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      I still miss you every day.
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      It was Friday afternoon, and Olivia Woerner was engaged in a battle of wills with herself.


      Just get up and go talk to him.


      She stared across the office at Adam Cortinas. All she could see over the walls of his cubicle was the very top of his head, but that hadn’t stopped her from staring at him for the better part of an hour.


      Just go over there.


      It didn’t have to be a big deal. It was a simple ask. The odds of him saying no were pretty slim.


      Probably.


      All she had to do was walk up to Adam and say one sentence: Will you write me a reference for the Future Leader Development Course?


      It was a new program the company had announced last week, and Olivia wanted to be a part of it, more than she’d wanted anything professionally since she’d first started this job.


      Aside from the obvious leverage it would provide when year-end review and bonus time rolled around, it would be nice to be officially recognized finally as someone with leadership potential. A person worth developing into something more than a junior analyst on the commercial systems team at an independent power producer, which was where she’d been stuck for the last four years.


      Jesus tap dancing Christ, her job sounded so boring she was putting herself into a coma just by describing it.


      It pretty much was boring, except the part where she was on call at all hours and sometimes had to get up in the middle of the night to fix some code in a system that had gone offline, or else Very Bad Things happened—like hospitals and airports losing power, or grandmothers either freezing or dying of heatstroke, depending on the time of year.


      That was what Brad, the CIO, always told people when he thought they might be slacking off: imagine if it was your grandmother without heat in Nebraska in the coldest January on record, or without air-conditioning in Reno during the worst heat wave in a decade. How would you feel if your own beloved grandmother’s power went out because someone wasn’t paying enough attention to their job?


      Other than that—the part where Olivia was helping keep grandmothers alive—her job was mega boring.


      Not that she expected work to be exciting. She’d accepted that most people spent their lives doing boring work in boring jobs. Even if you had an exciting job like paramedic or bounty hunter or hostage negotiator, she imagined there were still probably lots of days where it felt ho-hum.


      But Olivia had been in the same role on the same team for too long, and she was in danger of stagnating. If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up as one of those people in their fifties who’d been stuck in one job their entire career, until suddenly the technology changed and rendered them obsolete.


      What she needed was a challenge. An opportunity to grow into something more.


      But despite raising the subject of her professional advancement multiple times with her boss Gavin, opportunities never seemed to arise. Or when they did, they always seemed to be earmarked for someone else.


      This leadership course was her chance to stand out. To be noticed, finally, and taken seriously.


      She’d already finished her application. All she needed now were two professional recommendations. Gavin had already agreed to provide one, but the other had to be from someone on another team.


      That was why she needed Adam Cortinas.


      He worked on the plant systems team and spent half his time in the field. Whenever one of the company’s power plants was having an issue, Adam was the guy they’d throw at the problem. The CIO loved him, because Adam had saved his bacon about a million times by parachuting into a disaster and fixing whatever was broken. He was a troubleshooting rock star.


      If Olivia could get a recommendation from Adam Cortinas, it would give her a serious edge up on the competition.


      She and Adam interacted pretty regularly, keeping the company data systems that she maintained integrated with the plant systems that he maintained, and she thought he liked her okay.


      Adam could be tough to read. He was a little…brusque. But he was like that with everyone, even the CIO. It was just how he was. Adam wasn’t interested in small talk or making friends around the office. He was laser-focused on his work, and since he was a rock star, he could be as brusque as he wanted.


      Olivia wasn’t especially into making friends around the office either, but she didn’t have a choice about playing nice. She wasn’t a rock star like Adam. She was a woman in a predominantly male field, and if she didn’t put in the extra effort to suck up and make friends, it would bite her in the ass professionally.


      So now here she was on a Friday afternoon, trying to work up the nerve to talk to Adam, which she wouldn’t have had a problem with under normal circumstances. If she’d needed to talk to him about an ordinary work thing, she’d go straight up to him, no problem.


      But this wasn’t an ordinary work thing. This was a favor she was asking him to do for her.


      Olivia hated asking for favors.


      She preferred to solve problems on her own. Asking for help felt like an admission of weakness, and she already had enough of a problem seeming weak because she was small and female, not to mention so pale, with her alabaster complexion and light blue eyes, that she practically disappeared into the industrial beige walls.


      People had a tendency to look right through her, or right past her, or right over the top of her five foot three inches. It was why she always wore thick, black eyeliner and the darkest, most dramatic lipstick she could get away with in the office. To try and make herself seem tougher—or at least less invisible.


      Her reluctance to ask for favors wasn’t the only thing keeping her from going over to talk to Adam. There was also the small matter of her long-standing crush on him.


      Adam Cortinas was the most attractive man in the office by a considerable margin.


      Admittedly, there wasn’t a lot of competition for the title. Most of the IT guys she worked with were a lot older than Adam, who couldn’t be much over thirty, and most of them looked exactly how you’d expect middle-aged IT guys to look. A few of the energy traders upstairs were okay-looking, she supposed, if douchebags were your preferred type—but they most definitely were not Olivia’s.


      Adam looked more like an Instagram model than systems analyst. He would have been the hottest guy in any office.


      For starters, he had beautiful bronze skin, piercing dark eyes, thick black hair that fell across his forehead in luscious waves, and a jawline that could cut diamonds. Then there was the matter of his body, which was practically a work of art. The guy definitely spent time in the gym. The same vendor-branded polos that hung shapelessly on everyone else around the office pulled tight across his broad chest and clung to his muscled arms like they’d been custom tailored just for him.


      Adam Cortinas was the whole luscious package, and Olivia had been fantasizing about him from afar since he’d joined the company two years ago. Which was why, if this whole reference thing went well, she was thinking of asking him out for a drink.


      It was the perfect opening. She could couch it as a thank-you for writing her the reference. That way she wasn’t extending herself too far. It was simply a friendly drink among coworkers. A professional courtesy.


      She just had to go over there and talk to him first.


      Yet somehow she wasn’t doing it. Her feet were two chunks of lead, and her ass was permanently welded to the seat of her swivel chair. She was never moving. She’d be excavated by archeologists eons from now, still sitting here, chin in palm, staring dreamily in the direction of Adam’s cubicle.


      Olivia was twenty-eight years old, but she felt like she’d been teleported back to the pubescent hell of fifteen, when she’d been too scared to ask Josh Fratangelo to the Sadie Hawkins dance. Olivia’s arch-nemesis Ashley Beeman had asked him instead, and Olivia had spent the night at home alone with a tube of raw cookie dough and her Veronica Mars DVDs for consolation.


      Get up. Go over there. Talk to him.


      Just as she was about to screw up her courage, Adam got to his feet.


      Olivia lowered her eyes in a panic, terrified he might have noticed her staring. What if he had spidey senses that tingled to warn him when someone was watching him and having lustful thoughts?


      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Adam carry his coffee mug into the break room without even a glance in her direction.


      This was her chance. She could go get more coffee and just happen to bump into him.


      Oh hey, how’s your day going? she could say. Listen, since we’re here, would you mind writing me a rec for FLDC? And once he’d agreed, she could offer to buy him a drink sometime after work.


      Why not, right? Nothing ventured or some shit.


      Olivia breathed deep for a count of three. Smoothed her hand over her white-blonde hair. Gathered her strength and grabbed her coffee mug off her desk before she strode into the break room.


      And stuttered to a stop just inside the doorway.


      Adam was leaning into the fridge, bent over, with his ass pointing directly at her.


      Jesus roller-blading fuck. That was one USDA Prime cut of meat staring at her. Why did he have to have such a nice ass? And why did it have to be pointing right at her? Totally unfair.


      He turned his head in her direction lazily, as if he almost couldn’t be bothered to see who’d walked in. His eyes flicked over her, his expression dull and disinterested.


      Olivia swallowed down her nervousness and propelled herself toward the sink. “Hey,” she managed to force out, despite the fact that her throat felt like it was coated with gravel. Also, her heart was pounding in her ears and her legs felt like jellyfish tentacles.


      Adam acknowledged her with a nod before turning back to the fridge.


      The way he was bending over should be an occupational safety hazard. It was definitely hazardous to her occupational safety. She ought to report him to OSHA for bringing an ass like that to the office.


      And of course she was still totally staring at his ass when he closed the fridge and turned around, holding a carton of almond milk.


      His eyes narrowed slightly, which meant he probably knew she’d been staring at his ass, so that was completely mortifying. Not that it was entirely her fault. He was the one who was bending over, presenting his ass for all the world to see. She’d just come in here to have a simple conversation with him, and his ass happened to be front and center. What else was she supposed to look at?


      Now that he was facing her, she realized that looking at his face posed a whole new set of challenges. She definitely couldn’t look directly into his eyes. Oh no. It was impossible to concentrate when she was looking into those bottomless ebon orbs.


      Which left her staring at his mouth. His lush, soft lips with an almost sulky curl to them—


      Nope. Stop.


      She needed to pull herself together and quit objectifying him. He was her coworker, and he probably had a gorgeous girlfriend. A model or an actress—maybe even someone famous. That could be why he was such a closed book. Because he was dating, like, Rihanna or Jennifer Lawrence, and didn’t want anyone at work to know so they didn’t act all weird around him.


      Weird like Olivia was acting right now.


      To keep from gawking at him, she tried to focus on an imaginary point just to the right of his head. But since there was nothing there but empty air, she ended up staring at the CPR poster on the wall behind him, which must have looked odd because he actually threw a glance over his shoulder like he was trying to figure out what she was looking at.


      She dragged her eyes back to his, but that was way too much, so she let her gaze fall to his chest, which ought to be safe. Except Adam’s chest was exquisite. His gray polo was made of shiny athletic fabric with a drape that would make Tim Gunn drool. The shirt was thin enough that she could see the square outline of his pecs, with just a hint of his nipples beneath.


      Sweet cream-cheesy Jesus, she was staring at his nipples now.


      Her eyes jumped higher, settling on his collarbone, which was only marginally better because now she was noticing the strong tendons in his neck and the graceful way they melted into his broad and apparently hairless chest. Or was that a hint of dark chest hair just beneath the open collar of his shirt? It was hard to tell from this distance.


      “Did you need something?” Adam asked, appearing only mildly curious to know why she was gawping at him like an imbecile. He was probably used to being stared at. With a face and a body like that, he must get ogled all the time.


      Olivia cleared her throat.


      Just spit it out before this drags on and gets even weirder.


      “Yeah, actually. I—uh—I was hoping you’d write me a reference for the Future Leader Development Course.”


      “Ah.” He turned away, but not before she glimpsed his unmistakable expression of distaste.


      Her heart sank to the floor, where it lay in a puddle of mortification at her feet. This was why she hated asking people for favors. Because it opened the door for rejection, and as far as her brain was concerned, rejection was a fate worse than death.


      He hasn’t even said no yet. Calm down and give him a chance to answer before you panic.


      “So, yeah,” she continued, forging ahead with false buoyancy, “I’m putting my name in the hat and you need two references—one of which has to be from someone on another team. And I was hoping you’d be willing to do it, since we’ve worked together for a while.”


      Adam stirred almond milk into his coffee without looking at her. “Can you ask someone else?”


      “Oh.” Her heart clattered to the floor again and smashed to bits. “Um, sure. I guess.”


      If she’d had a time machine, she wouldn’t use it to kill baby Hitler, she’d travel back five minutes and jam a plastic spork into her eye, so she wouldn’t humiliate herself by asking Adam for a fucking reference. And then she’d kill baby Hitler.


      “It’s just that I’d rather not,” Adam said, still not looking at her.


      So, that was that. That was her answer. He wasn’t willing to write her a reference.


      “Can I ask why?” She knew it was a mistake, but the question slipped out before she could stop it. She had to know. It was possible it had nothing to do with her. Maybe he just hated writing references. Or maybe he’d already promised one to somebody else.


      He put the almond milk back in the fridge and picked up his coffee cup, regarding her silently as he lifted it to his lips. “Look, I’m sorry,” he said finally. “But I just can’t see you as a manager.”


      He might as well have slapped her across the face. Olivia’s cheeks stung with pins and needles as if they’d been struck.


      She wanted to argue. She knew she ought to speak up and defend herself, but she couldn’t formulate any kind of retort. “Okay, well, thanks anyway,” she forced out in a voice so small and high it was practically a whistle.


      Adam gave her a jerky nod and walked out of the kitchen without another word.


      On the bright side, she was no longer distracted by his hot bod.


      He wasn’t the least bit attractive to her anymore. He was a cockwaffle. An arrogant, hostile fecalwad who had apparently never liked her and thought she was bad at her job.


      Her. The person who had sat with the users and calmed them all down when they’d had that big outage last year. And who’d solved that problem in the trading system a few months ago that no one else had been able to figure out.


      How dare he? She was fucking awesome at her job.


      Well, screw him. She didn’t need his stupid reference. Plenty of people around here liked her. Because she was nice, and she’d gone out of her way to make allies. She’d have no trouble getting a reference from any number of other people.


      Adam Cortinas could shove his reference and his attitude straight up his Grade A Prime ass.
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      Olivia sat cross-legged at one end of the couch in her best friend Penny’s Culver City apartment.


      It was similar to Olivia’s apartment in Santa Monica, only three times nicer, thanks to Penny’s neat streak and flair for decorating. Whereas Olivia’s apartment was cluttered with multiple craft projects in progress, old mail, baskets of laundry that would probably never be folded, and the spoils of her last Target trip still waiting to be put away, Penny’s place was always tidy and immaculate, from her perfectly fluffed matching throw cushions to her dish-free kitchen sink.


      The first thing Olivia had done after her encounter with Adam in the break room was send Penny an SOS text to let her know she’d be needing some wine and BFF therapy tonight after work. Penny worked from home as a patent examiner, so by the time Olivia showed up at her apartment door that evening, she was ready and waiting with not only a bottle of rosé, but also a batch of freshly baked cookies.


      Penny was truly the best of best friends.


      Over a plate of her favorite sea salt chocolate chip cookies, Olivia blurted out the whole humiliating saga of her conversation with Adam.


      “I can’t believe he said no!” Penny exclaimed when Olivia was done. “What kind of person says no to something as simple as giving a reference?”


      “Apparently this guy,” Olivia said around a mouthful of cookie.


      “I thought the rule was that you just sucked it up and tried to write something generically nice no matter how you actually felt. I mean, maybe you could plead that you don’t have time if you really don’t want to do it. But to flat-out refuse because you don’t think someone’s worthy? Only a sociopath would come right out and say that.”


      “Thank you for validating my outrage.”


      “Have another cookie.” Penny pushed the plate toward Olivia as she leaned forward to top off both their wineglasses. “I’m right, aren’t I, Caleb?”


      Penny’s boyfriend looked up from the cookie sheets he was hand-washing in the kitchen. “You’re asking the wrong guy. I’ve never written a reference in my life.”


      Ever since Caleb had moved in with Penny last year, he’d become a de facto participant in Olivia’s BFF therapy sessions too.


      It had taken some time for Olivia to get used to Caleb being a fixture in her life. The last guy Penny had dated hadn’t really been around all that much—because he’d been cheating on her, it had turned out—so he’d never gotten in the way of their one-on-one BFF time.


      But when Caleb came into Penny’s life, everything had changed. He wasn’t anything like Penny’s shitty last boyfriend. He was nice, for one thing, and treated her like she was a queen and he was her loyal subject. The two of them were pretty much inseparable. But also, Caleb actually seemed to like Penny’s friends and enjoy spending time with them.


      Which was sweet, but also a little weird for Olivia sometimes. It meant he was suddenly a part of everything. Olivia didn’t get Penny to herself anymore. It was always Penny and Caleb. Together. A matched set.


      Which was great. Good for them. It was just…for years, Olivia had been the number one person in Penny’s life, and now Caleb had come along and usurped her position.


      She wasn’t bitter though. At least, she was trying really, really hard not to be bitter. Caleb made Penny happy, and Penny deserved to be happy. You’d have to be a real festering shitbag of a human being to be resentful over your best friend’s romantic happiness.


      Caleb was a great guy, which was all that really mattered. Olivia genuinely liked him, but more importantly, she liked the way he treated her friend.


      “I’m right,” Penny said, turning back to Olivia. “That guy’s a dick.” Penny hardly ever swore, so her calling Adam a dick meant she’d gone full-on angry mama bear.


      “I can go kick his ass if you want,” Caleb offered casually. He could probably do it too. He was even more muscular than Adam, and he’d grown up in a military family with two brothers, so he probably knew how to throw a punch.


      Penny shot a disapproving look in her boyfriend’s direction. “No one’s kicking anyone’s ass. Even if he is a big, honking jerkface.”


      “It’s very sweet of you to offer though,” Olivia told Caleb. “You’re like the big brother I already have, only much nicer.”


      Her own brother had never once risen to her defense, even when they were kids. When Cody Briggs had called her a booger-eater on the playground in second grade and teased her until she’d cried, her brother had laughed along with his fourth grade friends, then told her she needed to grow up and fight her own battles.


      Olivia would trade her brother for Caleb in a hot second. But she’d also probably trade her brother for a handful of fake magic beans and an expired Bed Bath & Beyond coupon.


      Penny reached for her wineglass and looked at Olivia. “Who else can you ask for a reference? I’m sure there are loads of other people who would be happy to do it.”


      “I don’t know.” Olivia couldn’t stand the thought of extending herself all over again. She wouldn’t be able to deal with another rejection. Her soul would probably depart her body, leaving the empty husk of her earthly vessel behind to crumble into dust, and it didn’t seem fair to make the janitorial staff clean that up.


      “It won’t be this bad the next time,” Penny said, reading her mind.


      “Yeah, because maybe there won’t be a next time.”


      “But you still need a reference for the leadership program.”


      Olivia’s stomach tightened. “I don’t know if I can go through this again.”


      Penny leaned forward and patted her on the knee. “Sure you can. You just happened to pick the biggest butthead in the office. Which, admittedly, is bad luck—but now you’ve gotten all your bad luck out of the way. No one else is going to say no to you. How could they? You’re awesome.”


      “What if he’s right though, and I have no business applying for this?” Olivia sagged forward and pressed the heels of her palms against her forehead. “Maybe I’m fooling myself thinking I’ve got a chance.”


      “He’s not right. He doesn’t know anything about you. I do, and I’m telling you you’re going to make an amazing manager.” There was steel in Penny’s voice. Mama-bear mode was still in full effect.


      “You don’t know what I’m like at work,” Olivia protested. “I’m a different person there than I am around my friends.” Penny probably wouldn’t even recognize the fake, friendly, positive person Olivia pretended to be in her professional life. She was such a fucking fake, she made herself nauseous.


      “Well, duh. I’m sure you don’t walk around the office calling people dickweasels or buttnuggets—even when they probably deserve it.”


      “They do deserve it. And I never say anything.”


      “Of course you don’t. You have to get along with people at work, and from everything you’ve ever told me, you’re really good at it. Don’t let this miserable jackass undermine your confidence in yourself. You’re smart, kind, and professional.” Penny reached out and squeezed Olivia’s hand. “People love you—a lot more than you think they do.”


      Whether that was true or not, Olivia was going to have to gather the shattered remnants of her dignity and face Adam Cortinas at work on Monday. Pretending he didn’t exist wasn’t an option. The two systems they managed needed to interface, which meant so did they.


      But hopefully not too much. As long as their interactions were kept to a minimum, she could handle it.


      Maybe.
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      “What do you think’s going on in there?”


      Olivia swallowed a sigh of irritation as Trevor, one of the other junior analysts on the commercial systems team, perched his ass on the corner of her desk.


      Trevor was always coming over to chat whenever he didn’t feel like doing his own work. Which wouldn’t be so bad, except his idea of chatting too often involved him explaining stupid internet memes to her, as if she didn’t have her own Facebook account and hadn’t already seen the same jokey photo in her feed a dozen times already.


      The thing about memes was that they weren’t nearly as funny when someone was describing them to you—assuming they’d even been funny in the first place.


      “In where?” she asked, offering Trevor a false smile.


      “Conference room.” He gestured with his coffee mug, which featured a cartoon of a bear pooping into a bucket for reasons that Olivia had never understood and did not care to ask about. “Gavin is in there with Cortinas and the CIO, and he doesn’t look happy.”


      All the men around the office called Adam by his last name, like he was some kind of hero in an action movie. It was a physical effort not to roll her eyes.


      “Which one doesn’t look happy? Gavin?” She refused to turn and look.


      “All of them. Well, except Cortinas, who looks the same as always. Nothing ever fazes that guy. He’s like a robot.”


      Yeah, an evil robot, Olivia thought to herself.


      “The CIO looks pissed, and Gavin looks like he’s about to wet himself.”


      “Really?” That inspired her to turn around for a peek.


      Sure enough, Gavin was pacing around the conference room with that constipated look he got whenever things were going badly. Brad, the CIO, was seated at the head of the table looking annoyed as fuck, which was never a good sign.


      Olivia told herself she wasn’t going to look at Adam, but her eyes slid over to him of their own accord. He was kicked back in his chair, either listening intently or on the verge of falling asleep. It was hard to tell from his bland expression.


      As she was turned around in her seat watching them, Gavin suddenly stopped his frenetic pacing and looked right at her. Brad and Adam immediately followed suit, so all three of them were now staring directly at her.


      “What the fuck?” Trevor whispered as Olivia snapped her head around again, turning her back on the conference room. “Why are they all staring at us?”


      “I don’t know,” she said. “Are they still looking?”


      Trevor stared at the conference room with the self-preservation instincts of a possum that had wandered onto train tracks and been hypnotized by the light of an oncoming train. “Yeah. Totally.”


      “Are they looking at you or are they looking at me?” Olivia asked.


      “You, I think. Did you fuck something up?”


      “Not that I know of.” Not since that fiasco with the Tulelake plant, anyway. Christ on a tricycle, could that be what this was about? The one thing she’d fucked up in her four years at the company. And it wasn’t even her fault. The head of the west desk was the one who’d insisted on the three-by-eight generator configuration.


      Olivia had tried to talk him out of it, knowing that configuration wouldn’t work with that plant, but he’d waved her concerns away. What was she supposed to do? Refuse to follow a directive from the head trader? Of course, then his way had backfired, just like she’d known it would, and the company had been fined by CAISO. But because he was a trader who made the company millions of dollars, culpability had magically bounced right off him and onto her.


      “Okay, they’re not looking anymore,” Trevor said.


      Olivia exhaled. “What are they doing?”


      “Gavin’s talking to Brad and Cortinas now.”


      “Okay.” Hopefully the danger had passed. Maybe it was just a coincidence that they’d all been looking this direction. Maybe it didn’t have anything to do with her.


      “Oh my god, my high school buddy posted this hilarious video on Facebook this morning,” Trevor said, and Olivia girded herself. “There’s this little kid, and she’s trying to get Alexa to play that baby shark song. You know the one, it goes like—”


      Olivia’s phone vibrated loudly on the desk next to her. A feeling of cold dread sank into her bones as she read the notification. It was a text from Gavin:


      Come join us in the conference room.


      What in the pluperfect hell was going on? Had Adam said something about her?


      Trevor peered over her shoulder. “Guess they were definitely looking at you, then.”


      She pushed herself to her feet. “We who are about to die salute you.”


      “I’ll pray for you.”


      “Thanks.” When she turned toward the conference room, all three of its occupants were staring at her again, and none of them looked happy. Even Adam looked like he’d swallowed a wasp.


      Olivia wended her way through the maze of cubicles and pulled the conference room door open. Maybe if she didn’t actually step across the threshold, she could remain uninvolved. Maybe they just needed to ask her a quick question. Something simple she could answer quickly and then go back to work.


      “You rang?” She hovered just outside the door, pointedly refusing to look at Adam or acknowledge his presence.


      “Come in.” Gavin waved her to the chair across from him. “Close the door.”


      Fuck me sideways. Olivia mustered all her resources to paste a pleasant expression on her face as she obeyed.


      Brad offered her a strained smile. “Thanks for joining us. Gavin, you want to bring her up to speed?”


      She’d only had occasion to speak to the CIO a handful of times before, and he always put her on edge. There was a briskness beneath the surface of his politeness, like he wouldn’t hesitate to cut you loose as soon as you stopped being useful to him.


      “Sure.” Gavin shifted in his seat and ran a hand through his thinning brown hair. He was only in his mid-thirties, but with his pleated pants and unfashionable haircut, he looked more middle-aged than Brad, despite being almost twenty years his junior. “We’ve finally inked the deal on our acquisition of the Walhalla plant in Texas,” he told Olivia.


      “Great.” It had been in the works for months, but these things had a tendency to move slowly.


      “The original plan was to have the plant onboarded within thirty days,” Gavin said, shifting his eyes to Brad.


      It was an aggressive timeline, but not impossible for a smaller acquisition. Olivia nodded, confused why everyone seemed so worked up about it.


      Brad’s smile became even more strained. “Unfortunately, it’s taken three weeks to do our due diligence and get the deal cleared by the regulators. But in the meantime…” He winced like he’d stepped on a Lego. “A commitment was made to the board of directors to have the plant fully integrated with our systems and operating as part of our fleet by the end of June.”


      The end of June was only a few days away. There was no way they would be able to make it.


      Olivia couldn’t help noticing Brad’s use of the passive voice, which implied the commitment had somehow made itself, magically. It certainly wasn’t because he had made an unrealistic commitment to the board of his own free will.


      “Which only leaves our teams a week to do our thing,” Gavin added with a grimace.


      So Brad was holding them to the deadline? No wonder Gavin looked like he was going to piss himself. A week was insane. That was faster than their team had ever taken on any plant before.


      “I see,” Olivia said, trying to keep her expression neutral. “How can I help?”


      Gavin cast a guilty look in Brad’s direction before answering. “Normally, I’d go out there with Cortinas and handle the commercial systems side of the integration myself.” Gavin’s eyes darted briefly to Adam, whose face was utterly blank. He might not even have been listening. For all Olivia could tell, he was composing a grocery list in his head or silently reciting the Animaniacs nations of the world song.


      “The thing is,” Gavin went on, “my wife’s due date is in two weeks, and the doc thinks they might need to induce early. Which means I can’t leave town right now.” His gaze settled on Olivia. “So I’m sending you to Texas with Cortinas instead.”


      She felt her eyes widen. Everyone was staring at her—including Adam now. She swallowed and forced herself to take a slow breath through her nose before venturing to speak. “When?”


      “Tomorrow,” Gavin said.


      “And we’re supposed to have the plant online when?”


      It was Brad who answered this time. “Friday midnight.”


      Four days. Not even four days. With travel time, it was more like three and a half.


      She considered her words carefully before speaking. “I’ll need to do some research before I can say with any confidence whether—”


      “Look, I’m briefing the board in an hour,” Brad said, drumming his fingers on the tabletop. “I just need to know if this can be done or not.”


      Olivia tried again. “Sorry, that’s what I was about to say. I’ll need to know more before I can make that commitment. Can we wait a half day before talking to the board?”


      “It’s feasible,” Adam said, speaking up for the first time. “I’ve done it this fast before.”


      Olivia shot a glare at him. “Yes, but we don’t even know the characteristics of this plant, or what shape its gear is in. We need more information before we can—”


      “Sure, and you can do that research on the plane,” Gavin interrupted. “Cortinas is the one with the most experience here, and I trust his opinion. If he says we can do it, we can do it.”


      Of course. The rock star had just declared they could do it, which meant no one was going to listen to Olivia or her concerns. Why should they? She’d never done this before. Adam was the expert, and he was confident.


      Brad looked pleased. “Exactly what I wanted to hear! Thank you all. Keep me posted on how things are progressing, Gavin.” He stood, sweeping his phone and tablet off the table, and exited the conference room before anyone could say anything else.


      “Great,” Gavin said, looking relieved. “Glad that’s settled. You two will fly out first thing tomorrow. That’s not a problem, is it?”


      “Nope,” Adam said, and lifted a quizzical eyebrow at Olivia.


      “Not a problem at all.” She forced a smile, trying to project more confidence than she felt.


      Gavin pushed his chair back and headed for the door. “Good luck, you two. You’re gonna need it.”


      Olivia’s guts churned as she watched him walk away. A commitment to the board of directors that she wasn’t even sure she could meet, and daily reports to the boss that would be relayed to the CIO, if not higher—she’d wanted more responsibility and exposure, but this felt more like an ambush than an opportunity. Like she was being set up to fail.


      “You okay there, Woerner? You’re looking a little shell-shocked.” Adam’s expression was so smirky it made her insides burn. If her arms had been long enough, she’d have reached across the table and slapped it right off his face.


      And then immediately be fired.


      She breathed out through her nostrils for a count of three while she tried to come up with a retort that wouldn’t be reportable to human resources. When that failed, she elected to take the high road, getting to her feet and walking out without a word.


      If this was a preview of what the rest of the week would be like, she would need every ounce of patience she could muster just to keep herself from murdering him and hiding his body in a cow pasture.
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      LAX on a weekday morning was a special kind of hell. LAX at any time was a hellscape, but apparently every business traveler in the greater Los Angeles metro area was flying on this particular Tuesday morning.


      Olivia was glad she’d gotten there early. She always liked to get to the airport early to head off any unanticipated problems, like extra-long security lines or broken check-in computers—both of which had been in play this morning.


      But she had successfully navigated the airport gauntlet with time to spare, and was through security and waiting at her gate forty-five minutes before boarding. She’d even had time to stock up on snacks and water in one of the airport shops.


      Adam, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen. Not that she was eager to spend time with him or awkwardly attempt to make small talk and pretend she could stand the sight of him. But as the minutes ticked toward their scheduled boarding time, Olivia grew increasingly worried.


      She couldn’t do any of this without him, and the schedule was already so tight they couldn’t afford any delays. Once they got to Austin, they’d have to rent a car and drive another seventy miles to Fayette County, where the plant was located, before they could get started on the integration. If Adam missed this flight it would throw off everything. Even a few lost hours could mean the difference between success or failure with a schedule this tight.


      And Olivia needed this assignment to be a success. It would bolster her application to the leadership program. Not to mention, if she botched her very first field assignment, she probably wouldn’t be given a second one. She’d carry this failure with her for as long as she stayed on her current team.


      That was why she was so pissed about having her concerns dismissed. No, they weren’t even dismissed—she hadn’t been allowed to voice them at all. You couldn’t dismiss something until you’d actually heard it. She’d just been silenced.


      Olivia had a bad feeling this assignment was doomed from the get-go, and she was pissed about it. It was fine for Adam. He’d done enough of these and pulled enough unlikely wins out of his ass that he was golden no matter what. One little failure amidst a long string of successes wouldn’t tarnish his reputation. But if this went south, Olivia’s official record would be zero for one.


      Adam was the control in this experiment, so it couldn’t possibly be his fault. She was the variable, so everyone would assume she couldn’t carry her weight, that she wasn’t up to the challenge. And there would go all her hopes of being a future leader, or getting any other plum assignments.


      Five minutes to boarding now, and still no Adam. Their plane was at the gate, the previous flight’s passengers had exited, and the cleaning crew was making their pass. All signs pointed to an on-time boarding and departure.


      Olivia stared at her phone, wondering if she should try calling Adam. Was that what a future leader would do? Or would it make her seem like a Nervous Nellie?


      Damn Adam for getting her into this situation. And for being late to the airport. But most of all damn him for making her doubt herself. She’d trusted her instincts before he’d come along and punctured her confidence. Now she was second-guessing everything.


      Screw him; he was on his own. She wasn’t his mother. If he’d overslept or broken down on his way to the airport, or whatever had happened, it was his problem. She was here on time, dammit.


      “Hey, Woerner,” Adam said, elbowing his way through the crowd beside her at exactly one minute to boarding. He was wearing faded jeans and a soft chambray shirt that made Olivia feel overdressed in her stretchy dress pants and blouse.


      “Hey.” She tried to offer him a smile, but it came out thin. “I was starting to wonder if you were going to make it.” Dammit, now she sounded passive aggressive.


      He shrugged as he glanced around the terminal. “They never start boarding on time.” His eyes landed on her with a smug glint. “Let me guess: you got here seven hours ago, just to be safe.”


      “No.” Only two, which was the amount recommended on the airport website. Seven hours was crazy. The earliest she’d ever arrived for a flight was four hours in advance—but in her defense it was an international flight at Christmastime.


      “I wasn’t going to miss the plane, if that’s what you were nervous about.”


      “I wasn’t nervous,” Olivia lied, feeling her irritation rise.


      He nodded like he didn’t believe her. “I made it in plenty of time, so all that negative energy you expended fretting about it was wasted.”


      “I said I wasn’t nervous.”


      “But you were though. I can see it on your face.”


      “You don’t know anything about my face. Maybe I’m just annoyed about spending an entire week in your company.”


      Was that amusement that she detected in his expression? It couldn’t be, because Adam didn’t smile, ever, and he certainly wouldn’t be smiling at her.


      His eyes fell on her large black purse. “Are you sure that bag’s going to fit under the seat in front of you?”


      “Yes.”


      “It’s practically bursting at the seams. What the hell’s in there?”


      “Just some essentials.” Olivia’s fingers tightened around the shoulder strap as she stared at the gate agent, telepathically willing her to start the boarding process. What she wouldn’t give for Professor Xavier’s mind control powers right now. She could get on the plane and make Adam stop talking. Forever.


      “What kind of essentials?” Adam leaned closer like he was trying to look inside her bag.


      “Essentials,” she repeated through gritted teeth as she shifted her purse to her other shoulder, away from his nosy peeping. Why was he so interested in her goddamn purse, anyway? Why was he talking to her at all when he didn’t have to? He never talked this much at work. “Just basic stuff like my laptop, phone charger, a bottle of water, some snacks for the plane, my knitting—”


      His eyebrows shot up. “I’m sorry, your what?”


      “Knitting.”


      “Are you an eighty-year-old grandmother?” That was definitely amusement on his face now—at her expense—and it made her teeth clench.


      “Plenty of young people knit. It’s a very popular hobby. Uma Thurman knits.”


      “Uma Thurman is old enough to be a grandmother. She may actually be a grandmother.”


      “She’s not even fifty. Anyway, Demi Lovato knits. So does Cara Delevingne. Plenty of men knit too. Ryan Gosling knits, did you know that?”


      Adam put his hands up in an exaggerated gesture of surrender. “Okay. Forget I said anything.”


      If only that were possible.


      They’d been in each other’s company for all of five minutes, and she was already exhausted. How was she going to survive an entire week of this? Interacting with Adam was burning through all her energy reserves.


      “I notice they’re not boarding yet,” he pointed out in a self-congratulatory tone.


      Christ on a Cheez-It, how had she ever found this smug asshole attractive? “Do you always have to be right about everything?” Olivia asked wearily.


      “Do you?”


      “Only when I am right.”


      He gazed at her, the corner of his mouth curving in what was definitely almost a smile. “Funny, I always thought you were nicer.”


      “I am nice.”


      “I’m not complaining. I like you better when you’re not trying so hard to be nice.”


      She looked away, flustered that he’d sussed out her secret—that the sunny, friendly demeanor she adopted at work was just an act. Underneath it she was snarky and cynical and not nearly as nice as she pretended to be.


      Adam glanced over at the gate, but when he saw that boarding still wasn’t imminent, he returned his focus to Olivia. “Seriously though, why do you carry so much stuff with you?”


      “In case I need it.”


      “Doesn’t it get old, dragging that heavy bag everywhere you go? I’ve seen you lugging that thing around the office. I’m surprised you haven’t developed a shoulder impingement.”


      “It’s not that heavy. And I like to be prepared.”


      “For what?”


      “Emergencies.”


      He raised an eyebrow. “What kind of emergencies do you expect to happen around the office?”


      “That’s the thing about emergencies: you never expect them. And then boom, you spill marinara on your shirt and wish you had a Shout wipe. Or the button pops off your pants and you need to sew it back on.”


      “So not really emergencies so much as minor inconveniences.”


      “Well, yeah, I’m not some crazy end-of-the-world prepper carrying around iodine tablets and gas masks.”


      “So you’re just an over-planner, is what you’re saying.”


      She felt her face redden, not from embarrassment, but irritation—not that anyone would be able to tell the difference by looking at her pink cheeks. “I don’t think I’m an over-planner. I take an appropriate amount of precautions.”


      “I have literally never needed a sewing kit at the office in my life. It would be a ridiculous waste of energy to carry one around every day for years on the infinitesimal chance I might one day need one.”


      Honest to Christ, did this tool belt ever let up? The urge to punch him square in the dick was growing exponentially with every second she spent in his company.


      “Well, I actually have needed a sewing kit,” she replied, struggling to keep her voice level, “and I was glad I had it. And other people have needed one and I was glad to be able to offer one to them as well.”


      “So you’re carrying this stuff around for other people who can’t be bothered to carry it themselves?”


      “No, I’m carrying it for myself. But it’s nice to be able to help people occasionally.”


      “I think people should fend for themselves. If they don’t care enough to carry something, you shouldn’t be carrying it for them.”


      “If that’s how you feel, don’t come crying to me when we get stuck on the tarmac for hours with no food or water.”


      “That won’t be a problem because I’m in first class, so I’ll be served regardless.”


      “How did you swing that?” She knew for a fact the company would only pay for C-levels to fly first class on domestic flights. She knew this because she’d reviewed the company policy thoroughly before booking her own travel.


      “I upgraded with my miles.”


      Right. Of course he had. He spent almost half his time in the field, so he probably had millions of miles racked up. In fact, he probably had so many extra miles that he could have upgraded her too without even missing them.


      The thought of him stretching out in first class, enjoying hot towels and a three-course meal while she was crammed into coach eating granola bars out of her purse, made Olivia unreasonably resentful. But she was also relieved to know there’d be a curtain between them for the next three hours. At least it would give her a brief respite from his sparkling conversation before they were stuck with each other for the entire rest of the week.


      “Speaking of being in first class,” Adam said. “I’d better go line up with the other one percent.”


      “What’s your hurry? They never board on time, right?”


      The gate agent was conferring with another gate agent now, and neither of them looked like they were about to start boarding.


      Adam smirked. “Don’t tell me you’re going to miss my company, Woerner. We’ll have plenty of quality time together over the next five days.” They were staying through Sunday, so they could keep an eye on things after the changeover, just in case there were any problems.


      “Be still my heart,” Olivia muttered under her breath.


      He lifted an eyebrow. “What was that?”


      She was saved the trouble of answering by the announcement that their airplane was having mechanical issues and there would be a two-hour delay while they brought in a replacement.


      “Two hours?” Adam said irritably as everyone around them let out a collective groan. “Where are they bringing the new plane from? Mars?”


      Olivia’s shoulders sagged in despair. “You know if they say two hours, it’ll probably be more like three or four.”


      The crowd around the gate began to dissipate as their fellow travelers staked out seats or headed for one of the terminal’s several bars and restaurants to pass the delay. Olivia gazed longingly toward a nearby Chili’s, wondering if it was too early in the morning for a margarita, but Adam made a beeline for a pair of seats by the gate. She trailed behind him disconsolately.


      “This is not good.” He parked his roller suitcase in front of an empty chair, but didn’t sit down, choosing instead to pace out his frustration. “We can’t afford to waste half the day sitting around an airport.”


      Olivia sank into a chair and glared up at him. “If the time frame’s that tight, why did you say we could do it?”


      “Because it’s totally possible, as long as nothing goes wrong.”


      “But something always goes wrong. Usually multiple somethings. You have to leave a buffer for unexpected problems to crop up.”


      He shook his head, still pacing. “It’ll be fine, as long as we get started at the plant today. There’s got to be another flight we can get on.” He was already swiping through his phone to call the airline.


      “To Austin?” she said. “Not likely.”


      It wasn’t a major hub, and there was a lot of business traffic back and forth to LA, so any flights between the two cities had almost certainly been booked to capacity.


      “I’ve got to try. It’s better than sitting around doing nothing.” He walked a few steps away as he put the phone to his ear. “You should call too,” he threw over his shoulder at her. “Maybe you’ll get through to someone before me.”


      Grudgingly, Olivia took out her phone and pulled up the number for the airline. While she waited on hold for an agent, she dug through her purse for a granola bar. She’d almost finished it by the time Adam got an airline representative on the phone. She could hear him talking in a clipped, irritable tone. After a minute of back and forth, he was put on hold again.


      Olivia got out her earbuds and switched her phone to hands-free so she could knit while she waited on hold. She was knitting a shawl for Penny’s birthday, which had seemed like a good idea at the time, but it meant she couldn’t work on it around Penny unless she wanted to ruin the surprise. She was hoping to get a lot done on it during this trip—or a least during the travel legs of the trip. Once they actually got to the plant there wouldn’t be a lot of downtime.


      As she knitted and waited on hold, Adam’s representative came back on the line. Olivia could only hear his side of the conversation, but it didn’t sound like it was going well. He grew increasingly terse, eventually hanging up with a muttered, “Thanks for nothing.”


      “That seemed to go well,” Olivia commented without looking up from her knitting.


      “Really? Because I didn’t think it went well at all.” His refusal to acknowledge sarcasm was one of the less appealing aspects of his personality.


      “No luck, then?”


      “We’re stuck. The guy claimed the earliest flight he could get us on doesn’t leave until four o’clock.” He shoved his phone into the front pocket of his jeans, exposing a patch of flat stomach when he flipped up the hem of his shirt.


      Olivia tried not to look, she really did, but he was flashing his torso right at her eye level, and even though her eyes remained on her knitting, she couldn’t help catching a tantalizing glimpse of brown skin in her peripheral vision.


      No, not tantalizing. She didn’t like him anymore. His sexy muscled stomach wasn’t the slightest bit tantalizing.


      “You might as well hang up,” Adam said. “They’re just going to tell you the same thing.”


      Olivia was about to tell him that she still intended to try, thank you very much, when she finally got a representative on the line. Putting on her sweetest voice and letting a little of her native Texas drawl seep through, she very politely explained their problem, addressing the customer service agent—who’d introduced himself as Lamar—by name and asking if there was anything at all he could do to help her out. After a few minutes of investigation, Lamar regretfully confirmed that there were no earlier flights to Austin he could get them on.


      “What about a flight to Houston?” Olivia asked, and Adam’s head snapped around.


      “Now that, I might be able to swing,” Lamar replied, and put her on hold again.


      “Houston?” Adam said, frowning. “How far is that from Fayette County?”


      “Maybe an hour or two farther than Austin, depending on the traffic getting out of the city. And Houston’s a hub, so hopefully there’ll be more flights going there.”


      Lamar came back on the line a few minutes later, and triumphantly reported that he could get them on a flight to Houston that was due to start boarding in just over an hour.


      It was a tossup whether that would actually get them there faster than their current flight. If the new plane actually arrived when it was supposed to, it would be a wash. But if the new plane took longer than expected—and when didn’t something like that take longer than expected?—it would save them time.


      “Do it,” Adam said, pulling out his phone again. “I’ll call and change our rental car reservation.”


      “Do you want these two seats together?” Lamar asked.


      “No,” Olivia told him. “Definitely not.”
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