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      I’m staring down at the contract in my hands and I’m…

      Well, I’m confused, and that’s not something that happens to me often. It never happens, in fact. Not when it comes to business deals. I pride myself on knowing exactly where I’m going, what I’m doing, and how I’m going to do it. It’s been that way since I was a kid, and that’s partially because I had to figure out a way to make the world work for me.

      And work for me it has. To the tune of a gorgeous apartment on the Upper West Side with a view that most would kill for, a bank account that keeps me more than comfortable, an internationally renowned corporation that bears my name, and a life that many would find entirely enviable.

      Everything has gone my way, because I don’t give it a choice. I’m always in control. Always cool, calm, and collected.

      So why the hell does this contract, which was written to my exact specifications by one of my in-house lawyers, make me feel as if the world has suddenly dropped right out from under my feet? It says what I asked for it to say.

      I narrow my eyes at it, staring at the words I dictated, trying to make them what I want them to be. Trying to make them feel right again. But I’m failing. Badly. And deep down, I know the reason why.

      That reason has a face. It has big, doe eyes and hair that’s curly in all the right ways. A name, even, and I glance down at the bottom of that page, where that name is written in a big, loopy scrawl.

      Josephine Evans.

      The woman who should never have been anything more than an employee. The woman who became so much more than that… then got under my skin and turned everything upside down. And the woman I now have to forget about entirely, if I know what’s good for me.

      After all, we have a deal. The contract in my hand proves it.
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      “Thank you very much for your attention to this matter,” I quickly type, trying to get to the end of the email before I lose track of what I want to say. “Sincerely, Josephine Evans, Lead Assistant Publicist, Billington Enterprises.”

      I hit send and push myself quickly back from my desk, letting the wheels of my chair coast over the plastic on the floor to take me far, far away from the email I’ve just sent. Not that there was anything wrong with it. As assistant publicist—lead assistant, thank you very much—here at Billington Enterprises, I’m well within my rights to send nastygrams to people that have displeased me. And the reporter I’ve just emailed—a member of the press I’ve worked with numerous times before—has most definitely displeased me.

      I reach out and grab the copy of the Times from my desk and scan the article again. “Billington isn’t the sort of man you want to fool around with. In fact, he’s just the sort of billionaire playboy your mother would have warned you against. And certainly not the sort you want around kids,” I read under my breath.

      “Gah!”

      I throw the paper back onto the desk, frustrated, and jerk the chair around so I can stare out the window for a moment and try to center myself again.

      It wasn’t supposed to be a hit piece. I gave Annabelle Simmons access to Reid Billington—my boss, and the head of the multi-billion-dollar conglomerate he built with his own two hands—to do a feel-good piece about his work with the community. Reid works regularly with the Boys and Girls Club in New York City, and has a whole wing named after him in the local chapter’s building. Hell, he’s donated more than I’ll probably make in my entire lifetime to that charity, and he’s planning to do the same thing again next year. He’s practically funding the entire operation, right from his own bank account.

      How Annabelle managed to go from “billionaire donates millions to the boys and girls of New York” to “Billington isn’t the sort who should be allowed around kids” is beyond me. But I am furious. No, it’s a lot bigger than that. I’m holding the heat of at least one hundred suns in my hands, and if I could have, I would have shot it out of my fingers and right at Annabelle and her obnoxious, frizzy red hair the moment I saw that article.

      I run my fingers through my own curls at the thought, wondering how they’re holding up, and pull them quickly behind my head, twisting them around a finger to try to tame any that might be getting unruly. When I was a kid, I had hair as straight as a stick, and I hated it. Come eighteen and it suddenly started doing spirals, and not a day has gone by that I haven’t missed those straight, tame locks.

      The worst part is that the curls tend to pick up on my mood. Whenever I get upset, they get even wilder. If I’m not careful, they can grow to the point that they look like they’re actually trying to eat my head. And that isn’t a good look when you’re the second-in-command in the publicity department of one of the biggest companies on the planet.

      I breathe out, roll my head once to the left and once to the right, and tell myself to calm down as I turn back to my desk.

      “So, Annabelle Simmons did a hit piece on your boss,” I mutter. “It’s not the first hit piece she’s done. There’s practically a club for the men she’s attacked during her career. And it’s not the end of the world. Hell, he’ll probably think it’s funny. A boost to his ego to hear that people think he’s a playboy.”

      “A boost to whose ego?” a low, gravelly voice drawls out, and my stomach hits the floor.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God. Tell me I didn’t leave the door open. Tell me I haven’t been talking to myself out loud again…

      But when I look up, I see that I have. The door to my office is standing wide open—and my boss is standing in it. The worst part is, this isn’t the first time I’ve done this. The entire office has bets about how often they can catch me talking to myself in here.

      But I never thought my boss was in that particular pool. He must have been passing my office just as I started talking to myself. And the powers that be—whoever is controlling the universe today—decided that they hated me.

      “Mr. Billington,” I say quickly, getting to my feet and trying to plaster a casual mask over my features. Nothing to see here. Absolutely nothing to see. No, I wasn’t talking to myself—about you, and about a reporter I allowed into our office who then did a hit piece on you. I definitely didn’t call you a playboy. Out loud. In your hearing.

      “How are you today?” I ask, telling myself to get a grip. “I’m glad you’re in, actually, as I have some things to go over with you on the Build2K project. We’re going to start gearing up on that press campaign, so I’m preparing some talking points and I’d love to get your feedback on them.”

      Reid Billington, an impossibly hot thirty-something with hair that walks a fine line between brown and black and eyes so blue that they put the Caribbean ocean itself to shame, lifts one perfectly groomed eyebrow.

      “Does that press campaign require me to pose as a playboy?” he asks, barely concealing the smile that’s tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Or is the jury still out on whether or not I can pull that one off?”

      Well, shit. So he did hear everything, then.

      I do my best to stifle the blush I can feel creeping rapidly up my neck toward my face and lift an eyebrow of my own. “Spying on my private conversations now, Mr. Billington?”

      He leans casually against the doorframe and lets his eyes scan the room around me. “One does wonder who you were having that private conversation with. Because…”

      He lets his eyes come back to mine, his brow now creased at the obvious lack of anyone else in the room, and I can feel the blush growing by the second.

      Power through it, Joey, I tell myself. Deny, deny, deny.

      Or failing that, ignore, ignore, ignore.

      I pull a pad off my desk and wiggle it in front of me. “There’s no one in here because I’ve been hard at work on this Build2K campaign, like I was telling you,” I say. “And like I said, I’d love to get some feedback on this. Are you going to be available this afternoon, or should we put something in the books for later this week?”

      Reid straightens, seeming to pull himself out of the flirtation he’s allowed himself to fall into, and puts his hands behind his back—and with that, I can see the businessman face coming back online, the perfect, unreadable expression settling over his features.

      “This afternoon would be fine,” he says, his tone neutral. “In fact, I believe Nancy wanted to have a larger team meeting about that very thing. Why don’t we schedule that for tomorrow morning, and you can pick my brain then?”

      I nod, relieved to be back on safe terrain. “Perfect. I’ll send out the invites and get that scheduled. Shall we say ten tomorrow morning?”

      He gives me a quick nod of confirmation and then he’s gone, making almost no noise as he disappears.

      How the hell does he do that? There are times I could swear he actually floats above the ground rather than using his feet like normal people.

      I drop into my seat, feeling more than a little bit annoyed at the interaction, and push myself to go back to work, trying to ignore the lingering warmth in my face and the not-unpleasant pressure between my legs.
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