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Blurb

 

Secret savior. Brother's best friend. Personal tormentor. Boss. 

 

 

When Sebastian Sterling saved me from the most humiliating moment of my life fifteen years ago, he swore to keep it a secret. Now he’s shamelessly using it to blackmail me into working for him. 

 

As the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar company, he could hire anyone he wants, but the asshole insists I’m the only one suitable for the job, and in a way, I am. No one else has the computer programming skills I do. 

 

But not for him. Not for the jerk who pretended to be my savior only to relentlessly torment me before tossing me to the wolves. 

 

I won’t fall for his devilishly good looks, wicked smile, or tantalizing promises again. Ever. 

 

 

Savage Mr. Sterling (Brutal Billionaire Bosses Book 3) is a flamin’ hot enemies-to-lovers office romance with forced proximity, a jealous/possessive hero, a strong, competent female lead, and a deliciously dirty battle of wills. 

 

This story is intended for 18+ readers and includes mature content. 

 

Can be read as a standalone. HEA guaranteed. 

 




Chapter 1

Penelope Miles

I curse my inability to gauge social norms as I hesitate a few paces inside the door. 

Audrey said today’s wedding rehearsal was a casual affair with a few minutes of mingling, a quick tour of the venue, an overview of events, and a laid-back dinner. 

I won’t be staying to eat. Hell, I tried to arrive seconds before the tour began to avoid the mingling, but the trek was a lot shorter than I expected, and I couldn’t force myself to slow my pace. Even in a nice section of the city in broad daylight, I can’t be the smallest, easiest, and slowest target on the sidewalk, so since I can’t change my stature or my aura, I walk faster than everyone else. 

I glance down at my jeans and high-top sneakers—with an inch and a half of height hidden in the sole—and consider turning around and going home before anyone notices me, but Hilary calls my name in greeting. 

I cringe. Everyone here looks so polished and put together. No one else is wearing jeans and a T-shirt, but at least my long coat adds a bit of sophistication to my outfit. It’s my favorite article of clothing since it’s so versatile, and apparently it’s supposed to make my legs look longer. 

All I see when I look in the mirror is the stumpy little runt my brother always says I am, but at least I’m not scrawny anymore. 

I return Hilary’s greeting and reluctantly step deeper into the room. 

A bit of my angst fades as I join the group of familiar ladies near the windows. Although I don’t know everyone by name—I wasn’t very outgoing from the start, but my experiences in high school made me even less apt to approach someone or initiate small talk—I can identify every woman in the room by their face. The newest lady joined Brook’s self-defense class over six months ago, while the core group of us have been going for over five years. I stumbled into Mr. Carter’s gym by pure coincidence six or seven years ago, and since the old man never allows injustice under his watch, I consider it the only safe place in the world besides my bedroom. 

As more people filter into the room, I check the exits but avoid the urge to dart toward them by taking a deep breath and slipping deeper into the group of women. Audrey, the bride of the wedding for today’s rehearsal, has helped me regain what little confidence I have, so I can’t let her down. She wants me to be one of her bridesmaids, so I’ll tough out the next few weeks and disappear back into my safe, boring routine once she’s married. 

Despite my best efforts, the room becomes too stifling once the groomsmen arrive. With less than a handful of minutes before rehearsal begins, I mumble a lame excuse to Hilary and back toward the side exit. 

I turn, bump into a brick wall that wasn’t there a second ago, bounce, squeak, and pinwheel. 

My ring flies off my finger and skids underneath the table. 

I apologize to whoever I bumped into without lifting my head—my cheeks burn too much from mortification to show my face—and drop down to retrieve my ring. My clumsy fumbling pushes it just out of reach on the other side of the table leg. 

With my heart in my throat and my stomach churning, I lower onto my forearm and scoot the tiniest bit forward. I close my fist around the ring and sigh in relief. 

When I push up to crawl backward, my sleeve halts me. I tug. It doesn’t budge. With panic closing my throat, I pull harder, but the table leg pins my sleeve firmly to the floor. 

“Are you getting trapped under tables now, pipsqueak? It seems like a downgrade from closets.” 

I know that voice. 

Dread turns my body to stone. I can’t move. 

Only Sebastian Sterling, the boy who saved me from my first taste of being bullied as an awkward twelve-year-old girl in advanced placement classes—and the youngest freshman in our school’s history—could own such a naturally deep, gravelly voice. He was the senior heartthrob who made me feel seen and protected only to abandon me after his graduation, and now he looms behind me—a socially inept twenty-seven-year-old woman—as I kneel with my sleeve trapped under the table. 

He’s also my brother’s best friend, but after they graduated and left for college without so much as glancing back to check on me, I avoided them like they had the plague. Family gatherings, social outings, even in-person classes when I started attending the same college as them—I used every trick in the book to never, ever run into them. 

I managed to stay away from them for fifteen years. Fifteen years. 

Yet this is how I fail? 

I close my eyes, curl my hands into fists, and take a breath so deep my ribs hurt. 

I’d hoped to never see him again, but if I had to, I wanted it to be with my head held high and my successes so grand he regretted leaving me behind. This is the last thing I want. 

I tug my sleeve harder and whack my head against the table leg. 

“Hang on, sweet pea, let me help,” Sebastian says. 

For the briefest of moments, my heart melts at his low, affectionate rumble, but fear ices my veins as his gigantic body crowds my already limited space. The walls close in. They’ll crush me. I can’t breathe. 

“Penelope?” 

Thick, warm, callused fingertips touch my cheek and angle my face toward the richest brown eyes in history. Concern lifts his thick eyebrows, and a curse leaves his handsome lips. 

“You’re okay, sweet pea. I’ve got you,” he rumbles. 

My soul cracks wide open, but the years of pain and humiliation festering within are too horrible to express, so I stare in numb silence as he realizes my sleeve is stuck. He solves the issue by pushing the underside of the massive table with his shoulder and lifting the leg off the floor. 

With surprising gentleness despite the brute strength needed to lift the table, he curls his fingers around my forearm and pulls me out from underneath. 

He picks me up by my shoulders and sets me on my feet as though I weigh nothing. 

My head spins. I sway. 

“Breathe, Penelope.” 

Sebastian’s deep, gravelly voice ends my mental spiral. 

I push his gargantuan hands off my shoulders and stumble away. The small gemstone on my ring cuts into my palm as I clench my fists. I catch myself on the table, roll my shoulders back, and lift my gaze. 

Up and up. Past his wide waist and impossibly broader shoulders to his corded neck and neatly trimmed facial hair until I finally reach his dark brown eyes. 

My words dry up on my tongue. 

I turn and flee. 

As I push open the side door, I catch his troubled expression in my periphery and know from experience he has no intention of letting me escape. 

I can’t do this. 

I need to get far, far away. 

He steps toward me. 

I dart down the hall, but even as the door shuts between us, certainty barrels through me. 

Once Sebastian Sterling sets his mind on something, he never relents, and I’ve landed dead center in his crosshairs. 

I’m screwed. 

Audrey, the bride-to-be and only reason I agreed to be here today, stands in the hall near the bathrooms. 

Nervousness and uncertainty pile on top of the panic coursing through me, but I join her and stumble through a greeting. 

“Can I talk to you?” I ask. 

“Of course. What’s wrong?” she answers. 

The concern in her eyes clenches my stomach. 

“Nothing, I just…” 

She doesn’t believe me. 

Urgency pulses through me. I can’t stop my eyes from flicking back toward the dining room door. 

Audrey’s face pales. 

I’m ruining her day. 

“I don’t think I can be your bridesmaid,” I blurt. 

I cringe. She’s going to hate me now. She’s going to see through me and realize I’m just a selfish, weak little nobody who doesn’t deserve her friendship. 

Somewhere deep down inside me, I knew I was just fooling myself into thinking I’d found somewhere I belong. 

I’m not good enough for anyone to want me. 

It hurts, but if Sebastian is a groomsman, then I can’t be a bridesmaid. I can’t risk him getting close and realizing how much of a failure I am, and I certainly can’t risk him finding out the truth. 

“What? Why?” Audrey asks. 

As I glance down the hall again, the door opens. 

Sebastian’s massive frame stoops through the doorway. 

Audrey’s sound of distress yanks my attention back toward her. She clamps a hand over her mouth and darts into the bathroom. 

I stare at the swinging door in shock. Instinctual fear holds me immobile as Sebastian stalks toward me on silent feet. Incredulity spears through me. Large predators shouldn’t move so quietly. 

Michael never moved with such stealth. He always made sure I knew he was coming. He wanted me to shake in terror as my schoolmates snickered in delight. 

The sound of retching echoes from the bathroom. 

Audrey needs help, but if I get any closer I’ll join her in hugging the toilet, so I spin toward the front entrance to the dining hall—away from Sebastian—and dart forward. 

Thick fingers close around my forearm. I jerk to a stop. My ring skitters across the floor. 

I forgot it was clutched in my fist. Forgot to put it back on my finger. Forgot who it belonged to and what it symbolizes. 

I forgot my promise. 

Too terrified and angry to move, I stare at the simple gold band and single gemstone as it slides to a stop on the white-and-gray marble flooring. 

Sebastian releases my arm and takes a long, single stride toward it. His giant dress shoe gleams in the light. I swallow and stand frozen as he squats and picks up the ring I’ve worn ever since my friend gave it to me fourteen years ago. Pinched between his fingers, it looks small enough to fall off a child’s finger even though the only way for it to stay on mine is for me to keep my finger slightly curled. 

As he stands, the world shrinks. He looms over everything. His impressive suit spans the horizon. The top of my head barely reaches the bottom of his ribs. His gigantic body fills my vision as he closes the distance between us and offers me my ring on his palm. 

I’m always the shortest one in the room, but standing in front of him makes me feel impossibly small and fragile. 

A discordant note thrums through me as I imagine all the horrible ways he could hurt and humiliate me, but when I lift my gaze to his face, the regret shining from his brown eyes and the unhappy slant of his lips are so far removed from what I expect, all thoughts melt from my brain. 

“Don’t run away, Penelope. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 

His deep rumble travels down my spine and infects every cell in my body. 

My nervous system responds before I do, and I fall on the worst of my habits as though I’m back in high school. 

“I’m not running away. I’m getting help for Audrey. She’s sick.” 

Covering my lie with a truth doesn’t make it any less of a lie, but I’ve learned people will accept anything as long as I add a bit of sugar on top. 

When I told the biggest, worst lies of my life, everyone accepted them as fact because I sprinkled a bit of truth in the mix and delivered them with a smile. 

No one ever cared enough to look closer. 

Except Sebastian’s narrowed lashes and increased scrutiny say otherwise. I stare back like a deer caught in the headlights as he studies my features. He bends at the waist, invading my space and lowering his face closer to mine. 

I don’t know how tall he is, but his stooped posture and nearness only make him seem impossibly larger. With a tilt of his head and a glance at his palm, he indicates my ring. 

“This is important to you, right?” 

I reach for it. He closes his fist. My fingers skim over his thick, callused knuckles before I jerk my hand back. 

“Obviously it is, since you dove under the table for it. I’ll give it back after we talk,” he says. 

Fury washes over me. Audrey’s retching echoes in the silence. 

“You’ll give it back now,” I demand. 

He quirks a brow. 

A dozen scenarios play out in my head, but none of them end in my favor. I don’t have the strength to pry his hand open, and I’ve always sucked at verbal sparring, so anything I try will most likely only humiliate me. 

I clench my hands into fists and drop them to my sides. 

“You’re a jerk, Sebastian. I don’t have time for this,” I manage though the lump in my throat. 

With my entire body trembling and my heart aching, I spin on my heel—almost ruining my haughty exit when I lose my balance—and stagger a few steps before rushing toward the dining hall. 

It hurts to walk away without my ring, but Audrey is more important. She’s alive and sick in the bathroom whereas the ring is an inanimate object. It will survive a few minutes in Sebastian’s humongous hand. 

With annoyance, I realize warmth pulses low in my belly and my nipples throb inside my bra with my every step. They haven’t felt this sensitive since I pierced them several years ago. 

Unlike the icy terror I experienced throughout high school, my body flares to life around the man I once thought would always be my savior. 

It’s not fair, but life never was. Not from the very beginning. 

“Penelope.” 

I stop mid-step at the firmness in Sebastian’s voice. With my heart in my throat, I look over my shoulder at him. 

“I’ll keep it safe and return it to you after we talk,” he says. 

Relief and apprehension war within me. 

How did he know a part of me expected to never see the ring again? Anytime my bullies took something from me, I either never saw it again or got it back damaged beyond repair. 

I scowl and turn back toward the dining hall. When I step through the door and almost collide with Brook, the woman who leads the self-defense class, I skip my instinctual apologies and let her know about Audrey instead. 

Before she walks away, I rest my hand on her arm and meet her eyes. 

“Tell Audrey I’m sorry and to forget what I said. I didn’t mean it,” I say. 

She lays her hand over the back of mine and gives me a gentle squeeze. 

“Whatever happened, I’m sure it’s not as big a deal as you think it is. Audrey has probably already forgiven you, but I’ll let her know,” she says. 

“Thank you,” I respond. 

With a reassuring pat, she offers me a quick smile before starting toward the restroom to rescue our ailing friend. 

Do I look that pathetic? I’m twenty-seven years old, gosh darn it. Why does everyone always aim pity-filled eyes at me? Even with my curves and piercings, they see me as inexperienced. Are my insecurities pasted on my forehead or is it just because of my small stature that everyone treats me like a child? 

Matteo Ricco, Brook’s new husband, spots her dashing out of the room and follows her without hesitation. 

Sebastian blocks the exit before I can escape. 

With dread gluing the soles of my platform sneakers to the floor, I watch as he ducks through the doorway and joins me. 

“You rescued your friend. Ready to talk?” 

Despite his casual stance with his hands in his pockets and his shoulders relaxed, my senses scream danger. 

“No, I’m not. I don’t talk to jerks or bullies,” I snap. 

“I was teasing you, sweet pea. Isn’t that what big brothers do?” 

“You’re not my brother; you’re my brother’s best friend, and I never liked the way he treated me anyway.” 

He pulls his hands out of his pockets, crosses his arms over his chest, and tilts his head as though in deep contemplation. 

“You know what? Looking back, I don’t think I liked it either, but you held your own.” 

I mimic his stance and cross my arms over my chest, but the movement feels defensive and weak compared to his impressive size, and the pressure on my nipple piercings sends electricity through my veins. 

“Right. Sure. Give me my ring back,” I demand with an upturned palm. 

“Not until we’ve talked,” he says. 

“We have talked,” I insist. 

“No, we haven’t. Not really. I just realized we haven’t spoken in years. When’s the last time we were even in the same room together?” 

I curl my fingers into my sides and use the itchy flare of pain from the burn scars on my ribs to center myself as he continues. 

“You didn’t have any piercings the last time I saw you. When did you get these done?” 

He lifts his hand and brushes his fingertip along the outer the shell of my ear. I flinch and curse myself for giving so much away. His bottomless brown orbs narrow on my face. 

He doesn’t need to know I pierced my earlobes myself as soon as I graduated high school. Several times. And when that wasn’t enough, I researched online and pierced my nostril and the helix of my ears at home, too. 

In fact, when I went to a professional for the rest of my face and body piercings, I found a lady who would let me do it myself under her supervision. 

It was safer than cutting and more cathartic than any of my other outlets. Even though it alienated me a bit more from society, it was worth it. I’ll never fit in anyway. 

I open my mouth to speak, but the sight of Brennan Diamond—Audrey’s soon-to-be groom—carrying my friend down the hall shocks me into silence. Brook follows a few paces behind them with a smile on her face. She hooks her arm into her husband’s and steps into the dining room doorway before addressing the crowd. 

“Sorry, everyone, but we’re canceling today’s rehearsal. We’ll meet back here same time tomorrow. Don’t be late. I suspect they’ll have news to share. See you then!” 

Without a backward glance, Brook tugs her man out of sight and disappears into the elevator. 

After a deep breath, I exhale and turn back toward Sebastian. I crane my neck to meet his eyes. He’s too tall. Butterflies swarm in my stomach. 

My mouth waters as a warm, woodsy scent invades my nostrils. 

“Have dinner with me,” he says. 

My hackles rise. Even though I know he means it as an invitation, his expectation of my compliance is too much. 

“No. I’m leaving. Give me my ring,” I demand. 

I cringe internally at how immature and petulant I sound, but the last few minutes have ripped open too many old wounds for me handle more. 

“If I give this back, you won’t come tomorrow, will you?” 

I should lie. With all the practice I’ve had in my life, I should be a master liar by now, except there’s no half-truth to toss in to make any excuse seem realistic. 

All I want from him is my ring. The moment I get it back, I’ll do everything in my power to never see him again. 

He holds my ring up between his pinched fingers before slipping it into his inner breast pocket. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow, pipsqueak,” he vows. 

A vice tightens around my chest. Too many emotions barrel through me. 

I tuck tail and run, exiting out onto the sidewalk before I even register moving, and don’t stop until after I shove open my apartment door and lock it behind me. With my lungs burning and my head spinning, I toe off my shoes, hook my fingers into the laces, and dart across the living room to disappear into my room, but screech to a halt when I reach a trail of clothing. 

I lift my head and gasp. 

So much flesh. 

Horror spears through me as I recall my roommate’s texts before I left. 

I drop my chin to my chest and skirt around the discarded clothing. 

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry. Pretend I wasn’t here. I saw nothing,” I mutter as I sidestep into my room. 

I cringe at the lewd sound of my roommate’s mouth popping off his guest’s dick. 

“You said it was okay if I brought him over because you’d be gone for a few hours,” Peter accuses. 

“I know. I did. Really, pretend I’m not here and that I saw noth—” 

“She’s cute. Why don’t we let her watch? Maybe even join in?” 

My stomach lurches at the interest in the stranger’s voice. 

Peter and I suffered under a few of the same bullies in high school—him for being gay and me for being a pariah—so after shared trauma and slowly learning to trust each other, we made a pact to stay together until one of us found a lifelong partner. 

When we realized we’d need housing in the same area after graduating high school, we agreed to share an apartment. I was only fifteen at the time, but my parents were so preoccupied with my father’s health and our family’s financial struggles they never doubted my story when I told them my scholarship included dorm and food allowances. Peter was eighteen—old enough to sign the lease without involving his parents. Peter and I have lived peacefully together as roommates for twelve years, but one ill-fated run in with Sebastian Sterling and I’m committing the worst snafu imaginable. 

A phone alarm blares. Peter’s guest sighs. 

“That’s the alert for my boss. I need to answer it.” 

I reach for my bedroom doorknob. 

“Hang on, Pen. Wait,” Peter says. 

Ignoring the sound of rustling fabric, I move out of my doorway, but Peter blocks me from swinging the door closed. To my relief, his robe covers his legs. 

“I’m sorry. I’ll tell him that wasn’t appropriate,” he says. 

The panic in his tone pierces into my chest. I lift my gaze, avoiding his body by looking down the hall, and meet his clear green eyes. His flushed, freckled cheeks and swollen lips are proof of his arousal, but although he’s handsome, there’s no attraction between us. 

He’s the brother I wish I’d had from birth. The thought fills me with guilt. Even though I avoid Samuel—the brother I grew up with—like the plague now, once upon a time, before I started advancing in school, he was my rock. Bullheaded and annoying, but always ready to jump in and help me. I treasure the simple, honest relationship we had as kids, but that ended the moment he ignored me when I needed him most. 

“It’s not your fault. I should have gone to the café instead of barging in like that, but I honestly forgot. I’m sorry,” I say. 

“What’s wrong?” he demands. 

I stiffen. 

“I’m fine,” I lie. 

“You look like you saw a ghost.” 

I curl my hand tighter around the doorknob. Peter’s gaze shifts beyond my shoulder to my finger. 

“Where’s your ring?” 

All the blood drains from my head, but his guest saunters out of the other bedroom with Peter’s bedsheet wrapped around his waist. 

“Sorry about the interruption. My boss demanded a background check on some poor, innocent girl he knew forever ago. He wants to hire—” his emphasis on the word suggests his boss has other things in mind. “—her. I swear, that man is hot as hell but a complete workaholic. Not at all my type. Now, where were we?” 

I push Peter into the hall and swing the door closed. With a decisive twist of my wrist, I engage the lock before unrolling the white towel I keep on the shelf nearby and tucking it into the gap underneath. 

The towel represents my lack of interest. It’s my real-time do not disturb signal to my roommate. He knows he’ll have to either break down the door or call emergency services from his cell to get a response from me. 

I slip my headphones over my ears and turn on my music before tucking my shoes into their cubby and hanging my purse and coat on their hooks. 

Locked in my room where every little thing has its place and I don’t have to worry about human interaction, I wrap myself in my favorite blanket and curl up on my oversized beanbag, but no amount of deep breathing will settle my mind. 

This afternoon sucked hardcore. 

I ruined over a decade’s worth of dreams by getting trapped under a table and needing rescue from Sebastian Sterling. 

Of all the people on the planet, why did it have to be him? 

I hate the world sometimes. Most times actually. 

I close my hands into fists and lament my missing ring. By taking the one thing I can’t leave behind, he ensured I’ll seek him out tomorrow. 

Dread settles in my gut even as my heart pounds with excitement. 

I can’t avoid him forever. 

But I wish I could. 

Kind of. 

The little girl trapped inside me yearns to relive my freshman year of high school. Having Sebastian as my friend and protector was the best time of my life. 

The moment he left, my entire world came crashing down. 

We can never go back. People don’t respawn after they die. Burned and torn flesh scars forever. Trust never returns. Broken hearts never mend. 

Knights in shining armor ride off into the sunset without a backward glance. 

Lost little girls never find a place to belong. 

I fall asleep with familiar misery weighing down my shoulders, but when my memories resurface as nightmares, rich brown eyes and gargantuan fists ward off the leering faces and abusive hands. 

Sebastian Sterling invades my dreams. 

I hate it. I hate him. 

I’m such a horrible liar. 

 




Chapter 2

Sebastian Sterling

Guilt sits heavy on my chest. Penelope’s ring barely dents my breast pocket, but the memory of her expressive hazel eyes shining with betrayal and hurt sits like a pile of bricks on my sternum. 

“Who are you and what did you take from my friend to make her so upset?” 

I peel my attention away from the entrance where my best friend’s little sister just ran out onto the sidewalk and slip my hands into my pockets before relaxing my shoulders and meeting the woman’s eyes. 

“I saw you put something in your pocket, so don’t try to say you didn’t,” she demands. 

Taller than most women but still over a head shorter than I am, the lady glares up at me. 

Even though my hackles rise, I approve of her tenacity and bravery as she stands up for her friend. 

“Penelope’s ring flew off her finger. I promised to keep it safe until tomorrow,” I say. 

She stiffens. Several other ladies join her, and for a moment, I can’t help but feel like an oversized bull in a china shop. One wrong move and I’ll break too many delicate things. 

“You did what?” the woman hisses. 

Like an idiot, I open my mouth and repeat myself. 

“Her ring—” 

“You took her ring?! She never takes that off, not even during class,” a different woman exclaims. 

Confusion worms through me. 

“Class? Why would she need to take it off during class?” I ask. 

“Self-defense class. That’s where we all know each other from. She always spins the gem toward her palm so she doesn’t hurt anyone instead of taking it off,” the lady who approached me first fumes. 

“Who did you say you were again? And how do you know our friend?” asks the other woman. 

“My name is Sebastian Sterling. I’ve known Penelope for a long time. We went to school together.” 

“You went to Columbia University, too?” 

My brain short-circuits, and for an extended moment, I stare at the group without knowing what to say. 

Samuel never told me Penelope was attending the same college as us. I knew when she graduated high school since her parents invited us back for a celebration, but I had too many projects underway to drop everything and visit. She graduated only three years after we did, so she took an accelerated route and somehow squeezed four years of study into three, and with grades so excellent she earned a full scholarship to her dream university. 

I never thought to ask which college, but Samuel certainly would have met up with his sister if she were at the same campus as us, right? They may have had a horrible case of sibling rivalry, but I never once doubted their love for each other. Their family was always tight knit. 

As an only child raised by my mom and nana, I marveled over their family dynamics. They could be so vicious one second, then join together and create an unbreakable unit the next. 

I envied them. Still do. 

How did Penelope attend Columbia University without me knowing? 

In my third year of college—which is when she would have started college—I’d already started building my dream business while working a part-time job and studying for my bachelor’s degree, but I was also very active on campus. I attended every seminar and pep rally as I grew my web of influence. 

I couldn’t have missed her. Maybe this woman is mistaken. 

It doesn’t matter. I’ll do my own research and get to the bottom of it. 

“I met Penelope long before college. Her brother and I have been friends since middle school,” I say. 

The ladies shift and look at each other as though gauging each other’s reactions. 

“So you’re picking on her like a big brother?” The tall woman shakes her head as she continues. “Do you really think you have that right? She’s never mentioned you. When was the last time you saw her?” 

I can’t reveal the truth without looking like a complete asshole. 

Which I am. 

“It’s been a few years,” I say with a lame shrug. 

She props her hands on her hips and glares at me. “You chose the wrong thing to tease her about. I don’t know why it’s important to her, but she’s worn that ring—and only that ring—ever since I met her six years ago.” 

The weight on my chest triples. 

“If she decides to never forgive you, we’ll support her one hundred percent. You messed up.” 

Awe overflows my heart. 

This. This unyielding devotion and unshakable dedication is exactly what I expected from Penelope’s friends. She drew them to her with her pure aura and brutal honesty. They embody the unabashed curiosity and impertinent logic she possesses, which I became enamored with back in high school. 

Penelope was still a child—she must’ve been only twelve or thirteen my senior year—but her sharp mind and wicked insights never failed to capture me. She’s the only reason I passed my computer classes and graduated with a GPA high enough to attend Columbia. 

She’s not a child anymore. I almost didn’t recognize her when she walked in the room. 

“You really messed up,” the second lady interjects. “I think this is—what, only the third or fourth time?—in five years we’ve managed to convince her to meet us somewhere other than the gym, and you scared her away. Maybe we should talk to Audrey and discuss your involvement in her wedding.” 

Every muscle in my body tightens. 

These ladies are vicious. 

“I’ll apologize,” I vow. 

“You’d better. In fact, you’d better grovel,” the tall woman snarls. 

“Of course,” I say. 

I may have the physical strength to crush the entire gang with ease, but I’d never survive the guilt of knowing I hurt Penelope’s friends. 

Connor Pen, a successful businessman I’ve spoken to in passing at several conferences throughout the years, leans forward in his chair and narrows his glare on the tall brunette. His eyes flash from fiery hot to deathly cold when he shifts his gaze to me. 

He stands and stalks toward us, but by the hard expression on his face, it isn’t to back me up. 

“We’ll be watching you tomorrow, Sebastian,” the tall woman promises. Her emphasis on my name and the warning in her tone make her threat obvious. 

If they convince the bride to kick me out of the bridal party, I’ll lose my only opportunity to reunite with Penelope. 

Connor’s glare sharpens on the woman. 

I step back, drop my hands to my sides, and nod. 

“I won’t disappoint,” I say. 

Before the ladies bore holes in my face with their angry eyes, and before Connor reaches his target, I turn and stride down the hall and into the elevator. After riding down to the parking garage, I find my SUV and cram myself into the driver’s seat. 

Needing a moment to process the last few minutes, I drop my head back onto the headrest and close my eyes. 

Not only would I rather face an entire football team of testosterone-laced jocks in a fight than any number of small, fragile females in a verbal altercation, but running into Penelope shocked me to my core. 

My cock throbs as I recall how perfect she looked when she first walked through the door. With her hair a beautiful mess and her curves apparent even through her long, stylish coat, my body responded. 

Her figure piqued my interest as no other woman has in my entire life. She fidgeted and stood uncertain for a moment before rolling her shoulders back and greeting her friend. 

The mix of shy and stubborn reminded me too much of the little girl I knew in high school. Younger than everyone else by at least two years—which is a massive gap when the population in question is all teenagers—she was always awkward in a group but brilliant and sweet one-on-one. 

Her piercings threw me off for a moment, but her bright hazel eyes, delicate features, and naturally strawberry-blonde curls are unmistakable. 

She’s gorgeous. 

I sigh and adjust myself as my underwear grows uncomfortably tight. 

I’ve considered Samuel my best friend for most of my life. Lusting over his little sister is wrong. 

My cock refuses to listen to reason. 

I groan as I recall the way she absent-mindedly sucked her lip ring into her mouth when she first bumped into me. Before she recognized me. Before I stole her ring and teased her without considering how much time has passed since we saw each other. 

Guilt shrinks my chest. 

I run my hand through my hair and sigh again as I pull my phone out of my pocket. After dialing my personal assistant, I hesitate, but hit send. 

As CEO of the nation’s leading sports safety equipment designer and manufacturer, I ensure my company has the best employee benefits—including time off. The last time I contacted my PA on the weekend was over two years ago after receiving a call pertaining to a tragic death that affected the following Monday morning’s schedule. 

The phone rings long enough I pull it away from my ear to hang up, but before I hit the end button, Kenneth Thomas answers. 

Realizing I’ll sound like a creep if I order a background check on a woman I should’ve have contact with for the last decade, I wrack my brain for a plausible reason. 

If Penelope graduated from Columbia University, she must have an excellent résumé. No matter where she works or what department she chose to specialize in, she must be the very best in her field. 

She knew more than the computer science teacher in high school. I bet she ran circles around most of her professors in college. 

“I need a background check on a potential new hire. Her name is Penelope Miles.” 

After rattling off a few pertinent facts—her parent’s names, where she graduated, her birth year—I wait for him to confirm before ending the call. 

I don’t want to wait until Monday for the information, though. I need answers before I see her again tomorrow. 

After pulling up my texts with her brother, I scroll through our recent messages. Self-disgust roars through me. 

Beyond coordinating our regular meet ups at our favorite bar, we haven’t spoken much. 

I call him. He invites me to join him at a club I haven’t visited before. I agree and hang up before starting the ignition and backing out of the parking spot. 

Learning to maneuver through the city in the extended-length SUV took some practice, but now I drive through the traffic with ease. 

The valet’s eyes widen when I pull up to the podium, but I toss him my keys and give him my information before following a skinny blonde woman wearing a dress with slightly more fabric than a napkin. She leads me down a dimly lit hallway, through an overly crowded bar with a dance floor, strobe lights, and deafening music blaring from the speakers, and up a flight of stairs to the balcony. Overlooking the main floor, the upper level contains several seating areas sequestered away from each other with thick curtains. 
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