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Chapter 1
Olivia

[image: image]




Consultant Manager. That was my official job title. But really, I was working for Brett Greyson, CEO and owner of Greyson Consulting. I didn’t like working for him. Or underneath him. I needed the job, though. Badly. I interviewed for the position and was hired on two weeks ago, and I had yet to run into him.

The boy from my childhood.

My first two weeks on the job was for training purposes. A pompous man with a pimply face despite the fact he was almost fifty years old took me around, trying to show me the ropes. He walked me through how to turn on a damn computer. Like I didn’t know how to work an inkling of technology at the ripe young age of twenty-six. Everything was explained to me as if I were a child, and the only thing that made it bearable was the fact that it was paid training. Thankfully, after the first two weeks it was done. Which meant I got to settle into my office.

It wasn’t much. Four walls, a heavy wooden door, and a dark wooden desk. I had a couple of bookshelves, a couple of small windows to make it seem like I wasn’t in prison. The carpet was rough underneath my feet as I slipped out of my heels and sat down in the worn leather chair. Somehow, the leather was still smooth despite how often the chair had been used previously. I sat back in the wrinkled leather and drew in a deep breath. That was my task for the day, getting settled into my office, which meant putting my whopping four books on the bookshelf and hooking my laptop up to my desktop computer so I could sync information between the two devices.

It took me all of an hour to accomplish.

I sat back and closed my eyes, allowing my mind to wander. Ten floors above me was the penthouse floor of the office space, the top floor of Greyson Consulting. And there, in his cushy office, sat Brent—the boy I’d met at a Halloween party when I was eighteen years old. 

It had been my first college party. My roommate, Katie, had persuaded me to go. She was the girl that would eventually become my “ride-or-die bitch.” She told me it would be the “party of the semester” and that if I didn’t go it would “solidify my social status for the rest of my college days.”

It wasn’t that big of a deal. But the boy I met there was.

I drew in a deep breath and smiled. Even for twenty years old, Brett had been gorgeous. His steely gray stare had pierced me the moment I’d walked into the party. His thick black hair fell into his face back in those days, swooped off to the side, contrasting how pale his skin was. I giggled at my first words to him when he approached me at the party, offering me a drink.

“I didn't know they made costume makeup that pale. Where’d you get it?”

I’d made an idiot out of myself that night, and yet he’d still stuck around. After wrapping his hand around my wrist and placing my palm to his cheek, I felt like an idiot. He’d rubbed my skin along his, proving to me without words that he wasn’t wearing any makeup. Then, he’d kissed the palm of my hand before easing my arm back down to my side.

A hell of a move. And it worked that night.

We spent the entire night in that small little corner. Him in his jeans and his T-shirt and me in my slutty bunny costume my roommate had stuffed me into. I couldn’t stop staring at him that night. Couldn’t stop fantasizing about what his plump lower lip would feel like on my skin. And despite his lanky stature back in college, he had an enormous well of strength. I figured out that night that he could put me into a wall. Fuck me properly without ever having to take my costume off my body. I went to that Halloween party a single, curious college girl and left as the apple of a man’s eye.

I left that Halloween party as Brett’s dedicated little sweet treat.

I leaned back in my leather chair and slowly opened my eyes. Memories bombarded my mind as my computer dinged. It was done syncing and loading whatever bullshit onto my laptop I needed in order to work from home. And yes, I was required to work from home for my job. No sick days for me. No weekends of my own again. It came with overtime pay, but money wasn’t everything. Sometimes, a girl just needed a day to lie in bed in the same pair of clothes from the night before and sleep the day away.

Gone were those days, I guessed.

I smiled. Some of my favorite memories of Brett were exactly those—simple memories of us waking up in my extra-long twin bed in my dorm room. Trying to sneak him out before the hall managers of my dorm caught him in my room. Eating in the cafeteria together between classes and poking fun at how bad the food was. Scraping quarters together just to go get a cup of coffee on the main drag that ran through campus.

Tucking his thick black hair behind his ear before kissing the tip of his nose.

I smoothed my hands down my face. Fucking hell, things had ended so badly between us. That was probably why I hadn’t seen him, despite the fact that he was supposed to be the one conducting the interview. As a main manager, I reported to him. We’d have to converse at some point in time, whether it be through email or telephone calls or in-person meetings. He couldn’t avoid me forever, if that was what he was doing.

But with how badly things ended between us, I couldn’t blame him. I’d avoid me, too, if I were in his shoes.

The storm that took us out was just as perfectly terrible as our start had been perfectly beautiful. I let too many people get inside my head. Not to mention, his sister was a raging bitch. We’d let too many people fill our heads with too many lies. Katie didn’t like him. Ever since she’d claimed to see him in the coffee shop with another girl, she’d instantly written him off. I’d confronted Brett about it. Asked him if there was someone else. And even though he claimed there wasn’t, Katie kept chirping in my ear.

“I saw him with her again.”

“They were walking across the lawn.”

“Holding hands.”

“I saw him kiss her. I’m serious, Olivia. It’s him. I’d know him anywhere.”

I let her get into my head. And every time I brought it up with Brett, he’d have something to fire back. “Well, my sister said this” or “my sister said that” or “my sister says you’re not good enough for me, but you don’t see me listening to her.” I could have strangled his sister. I loved his family. Every single one of them. They’d taken me in like I was one of their own. From the time I’d first stepped into their massive mansion so Brett could introduce me, they had accepted me into the fold. And it felt incredible, especially after the way I had been raised. 

My father had taken off when I was seven and never once looked back. Not for me or for my younger brother. My mother struggled to raise us. She did the best she could, but I watched her kill herself to feed us. I watched her dehydrate herself so we could have the last of the filtered water in the fridge. I’d watched her struggle, day in and day out. 

Which was why I needed the job so badly. When I graduated college, I was determined to help her out, to take care of her the way she had taken care of me. I’d graduated with a degree in psychology but didn’t look deep enough into the career fields to figure out what was required of me after that. I’d been too busy sucking on Brett’s face to figure it out. So, once I was slapped with the reality that I needed at least a master’s to pursue what I really wanted to do, all my plans went out the window.

Including Brett, when he broke up with me after my graduation ceremony.

As much as I wanted to hate him for it, I couldn’t. The last year of our relationship had been so fraught with “he said, she said” bullshit that I was ready to end it all myself. Katie was forever insistent that he was regularly cheating on me, and Brett’s sister kept chattering away in his own ear, saying things like I wasn’t good enough for him and how I’d never amount to anything that his mother or father wanted out of a daughter-in-law. It wore the both of us down, and I knew the reason why Brett ended things was because he was tired of the drama.

I had been as well.

Didn’t stop the breakup from hurting, though.

Four years. We’d been together my entire college career. But the second I graduated, reality struck. Brett left, my student loans were due, and I realized I’d never be able to pay them back if I pursued a master’s degree. Even with scholarships, I’d still have to take out loans in order to open my own clinical practice in order to help people the way I wanted to, the way I’d always been passionate about. I’d had no idea I’d need more schooling after four years of college. The only thing I was qualified to do with a Bachelor’s in Psychology was social work.

And that was a world I didn’t want to step into after experiencing it firsthand myself growing up.

“Knock knock.”

“Katie?” I asked.

My best friend’s voice ripped me from my trance.

“Don’t be alarmed, but I come bearing gifts of food and a curiosity to know what your office looks like. Oh, swanky office. I like the cream-colored walls,” she said, grinning.

“I have no idea if you’re being sarcastic or not,” I said.

“That tired, huh?”

“More like that overwhelmed.”

“With what? I thought you were just training,” she said.

“Doesn’t mean the job isn’t already taking a toll,” I said.

“I think I know why it’s taking a toll.”

I leaned up in my seat as Katie pulled up a chair next to my desk. She divvied out the food, setting my cheeseburger and fries in front of me. She pulled out chocolate chip cookies before handing me my soda, the silence in the air filled with tension.

“Don’t say it,” I said.

“It’s because you’re working for Brett,” Katie said.

“Come on. Can we talk about something else, please? He’s been on my mind all morning, and I’d like to think about literally anything else.”

“All morning? That bad?”

“Yes, that bad.”

“Well, I warned you when you said you were going to interview for the job that this might happen,” she said.

“I didn’t think it would be this bad, honestly. He’s ten stories above me, but it feels like he’s in the office next to me.”

“Have you seen him yet?”

I shook my head. “I’ll have to eventually. My job requires it.”

“What is your job, exactly?”

I plucked a french fry from the pile in front of me. “I’m the overall manager for the consultants Greyson Consulting hires. I keep tabs on their paperwork, approve and deny requests for vacation. I deal with their invoicing. Things like that.”

“So, you’re their secretary?”

“No. I’m their boss,” I said.

“Oh, nice. Wait, so if you’re their boss, that means you have to report to Brett whenever something goes wrong. Right?” she asked.

“Yep. According to my job description, there will be monthly meetings with him I’ll be required to attend as well as weekly one-on-one meetings so I can update him on things regarding the consultants. My first major project is figuring out how the company can expand their consulting practices.”

“And what does Greyson Consulting, well, consult on?” she asked.

“Financial matters. Everything from questions about retirement and investment accounts to helping people manage their everyday finances.”

“And he wants to expand that somehow?”

“Supposedly, investing is changing with the times. Things like robo-investors are starting to become popular with the younger generations. I don’t know—I’ve got a lot of material to read on it before next week. But, yes. My first main project is to figure out how we can expand our consulting services to attract the younger generations,” I said.

“Sounds boring as hell,” Katie said.

“You’re telling me.”

“And yet, you applied for the job.”

“I needed the job. I’m still taking care of my mother, and my student loan bills have to be paid.”

“You’re taking care of your mom? Still? Isn’t that a job for your future stepdad?” she asked.

“We aren’t talking about him,” I said.

“Okay. Then, let’s move on to another question. You think your flame will relight with Brett?”

“That’s what you want to know? The girl who was absolutely hell-bent on convincing me he was cheating back in college, and you want to know if we’ll start dating again?”

“More like, I want to know if you’re going to make a stupid decision with your life again,” she said.

“Well, then the answer to your question is no. You were around when we split up. You saw how badly that went down. Hell, you were there for the entire rise and demise of our relationship. Rumors flying and tears being shed. Yelling in my dorm room over his damn sister and trying to get you to shut up long enough to enjoy my relationship with him.”

“Hey, I know what I saw. And after all the things I saw on campus, I’ll never trust that son of a bitch again. He knew what he was doing. He knew he was playing you, and he knew he could,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. “The answer to your question again, Katie, is no. There’s no spark. There’s no interest. There’s no reason for you to panic and start up the rumor mill again.”

“They weren’t rumors, Olivia. I saw him with my own two eyes.”

“Yeah, but you were the only one who saw him. Hell, his sister couldn’t stand me, and even she said Brett wasn’t that type of person.”

“His sister was also a pathological liar. I mean, come on. She tried to convince Brett that the reason you lost all that weight junior year was because you were addicted to cocaine. You had mono,” she said.

“Look, it’s in the past, and I don’t want to dredge it up. Okay? So, can we talk about anything else? Please?” I asked.

“Burger’s good,” she said as she held up her food.

I giggled and shook my head as I grabbed my drink.

“Are you really that worried about me?” I asked.

Katie took a massive bite of her burger, taking time to gather her words.

“I just don’t want you to be blindsided by him again. You were an eighteen-year-old girl smitten with a junior college student at a Halloween party. You followed him around like a slobbering little puppy dog. You’re a strong woman now. You stand on your own two feet. I don’t want to see you reduced back to that little girl just because he’s back in your life,” she said.

“Trust me, I’m stronger than that. I was beaten down my freshman year of high school because of arguments I had with my mother. You know this. She wanted me to go to the community college up the road from home, and I wanted to be in Seattle at the university.”

“But I know you fell in love with him, Olivia.”

I sipped on my drink, occupying my lips so I wouldn’t have to talk about it. How much ending things with Brett hurt, despite the rocky relationship we’d had over the four years we were together.

“That’s the last thing I’ll say about it. All I want you to do is take care of yourself, okay?” Katie asked.

“And you know I always do,” I said.

“Except when it came to Brett. He was always your weak spot.”

“Well, things change. People change. Weak spots change.”

“For your sake, Olivia, I hope they have.”

But even as I rolled my eyes again at her, I knew she had a point. If someone wasn’t telling me Brett was an asshole, they were telling me he was cheating. Or that his family was stuck-up. Or that he loved money more than anything else. I knew better, though. I’d known a sweeter side of him no one else had ever seen. It was why I always rose to his defense. I wanted to think I wasn’t weak to him any longer, but I wasn’t sure if that was true. Hell, he’d been on my mind all morning as I sat ten floors below him in the office building he owned for his damn company.

That didn’t exactly spell out “strong, independent woman” to me.

“Earth to Olivia. You there?” Katie asked.

“Hmm? Yeah. Sorry. Just running down my week in my head,” I said.

“You know I know when you’re lying, right?”

“I’m not lying.”

“You’re so lying to me. And that’s fine. Just make sure you don’t lie to yourself. That got you into trouble the first time. We don’t need any repeat affairs while trying to figure out a new job,” she said.

I didn’t even try to fight her on that truth.
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Chapter 2
Brett
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“In a word, ‘international,’” I said.

“You want to take the company international,” my investor said.

“Yes. I do. I think we’re ready. It’s what we’ve been building to for years. The past three, at least. My company is ready.”

“What makes you so sure?”

I turned my head, looking over at the shark of an investor sitting to my left. “Do you know how many American citizens live abroad, either for school, for work, or for dual-citizenship purposes?”

“How many?”

“Over twenty million. Twenty million Americans who don’t have a chance in the world of utilizing what my company has to give simply because they don’t live in the States. I think that’s a travesty. Don’t you?” I asked.

“And yet you have three hundred and twenty million Americans right here in the States.”

“Gerald, Greyson Consulting was picked as the number one national financial consulting firm. The issue is that I want that word to be ‘global.’ I want to be the number one global financial consulting firm. And I don’t want to just consult Americans. I want to dip into all the marketplaces. Those that have failed their citizens, like Italy, and Greece. These economies are collapsing. They could use a savior.”

“And you think you’re that savior.”

I shook my head. “No. But I know my company is.”

“What you’re proposing is outstanding. It’s never been done before.”

I grinned. “Exactly. I want to do what no financial consulting firm has ever been able to do before. And it starts with taking Greyson Consulting global with the same promise to American citizens we’ve already made. I made the promise of my company its slogan for a reason: ‘All money. No boundaries.’ What kind of firm would we be if we started instilling boundaries now?”

I’d been in New York City for two fucking weeks trying to get my investors on board with my idea. And finally, I think I had them. Once I got them on board, it was simply a matter of explaining to them why we needed to take on another investor or two. It would take more capital than ever required before to get this part of my company up and running. Taking anything international was never a small task. And even the smallest tasks required the greatest money.

That was why Olivia had been hired. A slice of news that came as a great shock to me.

“So, if we get on board, what’s the next step?” Gerald asked.

“Glad you mentioned that, because the next step would be finding another investor or two to bring on to the board. But don’t worry, you ten will always be my favorite,” I said, grinning.

“Does that mean we get to recommend people for your investor board?”

I grinned devilishly. “By all means, I’m open to any and all options. But only if the board agrees to move forward with this venture.”

I loved having the number one financial company in the nation. It meant I could use that pull to get whatever it was I wanted. A quick vote on the matter produced a unanimous vote for expanding internationally, and soon names were flying around my head, names of men and women with millions and billions of dollars who had expressed interest in investing with my company. I was the hot ticket everyone wanted to be on, and it felt great.

But once the unanimous vote passed, my mind drifted elsewhere.

When my assistant informed me that Olivia Masters had been hired for the new consultant manager position, I’d choked on my coffee that morning. I opened up my phone and sifted through the file she sent me on the new hire, figuring it had to be a mix-up. There was no way in hell Olivia would take a job at my company. No way on God’s green earth she’d step foot onto my territory after what happened between us.

But when her beautiful picture popped up in my email, I knew my assistant hadn’t been mistaken.

Olivia was officially working for my company.

I knew she was interviewing for the position, but I figured she wouldn’t take it. Once she knew exactly who owned the damn thing, I figured she’d go running for the hills. Our past was torrid, to say the least. Filled with sexual tension so thick I couldn’t breathe as a young man and arguments that spanned until three, sometimes four in the morning. 

I leaned back into my chair as I mindlessly recorded names thrown at me, potential investors I’d have to entertain simply because my own investors had made a promise. But a few of them were good ones, men and women with deep pockets I could schmooze and syphon money from before making them filthy rich.

Like I had my original ten investors.

The meeting was dismissed, and I shook everyone’s hand. Anything to pull my mind away from the spiraling defeat it fell into. But once the conference room of the hotel I had rented out was emptied, my ass fell back into the chair and my back hit the cushion. And my mind raced back to that moment.

The first moment I ever saw Olivia.

She was in a pathetic little bunny costume. Her curves overflowed an outfit that was obviously one size too small. Her bunny ears had been crooked, and she had no hope of ever walking upright in those fucking heels of hers. And yet, she had captivated me, with her sloping curves and her long legs and her sun-kissed skin. When she looked up at me and caught my stare, I fell straight into her ocean-blue eyes. Those plump lips of hers had called to my cock that night. Her long, curly brown hair had begged to be fisted. Which was exactly what I did after fucking her imprint into the wall of the bedroom we had stumbled into. The warmth of her pussy caught my attention. The warmth of her mouth promised more nights to come.

But the dazzling look in her eye kept me on her hook.

That party changed the course of my life. I met my soul mate that night in a little eighteen-year old that looked out of place and out of character. She was a young woman with dreams of owning her own practice so she could simply help people one day. I was driven by money. I saw the wealth my father had amassed during his years as a lawyer owning his own firm, and I wanted that for myself. But Olivia? She had been drawn by emotion, guided by a passion to help and a raw, desperate need to save those around her while she drowned.

I’d made her a promise at that Halloween party to always be the person who kept her afloat.

Yet everyone around us had tried to drown us.

My sister wouldn’t fucking shut up about her. From the moment I took Olivia home to meet my parents, she concocted lie after lie after lie. First, it was the fact that she didn’t think Olivia was good enough for me. Then, it was the fact that Olivia didn’t seem as serious about me as I was about her. Then, it was the fact that Olivia didn’t like her, and that was why Olivia never came around the family when I went home for the weekends. And those lies blossomed into treacherous lies that rifted my sister and myself for years.

She’d claimed Olivia was addicted to cocaine, when really all that happened was she contracted mono her junior year. She’d claimed she had a conversation with Olivia, where Olivia told my sister she wasn’t really in love with me. I’d let her fill my head with so many lies when I should have been focused on the two of us, not cornering her with bullshit my sister was spouting off.

Then again, her roommate wasn’t any better. For some reason, that insane little girl thought I was cheating on Olivia.

Why the hell would any man cheat on perfection?

I gathered my things before pulling out my phone. I had message after message from my assistant: Olivia’s training is complete. She’s supposed to be reading the assigned material for our meeting next week. She’s getting settled into her office. I shot my assistant a message back and told her to cancel the reading material. She wouldn’t need it after the latest development with my business. Olivia would be the one to help me organize going international. That was her new task.

A task I’d have to brief her on myself.

I packed up the rest of my things and stood from my chair. I needed something to occupy my mind—anything other than the way Olivia’s legs had wrapped around me that night. I was no stranger to women. A playboy in high school. I’d taken the damn cheerleader captain’s virginity, for crying out loud. Olivia should have been nothing. Just a sweet little fuck to celebrate my favorite holiday. October had always been my favorite month. Halloween had always been my favorite holiday. I’d picked her out as my sweet treat the second she’d walked in the door, clinging to her roommate’s arm. She was innocent. Stunning. Just clumsy enough for me to teach her a lesson or two in how to please a man.

But the second our lips touched that night, I was forever hers.

Maybe I’d throw a Halloween party when I got back into town.

Katherine, look into throwing an office Halloween party this year. I think this business trip is worth celebrating. Look into the cost of throwing a masquerade party.

I sent off the text message to my assistant before heading outside. I slipped into my private town car, then ushered for the driver to head to the tarmac. With plans to go international solidified and future investors to get in contact with, I had a lot to field once I got back to Seattle. I needed to make sure I lined up everything as it was supposed to be. I had a list of twenty investors, and only two would make it onto my board. That meant more interviews. More face-to-face meetings. More paperwork to be filed. All in an attempt to take my company overseas and expand it into the empire I saw it becoming.

Which meant Olivia and I would be working side by side.

A lot.
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Chapter 3
Olivia
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It was my first official day at work after my two weeks of training, and it had been dropped in my lap that my required reading was no longer required. But nothing had filled that time. All that was told to me by Brett’s assistant was that I needed to expect some sort of a phone call from him, filling me in on a new adventure the company was undertaking. Which was fine, I guessed. I didn’t like being held in the dark. I didn’t like not knowing the things that were going to be expected of me. But I had plenty to do in the meantime. I wanted to go introduce myself to the consultants. I needed to sift through all the electronic documents that had been flooded onto my laptop yesterday. I needed to familiarize myself with the invoicing software so I could keep track of how much and when the consultants got paid.

But first, I needed to get to my office and breathe.

Katie and I had lunch plans that day, but I needed to let her know that I wouldn’t be available. With my reading canceled and some sort of meeting hanging in the balance, the last thing I needed was Brett knocking on my damn door with Katie in my office. I stepped onto the elevator with my coffee in my hand, digging around in my purse as the doors closed.

“Come on, please don’t tell me I left the fucking thing at my apartment,” I murmured.

I jammed my hand all the way down to the bottom. I slid it past my laptop and felt my wallet fumbling in my hand. I groaned to myself as I ventured into all the pockets. I looked down into the bag, seeing my hand disappear into a vat of black.

“Damn it with these black interior purses. I’m not a bat. I don’t have fucking night vision here,” I cursed.

“I see you still have that mouth.”

I paused at the sound of his voice.

“Good morning, Olivia.”

I slowly panned my gaze up to his face and froze. Those steel-gray eyes. I’d know them anywhere. But everything else about him was different.

Absolutely everything.

I ran my eyes down his body, down the crisp gray suit he wore that matched his eyes. His button-up shirt was ironed out straight, clinging to the muscles of his chest. The black tie he paired with it blended in with his shirt, bringing out the thick black jungle of his hair. Gone were the tendrils that swooped along his brow as a college kid. Gone was the one eye covered with the wisps of hair he kept long. Instead, his raven hair was swooped back, showcasing his strong forehead, his prominent brow, and his wolfish eyes.

But it was his body that shocked me to my core.

He was no longer the lanky kid I remembered. His muscles were no longer unassuming. His chest was swollen with strength, and his arms boasted of a thickness that made my knees weak. His long legs called to me. I watched his thighs clench against the silken fabric of his suit. I raked my eyes slowly back up his form, taking in the way he had his hands clasped behind him, as if to confidently open himself up to any attack anyone might bring his way.

Brett Greyson was not the young boy I remembered.

But he sure as hell looked good as a full-grown man.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Enjoying your coffee?” he asked.

I looked down at the cup in my hand. “I haven’t taken a sip of it yet. I got it at the coffee bar as I walked in for work today.”

“Then maybe you should take a sip. May help calm those...”

He swept his eyes down my body, and I tried ignoring the tremble in my hand.

“Nerves of yours,” he finished.

This was weird. All of it, weird. Taking this job wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t know what the hell I’d been thinking. I brought my coffee up to my lips to keep my mouth from running off. I needed to stay silent. Silence was always a good option. There was something strange happening in my body—strange feelings I hadn’t entertained in years as Brett’s eyes drank me in. I tried fighting off the reaction. The way my heart clenched. The way my knees knocked together. The way my skin heated as I watched fire rush behind his eyes.

I knew that look. I’d know that damn look anywhere: that predatory stare he always pinned me with before he pounced.

I guessed some things never changed.

“Are you settling into your office okay?” Brett asked.

I pulled my lips away from my coffee. “It’s fine. Yes.”

“I didn’t ask if the office was fine. I asked if you were fine.”

“I’m fine. The office is good. Everything is... a-okay.”

“Uh-huh.”

I turned my body to face the doors of the elevator. I looked up at the floor level. I worked on level nine, and he worked on nineteen. At the top. Why the hell were we only on level five? It felt like I’d been standing in the damn elevator for two hours.

“Are you doing anything for lunch today? I was hoping we could get together and discuss some things,” Brett said.

“Um... business things?” I asked.

He chuckled, and I thought I’d melt into a damn puddle on the floor.

“Yes, Olivia. Business things.”

“Then, yes. I’m free for lunch,” I said.

“Interesting.”

“What?” I asked.

I whipped my head back up to him and saw him grinning down at me.

“Nothing. Just interesting,” Brett said.

“Oh.”

His eyes danced around my face before I managed to pull my gaze away from him. Even his face looked different. No more boyish features. No more soft cheeks. No more pale skin. He had color to him. His jawline was so sharp I could cut my finger open on it. I didn’t remember his cheekbones being so high. Then again, he’d had cute little plump cheeks when I’d first met him at that Halloween party.

Holy shit, manhood looked good on Brett.

The elevator doors opened to the ninth floor, and I quickly moved off the elevator. Anything to put space between us. Anything to get away from his pull. I needed out of his orbit. I needed to catch my breath.

Apparently, I also needed to cancel lunch, but not for the reasons I originally assumed.

“See you in a few hours, Olivia.”

The way he said my name in that smooth voice of his sent a cascading shiver down my spine.

“Of course. See you for lunch,” I said.

Why the hell had I agreed to lunch again?

I turned around and saw his eyes locked with my body. Our eyes connected just as the elevator doors closed, and I felt myself falling and floating at the same damn time. Business. That was why I had accepted his invitation. To talk. To get this initial meeting out of the way. But did it have to be a lunch meeting? That felt so... intimate. This was also the corporate world, not some psychologist’s office. The only free time he had was probably lunch. And that was how I needed to view things. I wasn’t something special on his schedule. I was a last-minute issue he had to squeeze in.

But even framing it that way didn’t relieve my body of the tension I carried with me to my office.

I leaned my back against the door of my office and sighed. Shit. I was having lunch with Brett Greyson. Not good. This was definitely not good. This job was not a good idea. I closed my eyes and thought about my mother. About the bills I paid and the food I put in her fridge and the car insurance I footed for her so she could get around. I pushed myself off the door and made my way for my desk. I sat down in my chair and dumped the contents of my purse out onto the top of it. I shuffled them around, setting my laptop off to the side and digging around in my makeup.

“Come on, where the fuck are you?” I asked.

It wasn’t until I felt the vibrations against my breast that I groaned. Of course. I’d shoved it into my bra when I’d gotten out of the car. As lipstick and mascara rolled off the edge of my desk, I leaned back and looked at my phone. I had a text message from Katie, trying to confirm our lunch date. I opened up the message and typed her one back, informing her that I’d have to cancel it for today.

I told her it was “work related” and left it at that.

It technically was. I wasn’t lying. Brett wanted to get together for lunch and talk business. But it was Brett. And I knew how Katie would feel about me getting lunch with him, despite the fact that he was my boss. Despite the fact that he owned the company I worked for. I didn’t need to be putting out her insane, paranoid fires on my first full day of work without training. Enough had gotten tipped over on its head. I didn’t need my best friend losing her mind over a damn sandwich with my ex.

Who was also my boss.

Why had I taken this job again?

I shoved everything back into my purse and got my laptop opened up. My morning was spent familiarizing myself with the invoicing software and sorting all of the clients by consultant. I typed in some code and organized everything on Excel sheets. I linked file folders to desktop computers in front of the consultant’s eyes to try and make things easier on everyone. By the time I was done, all the consultant had to do was type in the information on their end, and it would automatically sort on mine. Prices would be calculated based on the clock-in and clock-out times of their clients, and all I’d have to do come invoicing time was make sure the numbers checked out and that times were clocked in right.

It kept my mind off how nervous I was regarding this lunch.

A knock came at my door and I jumped. I looked up just as my door slowly eased open, and there he stood in his gray suit and his black shirt and tie with his shimmering black shoes that matched his onyx hair. He leaned against the doorway with his hand slipped into his pocket. The other hand tucked what looked to be a pen into the inside pocket of his suit coat.

“Ready for lunch?” Brett asked.

“I think I am, yes,” I said.

“Rumor has it you just made things a little easier for my consultants.”

“Just a bit of code and some magic work with Excel. I’m shocked it wasn’t done earlier.”

Brett chuckled. “I only hire the best for my company.”

“I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”

His eyebrows rose as I stood up from my chair.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. Just never known you to be one to backtrack on a statement like that,” he said.

“Well, people change.”

“That they do.”

I came out from around my desk and felt his gaze drop down my body again. He was unashamed at how much he was looking at me, and I found that I liked it. His hand fell to the middle of my back, and I thought I was going to crawl out of my skin. His touch was just as hot as it was the first night I met him. The fire underneath his skin heated my entire back. He guided me onto the elevator, and I expected us to go down. But instead, I saw him press the button for the nineteenth floor.

“Are we not doing lunch?” I asked.

“We are. I had it catered into my office,” Brett said.

We stood in the elevator, and his hand didn’t fall from my back. In fact, it didn’t depart from my body at all until we got into his office. And his office was grand. The entire back wall was lined with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the beautiful skyline of Seattle, the Space Needle included. The carpet underneath my heels was plush, with enough give for anyone to lay their body on and fall asleep against. His massive mahogany desk shone in the shimmering rays of the sun, and a couch setting in the corner of his office boasted of our lunch: two steaks with broccoli and mashed potatoes, complete with two glass bottles of Crush.

“You remembered,” I said.

“That you like Orange Crush? How could I forget? You lived off the stuff in college,” Brett said.

“I thought this was a business meeting?” I asked.

“Can you not have your favorite foods at a business meeting?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never had a business meeting with an ex before.”

Brett nodded. “Well, then let me guide you through how it works. The two of us sit down, and I update you on why I canceled your required reading. Then, the two of us use the rest of the lunch to catch up on what’s been going on.”

“The first sounds like a professor, the second sounds like a friend. None of which seems professional in the slightest,” I said.

“There you are,” he said, grinning.

“There who is?”

“That feisty woman I remember from college. We’re going to need that woman when we expand internationally.”

“When we what?”

“Sit down and let me fill you in,” he said.

He held out his hand, ushering for me to sit down. And when I did, he sat a little too close for my liking. His knee brushed against mine as my pencil skirt rode up my thighs, exposing way too much skin for a boss-employee meeting. I sat back into the couch with the plate of food in my lap, trying to use it to cover up the part of my thighs that didn’t want to stay hidden in his presence.

“So. International expansion, huh?” I asked.

“That’s where I’ve been the past two weeks. In New York City having meeting after meeting with investors,” Brett said.

“I take it they’re on board with it, then.”

“Took some convincing, but I finally got them all on board. The next step is finding two more investors for the journey so we can raise the capital needed to take Greyson Consulting abroad, but as of right now it’s all things go for moving forward,” he said.

“So, what’s the endgame?”

“The endgame is the company slogan, of course. All money, no boundaries. There are twenty million Americans that live abroad with no access to our services simply because they aren’t in the States. I don’t like that.”

“You don’t what now?” I asked.

“I don’t like the fact that they can’t use my services. We were rated last year the number one financial consult—”

“I know all of that, Brett. I’ve read up on the company. Kind of. But it sounds like you want to help these people.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. You just...”

I tried to find the right words to use since this man was technically my boss.

“You’re just not used to me caring about anyone but myself,” he said.

“It’s not quite in your character,” I said.

“People change. You’ve changed quite a bit.”

“As have you.”

“But as far as forward projection for the company goes, there’s no reason why everyone can’t benefit. My investors become richer. I become richer. People abroad get access to the best services I provide in the States. And if I’m successful, I can expand my financial consulting services to other countries. Help those in failing economies like Italy and Greece make the most of their money.”

“Help?” I asked.

Our eyes connected and I could have sworn I saw something akin to sympathy run behind the icy eyes of the money-hungry man I’d fallen in love with.
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