
  
    
      
    
  


		
			The Love Book

			Verity has no intention of mixing business and pleasure, but she’s on the verge of being fired and her feelings for her boss may save her career.

			Aspiring writer Verity Holden is secretly in love with her boss, literary agent Rowan Cross, a passion she channels into a fictionalized journal to help her cope with her less-than-stellar job performance. Rowan, driven by ambition to elevate her agency, demands perfection from her staff, and Verity's mistakes and distracting gaze are a liability.

			But when Rowan receives an anonymous manuscript that deeply resonates with her, Verity realizes she has accidentally sent her own manuscript, complete with her very real feelings for her boss! To save her job she pretends she is the only link to the true author and faces a precarious balancing act: maintaining her job, liaising with the "author," and preventing Rowan from discovering the journal's true nature. As the risk of exposure mounts, she continues to pour her heart into its pages, and the lines between fiction and reality begin to blur.
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            Chapter One





			Verity Holden tried to convince herself that she wasn’t late, just not quite on time. She tore through the doors of Blackwing, Inc., where she managed to angle her feet to slide through the reception area. The marble floors lent themselves to such things, but of course Tara, the woman in charge at the desk, saw her and frowned with obvious exasperation.

			“Verity. We’ve talked about this. Rowan doesn’t approve of this type of conduct. It would be better for you to be on time for work rather than risk the life of others.” Tara tapped the back of her fountain pen against the top of her cherrywood desk. It was rather refreshing to hear the willowy woman exaggerate rather than be so damn perfect all the time.

			“Good morning, Tara. I’m not late. Much.” Glancing at the large clock that looked more like an art installation than a timepiece, she saw that she’d been about thirty seconds late when she stormed into the office. “Is Rowan in yet?”

			“She is, but you’re in luck. She’s in an early meeting with Paris.” Tara began typing on her computer and studiously avoided meeting Verity’s eyes. “I suggest you hurry before her meeting is over. That coffee won’t make itself.”

			Resenting Tara’s overbearing comment that making Rowan’s coffee was Verity’s job, as if it were beneath every other person on earth, Verity chose not to respond. Instead, she made her way through the white-marbled, white-oak-covered, and rose-gold-light-fixtured corridor that led to the inner part of Blackwing. Of course, Rowan Cross, the woman who owned and operated the famous literary agency, ruled from the corner office at the farthest end.

			Verity’s desk sat just outside Rowan’s door—within whisper distance, as Verity had once told Annie, her best friend since elementary school. Everyone working at Blackwing had their own office area, as working in a bullpen was not optimal when they spent most of their time reading manuscripts or talking about sensitive, confidential contracts.

			Verity didn’t have a door she could close to the corridor, but she didn’t mind. Nobody entered the outer room to Rowan’s office unless they had good reason, and everyone knew they really were within whisper distance of the boss when they addressed Verity. She had no doubt that most of the agents wouldn’t be as cordial to her if they thought their words couldn’t be overheard.

			Placing her purse and briefcase on the shelf behind her desk, Verity hurried over to the small kitchenette in the opposite left corner and started the fancy espresso maker. She ground the beans to perfection and pressed the grounds into the portafilter, tamping it to the correct density. She slid it into the machine and made sure the water was topped up. She wouldn’t pull out the milk for frothing until Rowan finished her meeting.

			Sitting down at her desk to the right of the door to Rowan’s office, Verity pulled a small mirror from the top drawer and checked her appearance. That was another of Rowan’s pet peeves. No tardiness—well, of course—but also no disheveled employees. Especially not the ones representing the company when authors or other visitors came through the doors. Glancing around her domain, Verity was glad she had rearranged it when she started working for Rowan, so she sat where she could see the opening to the corridor, the kitchenette corner, and the office machines across from her.

			Verity examined her appearance critically. Her brown, jaw-length hair lay in its customary naturally large waves around her head, and she made sure her bright yellow headband kept it from falling into her face. Her light-blue eyes, round and framed by annoyingly long lashes that made her eyes look as if spiders were crawling around her face if she overdid black mascara, blinked back at her. She smoothed her straight, dark eyebrows and then applied colorless lip gloss to her naturally pink, wide mouth. Any darker color would make her look like a clown. Rowan had made that fact clear when Verity was new, and the slightly acerbic criticism had stuck.

			At home, Verity dressed very differently, and her makeup was a lot more colorful.

			The door leading to Rowan’s office opened abruptly, making Verity jump. If she’d been applying mascara, she would have poked out an eye.

			“Verity. I want my coffee. Have you sorted my emails yet?” Rowan placed a hand against the doorframe and rapped her blunt nails against it.

			Rowan Cross had a couple of inches on Verity and wore discreet makeup on her narrow, oval face. She usually kept her rye-blond hair in an austere twist, and her sharp gray eyes registered everything around her with laser precision. She was as stunning as she was aloof. On rare occasions, Rowan relaxed the sharp planes of her face enough for her natural beauty to show. Those were moments to live for, from Verity’s point of view.

			Verity checked yet another art-installation clock on the wall across from her. Six minutes past eight. “Not yet, Rowan, but once your coffee is done—”

			“Fine. Just be quick about it.” Rowan remained motionless long enough for Verity to get an eyeful. It was impossible not to register every minute detail of her boss. Verity was so used to absorbing everything about Rowan, it took her only the moment to reach the espresso machine to notice how tense Rowan was. This was unusual, as her boss could juggle a dozen things without letting the stress of it all show.

			Verity managed not to fumble making the cappuccino, even though Rowan apparently had time to remain by the door while waiting for it, despite those rare signs of stress. The loud noise the machine made when frothing the milk at least drowned out Verity clearing her throat twice. Always something.

			Deathly afraid of dropping the large mug of cappuccino and scalding Rowan, Verity counted the steps and then the seconds it took her to hand over the beverage. This routine always seemed to calm her heartbeat, and as she had experienced palpitations in Rowan’s presence since day one—which amounted to nine months now—it was a lifesaving method.

			“Anything else I can do for you, Rowan?” Verity asked after she successfully avoided bodily harm to either of them while handing over the mug.

			“Just get through the emails and forward me the ones I need to see.” Rowan turned and stepped over the threshold to her office. As Rowan began to round her desk to start working at her computer, she stopped and turned around. “I have to ask. What were you just doing? Praying?”

			“Praying?” Verity blinked. “I’m not sure…” What was Rowan talking about?

			“When you handed me my coffee. You were muttering something just under your breath, and it’s not the first time. Thinking back, you’ve been doing it a lot.” Rowan sipped her coffee, and even though her face didn’t give anything away, Verity knew Rowan’s brilliant mind was analyzing every microexpression on her face.

			“I wasn’t praying.” Verity thought fast but couldn’t produce a lie good enough—or plausible enough—to fool Rowan. “I was counting,” she said and sighed. “It’s a habit.”

			“You were counting.” Rowan had raised the mug to her lips for another sip, but now she lowered it, her cool demeanor gone. Instead, she looked momentarily stunned. “Explain.”

			“Steps. Or breaths. Anything really.” Verity tried for a disarming smile. Her friends often told her that her smile was one of her best features. Verity doubted it, as it didn’t seem to have even a minute effect on Rowan.

			“This is like pulling teeth.” Rowan stepped closer, and her gray eyes became darker as they narrowed. “Why?”

			If Verity admitted to her onset of nerves, it could backfire in several ways. She would sound crazy—no, crazier, and certainly not like a person who could do an excellent job in a corporate environment. Or she could come off as someone with magical thinking, and it didn’t take a degree in rocket science to figure out that a magical thinker didn’t qualify for her job either. How much of the truth would she have to part with and still be able to keep her position? Rowan seemed to be on the prowl, and Verity wasn’t sure why. Normally, she could annoy Rowan if she missed or forgot something, which happened, but this situation was a little too intense.

			“Adrenaline. When I worry, I mean, about something important, I tend to give myself an involuntary adrenaline rush. It makes me tremble. Counting something helps.” Verity rocked back and forth, using only her calf muscles.

			Rowan surprised her by placing the mug on the narrow shelf by Verity’s desk. “And you were worried right now?”

			Verity cursed inwardly. She was giving away far too much of her vulnerability. If she kept on, she might as well put up posters along the corridor about how she truly felt about Rowan.

			“Not too bad.” She tried for a smile again, and when that didn’t make Rowan do her usual slight shrug and return to her desk, she closed her eyes hard for a moment, not sure what else she could possibly say.

			“Do I worry you, Verity?” Rowan asked so gently, she was sure to be setting a trap.

			Verity opened her eyes and saw how Rowan had raised her eyebrows and now looked expectantly at her, and even if she didn’t appear scornful or, worse, as if she wished she could pull a lever and make a hatch open under Verity’s feet and make her disappear—preferably down to garage level—she was still daunting. Verity tried to remind herself that this was just her own interpretation, but she had gotten to know Rowan as a boss quite well during the nine months she had worked for her.

			“I worried about trembling and thus dropping the mug. I’d hate to cause you any pain or discomfort. Or, at the very least, stain your stunning outfit.” Verity wanted to back away from Rowan and her unusually inquisitive gaze, but if she did, Rowan would think less of her. It meant a lot to Verity that she didn’t. At least not more than she already did.

			“I see,” Rowan said, but that had to be a downright lie, as Verity could tell she was still mulling over her words.

			Before Verity could open her mouth and plant one foot firmly in it for the umpteenth time, Rowan nodded curtly, grabbed her mug again, and disappeared into her office. She glanced at Verity firmly before she closed the door, once again back to complete indifference, and said, “The emails.”

			As soon as the door was definitely closed, Verity rounded her desk and logged onto her computer. She was trembling again, but for an entirely different reason, as she hadn’t been in Rowan’s crosshairs like that for a while.

			Opening her email accounts, she separated the windows between the two screens that came with her unit and began going through Rowan’s work mail, a task she was actually good at, sorting them into three categories. Urgent. Only four of those. Important—but not urgent. Twelve. Personal. Two missent emails from Rowan’s mother were easy to spot, as the woman always wrote “Sweetheart! It’s Mom!” in the subject line. Verity had once made the mistake of asking if she should inform Mrs. Cross about the correct private email address, which had rendered her a snarl followed by a stinging “No!”

			Forty-six spams hit the trash folder, and after making sure the important and urgent emails were flagged the correct way, Verity sent them to Rowan.

			She worked on double-checking and confirming Rowan’s full schedule for the upcoming week, and then she found a few minutes for herself and decided to check her own emails. She had some backing up to do and pulled up her private email account in a split-screen window on the left screen. This was where she always sent anything she wrote to herself to make sure it ended up in her cloud. She had once lost four weeks of writing, and that pain was not worth revisiting.

			Making sure she didn’t miss anything new showing up on Rowan’s email, she kept working, using the right screen. She remembered the work she had taken home with her last night to get a head start on some information about the printer Rowan used whenever invitations for functions went out and pulled up her work email on the left screen.

			Shifting emails back and forth, nearly getting cross-eyed in the process, Verity tried to not yawn at the tedious task, but it was hard to remain engaged. Her own texts brewed in the back of her mind, and she had to force them all the way back and tell herself she’d have time tonight to write another chapter. It was her safety valve, her way to cope and to not go stir-crazy in this office.

			“Verity. I’m not seeing a response from Jack.”

			Verity jumped, as she hadn’t heard Rowan open the door. Now her boss stood in the doorway, her left hand on her hip and the other rapping away at the doorframe. Verity thought there ought to be small indentations in the wood from Rowan’s habit.

			“I’m sorry. Let me check.” Her cheeks warmed, and yes, mostly because Rowan was looking at her, but also because she loathed making mistakes. Before she started working for Rowan Cross, she wasn’t this prone to failing.

			Verity found the email, which sat in the outbox but hadn’t gone when she sent the others. “Found it. You should have it in your computer now.”

			Rowan merely closed the door, and Verity hid her face in her hands. She had to make sure she didn’t keep doing stuff like that. If she lost this job, she would have to find a roommate—or, God forbid, two—and her experience with sharing her apartment with someone was enough to make her tremble again. To be honest, if Rowan fired her, she might have to move out of her apartment altogether and begin couch-surfing at her friends’.

			That just couldn’t happen. If she was going to finally become a serious writer, she needed her own space. Her very own writer’s retreat, as it were.

			And who was she kidding—if she lost her only chance to at least be in Rowan’s vicinity during the work hours, it would break her heart.

			






			
    
            Chapter Two





			Rowan found herself staring at the door leading to the outer office. Normally she was able to ignore Verity Holden’s less than stellar work performance, but the woman had been downright enigmatic this morning. Counting steps to keep from trembling. What was that about?

			Shaking her head, mostly at herself for allowing Verity’s actions to take up any real estate in her busy mind, Rowan began scrolling through the subject lines of her emails. Verity filtered her work email, but Rowan had several accounts where her most important authors could reach her directly.

			She groaned when she—again—saw that Bradley Donovan had written to her. The man was a brilliant crime novelist, but his emails were long-winded, and he never seemed to get to the point. She skimmed down the email that would have become three pages long if she’d printed it. Running a hand over her face, she thought, not for the first time, that she’d mention his lengthy emails to Brad at the yearly party that Blackwing hosted for its staff and authors. But she also knew she wouldn’t, as Brad was as thin-skinned as he was best-selling. In a huff, he could decide not to extend his contract with Blackwing. So here she was, held hostage by a man’s bloated ego and brilliance. Great.

			After two paragraphs, Rowan knew she didn’t have it in her yet and skipped to her mother’s first email. So used to judging texts, Rowan automatically noted the forced exuberance and could hear her mother’s slightly hysterical laughter that was meant to cover up her true feelings. In this case, her feelings about Rowan’s absence in her parents’ life. It didn’t matter that Rowan dutifully called every other Sunday. The fact that she’d left New York for Mason, Vermont, right after college was enough. Nora made it sound as if it had happened a few weeks ago and that she could persuade Rowan to move back to Manhattan if she used every weapon in her emotional arsenal.

			Expecting the usual tirades, Rowan was taken aback by Nora’s use of far too many exclamation points. Your sister is pregnant—finally!!!!!”The email went on, listing very personal data about Gwen’s private medical information and not only one but four ultrasound images of the fetus.

			The sucker punch of it all was just the starting point of too many illogical, annoying feelings that streamed throughout Rowan. She covered her mouth with her hand. Gwen was pregnant. It was good news. No, better than that, it was amazing news. She knew her sister well enough to realize two things. Gwen had to be quite far along in her pregnancy to share its existence with anyone, and she must be filled with extreme happiness and dread after so many miscarriages and IVF attempts. She intended to call Gwen tonight and let her know that their mother had informed her. She wasn’t sure her call would be well received, but it was the right thing to do. As complex and damaged as their relationship was, she wanted her sister to know that she did care about her happiness and the new life she was carrying.

			Forcing back the bile stirring just below her esophagus, Rowan opened the other email from her mother with the feeling that there was more to come.

			 

			Your father and I think it’s only fair that you host Gwen’s baby shower once she’s into her third trimester. You can afford to put something lovely together, something that she deserves, and if you don’t feel like doing it yourself, you have plenty of minions to do it for you. It would go a long way to mend fences between you two, and for you to make up for the past.

			 

			Rowan slammed the lid of her laptop down so hard, she feared she might have broken it. Getting up from her chair, she sent it flying into the shelf behind her as she made her way over to the window.

			“Fuck.” She pressed her forehead against the window and forced her breathing to slow down. Anger, no, wrath flowed through her entire system, making her blood feel like acid. Her mother knew exactly what she had written and what effect it would have on Rowan. She fooled a lot of people with her “sweetie-girl,” “sweetheart,” and “honeybun” approach. Those terms used to drive Rowan crazy when she was a teenager, and later as a young adult, because they seemed minimizing. She had learned to tune them out, as did Gwen, eventually, but during the last ten years, their mother had clearly brought her manipulations up a notch or two.

			A subtle knock on the door made Rowan straighten and smooth her hair. “Enter.”

			Verity came in, carrying a glossy parcel under one arm and a cardboard box under the other. “Yuri delivered the mail, and I’m sorting through the letters but figured you might want these.” She remained just inside the threshold, looking between the desk and Rowan as if trying to figure out why her boss wasn’t at her desk, and why the laptop was closed. Granted, it was not a common sight.

			“Put them on the desk.” Rowan returned to her chair and only now saw what also must have caught Verity’s attention. A glass paperweight lay on the hardwood floor, broken into scattered shards.

			“Damn.” Rowan sighed. Staring at the mess, she hadn’t realized that Verity had come up to her until she felt a gentle hand on her arm.

			“Don’t step into the glass again. I’ll go get a broom.” Verity hurried out of the office, and Rowan tried to figure out what she meant. Again?

			Verity returned a few moments later and scowled at the sight of Rowan. “Please, Rowan. Try not to step into it again. It can pierce your soles. In fact, you should let me check your shoes.”

			Stunned at Verity’s sudden proactive response, Rowan took a large step to clear the shards. “Thank you. I’m sure they’re fine.”

			“I beg to differ. Check the floor by the window.” Verity pointed with the broom before she began to sweep up the broken glass. “The floor shows that you have some glass embedded in your soles.”

			Fuck again. Verity was correct. Narrow scuffmarks where Rowan had stomped over to the window were clearly visible. “I didn’t even notice,” she murmured.

			“Why don’t you sit on the couch, and I’ll bring you a pair of your spare pumps I keep on hand?” Verity looked at her with that expression that very few dared—shy kindness, mixed with sympathy. That last part saved Verity from verbal evisceration. Had it hinted at pity, no pleading individual from Human Resources could have saved Verity.

			“All right.” Clearly her icy demeanor wasn’t lost on Verity, who hurried to make sure the glass was all gone and then left the room to locate said pumps.

			Rowan removed the four-inch heels she wore and winced at the six menacing shards that could easily have penetrated the red soles of her Louboutins. The thought of having the pieces of glass cut her—or anyone else entering her office—made her bile rise again. Verity wore similar shoes, but her low-budget variety most likely had paper-thin soles.

			Verity bounded through the door and held up two different sets of pumps, both with mere two-inch heels. “These were the only ones that match your current outfit,” she said, gazing at Rowan’s black trouser suit and cream shirt. “Mauve or black. The chocolate four-inch heels would look weird, right?” Verity held out both pairs, but Rowan chose the mauve Jimmy Choos without bothering with the black Pradas.

			“Good.” She looked with dismay at the Louboutins that lay upside down next to her on the white couch. “I’m not sure they’re salvageable.” She sighed. They were almost new.

			“Oh, I’m sure they can be repaired. Shoes like that are such an investment, after all.”

			Rowan nodded curtly. “Then by all means, take care of it for me.”

			“No prob—I mean, yes, of course, Rowan.” Verity colored faintly as she carefully reached for the damaged shoes.

			“Just don’t cut yourself,” Rowan said quietly as she rose to step into the mauve pumps. “I’ve done enough damage today.”

			“I’ll ask maintenance to come look at the floor after hours.” Verity held the shoes as if they were grenades about to go off as she exited the office.

			When Rowan finally sat down in her chair, she couldn’t focus. She had examined the floor for potential shards that Verity might have missed, but her assistant could be thorough after all.

			Opening her laptop, she continued reading her correspondence, even Brad’s entire mammoth email. It seemed he had too many story ideas and found it impossible to choose. He needed to discuss the situation with her, as he trusted her with his career more than anyone else, and so on. And on and on.

			Rowan groaned and tipped her head back. Couldn’t she receive just one single, normal email from a sane person not out to get something, or want something, or complain about something? Just the one.

			She found the email from Jack that Verity had missed earlier and was rewarded with an almost too-brief email stating, “Yes, I can.” Jack was her personal attorney, and she had asked him about meeting for a working lunch.

			Just as she was about to pull up some contracts that needed fine-tuning before she sent them to the respective authors, she saw yet another email that had arrived just after Jack’s. Puzzled, she didn’t recognize the sender, which was hardly surprising, as they called themselves “Midnight Whispers” and the subject line said only “latest pages.” What was this?

			Frowning, Rowan read the first few sentences, visible to her without having to click on the email. She wasn’t about to risk infecting her laptop.

			 

			I don’t detect the truth by looking her in the eyes but rather in the way she moves. I would go so far as to claim that she has her eyes under control, but that’s not always the case with her body. Her hands, her legs, and, oh God, the way she stands when we talk—it’s all so obvious, on my part, of course, how this could play out if I was crazy enough.

			And since I’m too pragmatic to be that crazy, I…

			 

			The preview of the email stopped there, and Rowan reread the same passage twice more. What was this? Who was it from, and why had Verity added it to the batch of emails she had vetted? She should have called her in and asked her, but something held her back. Still reeling from the news from her mother, not to mention her demands, Rowan thought she could satisfy her curiosity by simply reading the email. Her email software had a good virus filter, after all, and the text was not attached but written directly into the email.

			After drumming her fingertips against the desk for a while, she pulled the laptop closer and tapped the touchpad twice, thus opening the email, and then began to read.

			






			
    
            Chapter Three





			“Verity.”

			Having just returned from her thirty-minute lunch break, which meant eating a homemade meal in the staff room down the corridor, Verity hurriedly tucked her lunchbox behind her computer screen. “Yes, Rowan?” She quickly made sure her headband held back her thick, wavy hair and squared her shoulders. A second later, she rolled her inner eyes at herself for acting as if Rowan were a drill sergeant about to inspect her shiny shoes as she cleaned her rifle.

			“I need personal information for a manuscript you sent to my inbox. The cover letter seems to be missing.” Rowan gestured to her computer as if she suspected Verity of holding the missing page hostage. Still, Verity noticed something unusual in Rowan’s movements, and she sounded different than usual. More animated, somehow.

			“A missing email, you mean? Or attachment?” Verity began pulling up the email software. “I’m so sorry. I’m looking at your inbox right now.” It was risky to admit to mistakes, but if Rowan loathed anything more than forgetfulness, it was an attempted cover-up. Verity had heard stories about how Rowan had personally escorted someone using that approach once too many times to the elevator and seen them off.

			“What do you mean? You just sent it a couple of hours ago. A partial manuscript, about eight thousand words.”

			Wracking her brain, Verity hurried over to her computer and rebooted it. Rowan began to tap her fingertips against the doorframe, but then she seemed to catch herself and merely waited with impatience oozing from her. Either the manuscript was that good, or Rowan was simply curious.

			Scanning her outbox, Verity couldn’t find it. “When was this? Are you sure it arrived today? Perhaps it was sent at another date, and it got bumped up in your inbox?” She smiled cautiously, as truly messing up would not be good for her.

			“Verity.” Rowan’s voice sank half an octave. “It arrived after the one from Jack I had to remind you of.” Discontent, and something resembling frustration, flickered across her face. “Look again.”

			“Can you share the sender’s email address with me? That way I can do a global—”

			“Fine.” Rowan disappeared into her office, and Verity heard her sit down and type briefly. “It’s midnight dash whispers at Gmail dot com.”

			Verity’s heart seemed to stop. For a few, shiveringly cold seconds, she swore it ceased to pump blood through her veins and sagged into the recesses of her chest. Only when Verity pressed one hand over her mouth to force back a howl masked as a moan and thudded her chest with the fist of her other hand could she feel it beating again. It raced painfully, and Verity could only stare at the screen showing her work mail. She reached out her fist and managed to extend her fingers far enough to start the left screen. There, minimized, but still present, was the window of her own work mail.

			Pressing her lips together around any sounds that might summon Rowan, Verity used her now severely trembling fingers to open it and clicked on the outbox. The truth was staring her in the face, but she refused to believe it.

			 

			To: rowan.cross@blackwing_agency.web

			From: verity.holden@blackwing_agency,web

			---------- Forwarded message ---------

			From: Midnight Whispers <midnight-whispers@email.web>

			Subject: latest pages

			 

			“Verity? Did you find it?” Rowan showed up in the doorway again, and Verity nearly hissed at her, as her boss didn’t habitually come to her desk with each new question. Rowan either called out or even texted her if she didn’t feel like yelling.

			“Um. No. It must’ve gotten lost or…I mean, I can’t find it.” Verity’s throat was dry as sand on a windy beach.

			“Lost.” It was obviously a rhetorical statement. The single word was laced with discontent.

			Verity was panicked enough to attempt to dig her grave just a bit deeper. She should have just kept her mouth shut to feign innocence. “Perhaps it was missent? I mean, someone meant to send that to someone else and had second thoughts when they—”

			“And this ghost of a writer just happened to send it addressed to me, at my agency?” Rowan’s scornful smile, one that Verity knew well and did not want to be on the receiving end of, stretched her lips. “That’s far-fetched. You have the rest of the day to locate this individual and determine how they are comfortable corresponding with Blackwing, Inc.” Rowan stopped in mid-motion as she was about to return to her desk. “With me, personally. This isn’t a story I can pass off to the junior employees. Do you understand?”

			“I…yes. Of course. Yes, I do.” Verity trembled. “It’s just…all I can do is email this individual. If they don’t respond…” She tried to gather her thoughts, but panic had set in so badly, she had to hide her hands by sitting on them. She shoved them between her chair and her thighs as she attempted to swallow. It was impossible.

			Rowan frowned, but her expression didn’t hold its usual annoyance. Instead, it seemed tinged with concern. Really? Verity had to collect herself and fast. One tested and tried method was to pinch herself or bite her tongue hard enough to shock herself out of the anxiety. The way she was plummeting warranted a severe tongue bite.

			Verity used her left canine tooth and dug it onto the side of her tongue. Jumping at the pain, she managed to slip out of the panic long enough to smile gently. “Was there anything else, Rowan?” she asked politely. She freed her hand and plucked her notepad from the desk, along with a pen.

			“Just find this person. Name, age, address, etcetera.”

			“Certainly. I’ll do my best.” The anxiety buzzed just under Verity’s skin, but she managed to keep it in check. Pretending that she never received a reply from Midnight Whispers would soon solve the situation.

			“All right.” Rowan disappeared into her office, leaving Verity in the ruins of her career and a contused heart. Or, rather, she felt like it had been dragged into the street and run over.

			How could this have happened? How the hell had she managed to send her latest update of her fictionalized, deeply personal journal to Rowan Cross? No matter how she tried to hold on to the thought that all she had to do was feign innocence and pretend that the Midnight Whispers email was a dead end, something told her this approach wouldn’t work.

			The same rumbling voice inside her insisted that she was doomed.
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        * * *

      

			Rowan checked the time. She was waiting for her three o’clock, and the woman was so far a no-show. This was practically unheard of among her authors, especially the new ones. Theodora Rogers was a fantastic novelist, one of the authors Rowan knew—if well cultivated and pruned—could help elevate her agency to the next level.

			A gentle tap on the door, and then Verity pushed it open. “Ms. Rogers is here, Rowan.” She opened the door fully, and when the light from the windows hit her, Rowan noticed the dark circles under Verity’s eyes that defied her concealer. Had she looked this haggard earlier in the day? Was the stress of always balancing on the edge of failing—or not—truly getting to her? Had Rowan been too obvious when she studied her work performances and found her lacking? Rowan stopped her train of thought. Why did this subject bother her even a tiny bit?

			It was obvious that a person in her position needed her staff to measure up to the standards she set for them—and tenfold for herself. So what if Verity guessed she wasn’t quite up to par with the rest of the office staff? It was a cutthroat business. You performed to your boss’s satisfaction, or you were out.

			“Welcome, Teddy.” Rowan stood and shook Theodora’s hand. She had learned that the woman wasn’t big on ceremony, loathed her name, and much preferred the slightly childish nickname.

			“Rowan!” Teddy pulled at Rowan’s proffered hand, tugged her into an awkward position across the desk, and hugged her. “I have good news!”

			“Ahem. Good. Good.” Rowan managed to free herself without falling flat on her face on the desk. Since she now understood that Teddy was a hugger, she made a mental note to greet her next to the desk next time. “Do share.”

			“I finished two manuscripts! The one I signed a contract for and another for your perusal. I will totally understand if it’s not Blackwing material, but I wanted to run it by you anyway. In person.” Tall, voluptuous, and matronly, Teddy still managed to display a sensuality that also permeated her texts.

			“Oh? I’m intrigued.” Rowan waved for Verity to join them. “I want you to take notes. Especially since Teddy might have something new for us.”

			“Of course,” Verity said, and for a moment Rowan thought she blushed deeper than usual when spoken to. “First, may I get you something to drink, Ms. Rogers?”

			“Oh, honey, it’s nice of you to ask, but I just had coffee with a good friend. I’m fine. And please, call me Teddy, Verity.”

			Verity shifted her gaze to Rowan, who nodded. “Just bring your notepad.”

			As Teddy pitched her new manuscript that turned out to be an anthology of eight erotic short stories, Rowan had to hide an evil smile when she noticed how hard Verity gripped her notepad. Was she a prude when it came to sex? Something told Rowan this possibility wasn’t true, but something was amiss, which, oddly enough, piqued her interest.

			“So, what do you think?” Teddy looked expectantly at Rowan after finishing her almost-too-detailed pitch. “Something for everyone, wouldn’t you agree?”

			“You certainly managed to include everyone in the LGBTQAI+ community in the different short stories.” Rowan wracked her brain about how to phrase her response. She glanced at Verity, who held on to her pen as if it were a lifebuoy and looked wide-eyed at Teddy. “What is your opinion, Verity?” If Rowan had been prone to sympathy, she wouldn’t have tossed out the question to Verity as the mother of all curve balls, but she needed time to think, and even though Verity would only be flailing, if nothing else, her comments would buy Rowan time.
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        * * *

      

			Verity could have throttled Rowan right then and there. Not only had she been summoned to take notes during the meeting with the eccentric Teddy Rogers, but now she had to come up with some neutral—at best—opinions about the excited author’s work.

			“Individually speaking, these stories all hit their mark,” Verity managed to say, sticking to the truth as much as possible. “You have a knack for getting under your characters’ skin and making us care about them and, in this case, their quest for pleasure. At least I feel that way just from listening to your pitch. As far as I can tell, you have managed to keep the stories original and fresh.” It took only one glance at Rowan for Verity to register her stunned expression. Keeping her gaze firmly on Teddy after that, she continued. “I understand your desire to be inclusive and for everyone to be represented, but it can be a hard sell when the reader might be able to relate to just three or four of the stories. Perhaps there’s a way around this situation, though. That’s where Rowan is the expert. After all, I’m just your average reader.” Verity hoped Rowan felt the verbal kick to the shin under the table that her last words were meant to be. Throwing Verity under the bus to deliver the obvious was hardly cool.

			“Is this what you think too, Rowan?” Teddy looked shell-shocked. “Or is there another reason you let your assistant deliver the uncomfortable views?”

			“Of course not.” Rowan looked as if she probably hadn’t expected Verity to have any point of view at all. Verity was a voracious reader, which she doubted Rowan remembered from her interview nine months ago. Lately, Verity had especially focused on the stories published via Blackwing during the last few years. She had a strong feeling for what she liked or not and had managed to be truthful with Teddy, hopefully without hurting her feelings. She had a real problem with that—no matter how her friends encouraged her to toughen up.

			“I must agree with Verity.” Rowan’s tone of incredulity showed Verity just how unfathomable she found this realization. Great. Not only was it obvious that Rowan often considered her a subpar assistant, but she also probably doubted her intelligence. “You need to find a clear direction as to who your reader is. I suggest we wait and see what happens with your current manuscript, scheduled to hit the stores in six months. By then we’ll have a much better idea of what in your writing resonates the most and, because of that information, which short stories to keep and which to rewrite or replace. Does that sound at all doable to you?”

			Teddy looked back and forth between Verity and Rowan a few times. “You guys really give off strange vibes today. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s there.”

			What? Verity steeled herself against what Rowan might have to say about Teddy’s observation, but the unexpected remark seemed to have caught her off guard as fully as it had Verity.

			“That said,” Teddy continued, “I can see where you’re coming from. I suppose I need to consider my brand and not spread myself too thin. It’s just…” She shrugged and gestured helplessly, her palms up. “I have so many stories to tell.”

			Verity knew what Teddy meant. It was both the most rewarding thing and an utter curse to have characters and stories take over her life until they were all she could think of. If it weren’t for her journal—God, her journal. Verity panicked and, before she realized it, took Teddy’s hand. “I know,” she said in a rush. “It’s hard to choose, isn’t it? Which story to prioritize next? You know exactly what you mean to write, but once you commit to it, if you haven’t picked the one that’s the most urgent, you stall halfway and begin to get mind ghosts about writer’s block.”

			Rowan’s eyes fired off daggers of warning, but Teddy squeezed Verity’s hand. “How well you describe my dilemma, Verity! That’s exactly it. It’s a conundrum, and a blessing too, to have a character pop up, demand attention, and refuse to leave until I’ve told their story.”

			Rowan didn’t say anything but leaned back in her chair, now appearing curious rather than annoyed.

			“I have no suggestion for an easy fix,” Verity said quietly. She knew she had overstepped and that this, combined with her colossal mistake earlier, was setting her on a one-way track to being fired. Verity Holden, wannabe novelist and couch surfer. That description wouldn’t look very promising on her inner business card. The only thing worse would be adding Deemed a hopeless case by Rowan Cross to it. It wasn’t that far-fetched.

			Teddy and Rowan turned to discussing what type of promotion Teddy could imagine doing, and Verity automatically filled one page after another with notes, hoping she could decipher her own handwriting. She was a typist, and fast too, but Rowan disliked anyone tapping away while she was talking to an author or business associate. She found it distracting.

			When they were done, Verity escorted Teddy to the elevator and waited patiently with her for it to arrive.

			“You seem different today.” Teddy studied her with one eyebrow raised. “I know, I know. I’m a busybody that loves sticking my nose in other people’s business, but it’s as if I truly notice you for the first time. I find that fascinating.”

			This wasn’t good. Verity was not supposed to stand out. As an assistant, she was supposed to be invisible unless she was needed to do her job. Even then, she shouldn’t draw attention to herself, and today—damn it—she had done so several times. For Teddy to notice, it had to be glaringly obvious to Rowan. Verity wished her day was over and she could ride the elevator down with the kind woman next to her. She clasped her hands behind her back. “I’m not sure I understand, but if I’ve overstepped—”

			“Oh, no. Don’t take it that way.” Teddy patted Verity’s arm. “And don’t think I didn’t see Rowan’s shock to find out you have a voice and your own opinions. That’s good for her. She’s brilliant and I adore her, but she’s too strict, with herself—and others.” Teddy smiled as the elevator door slid open. “Ah. You’re saved by the bell. Until next time. And thank you for understanding about my process and how hard it can be sometimes.”

			Still dazed at Teddy’s words about Rowan, Verity could only nod and smile as Teddy disappeared behind the closing doors. She checked the time, and her heart sank when she saw she had hours left before she could go home and dive into a jar of nut butter.

			Rowan wasn’t in her office when Verity returned, which gave her the crazy idea that Rowan was perhaps avoiding her for the same reason that Verity didn’t want to have a face-off with her boss just yet. That was insane reasoning, as Rowan sat on all the power and Verity had none.

			She began typing her notes from the meeting and found to her relief that writing when barely engaged had made her penmanship less trembly and jagged. It took her only twenty minutes to turn her bullet points into a readable text, which she saved and then sent to Rowan’s email before printing a copy just in case. Her backing-stuff-up urge was closing in on becoming almost compulsive.

			Rowan returned half an hour later and strode past Verity’s desk without acknowledging her. That was a relief but also disconcerting. Not that Verity would have enjoyed a confrontation, but sometimes it was better to rip the bandage off.

			“Verity?” Rowan called out.

			After grabbing her notebook and a tablet, Verity rounded her desk and entered Rowan’s office. “Yes?”

			“You had a lot to say during the meeting with Theodora Rogers.” Rowan’s expression didn’t reveal anything.

			“I did. It wasn’t my place. I’m sorry—”

			“Never mind that. You set Teddy’s mind at ease by validating her experience. Insightful.” Frowning, Rowan leaned forward and rested her elbows against her desk. “Makes me wonder how you can know these things. Is there a writer in your family perhaps? It sounded as if you had observed this experience up close.”

			Even if Verity was relieved that Rowan hadn’t deduced that she dreamed of becoming a writer, it still hurt that it didn’t even cross her mind.

			“Not really. I thought it was a rather obvious observation,” Verity said, retaliating. There. Take that.

			“You did?” Rowan studied her with slitted eyes.

			“Yes.” Verity forced herself to relax her grip on her tablet.

			“I see.” Rowan let the silence expand until Verity felt it ought to pop like a balloon. “Any luck discovering the identity of Midnight Whispers?” Rowan began rearranging the already meticulously aligned pens on her desk.

			Verity recognized this as a sign that Rowan wasn’t entirely relaxed. She softened her voice, as she loathed to see Rowan in any form of distress, no matter how infuriating she could be sometimes. “Not yet, but I’m working on it. I hope to at least get a reply.”

			“Yes. If you don’t, I might have to step in and correspond with this individual directly. Perhaps I need to do that anyway—”

			“No, please. You have enough on your plate. I’ll take care of it. Just, you know, leave it to me.” Verity realized she spoke twice as fast as before, and Rowan blinked, not used to being interrupted by a minion or subjected to a waterfall of words.

			“Very well,” Rowan said after a moment’s stunned silence. “You have until tomorrow at the end of your workday.”

			Verity nodded quickly and rocked back and forth on her feet. “Was there anything else?”

			“No. I’m leaving in fifteen minutes for a last-minute meeting. I won’t need you there. Type out your notes from the meeting with Teddy—”

			“Done. They’re in your inbox.” Geez. She’d just interrupted Rowan again, and this time it was obvious from Rowan’s thinning lips that she’d had it.

			“Thank you,” Rowan said through clenched teeth. She stood and barely caught her chair before it slammed into the shelf for the second time. “Make sure maintenance does something about the floor.” Grabbing her jacket, briefcase, and handbag, Rowan breezed by Verity and was out the door.

			Verity closed the door to Rowan’s office and then sat down in her own chair, what tiny energy she thought she’d mustered seeping out of her with every painful breath. By tomorrow, she needed to think, regroup, and come up with something that Rowan would accept. It had to be waterproof and pressure resistant, and while she was at it, she needed to construct emotional Kevlar around her own heart.

			Verity opened her email on her phone and pulled up her Sent folder. She needed to know exactly what Rowan had read and how badly she had screwed up. No matter what, she was certain there were degrees of hell even in this situation.
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