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Chapter One
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Lorraine Quick had spent years lost in her head. The voices, the memories. What was real? What was delusion? She had no idea anymore. They said you had to hit rock bottom before you finally gave in, and she had. She hadn’t even known her name when they found her. Between the cancer and the drugs, the person she had been was gone.

Now she was starting over. A new life at the age of fifty. She was beginning again, like a phoenix rising from the ashes. She’d burned and come back stronger.

She’d spent years in that place learning to live again. Learning how to be Lorraine and not the person she’d been before. That person no longer existed. Everything was new. New name, new look, new life. If anyone cared to look, it was all there—school records, previous job history, heck she even had a credit score, but none of it was true. Everything belonged to Lorraine Quick, a person who had been created from the chaos.  

As far as anyone knew, the person she’d been before was gone. No one she’d known knew Lorraine. That life was gone.  

Taking a deep breath, she opened the door. Her first day at work. The first day of her new life. She could do this. She’d practiced with her doctors. So many doctors. They were the only ones that knew her true story, and even they didn’t know everything. No one did.  

She’d dressed the part in the clothes they’d given her. A slim black pencil skirt. A crisp white button-down blouse. Black stiletto heels. Her long black hair was pulled back in a professional-looking French braid. She looked every bit the part. No one would be able to tell she was shaking inside. That’s how she felt, like this was all a role she was playing. She’d play this game during the day, and at night? Well, at night she would survive the demons that still lived in her head.

She took a deep breath, plastered a smile on her face, and stepped into the office. “Hi! I’m Lorraine Quick. The agency sent me to fill the receptionist position,” she told the person sitting at the desk.

“Great. There’s been a change in plans, though. You’re needed elsewhere.”

“Oh, okay.” Lorraine turned to leave. They had told her this might happen. Businesses often found cheaper options and canceled at the last minute.  

“Wait. I didn’t explain that very well. We still want you here. Only now you’ll be acting as administrative assistant to Mr. Collins. Follow me.”

Lorraine followed the woman as she wound through the halls and corridors. She’d never remember how to get through this labyrinth. Where were they going?

Finally, they came to a set of large doors. “This is Mr. Collins’s office. He should be in shortly.” She pointed to a large desk, and indicated for Lorraine to take a seat.

Okay, Lorraine thought to herself. She could handle this. They’d told her to be prepared for everything. She had spent weeks learning the computer system, and months training for this job. She could handle it. She was a professional now.

“Human resources set you up with a password. Go ahead and log in. I’ll get you started, then I need to go back up front. I’m Hilary. I’ll give you my extension, and you can call with any questions.”

“Thank you, Hilary, that would be very helpful.” Hilary looked to be about thirty, twenty years younger than Lorraine. She didn’t feel like she was that much older, though. She felt a lot younger. But now was no time to deal with that. Now she had to act like the adult she was supposed to be.

“Mr. Collins should be in shortly. I have to get back. Call me if you need anything.” With that, she left Lorraine alone.

The phone rang, and she grabbed it. “Jared Collins’s office. How may I help you?” Her training kicked in automatically.

“Hey, Lori, it’s Hilary. Mr. Collins is on his way back. I thought I’d warn you.” Lorraine heard her greeting someone coming in as she hung up.

Before she could set the phone back in the cradle, the doors opened and in strode the most beautiful human being she’d ever seen. He was so gorgeous it took her breath away.

“Good morning. You must be the girl the temp agency sent. I’m Jared Collins. Welcome to Stonebrook International. I assume you’ve been briefed by the agency.”

“Yes Sir. They trained me for the receptionist position, but I feel confident I can learn whatever you need me to.” She stood to shake his extended hand.

His hand was large and engulfed her smaller one when they shook. Why did his touch send a jolt of electricity through her entire body?

She raised her eyes enough to notice he was perfectly groomed, not a hair out of place. He had thick black hair with just a hint of graying at the temples. She guessed he was at least ten years younger than her, and very much out of her league.  

His suit fit him perfectly, molded to him. It had to be designer. Not that she knew much about these things, but there was no way that came off the rack from goodwill, like her clothes.  

She knew she looked the part, but she was starting to feel out of her element. All the training and practice in the world could not have prepared her for the impact this man had on her.

“Very well, Ms. Quick. If you would give me ten minutes, then meet me in the conference room with your laptop and a tablet.”

Lorraine nodded. She was going to have to call Hilary to get directions. Maybe they had a roadmap of this place somewhere.

* * * *
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JARED COLLINS HAD NOT expected what he found when he opened his office door. Very little surprised him. The woman was stunning, slender with curves in all the right places. He’d love to strip that blouse and skirt off of her, and see what she wore underneath. He’d bet it wasn’t plain white granny panties. Even if it was, she’d look amazing in them. She’d look even more amazing in his shirt and nothing else. Her hair was just long enough to wrap around his hand. Her plump lips would frame his cock perfectly. The thing that got him the most was the submission she displayed. When she’d called him Sir, his cock had jumped. 

He could see her bent over his desk, that black skirt around her ankles. He’d leave her heels on. They were perfection. He wondered if she would play the games he liked. Would he get the chance to find out?

When his last admin had quit without notice, he’d assigned the task of replacing her to human resources. He didn’t have time to deal with finding someone new.

He sat at his desk, and opened the folder that had been placed there. Lorraine Quick, age fifty. She did not look nearly that old. Her background was just a little too perfect. She had all the requirements needed, obviously, but something felt off. He glanced over the paperwork quickly, before setting it aside to pursue more thoroughly later. Now he had other matters to be concerned with.

He’d taken over from his father several years ago when he’d returned home from serving in the Marines. He hadn’t planned on returning to the company, but in the ten years he’d been away, his father’s health had declined, and the board had run the business into the ground.

He was tough, because he needed to be. He couldn’t afford to show weakness. The slightest crack was a sign of vulnerability, and he couldn’t afford to show that, not with the vultures still circling.  

He’d been fighting for the last few years, and the books were finally out of the red. The company was flourishing, and there were those that were not that happy about it. Fuck them! This was his heritage, his life, and he would not let the bloodsuckers take it.

Glancing down at the expensive watch on his wrist, he saw it was time. The board was waiting, and lateness was a shortcoming he would not display. Eventually, they would get tired and give up the fight, but for now, the battle was on.

His long legs ate up the carpet quickly as he made his way to the meeting. He opened the door, and purposefully made his way to the head of the table. There she was, to his right, exactly where she belonged. What was Sanders doing so close to her? That wouldn’t do. He needed to put an end to this right now.

He cleared his throat. “Good morning everyone. If we could get started. As you can see by your agenda, we have several matters to get through today.”

He remained standing until everyone was settled, then he took his chair, and gestured to Lorraine. To her credit, the agenda opened on the screen at the end of the table, and the first item was highlighted. She could either read his mind or... and this was more likely. Hilary had briefed her quickly before he’d arrived. Either way, they were perfectly in sync, as if they’d worked together for months, instead of just meeting. 
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Chapter Two
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Lorraine locked the door behind her, and kicked off her shoes. She wiggled her toes in the carpet, relieved to be free of the heels. The blouse and skirt followed, and fell to the floor as she freed her breasts from the bra, and grabbed her sleep shirt.

A quick text to her counselor to check in, and she was ready for dinner. She found a frozen meal, and set it in the microwave to cook. Her efficiency apartment was small, but had more than enough room for a single woman living alone.

She removed her dinner, and set it on the small table beside the fold-out couch that would become her bed later. She grabbed her ereader, and opened it to the next page in the book she was reading. She cuddled Moo-Moo her stuffed cow, as she tucked her legs beneath her, and began to read.

Slowly, she felt herself relaxing. Soon she became lost in the story, and the hours faded away. Books were her escape. The stories gave her places to be when she had nowhere to go and no one to turn to. The characters were the family and friends she could no longer remember.
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