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            RICH. ARROGANT. SO DROP DEAD SEXY YOU’RE READY TO SELL YOUR KIDNEY JUST TO TOUCH HIM.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Did I mention he’s technically my new boss?

      

        

      
        You know the type… Every man wants to be him and every woman wants him.

        Mr. Never-Goes-Home-With-The-Same-Woman-Twice guy.

      

        

      
        I hate him but also... Why can’t I stop myself from seeing him on top of me every time I close my eyes?

        Yeah…I’m screwed.

      

        

      
        All I have to do is follow the rules.

        1. Don’t sleep with the sexy, arrogant prick.

        2. Don’t drool every time you look at his perfectly chiseled face and rock-hard body.

        3. But mostly…don’t let him know you want him just as bad.

      

        

      
        Then again…rules are meant to be broken.

      

        

      
        Can a no-strings-attached fling blossom into actual, head-over-heels love or will I ruin my career when I finally slap that smug grin off his panty-melting face?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A heartfelt thank you to my amazing readers for continuing to support my dream of bringing sexy, naughty, delicious little morsels of fun in the form of romance novels.

      

        

      
        A special thank you to my incredible editor, Kimberly Stripling, without whom I would be completely lost!

      

        

      
        Thank you to my fantastic cover designer, Sarah Kil, who always brings my visions to life in the most outstanding ways.

      

        

      
        And lastly, to my ARC team and beta readers—you are wonderful, and I couldn’t do this without you.
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      Life has a funny way of not turning out the way you thought it would. Sometimes it’s irony, other times it’s a full-blown quarter-life crisis staring you in the face at twenty-five years old…in an airport bathroom.

      It’s crazy how one minute, you have your entire life planned out, and in a few short hours and a few impulsive, if not reckless, decisions later, your life has jumped the tracks and is now aimlessly barreling ahead at full speed.

      I splash cold water on my face and take in a few deep breaths, hoping it will calm the symphony of butterflies in my stomach. My knuckles have gone white as I grip the edge of the sink, willing myself to stay calm and pull it together. I hardly notice the endless stream of fellow travelers coming in and out.

      Once I’m calm enough, I reach into my purse and pull out a few makeup items to freshen myself up. What’s that stupid quote about giving a woman the right lipstick and she can conquer the world? Yeah, okay, show me that color, please. The woman who penned that never had a quarter-life crisis in a public restroom.

      After a little self-care and a mental pep talk, I feel good enough to emerge from my hideout, if only to make a beeline for the nearest bar. I feel a buzzing in my pocket as I exit the restroom and pull out my phone to check my messages.

      “Uggghhh, goddammit!” I groan petulantly as I read the ‘your flight is now delayed’ text from my airline. I even throw in a foot stomp for emphasis as I roll my eyes and grab my bag, heading off in search of that bar.

      Locating a decent-looking watering hole, I pull up my bag to a barstool and dramatically flop onto the seat. The bartender gives me a nod as if to say he sees me and will be over in a moment. I don’t even need to look at the menu to know what I want.

      I wasn’t a big drinker in college, despite a stressful double major and a demanding internship. I enjoy a nice glass of wine now and then, but when I need to calm my nerves or feel a buzz, I always go for a dirty vodka martini with extra olives. I rattle off my order to the bartender when he finally saunters over, barely giving him the chance to get out his pleasantries.

      The bar is dimly lit, even for an airport. It’s located in a more obscure part of the terminal and seems to be the bar people go to when they have a long layover or are stuck with a shitty delay like myself. I barely have the first sip of my very overpriced martini when I feel the familiar presence of a once-popular frat boy lingering near me. Why do they all feel the need to douse themselves in enough mediocre cologne to offend anyone within a fifty-yard radius?

      I set my drink back down when he leans himself against the bar, half-pressing himself against my arm as if personal space is a thing of the past.

      “Looks like you could use another,” he says as he sloppily points to my very full martini glass.

      “I haven’t even had a full drink of this one yet but thank you.” I smile politely but turn away quickly so as not to encourage him. This isn’t my first rodeo; I am very aware of the effect I have on men. I was blessed by the genetic gods with piercing blue eyes and naturally thick blonde hair. I’m not Barbie height, merely five-six, but I don’t have to do much to keep my hourglass figure and perky C-cups. I can’t complain, and I certainly don’t take it for granted, but it pretty much attracts douchebags like it’s their job. Sometimes I feel bad for them that they can’t seem to resist a full-breasted blonde woman. Very predictable, and very pathetic.

      My friends had given me the nickname Barbie since I was about thirteen years old. At the time, I had outgrown pretty much everyone in my grade and was the only middle schooler that stood head and shoulders above everyone else and had a full chest. Unfortunately, I stopped growing that same year. When I was younger, I was mortified by the attention my body got me; it was awkward as hell to be the only fifth grader wearing a sport’s bra at recess to play kickball.

      “So where you headed to? You live here in Dallas? I’d love to take you out sometime if you do. Or, hey, even if you don’t, I’d fly to take you out!” He gestures wildly as he speaks, almost too confident that his offer to take me out will surely melt my panties and leave me begging him for happily ever after.

      “No, no, I’m not local, and you haven’t even asked my name or introduced yourself, but you want to take me out?” He quickly jumps in and cuts me off, thrusting his hand out to grasp mine.

      “Trevor—”

      I hold up my hand to stop him as I interject, “Don’t bother. I won’t remember it, and I won’t be accepting the offer to hang out. I have had one helluva day, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to drink this overpriced and watered-down martini in relative peace, ok?” I smile to soften the blow, but it doesn’t seem to help.

      He rolls his eyes and backs away with his hands in the air as if to say he surrenders. Something tells me he’s probably been in trouble for his behavior in the past.

      “You know, you blonde bitches are all the same. Your loss, sweetheart,” he slurs. I lift my martini glass to him with a huge grin as I turn back around to face the bar and drown my sorrows.

      Relieved to no longer be gagging on the syrupy-sweetness of his cologne, I drum my fingers on the bar, unsure of what to do with myself or my time. Normally, I would be elbows deep in a design, but since I had unceremoniously walked in on my ex banging someone else, I wasn’t exactly in the headspace.

      “That was a pretty brutal rejection; you seem well practiced at it though.”

      I haven’t even noticed the man sitting to my left. There is an empty stool between us, but he clearly overhead my conversation with cologne boy. I turn my head to give him a snarky remark, but my words catch in my throat and I quickly down two large gulps of my martini. The liquor burns my throat, but it allows me the few extra seconds I need to gather my thoughts.

      This guy looks like he walked out of a catalog called Sexiest Men Alive. I know that’s a stupid way to describe someone but imagine all those guys that are in luxury car commercials and Ralph Lauren ads. The ones that somehow look like they work on Wall Street, are a secret agent, and could also be the leader of the free world while saving babies in their spare time…that’s this guy. It looks like the Greek gods hand-carved this guy to be their fucking mascot.

      He cradles a tumbler of amber liquid as he shoots me a coy smile, waiting for my response. His hair looks like waves of dark chocolate with a dusting of gray at the temples, and his eyes are the most vibrant green I have ever seen. The way his tailored suit hugs his body, I can imagine he keeps himself in amazing shape. Realizing I’m staring uncomfortably long at this stranger, I smile and shrug my shoulders at him, clearly still at a loss for forming coherent thoughts like a functioning adult.

      “Cheers to a shitty day. I heard you tell Trevor over there that you had a helluva day and I can commiserate with you there.”

      “Who?” I can feel my face wrinkle in confusion.

      “The lovely gentleman that just approached you,” he says, gesturing with a nod towards the table of rowdy frat guys.

      “Oh! Sorry, I guess I didn’t even catch his name.” I shrug my shoulders again as if this is the only form of primitive communication I’m capable of. I usually wasn’t so callous, but like I told Trevor, today is not my day.

      He lifts his almost empty glass in the air towards me and then swallows down the rest of the liquor. Almost without hesitation, the bartender scurries over and offers him another drink in a fresh glass.

      I raise my martini back to him and take another long sip. “The fucking worst,” I mutter almost to myself.

      “Swap stories? Wallow without judgment?” he asks with a raised eyebrow and a sexy smirk.

      I look down at my phone to check the time. “Might as well since my flight has been delayed for three hours.”

      He slides off his stool and settles back onto the one closest to me. He leans in, holding out his hand to me. I reach my hand out to meet him, very aware of my grossly sweaty palms. Of course, he smells fantastic. Like a fucking fantasy: expensive and refined with notes of sandalwood and oud.

      “Vincent Crawford.” He shakes my hand firmly as he raises an eyebrow as if to ask my name in return. A current of electricity travels through my body at his touch. Yup, this is the kind of guy who could completely fuck up your life in two-point-five seconds.

      “Alison. Alison Ryder,” I say, trying not to stare at his full lips.

      “Well, since I offered, I’ll go first, then you can decide how much you want to share to make me feel better about whining to a stranger.” I laugh a little as he moves the glass back and forth between his hands.

      “So, I work for a luxury hotel chain based in Chicago. I am currently in the middle of an acquisition in London and another possible one in Toronto. I am actually on my way to Canada now to meet with the current owner of a hotel there, after which I go home for a week or so, then off to London.”

      I sip my martini as he continues to expound on his travel plans that will be taking place over the next several months and the time it took to get everything organized.

      “So anyway, my executive assistant that helped me plan all of these trips was supposed to travel with me, but today, she up and quit because she fell in love and eloped. This caused a chain reaction of events: since she quit, she didn’t confirm my travel plans with my private jet, so they ended up submitting flight plans too late to get approved. Now I’m stuck on a commercial flight, which is getting me into Toronto at an ungodly hour, if it departs in the next hour as scheduled and causing me to miss my initial meeting.”

      I can see he is getting more and more exasperated, although he’s barely changed his cadence or demeanor, remaining calm. He’s clearly a meticulous and punctual man who doesn’t appreciate being late or having his schedule interrupted.

      “Jesus, that sounds like a nightmare. I’m sorry. Is your boss at least being understanding about everything?”

      He stares into his glass as he swirls the remaining liquor around before downing it. He shakes his head as he swallows. “Sorry, I forgot to mention, I am the boss. I own the company, so it’s just frustrating me more than normal that I am now stuck with no assistant to help me as I manage this possible new acquisition. Normally I’m very easy going, I like to think of myself as laid back, but when it comes to the reputation of my company, I can’t help but get a little riled up.”

      “Hey, I get it. I’m very type-A, so I can imagine how frustrating that would be. When’s your next trip after this one? Do you have time to hire an executive assistant before then?”

      “I’ll be in Toronto for four days, so I’ll have about ten days to interview and hire a new EA before flying to London for other business. I sent an email to my vice president’s secretary to see if she can help me get the ball rolling. The hard part will be finding someone willing to travel all over the damn globe almost immediately after starting. I prefer to build trust with someone before exposing them to such confidential information and putting those kinds of demands on them. Anyway, at this point, I’m just complaining. Your turn,” he says, raising his empty glass to me.

      “Well, we did agree we would wallow without judgment.” I finish the rest of my martini before launching into my story.

      “Funny enough, I am also from Chicago. Well—originally I’m from North Dakota, but I moved to Chicago for college and stayed because, well, it’s Chicago!” I’m rambling like a ditzy high schooler, my hands gesturing a bit wildly. I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, the frazzled state of my nerves, or the sexy stranger that has me acting completely out of character.

      “I’m an associate at a very prestigious design firm, Madeline Dwyer Designs…I did my internship there through undergrad and then worked my way up from junior associate to associate…working towards senior and then partner, or maybe owning my own firm someday. My fiancé is a senior associate at a big law firm, about to be made partner. He and I have been together for six years. I met him when I was still in school. I was working through my internship and went to a local bar where the lawyers from his firm frequented. He was a junior associate at the time.” I let out a big breath to gather my thoughts and try to slow the two martinis from going straight to my head.

      “So anyway, he proposed seven months ago, and we set a date for June of next year. Recently, his firm’s Dallas office took on a huge class-action lawsuit, and they needed some help so Brian, my fiancé, volunteered to go. He took a few of the interns with him, and they’ve been there for a few weeks. My boss asked me if I wanted time off to fly down and see him for a few days, and naturally, I jumped at the opportunity. I missed him and hadn’t seen him for so long.” I feel myself rambling, so I take another deep breath to steady myself.

      “So, short story long, I showed up to his hotel last night to surprise him and found him with one of his interns. He had her bent over the desk in the room and was giving her the business end of a deposition, if you know what I mean!” I snort, half at my punny joke and half to emphasize my point.

      Vincent smirks a little at the comment. “I did not go to law school, but I can deduce what that statement means.”

      “I didn't even say a word to him; I just turned around and left the room. I was shocked and didn’t even know what to do. He followed me and tried apologizing and giving every excuse in the book from ‘it’s not what you think,’ to ‘it’s your fault because you haven’t come to visit me here.’ I just took the ring off and handed it back to him, er—maybe I threw it at him; I can’t recall. We live together, so that’s another nightmare I have to figure out when I get back. I haven’t told my sister or my boss.”

      Shock registers on his otherwise passive face. “You win. Not that it’s a competition, that sounds rude, but fuck. You’ve had one shitty day. Not to pry, but did you suspect anything?”

      “I wouldn’t say I suspected infidelity but…the truth is I was settling. I think I was aware of that; I just didn’t want to admit it. When I met Brian, things were great; we were young and in love and all that. But now…” I feel my words slurring together. I am wildly out of character at this point. Miss Type-A, always in control and uptight, is letting it all out to a complete stranger. I rub my hand over my face, most likely smearing my makeup. “I mean, I still love him…it just fucking sucks to put your trust and faith in someone and have this entire life planned out and they just throw you away for someone that ‘didn’t mean anything.’” I make sure to use dramatic air quotes to emphasize my point.

      I look over at him as I shrug my shoulders in shame. He’s unsure of what to say, but his eyes are sympathetic to my situation.

      “I feel like a privileged asshole complaining about this stuff. I’m sorry.”

      He reaches out and brushes a stray section of hair behind my ear. It startles me, and I’m sure the emotion shows on my face as he pulls his hand back quickly.

      “I’m sorry, I hate seeing a beautiful woman cry.” His eyes drop to my lips briefly before he turns back to face his drink.

      “Well, Alison, you do have a right to be unhappy about where your life is going; privileged or not, we all deserve happiness. The important thing is, if you are unhappy, you have to be willing to be uncomfortable to change it. Otherwise, you’ll be stuck in the same situation complaining about the same things over and over. The big question now is, what are you going to do?”

      I let out a deep sigh as I look up toward the ceiling. “I don’t have a fucking clue, Vincent.” I can feel my phone vibrate in my pocket again as the bartender sends me over another dirty vodka martini. I nod a thank you and reach into my pocket. “Finally! My flight is scheduled to depart in the next thirty-five minutes; looks like my delay was cut short. My section should be boarding soon.”

      Vincent checks his watch and then pulls out his phone. “Lucky you. Looks like my flight is still delayed with no scheduled departure.”

      I throw a few bills on the bar top and stand up to gather my things. “Thanks for being my airport therapist. It was nice to talk so freely to a complete stranger, admitting things that I haven’t even said aloud to myself.”

      “Happy to listen. It was lovely meeting you, Alison Ryder.”

      He gives me a crooked smile as he reaches into his pocket again and pulls out his business card.

      “In case you need someone to drink an overpriced martini and have another therapy session with when you get back to Chicago.” I smile and take the card from him; our fingertips briefly touch, sending a current through my body. Just as I turn to walk away, he pipes back up.

      “Oh, and if you’re looking to completely uproot your life, I’m looking for an assistant.” I laugh, unsure if he’s serious, but a little intrigued at the idea. I won’t lie: the thought of jet setting around Europe for several weeks on someone else’s dime sounds like a dream job…especially if it means spending time with him every day.

      “Thanks again, Vincent. It was great meeting you. I hope you get everything sorted and can find a replacement assistant soon. Best of luck on the acquisition!”

      I grab my suitcase and make my way toward my gate. I know I just met the man, but weirdly I feel a little sad walking away from him. A small part also questions if he really just hit on me after telling him I found my fiancé cheating. The thought of Brian makes my stomach churn…I feel like a piece of shit too. I’m still coasting on the realization that my six-year relationship is over and my heart’s broken while I’m fantasizing about a complete stranger.

      I am technically now homeless and single…I just need to get on my flight and let my thoughts marinate in the vodka now sloshing around my brain.
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      I was two glasses of scotch in when I saw the petite blonde come barreling into the airport bar. She was breathtaking and looked as though she were ready to rip a few heads off. She didn’t seem to notice me as she waved the bartender over and ordered her dirty martini.

      She looked a bit disheveled, but I could see from her fitted pencil skirt and silk blouse she had a taste for fashion and knew how to dress for her body. It was only a matter of minutes before the shark approached.

      I watched as she handled her own like a pro. I have to admit; it was even a little intimidating to see such a gorgeous woman own her looks and not feel she owed anyone anything for it. I didn’t feel a bit sorry for the overzealous, drunk asshole that though he could get to her with just an offer to buy her a drink. Guys like him give us all a bad name. A woman wants to feel important and special, like she’s the only one in the room. I have a talent for it; I won’t lie. I’ve never once struggled to get a woman to notice me, or into my bed.

      I was more than a little curious to know what series of events brought her to this moment. Being that I was stuck at the airport for god knew how long, I figured it couldn’t hurt to make small talk with a stranger. Especially someone as gorgeous as her.

      “That was a pretty brutal rejection; you seemed well practiced at it though.” I raised my glass to her and watched as the look of disgust melted off her face when she saw me. Yeah, I have that effect on women. I reached over and introduced myself to her, offering to swap stories.

      I let my eyes drop from hers down her long, slender neck. She’s delicate and smooth: the kind of woman you can’t help but want to see beneath you gripping the sheets and calling out your name.

      I listened intently as she described her day. My assistant quitting certainly didn’t seem like that big of a deal once I listened to her detail how she just caught her fiancé cheating on her. While I couldn’t relate to that situation, it was exactly why I preferred my “relationships” to be quick and easy…no emotions, no commitments, just sex. At least, that’s what I told myself. I’d never considered anything more until I started watching everyone around me find ‘the one.’

      I wasn’t sure what it was, but something about her intrigued me. Her beauty was something to be admired, but it wasn’t that. She was driven and ambitious; she just needed a little guidance…someone to mentor her.

      When I was her age, I was mentored by a man named Hershel Fitzsimmons; he was what they called a ‘wolf of Wall Street.’ Powerful and intimidating but never disrespectful or one to waste your time. He was direct and honest, and that bothered a lot of people, but it got him to the top of his financial game. I watched him be genuine and honest with his clients and partners over the years, and I knew that was the kind of man I wanted to be. I never wanted to betray the trust of the people who helped me build my success.

      I pull out the pocket watch that Hershel left me when he died. He always told me, ‘Never waste anyone’s time because time is the only thing we can’t get more of.’ It’s a constant reminder of how far I’ve come since the days when I was washing dishes in the back of an ancient diner to put myself through college and supplement my scholarship to Dartmouth. The road from New Hampshire to Chicago was a long one and seemed eternally uphill. The even longer road had been the one I’d gone down to get from being abandoned as a toddler with my nearly destitute grandparents by a drug addict of a mother, to being the fourth-richest person on the North American continent. It sure as hell hadn’t been because I was timid and afraid to go after what I want. I’m a man who doesn’t understand the word ‘can’t.’

      I learned from a very early age that the only way I was going to get what I wanted in life was to go after it with wild abandon. I’d gone after my first hotel like a cheetah after a gazelle…nothing but pure determination, precision, and the realization that failure wasn’t an option.

      At twenty-five-years-old, I had talked enough investors into giving me money to buy a bankrupt hotel in the middle of Chicago’s Magnificent Mile and renovate it, turning it into one of the most sought-after accommodations not only in Chicago, but all of North America. I put everything I had into making that happen, and my motto was, “Work hard, play even harder.”

      I knew what it was like to go to bed hungry, to not know if you’d have a roof over your head, to have nobody to depend on. The day I made my first thousand dollars, I promised myself I’d never take a single breath for granted again.

      The cost of my constant dedication to building my business was a lack of personal relationships. I watched as my best friend Nate Baldwin had met and fell in love with his now-fiancée Elise, both of whom worked for my company. Nate as CFO and Elise as my in-house legal counsel. I love giving Nate a hard time about being completely pussy whipped, but the truth is I’m envious of him and what he has with Elise.

      While we were working on our degrees at Dartmouth, I had watched him jump from date to date just as I had. Back then, we made bets with one another about who could get the most numbers in one night or could bring a girl back to our dorm the quickest. It’s not like I set out to be a playboy asshole who never settled down, but somewhere along the way, life happened, and here I am.

      I pull out my phone, typing in the name of the design firm she mentioned: Madeline Dwyer Designs. I flip through the images on the website, clearly a high-end establishment with several well-to-do clients in the Chicagoland area. I click on the ‘our staff’ link and scrolled down till I see a familiar face. There she is: Alison Ryder, associate designer.

      I let my thumb hover over the number of the firm for just a brief second before dialing, I glance at my watch hoping I still catch someone in the office since it’s almost six.

      “Madeline Dwyer Designs, this is Tiffany speaking; how may I direct your call?”

      “Hello, Tiffany. My name is Vincent Crawford. I’d like to speak with Madeline directly please.”

      “I’m sorry Mr. Crawford, do you have an appointment with Miss Dwyer?”

      I’m not one for name dropping, but in a situation like this, I’m not above doing it either. “No, I don’t, but I’m the owner and CEO of Castille Hotels. I’m looking to hire her firm to take on a massive contract to completely redesign several of my hotels.”

      “I—I’m sorry, Mr. Crawford, let me make sure she’s in her office and I’ll put you through.”

      I drum my fingers on the bar top as I wait to be patched through. Nate would give me hell right now if he knew what I was about to do.
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