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      “Mr. Barton, welcome to the marketing department of Ganges, the world’s premier online retailer.” 

      My heart stopped beating for a second as relief washed through me. I’d been on dozens of interviews since I’d moved to Raleigh, and this was the first job I’d been offered that didn’t involve shaking my ass or slinging drinks. “Thank you, Ms. Cramer. Can you tell me more about the position?”

      The older woman had a pleasant face, with her stark white hair held back in a tidy bun, but once I thanked her, a perfectly painted eyebrow shot toward the ceiling. 

      “You will be the personal assistant to one of our marketing directors, Juan Diego Sanchez. Your job involves making his life run as smoothly as possible, so he can focus on what he does best, increasing profits.”

      Shit. This wasn’t what I had in mind at all. “I thought I’d be doing actual marketing work, not being someone’s secretary.”

      The Human Resources director sighed, then removed her glasses and stared into my eyes. “Let me be frank with you, Mr. Barton. While on paper this position doesn’t seem like much, you will be the personal assistant to a rising star here at Ganges.” She opened my folder and glanced down at it. “You have a degree from Emory, an excellent university, but no school teaches what you need to thrive in the hyper-competitive environment of our marketing division. Juan Diego Sanchez is a stellar marketer, and you will learn from the best.”

      I averted my gaze from hers and stared at a tiny smudge on the beige wall behind her shoulder.

      “You will work shoulder to shoulder with Mr. Sanchez, and if your performance pleases him, you will discover a wealth of opportunity working for Ganges.” She shut the folder and steepled her hands under her chin. 

      Silence filled the space between us, and I felt sweat dripping down my sides. This was the only opportunity I’d had since graduating to work in my chosen field. Did I want to spend more anxious months struggling to find a decent job? 

      “I’m grateful to accept the position, Ms. Cramer and look forward to working with Mr. Sanchez.” I said, and the woman’s shoulders relaxed for the first time since I’d strolled into her office. 

      “Ganges is pleased to have you.” She put her glasses back on and grinned. “Earlier I stated I would be frank with you, so I must mention one more thing.”

      “Okay.”

      “Mr. Sanchez is a perfectionist, which is why he’s one of our executives, and he’s very demanding. Like many top firms, there is a ninety-day probationary period.” She sighed and shook her head. “Not a single assistant to Mr. Sanchez has lasted longer than that.”

      Why the hell was she telling me this? She must have noticed my confusion and spoke again.

      “I’ve been in human resources for almost thirty years, and I believe honesty is important. Mr. Sanchez’s assistants couldn’t cope with the pressure. Online retailing is a cut-throat business, where margins are paper thin. Mr. Sanchez demands nothing more than what he’s willing to give himself.” She swiveled in her chair and gestured toward the window behind her. Dozens of people were walking on the sidewalk outside her office. “Ganges is now the third largest employer in the United States, and it’s the largest in North Carolina. We only want the best employees working for us, and if you think you have what it takes, I’ll pass this folder to you so you can fill out your paperwork, but I’m giving you a chance to back out. If you don’t believe you can handle the pressure, there’s no shame in turning the position down. Can you truly excel at this job?” 

      Damn it. Being someone’s personal assistant wasn’t what I had in mind when I got my degree, but the thought of waiting tables for another year while waiting for the perfect job to come along sucked. 

      “Mr. Barton?” Her voice lilted upward.

      “I will gladly accept the position, and I’m grateful for the challenge. Ganges and Mr. Sanchez won’t regret hiring me.”
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        * * *

      

      The Ganges campus at Research Triangle Park was enormous, and reminded me of the Pentagon. It was round, with office-filled spokes holding the wheel shape in place. Ms. Cramer had me download an app to locate the marketing department, where I was meeting Mr. Sanchez for the first time. Everyone I passed had a hurried look on their face, as if they were all running late for an important meeting. 

      So far, I’d only gotten lost once, and an older security guard pointed me in the right direction. Finally, the blue-tinted glass doors to the marketing department were in front of me, and with a pounding heart I pushed them open.

      “Wow,” I whispered, taken aback by the scene. What appeared to be acres of desks lay in front of me, and the low-roar of hundreds of people all talking at once was disorienting. It was one of those open-office plans without walls.

      “Welcome to Ganges Marketing.” A young woman wearing a stylish black suit said as I strolled up to the white circular desk she stood behind. “How may I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Juan Diego Sanchez.” 

      Her bright red lips pursed, and one hand flew up to her chest, sporting matching nail polish. “Are you Chase Barton?” She asked, her eyes dropping to my feet and then inching back up to my face. I nodded. “Please, follow me. He’s waiting for you.”

      She walked around the desk and stood in front of me, holding out her hand to shake. “My name is Camille Prescott, and I’m the lead receptionist. We will work closely together, along with Mr. Sanchez’s executive assistant. Come with me.” She spun on her heels and raced toward the opposite side of the cavernous room. Curious faces watched as we snaked through the maze of desks.

      “Twenty bucks he doesn’t last a week.” I heard a man’s voice laugh as we walked by, and I suspected he was referring to me.

      “Ignore them.” The receptionist muttered, and she pressed her lips in a straight line. A moment later, we were standing in front of a round white desk similar to the one Camille had greeted me from. A tall, pale woman wearing a gray pin-striped suit glanced up and smiled at us.

      “Lisa, this is Mr. Sanchez’s new personal assistant, Chase Barton. Lisa Park is Mr. Sanchez’s executive assistant. I’ll leave him with you.” Without another word, she left. I stuck my hand out for Lisa to shake. She stared at it a moment, then her bright red lips, the same shade as Camille’s, curled up with what I thought was disdain. I let my hand drop.

      “Well now, another PA.” She shook her head, then picked up the phone on her desk and punched a button. “Mr. Sanchez, your new personal assistant is here to see you.” She stood there for a moment, then grabbed a notebook and began scribbling. “Yes, I’ll get the third quarter results from last year and send them in with him. It will only be a minute.”

      She hung up the phone, sat down, then typed something into her desktop computer. Moments later she reached under the desk and pulled out a piece of freshly printed paper, then scribbled something on a post-it and handed them to me. “Mr. Sanchez’s office is two doors down on the left. Knock first, then let yourself in. He’s expecting you.”

      “Thanks.” I muttered, then slowly strolled toward his office. This was a row of enclosed offices, unlike the open-office floor plan everyone else worked in. When I got to his door, I noted it wasn’t a corner office, which meant he probably wasn’t a senior executive. If that was the case, why was everyone acting so weird about the guy?

      I lifted my hand to knock, and the door flew open before I could.

      "Oh my God." I gasped. Standing before me was the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on. He was about my height, six foot three, with smoldering dark eyes and hair that was immaculately cut and styled.

      “Pardon me? Are you Chase Barton?” He asked, and I nodded. He stood back and gestured for me to enter his office. “I’ll take that.” He snatched the paper Lisa had given me out of my hand as I walked past him. “Have a seat.”

      The glossy white walls were bare, and the man’s desk was free from clutter. There were three black chairs in front of his desk, and I sat in the middle one. 

      Like most of the people I’d met since moving to Raleigh, he didn’t have a distinct accent. I was from Georgia and wished my southern accent wasn't so pronounced.

      “I’ve been instructed by Human Resources to be more welcoming. My former PA’s couldn’t handle the stress.” Juan muttered as he settled behind his desk. “But something tells me you’ll be different. May I call you Chase? Or would you prefer Mr. Barton?”

      “Chase is fine.” I said, and realized my palms were sweating, then rubbed them against my thighs.

      “Call me Juan, but only when we are alone. Whenever we are around others, you will call me Mr. Sanchez. So, what are your ambitions?” Juan asked, all the while eyeing the piece of paper he’d taken from me. Shit, I hated questions like this. If I sounded too ambitious, it could piss him off, but if I sounded like I didn’t give a damn, he’d hate that too.

      “I got my Master’s Degree from Emory in business management with a focus on marketing. What I want is to learn the business from the very best and, in turn, become the best myself.” I said, and a slow smile spread across Juan’s face, showing perfectly even white teeth.

      “So you want my job?”

      Damn it. How the hell do I answer that?

      “If you don’t want my job, you will fail at being my personal assistant.” Juan drummed his fingers on his desk for a moment. “My first job out of school was as a personal assistant to Ajay Khan, the CEO of Ganges. I am living proof that if you put in the hard work, you can go far here.” He pushed a folder across the desk and nodded. “That’s for you.”

      I locked my eyes on his and felt a flush race up my neck. My boss was sex on a stick, and if I wanted to succeed, I had to put all unprofessional thoughts aside. 

      “In that folder, you will find your schedule, which differs from most of the other employees. I expect you to be here every morning by six fifty-five, so you can tidy up the office and have my computer and daily schedule ready for me. I arrive at seven fifteen and expect my coffee and breakfast to be waiting on my desk. I work most weekends, and you will too. Since today is Friday, I’m going to go easy on you.” Juan said, and I picked up the folder and opened it. “I expect to see you Monday morning, bright and early. Do you have any questions?”

      The question on the tip of my tongue was if he was into younger dudes with dark-blond hair and blue eyes, but I had a feeling that wouldn't score me any Brownie points. I scanned the papers in front of me and saw the instructions for his breakfast, then blurted out, “How do you know if your latte is 120 degrees or not?”

      “The coffee shop in the employee cafeteria knows how I prefer my latte. It will be waiting for you along with my breakfast every morning. If you are running behind schedule, it won’t be the right temperature, so it’s a way for me to keep track of your attendance. Plus, I’ll always check with security to ensure you’re on time.” Juan grinned, but this time, he looked downright menacing. “Please, introduce yourself to Will Brandt. He’s another marketing director, and his office is next door. You will work with him and his assistant Patty often.” Juan turned toward the computer screen on the table behind him and dismissed me with a flick of his hand. “You may go.”

      When I opened his office door to leave, I turned to say goodbye, but thought better of it. Instead, I softly shut it behind me.

      Jesus, the man was a stud, but he was also kind of robotic. “Doesn’t matter, he’s off limits.” I mumbled under my breath, then went in search of Will Brandt’s office. A moment later, I knocked on his door, and heard a pretty voice laughing behind it. The door opened, and a young woman my age grinned at me.

      “Hi, Chase. My name’s Patty, and this is my boss, Will.” She gestured for me to come in. This office was quite a bit smaller than Juan’s.

      “So, what did you think of Hoover?” A tall muscular man with geeky glasses stood behind a cluttered white desk.

      “Pardon me?” I asked, confused.

      “I meant your new boss, Juan. We call him Hoover behind his back, because he sucks the life out of everyone.”
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          TWO YEARS LATER- CHASE

        

      

    

    
      “Oh shit. Where am I?” 

      I smacked where I thought a nightstand should be, and my phone clattered to the floor. I leaned over the bed, snatched it up, and forced myself to get up.

      It was 5:55 a.m., which left me an hour to get to work.

      “Hey, you okay?” Peter turned over in the bed and smiled through sleepy eyes. Fuck, why did I still believe I could party all night, then make it to work and not have Juan know about it?

      “No, I’m not.” I leaned over and pecked his cheek. “Where are my clothes?”

      “Living room,” Peter mumbled, then pulled the sheets over his head.

      “I can’t do this anymore.” I muttered. “If I don’t focus more on my career, all the bullshit I’ve put up with over the last couple of years will just be time wasted. Sorry, Peter, but our, you know, situation, it’s interfering with my…”

      Peter snored, and I raced into the other room and grabbed the same clothes I'd worn yesterday. Peter was a go-go boy at the local bear bar, Flex, and for the last few weeks we’d fallen into a routine. I’d watch him shake his ass at the club, then we’d go back to his place and fuck. The sex was phenomenal, but there wasn’t anything other than that binding us together. 

      “God, I hope Juan doesn’t notice my clothes.” I groaned, and prayed they didn’t smell like smoke. I didn’t smoke cigarettes, but Peter did, and Juan had commented more than once about it. He’d also noted the dark circles under my eyes, which was what you get for only clocking in four hours of sleep per night. Now that they'd promoted him to Chief Marketing Officer, he was even bitchier. Thankfully, I was going on vacation next week. If I didn't get away from him for at least a few days I'd lose my mind.

      I grabbed my backpack off the floor and raced out of Peter’s apartment, praying the lights were all green on the way to Ganges.
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        * * *

      

      “Morning Chase, here are your coffees and yogurt.” The girl behind the counter winked at me as I grabbed the tray. “You’re running late.”

      “Thanks, you’re the greatest.” I noticed my fingers were trembling, and kicked myself for that last shot of tequila I’d drunk out of Peter’s belly button.

      “If you think I’m so awesome, text me.” She winked again, and I raced for the elevators. The doors were closing on one of them and I screamed, “Hold the elevator!”

      The security officer inside stuck out his arm to block the doors from closing, and I just made it. “Thanks.”

      “Another late night, Chase?” The guard asked, and the other people in the elevator all pretended to read stuff on their phones. I was used to it, the awkward silences whenever I entered a room. Everyone was terrified of Juan, and since I was his PA, they were suspicious of me. The security guards worked for an agency contracted out by Ganges, so they didn’t give a damn who my boss was.

      I grunted, not wanting to reply in front of my coworkers. Then one of them shocked me by asking a question.

      “How much longer is Mr. Sanchez making us come in so damned early?” It was an older woman, one of the many minions working for Juan, and I couldn’t remember her name. Once Juan was promoted, he made everyone come in at seven instead of eight.

      “I don’t know,” I sighed. “Decisions aren’t in my job description.”

      “What’s the point? We get the same amount of work done, but now with less sleep.” The woman didn’t want to let this go.

      “Welcome to my world.” I muttered, then I got off on my floor and limped through the tinted blue doors of the marketing department. When I first started at Ganges, the behavior of my fellow employees bothered me. I’d felt ostracized since nobody wanted to talk to me. The only friend I had at work was Lisa, since we were both Juan’s assistants. And we weren’t really friends. We were stuck with each other, and to her credit, she made the best of an always tense work environment.

      When I walked in everyone who was already at their desk grabbed their phones and pretended to be on an important call. When I got to the circular white desk I shared with Lisa, I set the tray with the coffees and Juan’s yogurt and blueberries on it. One tablespoon of blueberries to be precise, and if he noticed it was any more or less than that, he’d bitch.

      “Congratulations.” Lisa grinned, then placed a chocolate cupcake with a lit candle on top of it in front of me. “You’ve survived two years, a record. Happy anniversary.”

      “Oh, thanks. Um. I’ve got to…”

      “Go on, he’ll be here any minute.” She blew out the candle. 

      I grabbed one of the coffees and the yogurt and raced to Juan’s new corner office. The door was open when I got there. I set the coffee and food down, then switched on his computer.

      “Good morning.” Juan’s deep voice rumbled behind me.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped. “You startled me.”

      “Why?” Juan glanced down at his Rolex. “It’s 7:15.” He walked around me and sat behind his desk. “Who’s Brittany?” He asked, picking up the latte and pointing at the cup. Shit. The girl had written her name and number on the side of it.

      “She’s, um, the woman who makes your coffee and yogurt every morning.”

      “Is she trying to send me a message, or you?” He asked. “Because she’s barking up the wrong tree with both of us.”

      I croaked out a laugh. Juan told me he was gay on my first, official day of work. He’d wanted to make sure I wouldn’t be uncomfortable with it. To my surprise, he hadn’t had a clue that I was gay too. In the beginning, I’d allowed that little tidbit to inspire my overactive imagination. For the first three months I was here, I fantasized about me and the boss, and it usually ended up with us naked on top of his desk. But working with the tyrant quickly killed any hopes of romance. 

      “I need to go back to my desk to get your schedule.” I breathed and raced out of his office. Lisa had my tablet in her hand, so I grabbed it and ran back. When I entered, he instructed me to shut the door. My heart pounded, right along with my aching head. I tapped on the tablet and sent his schedule to the printer behind him. Juan was old fashioned and preferred it on paper.

      “Your eight o’clock is with Guy Tinsworth, the marketing manager for Valley Forge Foods. After that you have a meeting with your immigration lawyer, who mentioned you forgot to sign a form he needs to have your visa renewed. I cleared the space from 9:00 to 9:20, so you have some breathing room. After that you are meeting with the ebook division manager in the…”

      “Bump up Tinsworth to 9:30, and reschedule with my attorney for later this week.” Juan sipped his coffee and made a face. “This is cold.”

      “I’m sorry. It won’t happen…”

      “Is that the same wrinkled suit you wore yesterday?” Juan stood up, came around his desk, and began circling me. “You smell like a dirty ashtray and bad decisions. I don’t understand you, Chase. You tell me repeatedly how much you want to move up with the company, but then you show up for work looking like this.” He gestured toward me with a disgusted look on his face. 

      “It’s my second anniversary today.” I blurted out. “I’m the only assistant you’ve ever had who’s made it this long. That’s gotta be worth something.” I shrugged, praying he’d leave me alone.

      “If you want to keep your job, don’t come to work looking and smelling like this ever again.” Juan went back to his desk and pulled a spray bottle out of a drawer, then handed it to me. It was fabric freshener, which I used in his office before important meetings. “Spray yourself down before anyone else notices. You represent me, and I don’t want others to think I’m anything like you. Jesus, Chase. Look and act like the job you want, and right now I’m thinking you want to be a professional barfly.”

      Fuck me. I deserved this and had no one to blame but myself. I spritzed the floral scented freshener over my suit and handed Juan the bottle back. Sometimes I wondered why he hadn’t fired me yet.

      “You’re lucky you’ve caught me in an excellent mood.” Juan murmured while settling back in his seat. 

      “The infant you had for breakfast must have been extra tasty.” I muttered under my breath, and Juan’s eyebrow shot up.

      “Pardon me?”

      “You do look like you’re in a great mood, Juan,” I spoke quickly. “What’s the occasion?”

      “Let Lisa know I can’t be disturbed for the next hour. I have an important phone call with Joyce Granger.” Juan clapped his hands and, if I wasn’t mistaken, actually giggled. 

      “The Joyce Granger?” She was the popular television host of ‘Keeping Up Appearances with Joyce!’ Ganges wanted to sell her extensive collection of housewares online, but she’d been reluctant to leave Macys. 

      “Yes, the Joyce Granger. She’s decided to end her contract with that department store and sell her line exclusively on Ganges. The only problem is publicity. She hates doing it, and without a big push from her, Ajay won’t sell her products.” Juan’s brow furrowed. “Will’s in charge of her account, and I instructed him to do anything to make her see the importance of public relations. But she’s a total recluse when she’s not on that silly cooking show of hers. He says she won’t budge.”

      It surprised me that Juan had never said anything about this before. Normally, he kept me in the loop about the business. 

      “According to Will, he’s tried everything, so if I can’t convince her, then months of hard work is going down the drain.” He said, but what he did next made my blood run cold.

      Juan smiled the biggest, toothiest grin I’d ever seen on him before.

      “Are you okay, Juan?”

      “Why?” He asked, his grin totally  splitting his face.

      “You, um, are smiling.”

      Juan laughed, and the hair on the back of my neck tingled. 

      “I’m in such a good mood I’m letting that pass, Chase. There’s nothing I like more than a challenge, and if Will can’t get her to see reason, I know I can.” His face reverted to its normal scowl. “Get me another latte, before I place the call to Joyce.”
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      “Will is the weakest link.” 

      He started at Ganges around the same time I did, but that was where any similarity between us ended. They’d hired him as a marketing executive, thanks to an MBA from Harvard, while I’d started out as a lowly PA like Chase. The difference was work ethic, and the amount Will had couldn’t fill a thimble.

      I pulled up Joyce’s file on my computer to read Will's log of client interactions. Each time he contacted her or her team, he was supposed to make a note of it in her file. According to the records, he’d last spoken to her two days ago, and he noted that she’d refused to do any sort of publicity. Will claimed she’d said her brand was enough, that she was a household name and didn’t need to soil her dainty hands with PR work. Something in my gut told me Will either hadn’t said the right things, or he was outright lying.

      When I first joined the marketing team, Will was my mentor, a fact he resented today since he now reported to me. I’d spent four months working by his side before they made me his equal, and during that time I did his job for him, while he took the credit. Since I was in training, it didn’t bother me. What rubbed me the wrong way was the time he spent stirring up trouble in the department. Will was one of those people who came alive only when he was gossiping. Though he always called it spreading the news.

      “Your latte, and I asked Brittany if her number was for you or me, and she said it was most definitely for you.” Chase said on his return, then he winked and set the cup on the desk. Despite myself, I chuckled and rolled my eyes. 

      “What else do you need, Juan?” Chase asked, and I thought about what he’d told me earlier, that today was his second anniversary. If he’d made it this far, maybe it was time to show him the downsides of my job.

      “Nothing at the moment, but do me a favor and stay close by. I might need your help in a few minutes with something important.” I said, then dismissed him with a flick of my hand. As usual, a scowl crossed Chase’s face, then he left without another word. I knew it irritated him when I did that, but that was part of the learning process. If he couldn’t handle me waving him away, he would definitely fall to pieces when facing the board of directors, or even worse, Ajay Khan.

      When Chase walked through those doors two years ago, I knew he was a keeper. Call it gut instinct, but I sensed how much he wanted to succeed. Lately I wondered if somehow I’d failed him, since he was determined to party all night and show up for work, looking and smelling like a derelict. He was ten years younger than me, and I understood what he was going through. When I was twenty-five, I wanted to party too, but I was all alone in this world. If I'd failed, it could’ve spelled financial ruin, or worse. 

      I also admit to having a small crush on my assistant, but I didn’t become Chief Marketing Officer by fucking around where I worked. Chase was exasperating sometimes, but he also made me smile, and that wasn’t easy to do. The man had tenacity, which was the reason he still had his job. Someday he’d be a success, but only if I could break him of his bad habits.

      I tapped out a message to Lisa for her to get Joyce Granger on the line. Less than a minute later, my phone rang. I took a deep breath and answered.

      “Ms. Granger, it’s lovely to speak with you.” I forced myself to smile, hoping it came through in my voice.

      “Who is this?” The fake British accent she used on television was gone, replaced by her native New Jersey voice.

      “My assistant Lisa must not have told—”

      “The last time I spoke with someone at Ganges was weeks ago, and frankly, I’m pissed off.” The woman sniffed, and my blood pressure shot up.

      “We don’t want to upset you, Ms. Granger. My name is Juan Diego Sanchez, and I’m the Chief Marketing Officer for Ganges. Didn’t you speak with my colleague Will Brandt a few days ago?” I eyed her file on my computer screen.

      “No, and I’m frustrated. According to my people, you're launching my line in a matter of weeks, and nobody has told me anything about your marketing plans. Leaving Macy's is a huge risk, and if it’s going to be successful, I need to know what Ganges is doing with promotion.” Joyce snapped. 

      Damn it.

      “According to Will Brandt, you do not wish to perform any PR for the launch. That makes our work more difficult, to say the least.” I said, keeping my voice neutral.

      “I don’t even know who this Will Brandt is. Maybe he spoke to my marketing team, and they didn’t tell me?” I heard her take a drag off a cigarette. If I smoked, I’d want one myself right now. 

      “My apologies Ms. Granger. Ganges is excited you are joining our network of retailers, and what we’d like from you is help promoting your line. This would involve interviews, in print, online, and social media. We’d also like…”

      “Of course. Jesus Christ, just send my marketing department the details. I hate doing PR, but this is important. If my line is to succeed, I need to get behind it, and so do Ganges. Trust me, Mr. Hernandez…”

      “Sanchez.” I cleared my throat.

      “Sorry, Mr. Sanchez. Send the marketing plan over, and we can get started.” I heard her hands clap. “Let’s make money!”
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        * * *

      

      “Chase, come with me,” I ordered. “I need you as a witness, that’s all. You are not to speak.” 

      “Yes, sir.” He said, a bewildered look on his face. Lisa eyed me, then went back to what she was working on. In the past, I’d always used her for these uncomfortable talks with employees, but it was time for Chase to see the dark side of my job.

      “Where are we going?” He whispered as we strolled toward Will’s office.

      “I persuaded Joyce Granger to do publicity.” I said, my palms already sweaty. God, I loathed this, but business was business. As usual, everyone in the office suddenly found something to do as I walked by. Jesus, why couldn’t people work without me having to scare them?

      “Great job, boss.” Chase said, hurrying to keep up with me. 

      “I don’t need your compliments.” I muttered, feeling my chest tighten. The door to Will’s office was open, and when I entered, Will rose to his feet and grinned that stupid frat-boy smile.

      “Hi, Mr. Sanchez,” Patty, his assistant, got to her feet. She’d been perched on the corner of Will’s messy desk.

      “Please, leave us alone, Patty."

      She glanced at Will, and I wondered if the rumors were true. When she was gone I nodded at Chase.

      “Shut the door.”

      Will’s grin flattened. “What’s going on here?”

      There was a stack of folders on one of the two leather chairs in front of his desk. I pointed at it, and Chase moved them to Will’s desk. “Sit, Chase.”

      His eyes narrowed, then he sat in one of the chairs, and I settled into the other. 

      “Chase, you are a witness to this conversation. Human Resources requires it for these talks,” I murmured. The color left Will’s face, and he sank into his chair. I said nothing for a few moments, watching little beads of sweat form on Will’s upper lip. Everyone thought I was a monster, but what they didn’t know was how much I hated this part of my job. I resented Will for putting me in this position, but my hands were tied. 

      “Your employment with Ganges is terminated, Will.” I crossed one leg over the other, never losing eye contact with him.

      “But, but… what are you talking about?” 

      I glanced over to Chase, and noticed his mouth was hanging open, so I discreetly elbowed him. 

      “You’re no longer an employee of Ganges.” I stated, my heart pounding in my chest. Will had a girlfriend, and they’d had a baby at some point over the last year. Delivering this news wasn’t fun, but I was prepared to offer him a face-saving proposal. 

      “For six months we’ve been planning the Joyce Granger launch, and according to the records you’ve been speaking with her and her team on a regular basis.” I stood and began pacing the room. “You claimed she refused to do the necessary publicity for the launch.”

      “She hasn’t given an interview in over ten years!” Will shouted, his knuckles turning white where he was gripping the arms of his chair. “We knew from the beginning how difficult…”

      “I just got off the phone with her. She’s thrilled to be promoting her products in a series of interviews, and hopefully more. In her own words, let’s make money.” I shut my eyes for a moment, willing my pulse to stop racing.

      “How did you…?”

      “According to the files, you spoke to her two days ago. She denies it, and so I had the phone records pulled. You’ve been lying to us, claiming to do your job, but doing nothing, and she’s not the only client you’ve done this to. This is cause for termination.” 

      “But…”

      “In the two months since I took over as Chief Marketing Officer, I’ve had to micromanage you to get you to do your job, but no…” 

      “I fucking trained you!” He stood up with his fists clenched.

      “Calm down, or I will call security.” I sighed, then sat down next to Chase. He was staring at me, and to my disappointment, he had fear in his eyes. Damn it, Chase needed a backbone. 

      “All you had to do was call her, Will, and the other accounts. Easy peasy. But, you’ve forced my hand.”

      Will glared down at us, mumbling curses under his breath.

      “Faking your job gets you nowhere, but I’m willing to work with you, Will, so your departure isn’t noticeable to our colleagues. Ganges appreciates the work you’ve done over the years, and we wish to depart on good terms with you.” I sighed, grateful the hard part was over. “According to HR, you have seven weeks of accumulated vacation and personal days coming to you. I will hold off on the termination until then, so you can line up another position. Take your vacation days starting now. You can tell your work buddies you’re looking for another job, and nobody will be the wiser. I will also give you a letter of recommendation to make your job search easier.”

      “But…”

      “We need to get back to work, Chase.” Both of us stood up and walked out of his office. Never give them a chance to prolong the inevitable.

      “That was scary.” Chase whispered when we were through the door.

      “What’s he doing?”

      Chase glanced over his shoulder. “Oh shit, I think he’s going to—”

      “For the love of God, don’t do it, Will.” I muttered.

      “You fucking bastard!” Will screamed, and I heard his feet racing up behind us. “You know what we call you behind your back?”

      I turned around, noticing the look of horror on everyone around us.

      “Hoover, a goddamned Hoover, because you suck the life out of everyone, you fucking dictator.” A fleck of spit hit my forehead. I pulled a handkerchief out and mopped it off.

      “Why are you doing this, Will? I've been more than patient, and I gave you the means to leave with dignity.” I shook my head and sighed.

      “You’re threatened by me. I’m your competition!” Will's finger was inches from my face. 

      “Will, you have never been my competitor. I’m firing you, because you are an entitled, lazy man who doesn’t care about his job. You barely do the minimum, which means others have to do the heavy lifting for you.” I gritted my teeth and forced a smile on my face. “If you don’t go back to your office and pack up your belongings right now, I will have you thrown out."

      “You can’t…”

      “Don’t say another word. Why don’t you take off that ugly suit, go to a bar, and get drunk. Buy a hooker. Dull the pain however you want, but if I hear a single word come out of your mouth, Chase is calling security. Have I made myself clear?” 

      A tear snaked down one of Will’s red cheeks, and to my relief, he nodded and trudged back to his office.

      “Thank God,” I breathed. “My office, now, Chase.”

      We hustled down the corridor, and once we shut the door, I sank into the chair behind my desk and felt myself trembling. Damn it, I couldn’t show any weakness in front of Chase. 

      “I need you to pull the files on all of Will’s accounts, so we can figure out where he’s fucked up. There will be no time off until those accounts are under control. Understood?” I opened up the top drawer to my desk and fiddled around with whatever I could find, so Chase wouldn’t notice my hands shaking.

      “What about my trip home?” Chase murmured, his eyes dropping to the floor.

      “You're going on vacation?" Damn it, I forgot.

      “Yeah, starting Monday. I'm visiting my family in Georgia. It’s my granny’s seventy-fifth birthday, but, um, it’s not a big deal. Hopefully, she’ll have a few more.” Chase said, and I could hear the disappointment in his voice.

      “Sorry to do this to you, but it's business. If Will had been doing his job, then you’d be enjoying time with your family.” I shook my head. “This is what happens when team members let you down.”

      “But, I haven’t had a vacation in two years.” Chase sat across from me and lifted his hand. “Every single time I want off, something comes up, and…”

      “Enough.” I slapped the desk, and growled, “One more word and you’ll be out on your ass with Will."
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