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      Ding, ding, dum, dum…

      I jolt awake, my focus snapping to the sound of my ringing cell phone.

      "Ah…" I massage my temples, my head feeling as though it's filled with cement. It sinks deeper into my pillow. Last night, I spent time with my favorite cousin, Xena, and some friends I hadn't seen in ages. We danced. We drank. We danced some more. I had a fantastic time—the dull, throbbing headache I'm experiencing is undeniable evidence of that.

      But lying here in my very comfortable bed, I know something is wrong. I’m not supposed to be still in bed. There’s too much light in my room. I was supposed to wake up extra early this morning to get to the office and do something.

      What was it again?

      And what time is it?

      The phone chimes for the fourth time. It’ll ring eight times before sending the caller to voicemail. I set it that way because of my boss. He calls too much, and sometimes I need the extra rings to talk myself into answering. With a squint, I peer at the screen, trying to make sense of the blur.

      "Damn it," I mutter under my breath.

      The caller is Orion Lord, my boss. The time displayed at the top of the screen stares back at me, relentless.

      I wince as I force myself into a sitting position. It's 11:00 a.m. My plan had been to be at the office three hours ago—and suddenly, I remember.

      The letter.

      My heart tightens in a sudden panic. But then, relief washes over me as I recall Orion never arrives before noon on Fridays. So, I have nothing to worry about.

      Feeling slightly more relaxed by the seventh chime, I snatch my cell phone from the nightstand, leaping to my feet. "Good morning, Orion," I greet, injecting an extra layer of cheer into my voice to create the illusion of working diligently at my desk.

      “I’ve been calling you all night and this morning,” he says, his tone dripping with indignation, as if I’d committed some unholy act by not answering.

      To be fair, avoiding his after-hours disturbances was unusual for me. Yesterday afternoon, Xena managed to convince me to switch my phone to Do Not Disturb and leave the office before 5:00 p.m.—a small rebellion that felt monumental. Before bed, I unsilenced my phone but turned the volume way down, careful not to mute it entirely. What I didn’t do was set my alarm. And now, I can’t risk him getting to the office before I do.

      “Mm-hmm. Well, you found me now.” I laugh a little too high and then freeze midmotion. “Where are you?”

      Orion never pauses for this long. He’s the sort of man who presents with an annoying kind of confidence. It’s as if he never has to think about what to say or do because he thinks second-guessing himself is a weakness. And so that pause means something is definitely amiss. I leap out of bed and move fast.

      “On my way into the office,” he finally says.

      I move swiftly towards my closet, a bona fide walk-in in the heart of New York City. I reside in corporate housing—a perk typically reserved for high-ranking executives. The company I work for, owned by Orion's family, has provided me with an executive package to serve as his assistant. I earn every penny of it, given that Orion is exceedingly challenging to work for. The substantial compensation package is why I never express my grievances about him directly, even when he assigns me the most menial tasks.

      “Okay!” I say cheerily as I peel a navy blue shift dress off the hanger. “I’ll see you soon.”

      I wait for him to say something. Orion never ends a call without a goodbye or a see you soon or a thank you. Even though he’s a horrible and annoying boss, he has fantastic manners and persistent charm.

      “By the way, you didn’t send my calendar yesterday,” he says.

      I shove my feet into my running shoes as fast as I can. “I know. Sorry. The power went out at around four-thirty. I’ll send it to you ASAP.”  It takes less than fifteen minutes to walk to the LTI building. He can wait that long.

      I shove three pieces of gum in my mouth since I can’t brush my teeth because he would hear me if I did.

      “Don’t worry. I got it.”

      I go rigid in the middle of stuffing my office pumps into my satchel, the shoes I plan to change into as soon as I’m at my desk. “You did?”

      No…

      Please, God, no.

      “Yes,” he says.

      I can’t afford to stand still while staving off another panic attack. The thing is, Orion only knows how to access his calendar from my computer—which means, he can only be at the office—right?

      I’m leaving my apartment, “What?” I ask, running on my tiptoes down the hallway.

      “I accessed my calendar,” he confirms.

      I stab the Down button to the elevator with my elbow.

      “How?” I ask, my voice laced with disbelief.

      Orion has never been able to access his calendar remotely. Or, more accurately, he pretends he can’t. Despite my countless attempts to guide him through the process, he always ends up throwing his hands in the air and insisting that I push updates to his devices three times a day during the workweek—and on weekends, too, if any changes occur. And there are always changes on weekends. I can’t escape this guy for a single day. Frankly, I’m tired of looking at him.

      He pauses again, and my insides are now sending distress signals to my feet. Could he have possibly returned to the office yesterday evening?

      No, that's impossible. He never goes back to the office once he's left.

      But I had turned my phone off... I never do that, either.

      I clutch my chest as the elevator halts on the eleventh floor. I knew I should've taken the stairs rather than trap myself in the slowest-moving elevator in New York City. I don't have the patience to wait. I need to keep moving, especially if...

      “I figured it out,” Orion finally says.

      A man with curly black hair, the most captivating eyes I've ever seen, the physique of a marble statue, and perfectly white teeth flashes a coy smile at me as he steps into the elevator. This isn't our first time exchanging such smiles while greeting each other with a 'good morning' or 'good afternoon', and on rare occasions, a 'good night'. Once, he bid me goodnight while a stunning woman, who could easily be mistaken for a supermodel, was draped over his shoulder. He's always flirtatious, but I'm certain I'm not his type. I never have the time to make myself look like his type. Like this morning, for example, when I rushed out of my apartment without a hint of makeup. Damn. I pat the side of my face. I left so fast that I forgot to tidy up my ponytail.

      Realizing that I look a mess, I shy away from smiling back at Mr. Eleventh Floor, which is what I call him in my head and when I talk to Xena and my girlfriends about him.

      “You figured it out?” I try to whisper to Orion while staring in the opposite direction of Mr. Eleventh Floor. He smells extraordinary today. I love a man who smells like heaven.

      “Yes, I did,” Orion replies.

      “But how?”

      “Well, I’m not an idiot, Lilly,” he says and then explains some obscure process he used to access his calendar.

      If I weren’t in such a rush, I would accuse him of purposely trying to confuse me. He does that sometimes.

      I jump when the elevator dings. Dang it, I should’ve muted our call before it stopped.

      “Where are you?” Orion asks.

      I race into the lobby. “I just got coffee.”

      He pauses yet again. “Oh yeah. On the fourth floor or at Starbucks?”

      “Starbucks.”

      “The one around the corner?” he asks.

      “Yep!” I sound extra chipper.

      “Did you get me one too?”

      My lungs burn as I practically run up Fourteenth Street. “Yep, black, no sugar or cream.”

      “Are you running?” he asks.

      “Yep.”

      “Why?”

      “I have a lot of work to do, just trying to get back as fast as I can,” I say, trying to control my breathing.

      “That’s great. You’re great, Lilly.” He sounds patronizing, and I wonder why.

      I frown as I narrowly avoid slamming into a pedestrian who’s following the normal New York City sidewalk-walking speed, which is very brisk and at a steady pace. But did he just call me Lilly, again? He never calls me Lilly. He always calls me Lila—and nobody calls me that but him—even though I’ve told him more times than I can remember that nobody but him calls me Lila, but he still does it just to annoy me. But now he’s calling me Lilly? What’s he playing at?

      “Right,” I barely say.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      I want to huff and puff, but I can’t tip him off that I’m running. But why is he asking me if I believe him. Why would he think otherwise? Unless…

      Has he read the letter?

      I picture myself sitting at my desk yesterday, before the power went out, grumbling to Xena about what had happened that morning. Orion woke me up with a phone call at 7:03 a.m. and asked if I could bring him a bottle of cold water and a towel. He was in the neighborhood, jogging on the High Line. I had dragged myself out of bed, grabbed a fresh bottle of cold water out of my refrigerator and a towel from my hallway cabinet, and met him on the corner of Ninth Avenue and Fourteenth Street. Orion showed no signs of ever breaking a sweat. He claimed he went for a run, but I thought it was more like a walk, and not even a power walk. He grinned at me with that annoying twinkle in his eyes as if I should’ve felt blessed to be doing him a favor. He’s such a narcissist.

      He didn’t even say thank you either. He just gobbled down the bottle’s contents as though he had spent the morning in hell and finally had been given ice water. But I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was turn my back on him and pretend our strange encounter never happened. Yet before I could spin around on my heels and stomp back to my apartment, he said, “Wait a minute. I’ll give you your towel back.” Then he proceeded to wipe his nonexistent sweat.

      “Whoa,” he finally said. “You don’t look so good. Did you get enough sleep last night? Because you can’t take off today. I need you.” To drive the point home, he aimed his half-drained water bottle at me. “I need you.”

      I glare at him, thinking, What do women see in him?

      Sure, I’m aware that Orion Lord is an extremely handsome man. But looks aren’t the only quality that makes someone attractive. In fact, knowing Orion has completely soured me on good-looking guys. Because of him, nice now tops my list of must-haves—closely followed by considerate, self-aware, and mindful.

      I also had other thoughts—a bunch of insults, expletives, and explanations. For instance, “Yeah, I look like crap because I was stuck at the office until 2:00 a.m., finishing a report for your brother Hercules’s office that was supposed to be completed by you.” By the way, I do his work too. I also wanted to say, “When was the last time I had a day off?” I can never take off. If I did, the whole office would go to shit.

      But instead, we stood at the bend of the street corner, cars whipping by way too fast, people whipping by even faster, as he kept talking and talking, and yapping. I tuned him out as the words I think I hate you repeated in my head. The guy didn’t even look at me while he spoke. His eyes kept wandering to all the beautiful women who were out and about. I think he’s a sex addict or something. The guy juggles so many women and cares for none of them. That’s why I was surprised that he was so jealous when he learned his brother Achilles was engaged to Treasure Grove, who is apparently his ex-girlfriend.

      Last year, on top of all the important work I do for him on a daily basis, he made me befriend Achilles’ assistant, Jenn, so that I could easily track his brother and his brother’s fiancée’s whereabouts.

      Finally, Achilles and Treasure are getting married in Las Vegas this weekend. They rented out an entire hotel, which costs the same amount as it does to run a small country. I think their upcoming wedding is why Orion has been acting so needy lately. I almost feel sorry for the guy, almost.

      “Recycle this, Lila,” he had finally said, shoving both towel and bottle into my chest.

      I was ready to claw his perfect face off. I almost said, “You narcissistic nitwit, do not call me Lila. How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that!”

      But I didn’t. Instead, I turned my back on him and stormed home, licking my wounds the whole way. However, it was on that walk when a solution to rid myself of Orion Lord for good began to spark in my brain.

      “You still there?” he asks.

      I peer through the window of Starbucks and see a line that feels as long as the entire East Coast. It’s 11:11 a.m., I can’t believe Starbucks is still crowded.

      “Oops,” I say. “I dropped the coffees.” I tell him I’ll make some more once I’m back in the office.

      “You never answered my question,” Orion says.

      He made me lie about the coffees and now I have to lie again. Grrr… “Yes. I believe you,” I say through the fake smile I conjured just to get those words out.

      I finally race into the LTI building.

      “Why are you breathing so heavily, Lilly?”

      I am breathing heavily. Sweat warms my forehead and trickles down the sides of my face. Our office is on the first floor. We used to be on the penthouse floor with Hercules, and his co-CEO and wife, Paisley, until Orion screwed that up. Then his job duties changed and we were moved to the sixteenth floor to join the sales team. He screwed up there too, and now we’re crunching numbers in an office with two rooms—both the same size—but still Orion insists that we share the same space while the other room be used for storing paper, pens, books, ledgers, a copier-printer-fax machine combo, and a refrigerator. He could have his own office and I could have mine. But rarely do any of Orion’s decisions make sense.

      “Lilly, are you still with me?” he asks.

      Why doesn’t he just hang up?

      I scan my employee badge to enter our private hallway. “I’m breathing heavily because I want to hurry and get to my desk.” I squeeze my eyes shut, shaking my head. “I mean back to my desk.”

      I pull up to a stop when I notice the office door is cracked open. Oh no, did I forget to close it before leaving in a huff yesterday afternoon? I take a moment to visualize myself walking out into the hallway. I was definitely hopped up on a high dose of fuck it. But I don’t have to think about what happened yesterday anymore. I know he’s in there—I can feel him in the air.

      My stomach lurches as I cross the threshold of the office. I’m now existing in slow motion as I lock eyes with Orion who’s sitting behind his desk, fingers behind his head and long legs crossed on his desk as he nails me with the cockiest grin.
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      Orion points his fingers at me like a pair of pistols. “I bet you thought I’d be on my way to the wedding.”

      My heart pounds against my ribcage, and my eyebrows shoot up, hovering just above my eyes. “I didn’t,” I reply, trying to sound composed. “You and Heather are supposed to board your private plane at eight tonight.”

      I set my bag on top of my desk, casually glancing at my computer. “What are you doing here so early?”

      Oh no.

      I stifle a gasp. My screen is still on. The last task I worked on fills the display, clear and unmistakable. My head feels light, almost detached, as I force myself to act unbothered. The letter—that letter—is sitting there in plain view, waiting for anyone, including him, to read.

      Has he read this?

      
        
        Dear Orion Lord, (You fucking narcissist—remember to delete)

        A day comes when an overqualified assistant becomes tired of picking up your laundry, managing your many girlfriends, lying to them, acting as your personal alarm clock, and a new low, even for you, Mr. Lord, bringing you a cold bottle of water at the end of your run. You run? When did you start running?

        Never mind.

        Oh…I almost forgot, having me stalk your brother and his fiancée was not your finest moment and is actually lower than the water thing. (Delete—maybe.)

        The point is, yes, the money is excellent, but you are not (Remember to revise). I quit. This is my two weeks’ notice.

        Not Even Sincerely, (Remember to delete)

        Delilah O’Shay

      

      

      My eyes flick up to his face. He’s still grinning.

      I gesture toward my iMac. “Did you see this?”

      Orion’s eyebrows furrow, and that smug smile promptly vanishes. “See what?”

      “What’s on my desktop.”

      I sit down quickly and save my two weeks’ notice into a personal, locked folder.

      He’s already on his feet, moving toward me. “What’s on your desktop?”

      I click my mouse, collapsing the document with practiced ease. “Nothing,” I say, frowning, irritated by the way he’s hovering over my shoulder.

      But I don’t know if I believe him.

      Orion reading my two weeks’ notice would explain his sudden “You’re so great, Lilly” comment. He’s trying to butter me up because he needs me.

      I twist my neck to look up at him, scrutinizing every twitch, wrinkle, and pull of his expression. If he did read my two weeks’ notice, then he has a world-class poker face. Orion isn’t the type to care enough to hide his thoughts. He’s the kind of man who believes everyone should know exactly what he’s thinking or feeling—because, of course, he’s the great Orion Lord.

      But his long legs are like immovable tree trunks, firmly planted in front of me, blocking any attempt to get away. And his crotch… it’s uncomfortably close—just inches from the tip of my nose.

      My chest tightens as I fight to tamp down a rising wave of panic. A real, full-blown panic attack simmers beneath the surface. He’s blocking me in, and I can’t shake the terrifying thought:

      I’ll never escape him.

      “Listen,” he says.

      “Could you…” I blurt at the same time, breathless.

      “I need you to go to Vegas with me.”

      Of course, he takes control of the conversation, leaving my jaw slack. “We’ll need to leave soon.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      “What about Heather?”

      He stops admiring his watch. “She’s not coming.”

      My face twists into several expressions as I try to process his words. You can go to hell might be too harsh at the moment—maybe in two weeks it’ll be the perfect thing to tell him. Unfortunately, I still need him for a final paycheck.

      The short answer, though, is no. No, Orion Lord, I will not go to Las Vegas with you. I don’t want to be anywhere near you during my weekend off.

      But a small voice in my head chimes in: Why, Orion? Why are you asking me to go to your brother’s wedding?

      It’s odd. Very odd. He has a million women who would jump at the chance to be his date.

      I glance at my computer screen. If only it could talk and tell me if he’d snooped and read my notice.

      “I’ll pay you triple your salary,” he blurts out, sweetening the deal with strategic precision. “You’ll have your own suite.”

      He smirks, the kind that suggests he’s enjoying himself a little too much. “Far away from me, if you prefer. And all expenses paid.”

      Far away from him? Why would he say that? I tilt my head, eyeing him suspiciously. “Are you sure you didn’t see what was on my screen?”

      He chuckles, low and amused. “Why do you keep asking me that, Lila? Is there something you’re hiding?”

      One corner of his mouth curls into a devilish grin. “Are you skimming off the top or something?” He laughs softly. “I mean, I do give you a lot of access to my accounts—more access than anyone else.”

      It looks like he’s about to say something more, but he presses his lips together and rubs his chin instead.

      Well, at least he’s back to calling me Lila, which is a mild relief. But I can’t stop shaking my head.

      “Why do you want me to go to Vegas with you?” I ask, exasperated. “I’m sure there’s a line of beautiful women who’d jump at the chance.”

      His smirk deepens. “And you wouldn’t get in that line?”

      I shake my head rapidly. “Not really.” Hell no is more like it.

      He strokes his chin again, as if pondering something serious. “Why is that, Lila? You don’t think I’m a catch?”

      Did he really just ask me that?

      “There’s that face again,” he says.

      I quickly even out my expression. “What face?”

      “The stink face.”

      Oh. That face.

      “I don’t have a stink face.”

      “Yes, you do. But never mind that. I need a platonic date. Someone who looks at me the way you do. No pressure. We get through the weekend. I’m not alone. It’s all business. And as I said, I’ll pay you very well.”

      I should say no—I’m quitting. But the extra money would be useful. And honestly, an all-inclusive weekend trip to Las Vegas without being his real date doesn’t sound so bad. I could use a mini break, and if anyone owes me one, it’s him.

      But this time, I won’t be his obedient, closed-mouth assistant. If he sucks, I’ll tell him he sucks. That’s what I should do before I quit anyway—one whole weekend of telling him the truth, no filters, no holding back.

      “Okay,” I say, puffing up my chest and folding my arms. “I’ll be your… whatever for the wedding.”

      I won’t call myself his date. I will never be his date.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      I suggest he stay at the office while I run to my apartment. It’ll take no more than half an hour to pack a suitcase and get back. But, of course, Orion insists on driving me to my building—and waiting.

      “We have one hour, Lila.” He taps the face of his watch. “Time is essential.”

      I stop myself from blurting out a cynical laugh. Is he serious? The man who’s never on time for anything is lecturing me about the essentiality of time? As the British say, bollocks!

      It’s pure torture being alone with Orion in his ultra-posh luxury car. Mercedes? BMW? Maybe a Rolls Royce? I don’t know. I have zero knowledge of cars. But whatever this is, it’s ridiculously nice. I never thought I’d ride in a car like this, not in my lifetime.

      Even though we share the same office space, I don’t think we’ve ever been this close, breathing the same air for such a prolonged period. Which, by the way, has been all of one minute.

      “So…” he starts, his tone casual, like he’s addressing an old friend. “Why did you turn your phone off last night?”

      I stop myself from blurting, What? It was off? or The battery died. Instead, I shift uncomfortably in my seat. For once, I don’t want to retreat. The truth is perched on the tip of my tongue: Because I didn’t want to be disturbed.

      He glances at me, does a double take. “If you had your phone on last night, we wouldn’t have to rush today.”

      Say it, Lilly, I urge myself. Just say it.

      Instead, I turn my head to get a better look at the man who just expertly gaslit me. Grinning, smug, and so full of himself, he makes the final turn and pulls up to my building’s lobby.

      Right on cue, a guy walking by cranes his neck to admire the car.

      He catches my gaze and lowers his brows, as if my expression genuinely disturbs him. What does he see? My mouth is agape, my lips quivering. I want to accuse him of gaslighting me—again. The words sit heavy on the tip of my tongue, unspoken.

      The way I feel is not healthy. He is not healthy.

      Finally, he rips his gaze away from me, deciding, it seems, not to ask whatever is brewing in his mind. Instead, he scowls at his expensive watch. “You have fifteen minutes.”

      Every fiber of my being screams at me to flip him the bird and shout, “I change my mind, you narcissistic nitwit! Oh, and by the way, I quit!”

      But I don’t.

      Instead, I do the math.

      I live in an expensive city. My rent is steep, and the only reason I get a break on it is because of LTI’s policy of covering 30 percent of rent for high-level executives. Of course, I’m just an executive assistant, but Hercules—the brother who interviewed me four and a half years ago—assured me I’d receive executive-level perks. He’d warned me about his difficult brother. No walk in the park, he said, but the compensation would be handsome.

      He gave me every opportunity to walk out the door, but I stayed. Time got away from us as I told him why I had to make this job work. I didn’t mention my magna cum laude BA in psychology or the fact that I was also a trained dancer who only completed college to please my parents.

      Instead, I told him about my father. About the car accident that, five years to the month of my interview, had left him paralyzed. Then, one morning, my dad woke up and wiggled his toes. It was a miracle.

      We put him into a top-tier physical rehabilitation program—effective but expensive. The bills mounted quickly, and that’s why I needed the money. That’s why I promised myself I’d figure out how to deal with his impossible brother.

      And to date? Every cent of that money has been worth it. My dad can walk on his own now. Dr. Willis says he’ll be able to run soon.

      I just need to save six more months’ worth of therapy payments. This weekend’s trip will push me over the top, which means that after two weeks from Monday, I’ll finally be free to say, Sayonara, Orion.

      I calm myself with the thought, allowing a smile to spread across my face. He’s the last man in the world who deserves to be so good-looking.

      “Okay,” I sing, overenthusiastically. “Fifteen minutes it is.”

      I can acquiesce because I’m leaving. Soon, he’ll have to do all his own work—or end up in the basement. His choice.

      And he’ll fail.

      I wish I could get a front-row seat to watch him languish down there with his new horrible assistant as he continues to be the loser he’s always been.
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      It takes less than ten minutes to pack underwear, two party dresses, one summer dress, my favorite nightshirt, and my beauty and hygiene essentials. I brush my teeth with my electric toothbrush, then toss it into my bag. Grabbing my laptop, I think, This weekend will be the perfect opportunity to craft a more civil resignation letter.

      “No laptop,” Orion says as he loads my suitcase into his trunk.

      My brain scrambles like dice in a cup. The most important task I planned for this weekend is being ripped away. “What?”

      “No laptop.”

      I stare at him, jaw dropped, wondering what’s gotten into him. The Orion I know wouldn’t care if I brought my laptop. And what’s he going to do if I insist? Fire me? I’ve already got one and a half feet out the door.

      My lips stutter as I prepare to say those beautiful two words—I quit—for real this time. For a split second, I imagine myself yanking my suitcase from the trunk and saying, Go to hell, boss from hell.

      But then there’s the money.

      “Fine,” I grumble, running my laptop back up to my apartment.

      On the way down, the elevator stops on the eleventh floor. In walks him: Mr. Eleventh Floor. Gorgeous. His looks are a perfect mix of the hot jock next door and a brooding, sexy vampire. He can’t be much older than thirty, judging by the graceful way he carries himself. His face has that eternally youthful quality, but I’ve never seen him like this before—flustered and wearing it so sexily.

      His eyes widen in recognition. “What a coincidence.”

      “And this time, I didn’t even plan to run into you,” I say with a laugh.

      His thick, naturally manicured eyebrows shoot up. Is he actually wondering if I’m a stalker?

      “That was a joke,” I add quickly. “And obviously a bad one.”

      We chuckle to ease the awkwardness. I can’t believe I said that.

      Mr. Eleventh Floor tells me he had to run back to his apartment for his phone, which he left on the sofa.

      “That sounds like something I’d never do,” I joke, laughing nervously.

      Thankfully, he laughs too. “Me neither. I’m exhausted. I won’t be able to slow down until the weekend is over.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he adds, “I was up all night watching player performance videos.”

      “I’m usually pretty laid-back, but when the season starts, I turn into a rabid workaholic. I have to win the big one.”

      His eyes… I can’t help but notice their perfect shade and shape. And his lips—full and kissable. They remind me of Orion’s, but Mr. Eleventh Floor is far dreamier. He’s clearly not a selfish jerk, and he’s athletically tall, too.

      I’m sure he has a girlfriend. Men like him are never single. That would explain why our interactions never go beyond casual
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