you when she makes you cry.”

      “Eve is right.” Iris picks up her bag, her eyes on Joshua. “She’s good at her job, and she expects excellence from everyone else as well. There’s a reason why I appointed her to head the division. You all have your tasks. We cannot mess up these two launches so get a grip.”

      My jaw tenses at her words, and I see the shadow that falls on everybody’s faces.

      We all worked our asses off for the Serasta 70 campaign. Sleepless nights, working around the clock without a break. Steven didn’t even go home to see his kids for three days. I would hear him talking to them on the phone, and he sounded miserable. Everybody knows how much he loves his family. To have all that effort go down the drain still haunts us.

      No way was it someone from our team. Not when we were the ones who poured our blood and sweat into this.

      As Iris walks away, and everyone hustles to get the day started, Caleb leans towards me. “So you and me, huh?”

      I let out a gust of air, trying to remind myself that I like my job, and I’m too pretty for prison orange.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” I mutter, pulling up the Serastra files on my screen. “This is strictly professional. You stay on your side of the project, I’ll stay on mine, and we’ll pretend to tolerate each other for the sake of our careers.”

      “That’s not how partnerships work, Princess.”

      “Stop calling me that.” I start organizing my files, deliberately not looking at him. “And partnerships require mutual respect, which we clearly don’t have. What we have is a mutually beneficial arrangement, which hopefully ends soon.”

      The next hour passes in tense silence. I focus on updating the campaign timeline while Caleb works on his laptop, occasionally making notes on a legal pad. When Steven announces he’s going for a coffee run, I jump at the chance to get away from Caleb’s distracting presence.

      “Large cappuccino, extra shot,” I tell Steven, grabbing my wallet.

      “I’ll come with you,” Joshua says, stretching. “I need to call that reservation place about Le Fount anyway.”

      Flora decides to join us, muttering something about needing fresh air after Iris’s intense briefing. The four of us head to the elevator, leaving Caleb alone at our desks.

      Twenty minutes later, armed with caffeine and a brief reprieve from my new ‘partner,’ I head straight to the kitchen to grab some napkins. The building’s heating system seems to be fighting a losing battle against the bitter cold outside, and I wrap my hands around the warm cup, grateful for the heat seeping through the ceramic. I find Caleb there, stirring what looks like hot chocolate, marshmallows floating on top like tiny life rafts.

      “Hot chocolate? What are you, twelve?” I ask, reaching for the box of napkins.

      “It’s comfort food,” he says, not looking embarrassed in the slightest. “Some of us don’t need to mainline caffeine to function like proper adults. By the way, your timeline needs work.”

      “How nice for you.” I shove a few napkins in my pocket. “Now, where were we with that timeline? Oh right, you were about to tell me how everything I do is wrong.”

      He leans against the counter, taking a sip of his ridiculously sweet drink. The action draws my attention to his mouth, and I quickly look away. “Your event timeline is too aggressive. You’re trying to cram six months of planning into three.”

      I pause, stirring my coffee. Damn it. He’s right. “It’s ambitious, not aggressive. Some of us believe in challenging ourselves.”

      “It’s unrealistic. You’ll burn out your vendors and compromise quality.” His voice is matter-of-fact, no smugness. Which somehow makes it worse. “Move the launch back a few months. Give yourself breathing room.”

      I stare at my coffee, hating that his suggestion makes perfect sense. “Fine. Giving it more time works for me.” The words taste like chalk. “Happy now?”

      “See? We can agree on things when you stop being stubborn.”

      “Don’t push it.” I head toward our desks, acutely aware of him following behind me. “What about the guest list? We need to focus on the right demographic for this kind of launch.”

      “Leave the targeting strategy to me. Focus on the experience itself.” He’s still close enough that I can smell his cologne when I sit down. “The yacht club idea is solid, but the dinner service feels too formal. These people eat at five-star restaurants every night. They want something unique.”

      “Like what? A hot dog cart?”

      “Like a chef’s table on the deck. Interactive, intimate. Make them feel like they’re part of something exclusive instead of just another boring corporate event.”
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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