
  
    [image: From That Moment]
  


  
    
      From That Moment

      
        Promise Me

        Book Two

      

    

    
      
        Carrie Ann Ryan

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        FROM THAT MOMENT

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        From that Moment

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        A Note from Carrie Ann Ryan

      

      
        From The Forever Rule

      

    

    
      
        Also from Carrie Ann Ryan

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM THAT MOMENT

          

          A PROMISE ME NOVEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By

        Carrie Ann Ryan

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FROM THAT MOMENT

        A Promise Me Novel

        By: Carrie Ann Ryan

        © 2020 Carrie Ann Ryan

      

        

      
        Cover Art by Sweet N Spicy Designs

        Photograph by Wander Photography

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

        No part of this book can be reproduced in any form or by electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without the express written permission of the author. The only exception is by a reviewer who may quote short excerpts in a review.

      

        

      
        All content warnings are listed on the book page for this book on my website.

      

        

      
        NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Carrie Ann Ryan

          

        

      

    

    
      “Count on Carrie Ann Ryan for emotional, sexy, character driven stories that capture your heart!” – Carly Phillips, NY Times bestselling author

      “Carrie Ann Ryan’s romances are my newest addiction! The emotion in her books captures me from the very beginning. The hope and healing hold me close until the end. These love stories will simply sweep you away.” ~ NYT Bestselling Author Deveny Perry

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes the perfect balance of sweet and heat ensuring every story feeds the soul."  - Audrey Carlan, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author

      “Carrie Ann Ryan never fails to draw readers in with passion, raw sensuality, and characters that pop off the page.  Any book by Carrie Ann is an absolute treat.” – New York Times Bestselling Author J. Kenner

      “Carrie Ann Ryan knows how to pull your heartstrings and make your pulse pound! Her wonderful Redwood Pack series will draw you in and keep you reading long into the night. I can’t wait to see what comes next with the new generation, the Talons. Keep them coming, Carrie Ann!” –Lara Adrian, New York Times bestselling author of CRAVE THE NIGHT

      "With snarky humor, sizzling love scenes, and brilliant, imaginative worldbuilding, The Dante's Circle series reads as if Carrie Ann Ryan peeked at my personal wish list!" – NYT Bestselling Author, Larissa Ione

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes sexy shifters in a world full of passionate happily-ever-afters." – New York Times Bestselling Author Vivian Arend

      “Carrie Ann’s books are sexy with characters you can’t help but love from page one. They are heat and heart blended to perfection.” New York Times Bestselling Author Jayne Rylon

      Carrie Ann Ryan's books are wickedly funny and deliciously hot, with plenty of twists to keep you guessing. They'll keep you up all night!” USA Today Bestselling Author Cari Quinn

      "Once again, Carrie Ann Ryan knocks the Dante's Circle series out of the park. The queen of hot, sexy, enthralling paranormal romance, Carrie Ann is an author not to miss!" New York Times bestselling Author Marie Harte

    

  


  
    
      To our Essential Workers

      Thank you.

      Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to write a story about officemates who hated each other and somehow it turned into something far more. Thank you Nana Malone for helping me figure out exactly what that meant!

      Thank you Jaycee for this cover. This might be my favorite cover of yours. Ever.

      And thank you to Wander for this image! They are the perfect Prior and Paris!!

      And as always, thank you dear readers for going on this journey with me. I hope you love the Brady Brothers and the PROMISE ME series!

      Happy reading, everyone!

      ~Carrie Ann

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From that Moment

          

        

      

    

    
      I never meant to fall for Prior.

      He was my best friend’s funny friend. He was never meant to be my serious anything. Only we both know any attraction we have must be fleeting.

      Then he turns out to be my new coworker—one who stands up for me when no other man in his position has. I want to hate him for it, but there’s nothing to dislike about him.

      When an attack takes us both off guard, we lean into each other, knowing we could break something special. Yet there’s no going back.

      And as we finally give into the temptation that beckons, we’ll both have to face the paths that broke us along the way. Because if we don’t, we’ll miss the signs that were always there:

      The darkness never went away. It waited.

      And now if we aren’t careful, we could lose it all.

       

      ***From that Moment is a workplace, enemies to lovers, who hurt you contemporary suspense romance in the Promise Me series featuring Paris and Prior.  Each one can be read as a complete standalone. A HEA is guaranteed!**

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Prior

      

      

      “I think you’re going to like it here, though I still don’t know why you only want to stay for six months. I don’t know, once you meet everybody, you might want to stay for a bit longer. There are some perks.” Benji elbowed me in the ribs, though it wasn’t hard enough to hurt, and then he winked. “If you know what I mean.”

      I looked at the other man and kept a pleasant smile on my face. I hoped to hell I had no idea what he meant. Because if this was the start of my new job, then it was going to be a long fucking six months.

      I was going to take this job today and be here for the next half a year. The branch wanted me to plug up a hole that people kept revolving through over the past year or so. 

      I was a software engineer and was damn good at my job. Working on a project usually took longer than six months. However, turnover on this one seemed greater than normal.

      I’d always wanted to work for this department of the company, even in a temporary position. When my current branch offered to loan me out, I greedily accepted.

      I loved my current job, but I adored the fact that I could work with another team for a little while. It wasn’t that unheard of when both branches were owned by the same conglomerate. The fact that I got bored easily, even with jobs I loved, meant that this was a perfect break for me. It wasn’t the first time I had done it, but it was the first time I’d felt so uneasy about the guy talking to me.

      Benji had been working at this particular branch for the past six years and had moved up in the ranks quickly. I had seen his work and appreciated what it did for the company. I hadn’t spoken to him in person before, though. Now, I understood why that had probably been a good thing for both of us.

      “So is my office this way?” I asked, changing the subject. I didn’t want to wonder what Benji was talking about for long. Not if I wanted to keep this job.

      “Oh, yes. You’re right next door to your software quality engineer.”

      “That’ll be helpful, considering she’s going to check all of my work for the next six months.”

      Benji rolled his eyes. “She’ll probably give you a hard time about it, too. She loves telling us everything we do wrong.”

      I frowned, grateful that no one was around to overhear.

      “That’s sort of her job, isn’t it?” I asked. “I mean, I develop it, and she tests it. There’s always going to be kinks in the system that we need to figure out.”

      “I think she enjoys telling men that they’re wrong. If you know what I mean.”

      I hated that phrase. 

      I held back a sigh and resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of my nose. Oh, good. It was going to be one of those places. I couldn’t wait.

      “So, here’s your office,” Benji said, moving into a nicely sized room with a desk, a couple of tables against the walls, and a bright window.

      I was going to love that view and natural light.

      At my current place, I shared an office with someone because the rooms were about twice the size of these. And my office mate hated light. Seriously, I was pretty sure he was a vampire. That meant my beautiful window always had its blinds closed. No matter what I did, I resolved myself to the fact that I would never be able to see the outside world again from my office.

      At least that’s how it felt. That’s why I did my best to work from home most days.

      Considering my job, I was able to do that. I kind of liked this office so far, though. Maybe I would work onsite more often. I’d have to see how things worked. For instance, if Benji continued on his path of freaking me out, maybe I’d telecommute. I guess it all depended on my software quality engineer.

      For all I knew, they did have it out for every developer out there and enjoyed telling us what was wrong.

      What I didn’t like was the fact that the man sounded fucking sexist when he said it. I would like to see and form my own opinions.

      “Looks great,” I said and turned to Benji. “Thanks. Seriously. I’ll be back tomorrow to start for real, but I’m thankful that you showed me around today.”

      “I’m glad you’re going to be here. Even though it’s only six months, maybe you’ll like it. We always like new blood. It gets kind of annoying after a while when everyone just leaves because they’re afraid of the Shark.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, confused and a little weary.

      “Yes, Benji. Excuse me?” a very familiar voice said from behind us. I turned and could have cursed under my breath.

      Paris. Of course, it was Paris. 

      The one person in the area that I knew, who legit acted as if she hated me, though I had no idea why.

      Paris, the best friend of the woman who was marrying my brother.

      Oh, yes, that Paris.

      “Hey, didn’t see you there,” Benji said, his hand on his tie, running his fingers down the length as if he hadn’t just been bad-mouthing someone.

      And I knew it had to have been about Paris. It had to be given the way the two were acting.

      “No, you wouldn’t with your back to me. If you’re going to talk crap about me and call me names like you love to do, I would make sure that the door isn’t open, and you’re not saying it for everybody to hear.” Paris crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. “You. You’re the new software engineer? Of course, you are. Because why not have more of the boys’ club here?”

      My brows went up to my hairline, and I held up my hands. “Hey, what the hell?”

      “Don’t what the hell me. If I ever hear you saying the word Shark around here, I will make sure you don’t last another day. I mean, it’s not like you will anyway. Right? No one else has.”

      “Wait. You guys know each other?” Benji asked, his gaze darting between us.

      “We’re friends,” I said.

      “Uh, no, we aren’t.”

      I looked at Paris and raised a single brow this time. “We’ve broken bread together. We hang out because your friend is marrying my brother. I would assume we’re friends.”

      “And you would assume wrong. We are forced into each other’s proximity because of people we care about. That doesn’t make us friends.”

      “Okay, then,” I said softly. “That’s going to make the upcoming wedding and everything else fucking hard, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t curse. This is work.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry about that. Also, I wasn’t the one who called you that name.” I turned to Benji. “And Benji isn’t going to be saying it again, will you?”

      Benji held up both hands. “No, I promise. I’ll be good.”

      “Whatever,” Paris said. “I guess you’re starting tomorrow? Good. Just know you better work hard because I don’t take lackluster work from anyone. I’m good at my job. If you have a problem with that, let me know now so I can deal with it because I’m going to be the one telling you when you do things wrong. If you have a problem hearing that from me, get over it now.”

      Benji slid out of the door past Paris, leaving the two of us alone in the office.

      I shook my head, wondering what the fuck was going on.

      “Can you close the door for a second?”

      “Uh, no. Why the hell would I do that?”

      “Language,” I said, teasing at first. When her eyes narrowed, I lifted my chin, steadying my gaze. “Let’s talk, okay? I’m as surprised as you. I didn’t know you worked here. Honestly. Let’s get everything out in the open. However, considering that Benji—and God knows who else—probably has his ears pressed against his door trying to listen in, let’s get some privacy.”

      Paris narrowed her eyes, then took a few steps into my office, closing the door behind her.

      “Fine. I’ll give you two minutes.” She did a show of looking at her watch, and I barely resisted the urge to chuckle.

      “Okay, since I’m on a timer, what’s wrong?”

      Paris just glared at me. “I don’t know, maybe this hostile work environment.”

      “You’re the one sniping at me when we didn’t even get to fully introduce ourselves. I don’t even fucking know your last name.”

      Color tinged her cheeks, but she didn’t back down.

      “Trissel. Paris Trissel. And I know you’re one of the Brady brothers. Though not the fun bunch, are you?”

      “Ha-ha. I’ve never once heard a Brady Bunch joke in my life. Gasp. You were the first person to ever make one. Ever.”

      “Prior.”

      “No. Let’s get this out. I don’t know why you don’t like me. Maybe you don’t like anyone. That’s your prerogative. We’re going to be working together for the next six months, and yes, you’re going to be checking my work. Thank God. I’m going to make some mistakes. Hopefully, not ones that break the whole damn system, but I’m going to make mistakes. I’m going to need help getting the bugs out. And that’s your job.”

      “And you don’t mind the fact that I’m going to be the one scrutinizing your work?”

      “Paris. You’re good at what you do.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Because Hazel and the other girls constantly say that you’re brilliant and tell me about what you do. I just didn’t think you worked here. I never asked.”

      She blinked at me. “The girls said that?”

      “Of course. You are all smart, talented women.” I purposely didn’t say beautiful because we were at work, but Paris was fucking hot.

      Long, dark hair and a slender body with curves in all the right places. I had taken note before, of course, and I was kicking myself that I had noticed in the way I had.

      Today, she even wore glasses, big square ones that were in fashion these days, and that only made her look hotter.

      In fact, she had worn these glasses before, and I’d had a fantasy of her bent over my desk as I…okay, enough of that.

      We were working together now, and I had Allison, my girlfriend. So not the images I should have in my mind.

      “I need your help here, Paris.”

      “So you say. But you were in here with Benji when he was talking how he usually does.” She blew her bangs from her face, kind of fogging up her glasses a bit as she did, and I held back a smile.

      She was so damn cute. I shouldn’t be thinking that at all. Only, it was the friend part of my brain that did so. And I had to keep that thought from my mind because it would be rude as fuck to say something like that about a coworker. I needed to change the way I thought about Paris.

      I could do it. At least for six months. Right?

      “I thought that Benji was a jerk, and I was going to call him out on it, but then you walked in.?

      “So you say,” she said. And once again, I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      “It’s the truth, Paris. You don’t have to believe me, but hopefully, you’ll see it eventually. I’m not the asshole you think I am.” I paused. “I know…language.”

      She turned away from me, letting out a long breath. “They call me the Shark. You heard that?”

      “I did. I thought it was a good thing in our line of work. I don’t think it is from your tone or his.”

      “They call me Shark because I smell blood in the water when it comes to mistakes, and they like making fun of my period.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, my hands fisting at my sides. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “Oh, they haven’t said it out loud to me, but I heard one of the guys whispering about it once. So, I’m going to assume that’s what he meant.”

      “Fucking assholes. Why do you put up with it?”

      “You’re serious? I put up with it because I love what I do, I make damn good money, it has a fantastic health insurance plan, and…as I said, I’m damn good at my job. I’d have to deal with this no matter where I went. So, they can all be leery of me and just watch me do my best work, or I can whine about it to the boss constantly and never get anywhere.”

      “Jesus,” I grumbled. “You don’t have to worry about that from me. I’m not one of those guys.”

      “I guess we’ll have to see, won’t we?” she asked, lifting her chin. “Because you’re only here for six months. I’ve been here for a long damn time. This is where I want to stay. So don’t fuck this up for me. And yes, language. See what you made me do? I’ve become Paris in the streets, rather than Paris at work.”

      The fact that my mind went to Paris and the sheets was something I’d have to deal with.

      “Remember, we work together. You aren’t my boss, and I’m not yours. So, don’t even think about trying to order me around.”

      Now I was getting pissed off. “I wasn’t thinking that. Did you not hear me when I said that I like quality assurance? I mean, hell, I told you I’m going to make mistakes. I need someone to help me clean them up. If you’re going to be a jerk about it, then I might get angry.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to see, won’t we?”

      “Are you ever going to tell me why you hate me so much?”

      “I just said⁠—”

      I cut her off. “No, not right now. From before. You’ve always grumbled about me and around me. At every dinner or event that we do as a group, you always growl at me. It’s the same way Myra growls at Nate, and Dakota practically hides from Macon. I don’t know what’s going on with all of you guys, but I’m sick of it. Unless you stop being friends with Hazel, we’ll be stuck in the vicinity of each other for a long damn time. And now that I’m working here for the next six months? We’re going to be working closely. So, stop hating me and start working with me.”

      “I don’t hate you. I just don’t like you.”

      This time, I laughed. “You don’t even know me.”

      “No, I don’t, but you’re like all the guys here. And I’ve had to fight to get where I am. And I’m tired of it. I like my job, and people like Benji make it harder and harder for me to continue liking it. Maybe I’m a bitch, but people can fuck right off.”

      “You’re not a bitch,” I grumbled. I didn’t even like saying the word.

      “Far from it. You just like things done right. As you should. You may hate me on sight, but I’m not going to use that word.”

      “Whatever.” And then she froze, cursing herself.

      “Great, I’ve been in here longer than two minutes, and now everyone’s going to think I’m fucking the new employee.”

      “If I hear anything, I’ll put those rumors to rest. Because no matter where I work, I don’t take kindly to assholes putting women down. Putting anyone down for that matter.”

      “You say that, and yet they’re going to be high-fiving you while calling me a whore.”

      I counted to ten so I wouldn’t say something I’d regret later. “Why do you love this place so much if that’s how you automatically think?”

      “Because it hasn’t happened here yet. It happened at the last place I worked. I’m used to it. I’m a woman in a man’s world. It’s what happens. However, I’m done playing nice about it.”

      Her phone buzzed, and she looked down at it as if she weren’t even thinking and then paled.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing. Just stupid pact stuff.”

      That made me smile. I knew about the pact. The four women—Hazel, Paris, Myra, and Dakota—had decided to make a pact to set each other up on dates. Blind dates, friend dates, dates of some sort. So they could all find their happily ever afters, or at least a good time. Somehow, my brother had ended up in the middle of it, although Cross had been an accidental blind date. It seemed to have worked for him and Hazel, though, because they were happy and talking about marriage.”

      I knew Paris was up next, but it had been a good six months since they’d started this. I didn’t realize that she was still on the chopping block.

      “Do you have a date?”

      She cursed under her breath, and I held back a smile. “Apparently, they’re setting me up again.”

      “Again?”

      “Okay, this is the friendship zone. Once I leave here, we’re going back to being coworkers. Okay?”

      “You said friendship. I’m going to take that as a win.”

      She glared at me, but I saw her mouth twitching. “I think this is my fifth blind date. I suck at it.”

      I shook my head, not even bothering to wince. “You don’t suck at it. People all over the world suck at dating. I don’t understand blind dates at all.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Meeting up with a stranger and then forcing yourself to parade around on a date when you’re starting from scratch? No, that doesn’t sound like a cup of tea to me. And statistics are going to show that there’s not a high success rate.”

      “My statistics show there is no success rate,” she said dryly.

      “Perhaps, but you’re trying. Though you did pale a bit there. What’s wrong with your date?”

      “Oh, they just helped me set it up. It’s tonight. Yay.”

      This time, I did wince at her tone. “It can’t be that bad.”

      She snorted. “Oh, honey. You have no idea.”

      And then I smiled, and she smiled back, and something inside me warmed a bit.

      Okay, that was interesting. However, it meant nothing.

      After all, we were working together, though I was pretty sure Paris didn’t like me at all. She may be friends with my group, but she was going on a blind date, and I was in a semi-serious relationship.

      And Allison wouldn’t like the fact that I had images of Paris in my head. Oh, she wouldn’t have minded in the past, but now that Paris and I were working together? No, that wasn’t about to happen.

      “We’ll make this work, Paris.”

      “My dating, or what?”

      I laughed.

      “We’ll make this whole work thing work. I want this job, and you say you’re the best, so let’s prove those who think otherwise wrong.”

      “Maybe,” she said softly. “Or perhaps it’s only going to get worse.”

      “We’ll make this work,” I repeated.

      “I sure hope so. Because I love my job. It’s pretty much the only thing I have.” And with that comment, she walked away, leaving the door open and me standing there wondering what the hell had just happened.

      The only thing she had? No, she had more than that. Like I did.

      At least, I thought so.

      As I looked around my empty office, I wondered what the hell we were going to do. Because I still had a feeling that Paris didn’t like me. Not because I was me, but maybe because I represented everything that sucked in this industry. Or perhaps she really didn’t like me. I didn’t know. But in the end, it wouldn’t matter. Because I was going to prove that I was the best at my job. We were going to finish a fucking amazing project. Then, I was going to leave and go back to my previous position and another project that I loved.

      And Paris would just have to deal with that.

      I had a contract that I was pretty much going to love as long as I could make this work, a woman that I could maybe see myself with someday, and a family I cared for and loved being with.

      My life was on the right track, finally.

      What could go wrong?
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      I set my vodka gimlet down next to my water and smiled at the man in front of me. Was it a smile? Yes, it had to be a smile. It certainly could not be an actual grimace, even though I felt it. Because despite this being my fifth blind date in a matter of six months, I would not grimace at the man who sat across from me.

      This one was going to work. I would find something in common with him. I would smile, I would have a wonderful evening and perhaps plan a second date.

      This one was not going to end in catastrophic failure.

      He licked his lips and grinned at me, but not at my face. No, he was looking at my boobs.

      Or maybe I was only imagining things.

      Okay, perhaps this date would be a catastrophic failure, but that was fine. Nothing was on fire yet. I was not stressing out.

      Was I speaking quickly, even in my head? I felt like I was rambling.

      I resisted the urge to rub my temples. That wouldn’t help anyone. I needed to focus and be happy. And, apparently, take what I could get.

      Andy smiled again and reached for his Woodford on ice. It was a good whiskey, one I liked when I traveled, so at least he had decent taste.

      “So, what is it you do again? I know you told me the title, but could you maybe tell me a bit more?”

      Step one, get to know Andy. Get to know his work. Try not to roll my eyes when he condescended. Not that he would. Just because I’d thought he had been condescending to me right off the bat didn’t mean that was actually the case. Perhaps I was putting my own spin on things after my frustrating day at work.

      “I’m a hedge fund manager,” he said, smiling again, this time, at my eyes. That was a plus.

      “Yes, you said that. I don’t have a hedge fund or anything like that, so I’d love to hear more about what you do.”

      I wouldn’t. However, I was grasping for straws here. I couldn’t bring out my checklist of okay what are your hobbies, have you been married before, do you condone cheating, what do you think about monogamy, what are your feelings on misogyny, how many children do you want, do you want any children, what is your favorite ice cream topping, do you believe that healthcare should be affordable for all, who did you vote for in the last election?

      Those were all questions that ran through my mind every time I sat down with a new date. Many more issues piled up, too, but I couldn’t start off like that while just getting to know him.

      Next time I went on a blind date, maybe I’d have him fill out a questionnaire first.

      I tapped the table with a finger as he droned on about what he did and how much money he made, and wondered what kind of stationery I would use for that questionnaire. Or would it be electronic? I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go fully digital, even though I could probably figure out exactly how to do that and even have it populate a database I could query. It was what I did, after all. Hmm, maybe an app would be best for this. Yes. There were dating apps all over the place, but what if there was an app that got you through those awkward dates? Recorded answers to the questions that were going to be complete hell nos. That way, more people like me wouldn’t have to sit drinking vodka gimlets, pretending to listen when their dates droned on about how their meal partners wouldn’t understand but they’d give it a try.

      That was fine, some guys got nervous and started to talk like women weren’t worth much in the brain department. I would figure this out.

      Or I would stress myself out while thinking about it. This wasn’t the worst first date I had been on in the past six months, so I figured I’d make the most of it.

      “That’s so interesting,” I lied. Hell, my heart wasn’t in this, and even though the light didn’t dim in his eyes, I still felt like a heel. I needed to at least seem interested when I spoke to him. It wasn’t his fault that I’d had a terrible day at work.

      “Enough about me for now,” Andy said, smiling. “What about you?” He was quite handsome. Maybe I was actively looking for negatives. The fact that he had asked me what I did and wanted to know more about it had to mean something, didn’t it?

      “I’m a software quality insurance engineer.”

      “So, you develop software?”

      I shook my head at the common misconception. “No, I test it against the business specifications. Make sure it does everything that the company needs it to in the way it needs to be done. Look for those little things that the average person wouldn’t think to check. Everything that you see out there needs to be tested, and the code needs to be combed through. Someone needs to find the bugs before the public does. Before it can fail and possibly end up hurting the bottom line.”

      “Fascinating. So, you pretty much tell people what they did wrong.”

      I snorted, not exactly the hottest thing ever, but whatever. “Sometimes it sure does feel like that,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Though not always. My goal is to be able to work with my team, stay on target with deadlines, and figure things out rather than being the one to call things out all the time.” It didn’t always work out that way. I had no idea how it was going to work with Prior, though that wasn’t something I wanted to focus on right now because thinking about Prior sent me down bad thought paths.

      Mostly because I had been attracted to him from the get-go.

      The fact that he had a girlfriend, and I was working with him, meant that he was completely off-limits now, in many ways.

      Plus, there was just something about him that got under my skin and put my back up. And because of that, I acted like a total jerk.

      I didn’t like acting that way. I preferred to have true reasons for the things I did. Being confrontational because I was angry about something else meant that I was not acting in my own best interests—and being plain rude. And despite what others said, that wasn’t my favorite thing.

      “It’s good to have people like you around,” Andy said, smiling. “I mean, without you, we’d never know when we were doing something wrong. Though it must take a big man to be able to realize that he’s wrong. You know what I mean?”

      “Sometimes. It’s not always about being wrong. It’s about finding the bugs that they can’t see because they’re looking at things differently, or working on so many other things. You should always have a second set of eyes—or even a fifth set—on certain things. Everybody uses software products differently.”

      “Maybe. And maybe that’s too many cooks in the kitchen, you know?”

      “Perhaps. But sometimes you need all the help you can get.”

      “But maybe the guy doesn’t want to constantly hear that he’s wrong. Can’t make for the greatest work environment, can it?”

      That was the second time he placed a man in the developer position.

      Yes, the last few people I had worked with had been men, but that wasn’t always the case. I wasn’t going to touch on that subject though, because this was a date, and I didn’t need to get into office politics. I had enough of that at work as it was.

      And every time that I hung out with my friends, I was probably going to see Prior, and that would just bring more of that nonsense into every part of my life—not something I truly wanted to fixate on.

      “Anyway, enough about work,” he said casually, taking another sip of his drink. We had ordered a bit ago, but this place was notorious for being slow. It annoyed me from a sustainability and efficiency standpoint, but this was a good place for dates because there was less time shoveling food into your mouth, and more time to get to know one another. At least, usually.

      “Anyway, I’m thrilled that Myra set us up.”

      “How do you know Myra anyway?” he asked.

      “We’ve been friends for a while now. She grew up with one of my college friends, and we all sort of clicked.”

      “I see. Well, Myra does come from good stock, so any friend of hers is a friend of mine.”

      Stock. As in breeding. This was going to be a fun night.

      “Oh?” I asked, trying not to sound like I wanted to hit him.

      “You know how it is. Families beget families and all that. Her family’s been after her to marry for a while. It’s too bad that she and I never clicked. It would have been good for everybody if we had found our way to be with one another. But we just didn’t suit.”

      And now I was second best? The consolation prize? Who exactly did he think I was? What family did he think I came from?

      He was sorely mistaken if he thought I ran in the same circles that Myra and Hazel did. My circles weren’t even in the same stratosphere as theirs. Mine were more in line with Dakota’s background—not that my friends had ever once made me think or feel like I was less because I didn’t come from money.

      I hadn’t come from anything. No, I came from pain, and heartache, and bruises, and screams.

      I had come from a trailer park that’d tried its best to fit into every stereotype you could think of. I hadn’t come from the same family ties that Myra and Hazel did. And it never once bothered me that I hadn’t. However, I had a feeling if the man in front of me ever found out where I really came from, he wouldn’t be sitting here in front of me.

      I had the nice shoes, the good clothes with the perfect cuts to showcase the curves that I wanted or the business that I needed to do. I knew how to dress to impress, and I used my brain to get where I was.

      And maybe my attitude, as well. I didn’t care that people called me a bitch. I got where I was because I worked hard and I didn’t take any shit. Nor did I let closed doors stop me.

      I went to school, got scholarships, got a fantastic fucking degree. And then I got one of the highest paying jobs in my field. I wanted more, and I would get it. That was all part of my life plan.

      However, another part of that should be sitting in front of me right now.

      Because despite all evidence to the contrary, I didn’t like being alone.

      I wanted a husband. I wanted a family. I wanted the next stage for the woman who had it all.

      However, I had a feeling that Andy was not going to be a part of that.

      So that meant I was over five when it came to blind date tries.

      Just like I was oh-for-countless-other-times when it came to dating in general.

      I shouldn’t be surprised.

      We were all trying to find men that suited us, but maybe the problem with our whole pact was that we didn’t know any men that suited us personally. So, how could we find men that suited our friends?

      Maybe I was thinking too hard and being too cynical about everything.

      “Do your parents summer with Myra’s?” he asked, and I pulled myself out of my thoughts.

      “No, my parents are dead.”

      A complete lie, but I was used to saying it in harsh tones like I had right then.

      So harsh, in fact, that he blanched a bit, blinked, and then smiled, even though it didn’t reach his eyes.

      “My condolences.”

      “It’s been a long time,” I said, compounding on the lie.

      No one needed to know where my parents were now. I didn’t want to think about them at all.

      No one needed to think about them.

      “I take it your family summers with Myra’s?”

      “Sometimes. They used to summer more with the parents of your other friend, Hazel.”

      “Ah,” I said, not sure where to go with that.

      “It was so sad when they passed. Even sadder when Hazel cut ties with her former husband. His family was quite influential.”

      “Well, the whole kidnapping and drugging and murder part of the whole situation probably put a downer on summer vacations,” I said casually, taking a sip of my gimlet.

      His cheeks reddened. This time, there was more of a snarl on his lips.

      “Things like that do tend to tarnish things, don’t they?

      “And I would assume the screaming and the bleeding and the gunshots probably tarnished things a bit more.”

      “Paris,” he admonished.

      “What? Hazel’s ex was an asshole. And if you’re sad that you can’t go to the country club with his family anymore, that’s on you, not her.”

      “I’m just saying, using your words nicely would be more beneficial in these things. If you would only tell me what she did to push him, then perhaps we could come to an understanding. What drove him over the edge? Why didn’t she listen to him to begin with?”

      Andy was very lucky that I did not want to waste good vodka by throwing my drink in his face. Instead, I took another sip and pushed back from the table.

      “You know what? Thank you for this evening, because you showed me what I’ve been missing on the other side of the table.”

      “Excuse me?” he asked, his voice icy and clipped.

      “It shows me that I should just give up dating altogether. Especially if you are what’s out there.”

      “You cannot say that to me. You don’t know who I am. My family.”

      “I think I know exactly who you are. Have a wonderful night, Andy.” I put two twenties on the table.

      “Since I didn’t eat, I bet you can take the rest home to your mother. Or whoever else is part of your inner circle.”

      I started to storm past him, but he stood up abruptly and pushed past me. His shoulder shoved into mine, and I staggered a bit, making a scene as I clutched the table to steady myself.

      And then, as if the heavens had opened up, an angel—or perhaps the devil himself—came to my side and gripped my elbow.

      “Paris?”

      I turned, mortification sliding over me as I tilted my head, hoping to hell my face wasn’t as red as it felt.

      I put on that icy façade that had gotten me through so much.

      The bitch queen. The ice queen. The one that everybody thought probably went down on her knees to get where she was in her job. All the things they whispered about me and had for so many years. It all slid over my skin, and I became the Paris that others sneered at. The one they didn’t look down on because they didn’t do anything but fear and admire her.

      “Prior,” I said, my voice smooth and silky.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better,” I said, embarrassment still acute. I knew he had to have seen it. I was good at hiding most things, but it was getting harder and harder to hide it all today.

      “Do I need to go after him and hurt him?” he asked, his voice low.

      We were standing at the edge of the tables near the wall, so people were now turned away, focusing on their dinners. Thank God.

      “No, he’s not worth it. I’ll make sure that Myra knows that, too.”

      He looked over my head, frowning. He’d cut his beard a bit and had smoothed back his hair since I saw him that morning. I couldn’t help but wonder why. He had always been handsome, but now he looked even more so.

      I was losing my mind.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Don’t be. Another blind date to put in the trash. I should go, though.”

      “I was heading to the bar for a drink. Join me?”

      I shook my head. “I should call an Uber, and I’ve already had one drink.”

      “Don’t let him win,” Prior said, his voice low.

      I let out a sigh and took Prior’s elbow as we walked towards the bar.

      “Hopefully, I left enough money for the waitress,” I whispered, looking over to where they were cleaning up the empty table. They hadn’t even brought our food.

      Prior gestured towards the bartender as we took our seats and then helped me onto the bar stool.

      “You didn’t see it, but that man—I’m not going to call him your date—the asshole put down a few more twenties. The waitress will be covered. And I’m pretty sure they didn’t even start on your food yet since this place takes like three hours to do anything,” he whispered under his breath, and I held back a laugh.

      “So, what are we having?” the bartender asked as he put two cocktail napkins in front of us.

      “A vodka gimlet? Gray Goose?”

      “You’ve got it,” he said, looking at Prior.

      “Make that two,” he said, and then the bartender was off, working on our order.

      “You like gimlets?”

      “I like Gray Goose. And whatever makes it easy for the bartender, I’m up for it. You okay getting home on your own?” he asked, studying my face.

      I hated that he was so kind to me. That he had witnessed any of what had just happened.

      “I’m fine, like always. Annoyed that I let him get under my skin, but whatever.”

      “What did he do?”

      “I don’t want to get into it, but let’s just say he knew Hazel’s ex.”

      Prior’s gaze darkened, and his jaw tightened. Considering that his brothers had been shot because of that man, I didn’t blame Prior for the anger.

      “You should have let me punch him.”

      “Let’s not make a scene. More than I already did,” I said as the bartender put our drinks down. Prior held his up and clinked my glass in a weak toast.

      “To that sixth blind date,” he said, smiling.

      I rolled my eyes and then took a sip of my drink. “Let’s not talk about that. I’m the worst at dating.”

      “I’m not the best at it either, though I think I’m learning,” Prior said, his voice casual.

      “From what I hear, you and Allison have been together for a few months now. I guess you’re much better at it than you think.”

      Prior shrugged.

      “Maybe it just takes finding the right person.”

      I ignored the clutch in my heart at that. Not that I wanted Prior, because that was a big hell no. It was more that he seemed happy, he had found that person.

      And I hadn’t.

      Jealousy? Oh, I hated that.

      “I may have to give up this whole dating thing.”

      Prior’s brows rose. “Maybe you’re waiting for the prince after a bunch of frogs?”

      “There’s that whole meme where the prince is dumb and stuck in a tree or something, and the princess needs to go find him. Sometimes I feel like that’s me.”

      Prior laughed, shaking his head, and I took another sip of my drink, finally feeling a bit calmer.

      Andy hadn’t been good for me from the start. I had a feeling, no…I knew from the bottom of my heart that Myra had no idea of his true nature. Because the guy had seemed sweet, but apparently, he was as cold as a snake.

      I would tell Myra, but hopefully, she would know that it wasn’t her fault and I didn’t blame her.

      “Thank you for making me laugh,” I said. “I needed this.”

      “Anytime.”

      I shook my head, pulling myself out of my self-pity. “Wait, why are you here? Are you stalking me?”

      “Not at all. I’m here to meet Allison.” He checked his phone. “She should be here any minute now. For her, being on time means being about fifteen minutes late. I’m used to it.”

      “That would drive me up the wall,” I said, shaking my head.

      “You get used to it.” There was real warmth in his eyes.

      Damn, there was that little bit of jealousy again. I must want to be with someone.

      We started talking some more about work, and I finally relaxed. And then when a well-manicured hand slid up to Prior’s shoulder, we both jumped.

      It wasn’t guilt; more like we had been so into our conversation that we had completely forgotten everyone and everything else.

      Crap.

      “Prior?” a cool voice asked. “Who’s this?”

      And that reminded me that over the past six months they had been together, he’d never once brought Allison to our group meals or activities. We didn’t do them as often as maybe Hazel would have liked, but I hung out with Prior enough.

      Weird.

      “Hey. This is Paris, a friend of Hazel’s. She had a shitty date, so I was making sure she was okay while I waited for you.”

      He leaned forward and kissed Allison on the cheek and then wrapped his arm around her waist.

      “Allison, Paris. Paris, Allison.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. Thanks for letting me borrow him while I got over my stupor. Have a great dinner.”

      “Of course. I’m glad that you had a wonderful time with my Prior.”

      I didn’t miss the possessiveness.

      From the outside looking in, it did look a bit shady, and I didn’t blame her for that.

      “You guys have a good dinner. I’m headed home.” I reached for my purse, but Prior shook his head.

      “I’ve got this.”

      I didn’t miss the narrowing of Allison’s eyes, but Prior did.

      I shook my head again.

      “Nope. I’ve got it. Check on your table, and I will get an Uber. Thank you again,” I said, keeping my voice professional.

      When Allison tugged him away, Prior stared at me, then gave me a tight nod before leaving.

      If I were honest with myself, I probably would have reacted the same as Allison had. Because it did look wrong from an outsider’s point of view. I’d have to apologize to her if I ever saw her again.
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