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        It’s okay to be a princess

        for the right dragon.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Returning home with a business degree and a mountain of school debt meant swallowing a few of my principles, like never taking money from men. At least at my uncle’s club, Lunar Pulse, I knew every dollar I made was earned.

      I barely made it through the employee entrance before Uncle Jay swooped in with a grin.

      “Welcome back, Sophie-Girl!” He crushed me in one of his bear hugs. “I know this isn’t where you want to be, but I’m glad you’re here. I really need the help.”

      I patted his arm as I wriggled free. At five-foot-five, I had to look up at him. He was tall, built like a linebacker, and as much of a draw as the pulsing lights and music were, especially in a place where humans and shifters alike mingled without distinction. While he might be mistaken for one occasionally due to his size, he wasn’t one.

      “Don’t act like you’re not doing me a huge favor,” I said. “At least now I’m old enough to serve drinks instead of being an overpaid dishwasher who can take inventory.”

      The man who’d been more like a father to me than my own laughed and motioned for me to follow him so he could get me situated before the club opened. Having worked there before I went off to school, I already knew the basics, but he’d made a few changes since I’d been gone.

      “How’s your mom doing?” he asked after showing me the new ordering system.

      “Good. We didn’t get to talk much when I got home yesterday. She had to run back to work for something, and I passed out before she got home.”

      “Moving day’s hard work,” he said. “She still at Palambers?”

      I shook my head. “Her position was cut there. She’s at another department store now.”

      He nodded but looked troubled. I could guess why. Uncle Jay was nothing like his brother, my father. He was willing to help people even at an expense to himself. Not for the first time, I wished Mom had ended up with Uncle Jay instead of Dad. Uncle Jay would have never divorced her like my dad had. However, Uncle Jay was ten years her junior and had still been in middle school when Mom met Dad in college.

      “Well, if she’s ever interested in helping out here, she can have her pick of positions,” Uncle Jay said.

      “I’ll let her know.”

      I wouldn’t. Despite her shattered self-esteem, Mom still had her pride. She’d once run her own company. How could she go from president to bartender?

      Uncle Jay handed me an apron and the handheld tablet we used for orders.

      “Play around with it for a bit. See if you can customize a drink order. When Erika gets here, I’ll have you follow her around for tonight.”

      I sat on a velvet bar chair as he walked away.

      He might think I didn’t want to work at his club after coming home, but I did. It was a stepping stone. Serving drinks near downtown meant money, connections, and a front-row seat to how Uncle Jay ran things.

      I wasn’t picky about work. I’d start at the bottom, learn everything I could, and make sure I never ended up as someone else’s tool, like Mom had. She’d built a business from nothing, gained access to the social elites of Motan—the city I called home—and once she was at her peak, Dad took it all.

      The lights dimmed in the club, and the decorative ones turned on around the bar’s back mirror. I caught a glimpse of my serious, slightly angry expression. Relaxing, I forced a friendly smile that didn’t quite reach my cosmetically accentuated blue eyes.

      You can’t change the past, Soph. Get over it, and smile so the tips roll in.

      I smiled wider and ran a hand over my smooth blonde hair that I’d pulled back into a ponytail. The makeup and hairdo, along with the black and white uniform, gave me a high-class look I hoped would gain me some big tips.

      With my mood in a better place, I focused on successfully customizing a few drink orders and then sending a group message to my friends, Wrenly and Miranda.

      
        
        Me: Who’s ready for some drinks tonight?

        Wrenly: Are you back? I’m so excited! Not feeling the greatest right now, but I’ll let you know when we can get together. Miss you!

        Miranda: Don’t lie. You’re probably already in bed getting what we’re not. But we forgive you. I’m up for drinks. Where and when?

        Me: Lunar Pulse. I’m serving until close.

        Miranda: Be there soon!

      

      

      I pocketed my phone as Erika came over to introduce herself. She was sweet, like Wrenly. Not like Miranda. Miranda had bite, the kind you’d expect from a wolf shifter. Yet, somehow, despite that major difference, we had still clicked over fashion—something, Wrenly, my human ex-roommate, never cared about.

      Erika showed me which section of the bar was ours and gave me a quick rundown of what to expect and what not to tolerate. I could see why Uncle Jay put me with her. She was close to my age but had the no-nonsense attitude of someone much older.

      Unfortunately for Uncle Jay, there wasn’t a crazy rush when the doors opened. It was more of a slow trickle, exactly the way I remembered business being before I went to school, too. Lunar Pulse wasn’t losing money, but it wasn’t growing either.

      While I slipped into the familiar routine of mixing the standard bar drinks people ordered, I brainstormed marketing ideas. Uncle Jay always tried to feature a drink special. Something novel. But people didn’t come here for that. Really, they came here for him. So, between orders, I took a quick video of him working behind the bar that really showcased his good looks.

      Miranda showed up around ten. The crowd hadn’t grown much, and I’d taken enough of Erika’s customers to prove that I could work on my own during the next shift, so I clocked out early and found Uncle Jay.

      “Can I have access to Pulse’s social accounts?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      I held out my hand for his phone.

      “Now?”

      I grinned at him. “Yep. You’re going to help me build my business skills portfolio. Marketing is the backbone of business growth, and I have ideas.”

      He unlocked his phone and handed it over. I quickly gave myself permission to all of Lunar Pulse’s business socials and pretended not to notice the messages from women who were hooking up with him. I didn’t see any harm in hookups so long as both parties knew that’s all it was. And it seemed all his companions did know.

      Once I was set, I gave him his phone back and went to join Miranda.

      “I thought you were going to serve, not drink with me,” she said when I handed her a pretty cocktail I’d snagged from my uncle.

      “That’s not for drinking. Yet. Just hold it and look sexy for a second,” I said.

      She struck a provocative pose, just as I knew she would, and I took a picture. The gorgeous brunette with a soul-searching gaze and lips that would tempt any straight man or queer woman would pull in the patrons as much as the tempting drink she was holding.

      “Are you hooking me up with someone?” she asked, watching me upload it.

      “Nope, you’re holding tonight’s drink special and helping class up the place. You can drink now.”

      She chuckled and took a sip as I finished promoting Lunar Pulse’s drink and dedicated cocktail enthusiast, my uncle. Then I sat back and looked over my friend. She looked as fit and as fashionably fabulous as ever with her glossy hair and chic sleeve dress to accentuate her figure and…

      “New earrings,” I said, my gaze lingering on the high-end fashion jewelry. “How long did it take you to save for those?”

      “Forever,” she said with a pout before she preened a little. “Wrenly never notices when I wear something new. This is why I like hanging out with you.”

      “Is she really okay? It’s not like her to be sick. Ever. One sneeze and her family has her getting a check-up.”

      Miranda grinned. “You’re not wrong. The jury is still out on whether she’s sick or just still addicted to going to Pound Town with her mate.”

      “It’s been a year.”

      Miranda shrugged. “With us shifters, that mate spark takes a long time to fade…if ever, if we’re lucky.”

      I made a face. “No thanks. I like my sex life like my bank account—frequent deposits, quick withdrawals, and zero regrets.”

      Miranda smirked. “Still no interest in the white dress and tiara.”

      “Hell no. I’ve seen firsthand the trauma that follows the ‘I do’ ghost garb and refuse to be another victim.”

      “Ghost garb? That’s a new one. Explain.”

      “It’s what you wear before you become a faded version of your former self.”

      “Ouch. Okay. So you’re saying no man would stand a chance at winning you over?”

      “For some stress relief between the sheets? Maybe. Depends on our chemistry. I like fun, but I’m not free and easy. If he’s looking for something more? Hard pass.”

      “So if a little birdie told an interested man about your love of fashion in exchange for a designer purse the little birdie’s been obsessing over for the last three months, it wouldn’t be a break in trust, right?”

      It didn’t take a degree to figure out who the designer-obsessed little birdie was. I considered Miranda as I took a sip of my own drink.

      “Who’s the interested male?” I asked finally.

      “A guy I know who saw you and thinks he might have a chance.”

      I snorted. “Zero chance, but go on. What does telling him about my fashion obsession have to do with you getting a purse?”

      “Like I said, he’s interested. But I already told him you were talking about a gender change.”

      I grinned at her, appreciating the deflection on my behalf.

      “And it didn’t seem to faze him for long,” she continued. “He’s still interested and has been asking me for advice on how to win you over. He was easy to ignore until he said I could name my price. Of course, I didn’t give him anything—chicks before dicks—but if you give me the nod, I think I can get us matching handbags.”

      My laughter rang out.

      “Go for it. Nothing you tell him will help him win me over. The second he hears your price, he’ll go running. Not many people can afford your level of taste.”

      She silently toasted me. “It doesn’t hurt to try.”

      “I almost pity him.”

      “Careful, that’s how they get you.”

      “I said ‘almost.’ I’m too smart to fall for pathetic.”

      “What about sinfully sexy?” Miranda smirked and nodded toward the bar.

      I followed her gaze. The man sat with his bar stool angled so he was facing the door, giving me his profile. The defined edge of his hard jawline and the slight bump on the bridge of his nose lent him quiet strength, while his lips hinted at sin beneath the shadow of a smile.

      He was every fantasy I’d ever had, carved into flesh. From his golden, styled hair to the fitted suit hugging his broad shoulders and narrow waist, he tempted me.

      “That one is definitely a hard pass,” I said, tearing my gaze from him.

      “Really? Why?”

      “He’s like an Angel’s Trumpet.”

      “I like our conversations, Sophia. They always keep me guessing.”

      I laughed at her large sip and shook my head. “You need to read more. Angel’s Trumpet is a plant. It’s pretty to look at, but deadly. He’s the same.”

      “Interesting. And you can tell that with just a glance?”

      “Yep.”

      She made a pouty face. “I think your uncle wants you to help again, and that group of guys that just walked in is looking at me. If I end up slapping some sense into a human who won’t take no for an answer tonight, you'd better have bail money.”

      “I’m broke,” I said, standing. “No slapping. Smile and tell them you’ll be back tomorrow night. I like your company.”

      She snorted and waved me away so she could flirt like I knew she would. Miranda might talk like she wasn’t interested, but she absolutely wanted to find a mate of her own.

      My uncle beckoned me to join him where the number of customers around the bar had increased. I helped him fill orders and settle bills. The “rush” was only slightly more than what one bartender could handle, so neither of us got overwhelmed. I chatted with a few patrons and made some decent tips, with Uncle Jay passing his to me since I was clocked out.

      Eventually, Mr. Sexy With A Side Of Danger signaled that he was ready for another drink. Admittedly, I’d been avoiding going over to check on him. A girl only had so much willpower, looking at his pretty face. And boy was it pretty up close. His lips beckoned just as much as his hazel eyes that leaned toward a captivating amber.

      Definitely an Angel’s Trumpet.

      “What can I get for you?” I asked with a pleasant smile.

      “Your number.”

      He said it so smoothly, like it had rolled off his tongue a million times. Why did that disappoint me?

      Don’t be an idiot, Soph. A man whore is a good thing. They’re safe.

      Nothing about this man said he was safe, though.

      I rattled off my uncle’s phone number. It wouldn’t be the first time he got a call for me. Usually, when the guy hears another guy’s voice, they immediately hang up.

      “Will you pick up if I call you?”

      I started making a drink.“Someone will, but I can’t guarantee it’ll be me.”

      The partial smile that had been teasing his mouth grew.

      “It’s not your number, is it?”

      “You won’t know until you try it.” I slid the drink I made toward him. “That’ll be twenty dollars.”

      He handed over the cash without batting an eye at the inflated price.

      I moved away to put the money in the till, let Uncle Jay know I was done, then rejoined Miranda, who dispersed her group of admirers at my approach.

      “Didn’t vibe with any of them?” I asked.

      “Not enough to do anything about it,” she said. “What about you and Mr. Angel? I saw you talking to him.”

      Angel wasn’t a bad name for the guy. He definitely looked like someone born to be worshipped.

      “Not enough to do anything about it,” I said, echoing her sentiment.

      “So what are your plans now that you’re home?”

      “Working here and making connections until I can land a business job,” I said.

      “You have connections, you know,” Miranda said. “Wrenly can get you into Wulf Enterprises with just a pout. I’ve seen it.”

      “Which is precisely why I don’t want to go there. I want to earn my place by building my skills so I’m indispensable. Using the backdoor to get in is just dirty tricks.”

      Miranda’s immediate smirk had me rolling my eyes.

      “No dirty back door jokes,” I warned. “And I’m serious about earning my way.”

      “Okay. Then, if I see any legit openings—not in Wulf Enterprises—should I send them your way?”

      “I’d be forever in your debt.”

      She waved off my comment. “I need to pay you back for letting me use you as a money tree.”

      “I thought we were getting matching handbags.”

      “Only if we’re lucky.”

      We toasted each other and drank until I was tipsy. Miranda, of course, was fine due to her shifter metabolism and switched me over to water as soon as she noticed.

      “You’re my best friend,” I said with a grin. “Don’t tell Wrenly.”

      “Oh, I’m telling her. Maybe she’ll feel guilty and come out with us next time.”

      “Good point. Next time is tomorrow, right?”

      “Is this place open on a Sunday night?”

      “Of course. Uncle Jay is married to his place. He couldn’t leave her for a night if he tried.” I thought for a moment. “I think he did try back when I was in high school. A tropical getaway. It was all booked and everything. Hot chick with a bikini to go with it. He chickened out.”

      He hadn’t chickened out. He’d canceled because that’d been when Dad filed for divorce. Uncle Jay had been livid on Mom’s behalf, but he’d stayed because of me so I wouldn’t be stuck with them while they were sorting out their lives. That’d been the first time I’d come to Lunar Pulse and learned how to take inventory.

      “Your scent changed to sad. What are you thinking?” Miranda asked.

      “Nothing useful. Just remembering why I love Uncle Jay and why you should come back tomorrow. We need more social posts to promote this place.”

      She looked around and nodded thoughtfully. “It’s a great place. I think pictures of me and some attractive men would work for promotion.”

      “Together?” I asked, a little surprised. I wasn’t opposed necessarily, but I wasn’t sure my uncle wanted his club branded as a⁠—

      “I don’t know where your thoughts were veering, but I meant separately. Pictures of attractive people having fun are advertising 101. I promise to dress special tomorrow and call a few guys I know. They’ll model in exchange for a free drink, no problem.”

      “Perfect!”

      While the rest of the bar emptied—Mr. Angel had left somewhere between sober and tipsy—Miranda and I strategized until Uncle Jay joined us.

      “Are you all right to drive home?” he asked me.

      “She’s not,” Miranda said. “If you’re willing to follow me with her car, I’ll drop you off back here.”

      Uncle Jay agreed, and I just wanted to hug the pair of them. “I love you guys.”

      Miranda sighed. “Good thing the music is off, or the next phase of her drunken happiness would be grinding on some poor unsuspecting⁠—”

      “You!” I said with a grin.

      “Exactly. Let’s go, Sloppy Sophie.”

      I wrinkled my nose at her. “Not that one. Wrenly gets Princess. I want a better one.”

      “Wrenly hates Princess,” Miranda said, tugging me to my feet. Gently, of course. Her “not gentle” could rip my arm off.

      “What about glitterbug or shoewhore?”

      Uncle Jay started laughing as he followed us out of the employee exit.

      “Not sure shoewhore’s a good pet name, Sophie-Girl,” he said from behind us.

      “It’s actually pretty fitting,” Miranda said, stuffing me into her sleek red sports car. “She’d sell herself for the right pair of heels.”

      I laughed because she wasn’t wrong and buckled myself in as she walked around the car. It was nice having a friend who understood my boundaries. I didn’t really have many boundaries in general—just with men. Specifically with men who might want to use me. I was absolutely fine with using them, though.

      My thoughts drifted to Mr. Angel, and Miranda shot me a look as she started her car.

      “Are you really horny for shoes?”

      I was still giggling by the time she pulled up in front of my house.

      “Will you be able to put yourself to bed, shoewhore?”

      Another fit of giggles escaped me. “Yep. I’ll be fine. Thanks for the ride.”

      I got out and hugged Uncle Jay before he could take my seat. “Thanks for bringing my car back. See you tomorrow.”

      “Any time. And welcome home, Sophie-Girl. Tell your mom I said, ‘Hi’.”

      “I will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My phone buzzed on the nightstand next to me, waking me. I rubbed a hand over my face and forced my eyes open. Daylight peeked in from around my window blinds as I squinted at the message from Miranda.

      
        
        Miranda: There’s a job opening at Steele Corporation. Administrative position, but it’s for the VP. Not sure if you’re interested.

      

      

      I sat up, excitedly clicking the link she’d included, and read the job description. Working for the VP wasn’t starting at the bottom, but it was within my skill set. I had all the software experience they required.

      Giddy, I sent Miranda a heart emoji, said it was perfect, and told her to keep sending recommendations like that. Then, I looked up Steele Corporation. I wasn’t unfamiliar with the Steele name. They were old money. The company had been around for a century already, proof of solid past leadership that helped it survive numerous economic crises during that time. But what about now?

      I pulled up the company website and started reading. They had a strong company motto and core values that showed they cared about their employees. However, when I went to the leadership page, there were no pictures for the higher-ups, just a little bit about their achievements and ethics.

      The man in charge, Drokonnen Steele, took over a few years ago, as had the Vice President, Lianna Stonestock. Both went to elite schools, proving they had pedigrees and brains.

      Feeling a little intimidated, I filled out the application anyway.

      Impossible only happened when a person never tried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Mom stood by the stove when I walked into the kitchen.

      “I thought I heard you moving around,” she said with a smile. “How do pancakes sound?”

      “Good, but you don’t have to cook for me, Mom. I already appreciate you letting me stay here.”

      “Of course, you should stay here. This is your home too. And I like cooking for you. Cooking for one isn’t fun.”

      I could tell by how thin she was that she hadn’t been cooking for herself much since I left last time, and I made a mental note to do my share of cooking, too.

      “Do you work today?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I picked up a shift.” She glanced at the clock. “I should leave in an hour.”

      During that hour, we chatted and ate. She told me more about her current job and asked about Uncle Jay and my work. I shared my plan to work nights at Lunar Pulse for the foreseeable future, until I got a day job. I didn’t mention the application I’d submitted to Steele, though.

      After Dad bulldozed her out of their company during the divorce, she’d clawed her way into upper management elsewhere—until one project failure toppled it all. From there, she’d landed a mid-management position that ended with severance, then lower and lower rungs, until she ended up behind a retail counter. She didn’t even glance at companies like Steele anymore. A man—and relentless bad luck—had broken her confidence.

      While she would be happy for me if I managed to get into Steele Corporation, one of the “it” companies to join in Motan, I also knew she’d worry. The corporate world could be cutthroat. She’d experienced it firsthand. However, I wasn’t looking to be corporate. At least, not at the level she’d been. A steady job with room to grow was all I wanted.

      Stability was good.

      When a person climbed too high, the foundation got shaky.

      She hugged me goodbye, and I started cleaning up. While putting things away, I saw how little food there was in the house and ran to the grocery store with last night’s tip money.

      With a roast in the slow cooker and a note on it reminding Mom to eat, I left for the club.

      Uncle Jay was dusting bottles behind the bar when I walked in.

      “You’re early,” he said.

      “Nope. I’m right on time for you to make me tonight’s signature drink.”

      “It’s a little early to start sampling, isn't it?”

      I grinned. “It’s never too early for a sample when we’re taking pictures to promote the club and pull in more patrons.”

      “Ah.” He started mixing and presented me with an artfully colorful drink that sparkled in the light.

      “Is that glitter?”

      “It’s meant for cocktails,” he assured me.

      I turned the martini glass so the curl of orange zest was at the right angle and took some pictures with the background blurred and the light catching the glitter. Then I sampled it.

      “Mmm. That’s good. I’ll upload a teaser post with a flavor description before we open. I’ll get some pictures of friends drinking it later too. We’ll stick to that for a few days and see if it sparks an uptick in sales. Then work on what kind of posts or drinks are pulling more profit.”

      He hugged me. “I’m glad you’re here, Sophie-Girl. I like the talking and the mixing, not all the stuff you’re doing.”

      “I know.”

      Setting the drink aside, I focused on prepping for the night. Like the day before, there wasn’t a mad rush when we opened, but enough to stay busy until Miranda showed up with a few friends to model with their free drinks. Uncle Jay made a variety this time, and the pictures came out great. About an hour after I posted those, Uncle Jay needed help behind the bar again.

      “I think you’re on to something with these pictures,” he said. “Let your friends know they’re welcome back any time.”

      Laughing, I helped him fill orders, working my way down the bar until I reached a familiar face at the end.

      My pulse tripped when I saw Mr. Angel.

      “What can I get you?”

      “A night. Alone. With you.”

      That, along with the weight of his gaze, didn’t help my pulse recover. Flirting was one thing; the way he said “you” was another.

      So damn dangerous.

      “Neither of us would survive,” I managed smoothly. “Unless you’re into dicks on transitioning chicks.”

      His expression didn’t shift. Not even a little.

      “It’s the person who interests me, not the gender.”

      Shit. Did I get a guy who was bisexual? Pansexual?

      Damn if that didn’t just interest me more.

      “Smooth…and either very enlightened of you, or you're saying what you think I want to hear. Either way, I'm still working. So how about we stick to what you want to drink, or I help the next person?”

      “You choose the drink,” he said, looking only a little disappointed.

      I mixed up the signature drink and charged him twenty again. He paid without hesitation, and I walked to the till, unsure what to think of him.

      Attractive? Absolutely.

      Dangerous? Yes, but on what level?

      When I said it to Miranda, I’d been referring to the danger to my ovaries and possibly my single status. His approach and the way he was watching me were sending off different warning vibes now.

      He was too interested after one simple exchange.

      “You’re walking me to my car tonight,” I said to Uncle Jay when he joined me.

      “Problem?” he started to turn.

      “No. Caution. Actually, I’ll have Miranda stay.”

      She was more dangerous than Uncle Jay, but also had a better nose.

      “‘Kay. Let me know if you need me,” he said.

      I nodded and continued serving until the crowd died down enough for me to return to the tables. Once the numbers thinned, I clocked out and let Erika handle the rest so I could hang out with Miranda.

      “You smell anxious,” she said. “Why?”

      I glanced at the bar and saw Mr. Angel was gone.

      “The hot guy from last night was here again. He didn’t even flinch when I told him I’m transitioning. He said it was the person, not the gender, that attracted him. I haven’t been hit on by a bisexual yet. It threw me off.”

      She grinned at me. “Is he breaking through your ‘hell no’ wall?”

      “No, he’s pushing my ‘do I have my shifter friend walk me to my car tonight?’ button.”

      She immediately lost her humor. “Absolutely. I’m sorry for laughing.”

      I shook my head. “No, I get it. It’s not like me to get spooked by a guy. Something about him is just…a lot.”

      She nodded and looked at the spot where he’d been sitting. I could see her thoughts spinning.

      “By the way, Uncle Jay said you’re welcome for a free drink any time,” I said to distract her. “It always seems to pick up after I post pretty people drinking. Thank your friends for me too.” I looked around, but they were already gone. “Who were they?”

      “Other pack members. They liked it here. Smells decent. Your uncle keeps it clean. So they’ll probably be back on their own.”

      “I never thought of bar smells being a deterrent,” I said. “You never seemed bothered.”

      “The company always outweighed the smells. Plus, we have similar tastes and pick decent places.”

      “Very true.”

      She set her drink aside. “Let’s talk about what I should tell your admirer to start earning a handbag. I was thinking about rules for engagement. Not coming on too strong is a given.” She waved her hand at where Mr. Angel had been sitting. “It’s also not personal enough.”

      I considered my turn-ons and turn-offs.

      “Guys who give things with the expectation of reciprocation are a big turn-off. I’m not saying I’m into freebies or anything, but giving should be just giving. If there are strings, the strings should be put out there upfront.”

      “Meh, I think that’s a pretty universal turn-off. I’ll pass it on, but it’s not handbag-worthy. At least, not the one we want.”

      “I like honesty, which is ironic coming from a girl who shuts guys down with a lie, and I appreciate a guy who doesn’t flaunt his emotions.”

      “Oh, this is getting interesting. Go on. Give me examples.”

      “Like, it’s okay to get angry about something, but it’s not okay to take it out on other people, either physically or mentally. I think the silent treatment is the biggest red flag there is. It’s okay to need a minute of peace to calm down, but it’s not okay to use silence as a weapon.” I smirked a little. “Although that weapon doesn’t work well with me. Their silence is usually a blessing and a sign to send them on their way. But I also don’t like a guy who explodes. Explosions usually have casualties, you know?”

      “What about positive emotions? Like affection?”

      I made a face.

      “So no PDA?”

      “That’s not what that face was for. I was imagining affection outside of the bedroom. I think it would freak me out and send me running.”

      “Okay. Affection is fine, but not until you’re ready for it.”

      “I’ll never be ready.”

      She shrugged. “We need him to think he has a chance. I need the purse.”

      I shook my head at her. “You're borderline evil.”

      “I disagree. I already warned him away from you several times. His persistence is his problem. And how much he values this information is up to him. I already spilled what I knew, and it wasn’t purse-worthy.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “You’re strongly against long-term commitment because of your parents’ divorce. You don’t like your hair pulled during sex⁠—”

      “I regret sharing that story with you.”

      “You’re smart and intuitive, which will make you a lot harder to catch.”

      “Am I wild game now?”

      “You're snarky—extra snarky when hungry—and extremely loving when you’re drunk, but only to your close friends.”

      “Hmm. Those are all good. He mustn’t be that into me if he didn’t find value in any of that.”

      “Oh, he did find value. But just ‘down payment for the handbag’ value.”

      “Well, tell me how much this next batch of info goes for, and I’ll keep brainstorming.”

      She grinned at me. “You’re a good accomplice.”

      My phone buzzed with a message.

      
        
        Mom: Thank you for the roast. It was delicious. I’m sorry you had to go shopping.

        Me: It wasn’t a problem. And I enjoyed cooking for you for a change.

        Mom: Drive safely on your way home. I’ll leave breakfast for you in the morning. I have an early shift.

        Me: Okay.

      

      

      “What kind of text did you get that has you frowning like that?”

      “My mom. She just got off a shift and said she has an early shift. I hate that she has to work so hard. It shouldn’t be like this.”

      I took a calming breath and closed the text message.

      “Did you apply to Steele Corp?” Miranda asked.

      “Yeah. This morning.”

      “Anything back from them yet?”

      “It’s a Sunday. I probably won’t hear anything until the end of the week.”

      “That’s not what I heard. They’re setting up a recruitment day for it tomorrow. Since they just posted the opening yesterday, they’re definitely working the weekend.”

      I hurried to check my email and murmured, “No way,” when I saw something from Steele Corp’s Human Resources. Opening it, I quickly read the invitation to interview in the morning.

      “I can’t believe it. They actually emailed.”

      “See. I told you.”

      “They want me to come in tomorrow. How many applicants do you think they have?”

      She shrugged. “It’s hard to say with such short notice, but a lot of people dream of getting into Steele. I’m betting they’d be able to fill their schedule with interviews.”

      I nodded, feeling hopeful but also quietly giving myself a reality check.

      You don’t have any experience, and you’re applying for a highly sought-after position. You’ll need to stand out, Soph.

      “I think I’m calling it a night early,” I said.

      She nodded and waited for me to tell my uncle before walking out with me.
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      The Steele building was impressively large, with a full-service cafe to the right of the main entry doors and a main reception area with seating to the left. Next to the reception desk, security turnstiles separated the public spaces from the Steele Corp Human Resources Department and the elevator banks that had access to the rest of the floors.

      I sat in the sitting area with three other women and watched the human resource manager walk through the turnstile with the previous interviewee. She thanked her for her time, watched her leave, then called the next applicant’s name.

      One of the women stood and joined her.

      A new woman walked in, went to the reception, and said she was there for an interview.

      “That last one was quicker than the previous one. I wonder what questions they’re asking,” the woman next to me said. “I really want this job.”

      “You and every other young, single woman in the city,” the other woman said with a grin.

      “Why?” I asked, feeling like I was missing something.

      “Are you serious or just pretending?”

      “This is my second day back in the city after four years. Not pretending. What don’t I know?”

      The woman next to me leaned closer to speak softly.

      “The CEO is the heir to Steele Corporation. He’s still single and not currently dating, according to my sources.”

      I tried not to let my face show my partial revulsion as I realized they were social climbers like my father.

      “Ah. Well, good luck with that.”

      The door opened, and the manager walked out with the woman who’d just gone in. The manager shook her hand, turned, and called my name.

      “Here,” I said, standing.

      Her gaze went from cool and welcoming to slightly curious.

      Good. Make an impression, Soph.

      When I reached her, I offered my hand.

      “Thank you for taking the time to interview me.”

      She shook my hand. “Of course. That’s why I’m here. Come in.”

      I followed her into the small conference room and sat in the chair she indicated.

      “Tell me a little bit about yourself, Ms. Elmantas. And why Steele Corporation?”

      I launched into a smooth introduction about my personal interests as they related to business.

      “As for Steele Corporation, I've followed your expansion into sustainable development projects and your innovative employee development programs. My coursework in organizational management and my internship experience with team coordination align well with your collaborative culture. I'm particularly interested in how you've integrated technology solutions to streamline operations, which connects to my senior project on process optimization.”

      She glanced at my resumé, which was at the top of the stack she had in front of her.

      “If you are hired, how soon could you start?”

      “Immediately,” I said without a hint of desperation.

      “We have a thirty-day probationary period before we grant full-time status. After that, you’d qualify for full-time benefits. The starting salary is fifty-thousand dollars.”

      She looked at me expectantly.

      “I understand.”

      While I was doing my best to play it cool on the outside, I was over the moon inside and already running the numbers in my head. I’d be earning enough to make a serious dent in my student loans and help Mom by offering some rent.

      The woman smiled and stood.

      “Thank you for coming in today, Ms. Elmantas. We'll be in touch by the end of the day.”

      I stood and followed her out the door, wondering if the call I received would be a “we’ve decided to move forward with another candidate.”

      Mom still wasn’t home when I got back, so I made myself a pot roast sandwich for a late lunch and switched over the laundry she’d started. My phone rang while I was still wrestling a sock from the agitator.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Sophia Elmantas?"

      “It is."

      “This is Gail, the human resource manager from Steele Corporation. Is this a good time to talk?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I'm calling about the position you interviewed for this morning. The position is yours if you want it, Ms. Elmantas. Can you start tomorrow?”

      “I can. Thank you so much for this opportunity.”

      "Thank you for interviewing, and welcome to Steele Corporation. I'll send you an email with your first-day details and the employee handbook.”

      Hanging up, I stared at the sock, stunned.

      I was in.

      I had a day job.

      My whoop of joy echoed through the house. Quickly tossing the rest of the clothes into the dryer, I grabbed my keys and ran outside.

      The trip to the store and back only took twenty minutes, but Mom was already home when I walked in with the cake box and a massive smile on my face.

      “Something made you happy,” she said, watching me. “Really happy if you got a cake.”

      I grabbed her hands, not trying to contain my excitement.

      “Mom, I got in at Steele Corp. The executive assistant group for the VP. First application, and I got it. I went in strong just like you said.”

      Joy lit her face, and she hugged me hard. “I’m so proud of you, Sophia. You’re so smart and capable, they’re lucky to have you.”

      I’d known she would be happy for me, and when she pulled back, I didn’t see a hint of hurt from her wounds, only the pride she’d claimed.

      “The starting pay is nice. I know you said no rent until I paid off my loans, but⁠—”

      “No. That’s not how we work here. Loans first. I’m here to help you, not the other way around. At least, not yet. Maybe when I’m retired and have no income of my own.”

      She gave me another hug and turned toward the cake.

      “Double chocolate? My girl knows how to celebrate.”

      I served us each a slice, and we talked about how quickly everything had happened for the position and all the good things she heard about Steele Corp over the years.

      “So if there’s an opening, do you want to know about it?” I asked.

      I watched some of the light fade in her gaze.

      “I’m content where I’m at. If that changes, I’ll let you know.”

      She wouldn’t. At least, not yet. But hopefully things would change now that I was home. Maybe a little of my good luck would rub off on her.

      “I’d better get ready,” I said as soon as it was close to my shift’s start time.

      “Jay’s going to be disappointed to see you go so soon,” she said as I stood.

      “Go? I’m not leaving Lunar Pulse. I’m in debt and young. There’s no reason I can’t work both jobs.”

      “And there’s no reason you should.”

      “I disagree. Life has taught me always to have a backup plan.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “I know it hasn’t been easy, and I’m sorry for that.”

      “Life isn’t supposed to be easy. It’s supposed to be lived,” I said, quoting my friend, Wrenly, who knew that lesson better than anyone I knew. “And I’m determined to live it my way, which means two jobs and world domination.”

      The spark of humor relit in Mom’s gaze.

      “I believe in you. I also believe that I’ll make myself sick if you leave that cake with me tonight. Take it to work with you.”

      Laughing at her, I set two more pieces aside for us, got ready for work, then left with a wave and the rest of the cake.

      Uncle Jay welcomed the cake and listened to my good news. Like Mom, he wondered when I was quitting.

      “Having dual incomes is too tempting to pass up. You’re stuck with me for a while. Now, what drink are you serving up for tonight’s special?”

      “You’re tonight’s inspiration. Let’s go with a Pink Squirrel.”

      “Haha.”

      The drink he made tasted like a chocolate-almond milkshake and was dangerously good. And with a cherry on top and a dollop of whipped cream dusted with more glitter, it photographed well.

      “This is perfect.”

      I sat at the bar to tweak the wording for the social shares and sent a message to my girls.

      
        
        Me: Who’s coming out to celebrate my new job at Steele Corp?

        Wrenly: Seriously? That’s amazing! I wish I could, but it’s family dinner night.

        Miranda: I knew you’d get it! I can’t be with you tonight, but I’m celebrating with you in spirit.

      

      

      Then Miranda sent me a separate message.

      
        
        Miranda: I had a word with your Angel and told him his flirting attempts were coming across as creepy. Expect his apology tonight. If you need me, text. I’ll drop everything for you.

        Miranda: I’d drop everything for you, Wrenly, and shoes.

      

      

      Miranda could be protective, but she could also be provoking. Warning the guy off for me was fine. Making him apologize, though? No thanks. I’d rather he just stop talking to me altogether.

      As the night progressed, I thought maybe I’d get my wish. However, the guy showed up about the same time the bar got too crowded for Uncle Jay to manage alone. I went to help fill orders and avoided Mr. Dangerous until the rush settled.

      When I finally faced him, I didn’t see any signs that Miranda had beaten him. Probably because his face was too damn pretty to hit, which meant a stern warning had been all she’d delivered.

      I applauded her choice as I drifted in his captivating gaze.

      “What can I get for you tonight?” I asked.

      “A second chance to make a better impression?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Dangerous’s amber gaze held mine. Guilt flickered. Real or just performance, like my father?

      “I’m sorry for scaring you. That was never my intent,” he said. “My office job in the district doesn’t leave much room for normal conversations. I think it ruined my people skills.” He hesitated. “I’d like a chance to start over. But I can understand and respect it if you don’t.”

      Honestly? I wanted to, but only because he was so damn nice to look at. I liked beautiful things. Men. Jewelry. Clothes. But I was practical. Some things, no matter how tempting, weren’t worth the risk.

      Yet, he’d just unwittingly given me a practical reason not to reject the olive branch he was holding out—he worked in the business district.

      “Sure,” I said. “We can start over.”

      He held out his hand and introduced himself. “My name’s Konni, with a K, and I’d appreciate a mocktail of your choice tonight.”

      I took his hand and gave it a perfunctory shake. “Sophia.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Sophia,” he said as I started mixing his drink. “Does Lunar Pulse have a food menu?”

      “No. We have the seasoned pretzels,” I said, nodding toward the basket at his elbow.

      He glanced at it and nodded, but made no move to take any.

      “Not your thing?” I asked.

      “I prefer sweet over savory,” he admitted.

      “Then you’ll like this,” I said, sliding his drink toward him. He passed me a twenty without my asking.

      I grinned at him and went to the till.

      The crowd lasted a little longer than the previous night, and so did he. He was still sitting in his place when I went to clock out and saw that my cake only had a few slices out of it.

      Feeling generous, I cut a piece and brought it out for him.

      “Where’d this come from?” he asked even as he accepted it.

      “I brought it in.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate you sharing. Any special occasion?”

      “I got a new job,” I said as he took his first bite.

      He glanced up at me and said, “Congratulations,” after swallowing. “When’s your last day here?”

      “Who knows,” I said with a shrug.

      “Never, if I can help it,” my uncle said, coming to wrap an arm around my shoulders. “Sophie’s a keeper.”

      I smiled up at him, then nodded toward a woman trying to get his attention. “Your fans are getting jealous.” He laughed and kissed my temple before walking off.

      When I looked at Konni, he was watching my uncle.

      “Family?” he asked without looking at me.

      “Yep, but he’s pretty affectionate with everyone, so be careful.”

      Konni grinned. “I appreciate the warning.”
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      I had butterflies in my stomach as I walked into the Steele building the next morning, rested, well-dressed, and ready for the new opportunity that had landed at my feet.

      The receptionist at the main desk beside the security turnstiles looked up as I approached.

      “Hi, I’m Sophia Elmantas. I have an appointment with Gail Freend in Human Resources.”

      She directed me to the waiting area I’d sat in the day before and made a call. I tried to calm the butterflies during the minute it took for Gail to appear.

      “Ms. Elmantas, welcome back to Steele Corporation. We have a bit of paperwork to do. Once we’re done, I’ll walk you up to the Vice President’s office and introduce you to Ms. Stonestock, who will be your direct supervisor.”

      I nodded and followed her through the turnstiles to the same room as the day before. We made small talk as I filled out employment forms and read through their corporate policies. It took less than an hour.

      After testing my badge on the turnstiles, we took an elevator up, and she explained the building’s structure.

      The executive offices for the CEO, VP of Sales, VP of Marketing, VP of Engineering, and VP of Operations were on the top floor. The VP of Finance was on the floor below with the rest of the department, while other departments took up a floor or more of their own, depending on staffing levels.

      “I don’t expect you to remember all of this. You’ll get used to it with time. There’s a map of the building and who sits where in the employee portal. It’ll help you find everyone.”

      The doors opened to the executive floor’s reception area, tastefully decorated with splashes of gold and red. The color surprised me. Most business buildings went with generic decor. At least, the one I’d interned in had done so.

      “Each VP has their own area, which includes dedicated meeting rooms,” Gail said, giving me a tour of the top floor and pointing out each VP section we passed.

      “The CEO’s team is through those opaque doors,” she said, pointing them out. “He’s always in the building, but not often at his desk.”

      We turned around and went back to the Marketing area, where she stopped at a tri-facing workstation outside a closed office door with a large nameplate.

      Lianna Stonestock

      Vice President of Marketing

      “This is your station,” Gail said, indicating the open seat. “I’ll go check in with Ms. Stonestock.”

      Left to introduce myself to the other two women at the shared work table, I smiled.

      “Hi, I’m Sophia.”

      Their assessing glances bordered on dismissive.

      “I’m Whitney,” the lady to my left said.

      “I’m Shana,” the other woman said.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m looking forward to working with you both. If there’s anything I should learn that will help me contribute faster, let me know.”

      “If you’re here in hopes of hooking up with the CEO, quit now so we can get someone who will actually stay long enough to be helpful,” Shana said.

      After yesterday’s comments from my fellow interviewees, the blunt statement barely fazed me.

      “I’m not looking to hook up with anyone. CEO or otherwise,” I said. “I worked hard for my degree so I could use it, not to be someone’s housewife or stepping stone.”

      “As if the CEO would need you to be either of those things,” Whitney said with an eye roll. “He has staff to clean and doesn’t need to step on anyone in his position.”

      “Perfect. Then he has no reason to look at me, and I have no reason to look for him. Is there anything else I should know?”

      Both of them gave me doubtful looks, and Whitney finally shook her head.

      I had no idea what type of coworkers they’d had to deal with in the past to warn me away from the CEO, but I looked forward to hearing their stories once they trusted me.

      “Ms. Elmantas?”

      Turning, I saw Gail by Lianna Stonestock’s open office door and hoped she hadn’t been standing there for the whole conversation.

      The VP’s office suite was impressive, with a conversation seating area off to the side, a grand desk surrounded by shelves lined with books and awards, and pictures of various build sites on the walls. But none of that was as impressive as the woman behind the desk.

      Lianna Stonestock had the same level of stunning beauty that made me think of Konni at the bar. Perfect bone structure. Sculpted brows and cheekbones. Flawless makeup.

      The only thing she was missing was even a hint of friendliness. And chairs. Apparently, she was the type of boss who expected people to stand in front of her while she sat behind her desk.

      “Ms. Stonestock, this is Ms. Elmantas, the newest member of your team.”

      “Thank you, Gail,” Ms. Stonestock said.

      The HR manager left, closing the door behind her.

      “Sophia, may I call you Sophia?”

      “If you’re comfortable with us being on a first-name basis, then so am I,” I said, not missing how she’d used Gail’s first name, despite the woman’s respectful use of her last name.

      “Ms. Elmantas, then,” she said, drawing a line with ease. “Why Steele Corp?”

      “The corporate values align with mine, the position is what I was looking for, and I feel I can make valuable contributions to the team.”

      “And your aspirations? Where do you see yourself in four years?”

      “In a senior position of your administrative team.”

      “Not a management position?”

      “I have no aspirations for management.” I aspired to become a direct member of the marketing team, but I knew better than saying that up front.

      “Are you dating? Any plans to get married and start a family?”

      I hated the questions, only because I doubted she’d ask any man in my position the same.

      “No, I’m not dating. No, I have no immediate plans to get married or start a family.”

      She nodded and leaned forward in her chair.

      “Your predecessor abruptly vacated this position because she wasn’t interested in putting as much effort into her job as she was into catching the CEO’s attention. If you’re here for the same reason, I suggest you leave now.”

      “I have no interest in developing romantic attachments at Steele Corporation. From what I’ve witnessed, workplace romance leads to incomplete or poorly executed tasks, extra work for coworkers, and often ends with a woman in tears. I’m here to work, Ms. Stonestock. That’s it.”

      She sat back again, studying me for a long moment. “I hope, for your sake, that’s the only reason you’re here. Whitney will train you.” With a wave, she dismissed me.

      I left without a single facial twitch giving away what I was thinking—that she was an egocentric bitch with a capital E.

      “I’m all yours, Whitney,” I said as I approached the workstation. “Teach me what I need to know to lighten your workload.”

      She seemed a little surprised by that, but motioned me closer. I angled my chair to observe and settled in for one of the longest training days of my life.

      My brain was grateful when it was time to shut down and head home. I grabbed something from the cafe for both Mom and me and ate mine on my way home so I’d have more time to change before my shift at Lunar Pulse.

      “That’s not a happy face,” Mom said, watching me touch up my makeup.

      “It’s not an angry or sad face either,” I said. “It’s a ‘my brain is tired’ face and a ‘I can’t wait to mix drinks’ face.”

      “Do you really like working at your uncle's club?” she asked.

      “I do. It’s fun and energetic, which I need after a full eight hours sitting and staring at a computer screen.”

      Mom gave me a concerned look. “Honey, if you’re feeling like this now, maybe you’re not following the right career path.”

      Dressed in more casual club-style clothes for tonight’s shift, I sat next to her. “It’s not the career; it’s the monotony of trying to shove six months of experience into my head in a short time. Do you know what my coworkers and my boss said first thing this morning? If I were there to chase after the CEO, I should just quit.”

      “Ah…” Mom said knowingly. “So now you need to prove to them that you’re a serious worker.”

      “Exactly. Do you know how exhausting proving someone wrong is?”

      She laughed and hugged me. “Go have fun then. There’s nothing to prove at your uncle’s.”

      “Oh, there still is, but it’s less stressful proof. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Actually, I’m pulling a double tomorrow. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      My mom never shied away from hard work. She was my inspiration and why I saw no problem with working two jobs. So I told her to remember to eat and headed out the door to finish my workday.

      It was weird showing up after the club was already open. But it presented a bit more opportunity to grab some nice drink shots with blurry people to post on the club’s socials. I didn’t spend as much time on the posts as I usually did because I was actually needed at the bar right away for a change.

      Midway through my shift, I found Konni at his usual stool, nursing a drink.

      “Busy tonight,” he said.

      “Just the way I like it,” I said. “Do you need another one?”

      “Not yet. How’s the new job?”

      “Good. I’m sensing some undercurrent office drama, but I’m not ‘in the know’ yet.”

      “If it’s something you can share, let me know once you know. It never hurts to be informed.”

      I nodded, understanding what he meant. Business could be cutthroat. The more a person knew about the inner workings of downtown businesses, the more the person could avoid getting stepped on.

      “Same. If there’s anything you know about Steele Corporation or Wulf Enterprises, let me know.”

      Someone waved for my attention as he nodded, and I left him to keep making drinks. When the crowd died down an hour later, he was already gone.
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      “Were you always this dramatic?” Miranda asked, smirking at me from across the table.

      “Calling you out for ghosting me for the last three days isn’t being dramatic; it’s holding you accountable. You love clubs and said Lunar smelled decent. Where have you been?”

      She held up this season’s “it” handbag. “Earning this handsome guy.”

      “Since when is a handbag a guy?”

      “I only sleep with men, so he’s a guy.”

      I laughed mid-sip and nearly sprayed her “man.” The look of horror she shot me sent me over the edge. Everyone in the cafe turned to look at me as I laughed until I had to stop or suffocate. Miranda watched me, deadpan, as I wiped the tears from my face.

      “Are you done?” she asked.

      “For now. So how did you acquire your new man?”

      Her humor cracked through her expression. “Selling information about you.”

      “Seriously? The same guy? What did you tell him?”

      “Since you were fine that he knew your stance against relationships is due to your parents’ divorce, I elaborated. It’s not the relationship⁠—”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “—it’s the dependency that would put you in a position where you can be used and left with nothing.”

      I was stunned. “He actually gave you enough money to buy that bag for making me sound like I need a therapist.”

      “You probably do.”

      I shrugged. “Which makes me even more curious about this guy?”

      Miranda arched a brow. “Really? As in, you’re interested?”

      “As in, why someone with enough money to buy that purse would be interested in me? No one would pay that kind of money for me, Miranda. Not unless they intend to use me in some way.”

      “I would never sell your personal details to someone without knowing their intent,” Miranda said.

      “You know his intent? How? Your shifter nose?”

      “That has something to do with it.”

      “You’re being evasive. Spill the tea. Who is this guy?”

      She gave me a considering look. “Do you trust me?”

      “You? Yes. Some guy who says he’s interested in me and pays you enough to buy yourself that purse? Hell, no.”

      “He’s a rich shifter looking for his mate.”

      Shifter?

      I wasn’t some shifter-hating human.

      Miranda was a shifter, and I loved her.

      And because of her, I understood enough about shifters to know they’d make great partners…if a girl was interested in forever. Because that’s all shifters were chasing. Forever, with a bow on it.

      I didn’t do bows.

      “Well, he’s looking in the wrong place then,” I said. “I’m no one’s mate.”

      Miranda shrugged. “He believes you are, and I believe my nose.”

      My thoughts shifted to Wrenly, our absent good friend who recently said yes to a wolf shifter, the CEO of Wulf Enterprises, to be exact. I’d been there for most of their relationship and knew exactly what being with a shifter meant.

      “No, thanks. If I wanted to be smothered, I’d use a pillow.”

      Miranda laughed.

      “Do you mind if I pass that along?”

      “Knock yourself out. Him too, if you’re willing. A good concussion might help him move on.”

      “I don’t think he’ll move on until he gives you his best shot.”

      “Whatever. It’s his time to waste. I’ll never, ever marry a wealthy man, no matter how much I like the finer things in life.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Because I refuse to follow in my father’s footsteps.” I glanced at the time and stood. “I have to go. Show up at Lunar Pulse tonight or else.”

      She waved me away with a grin.

      As I walked by the pastry display case, I made a mental note to stop by tomorrow morning to grab something for Whitney, to thank her for guiding me this week. I’d already learned enough to take over three of her daily tasks. Hopefully, the gesture would be seen as an olive branch and help convince her and Shana that I was there to stay, rather than there to play.

      Playing was reserved for my night job. Smiling, I rode the elevators up and braced myself for the second half of my third day at Steele Corp.

      At the end of my shift, my optimism that I could win over either of my coworkers with a pastry no longer existed. Apparently, one of my predecessors attempted using sugary bribes to obtain information about the CEO’s daily routine. I discovered that tidbit in the break room, overhearing gossip I was obviously meant to overhear.

      “I’m starting to think Steele Corp isn’t as great a place to work as they let people believe,” Mom said when I walked in the door.

      “It’s fine, actually. Good hours. Great employee benefits. It’s the drama around their CEO that will likely have everyone viewing me as an outsider for at least the next six months, no matter how hard I try.”

      “Is that a bad thing? Being seen as an outsider? There will be less interoffice chatting to slow down your productivity, which means more performance accolades and less drama. I say enjoy being an outsider while you can.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. It’s just…”

      “You’re used to being liked by everyone?”

      “Yeah. I always make friends with everyone, and it’s driving me crazy that they’re all treating me like I’m a problem when they don’t even know me.”

      She gave me a side hug. “Never forget this feeling. There’s someone out there feeling the same thing, and one friendly gesture from you might change their world.”

      After a quick temple kiss, she left me to get ready for work. Again.

      “Don’t forget to eat dinner,” I called to her on my way toward the door.

      “Oh? And what did you eat?” she asked.

      “Be a good Mom and lead by example.”

      I closed the door on her grumbling and grinned on the way to the car. My stomach started growling the second I clocked in at work. I wrinkled my nose at it and pulled out my phone.

      
        
        Me: Burger. An unholy amount of pickles, regular ketchup, and mustard. If onions touch it, we’re not friends.

        Miranda: I’m not a short-order cook.

        Me: Shots on me if I’m fed.

        Miranda: Do you realize how much I can drink? Be there in thirty.

      

      

      Grinning, I walked into the main part of the bar. It wasn’t as busy as the night before, but it was still relatively early.

      “There’s my girl,” Uncle Jay said, spotting me. “Ready for tonight’s special?”

      “Not yet. Miranda will be here soon. I’ll have her model the drink tonight, along with a shot tower if you’re willing.”

      “I am. Is she?”

      “Yep. The girl has some serious capacity.”

      He had a shot pyramid ready and waiting for her when she strolled in with my takeout. I took pictures of her happiness and a quick video of her laughing as she took two shots. Then another of her sipping the drink of the night. Then I sat at the bar with her and ate as she posted for me.

      “Are the updates working?” she asked.

      “I think so. It seems busier afterward.”

      “They’re working,” Uncle Jay said, having heard us. “Sales are up enough to pay for your shot tower.” He winked at Miranda and went back to serving.

      She stared after him for a moment, looking thoughtful.

      “Interested?” I asked with a grin.

      Her expression shifted, and she gave me a lopsided grin. “Why? You want to call me auntie?”

      I snorted and put my trash into the takeout bag.

      “He’s worried about something. He keeps watching the door every time someone comes in, which is a little weird since he has someone carding at the door.”

      I glanced at the door and saw he’d added someone there.

      “That is weird. I’ll ask him about it.”

      “I don’t think you should,” she said. “His scent is concerned and protective. If he knows you know something is going on, he might not confide but push you away. At least, that’s my experience with the scent combination he has. If it were a perfume, it would be named guarded, and I’m not sure if he’s the guarded one or if he’s guarding.”

      I stared at her for a long moment, then leaned in and kissed the tip of her nose.

      “Have I told you how much I love that appendage?” I asked.

      “Am I interrupting something?” a familiar voice asked.

      I turned and met Konni’s heart-melting amber gaze.
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      “Yeah, my girlfriend is telling me how much she loves my nose,” Miranda said.

      Konni’s gaze held mine for a silent beat. “Girlfriend?”

      My love for Miranda’s nose dwindled because I knew damn well my shifter best friend could smell how much I was lusting after the dangerously gorgeous man standing a foot away from us.

      “You’re not interrupting. I was just about to start my shift,” I said, standing.

      He took the seat I’d vacated and watched me throw away my takeout. Miranda watched him watch me, a knowing smirk on her face.

      “What can I get you?” I asked him, ignoring her.

      “A mocktail. Something sweet.”

      “You got it.” I made him a Shirley Temple and charged him twenty again. Miranda’s humor rose.

      “Are you going to drink those shots or donate them?” I asked her.

      “Why? You want one?”

      “No thanks. Going in hungover during my first week will probably earn me even more disdain.”

      “Every office has its bitches. Ignore ‘em,” Miranda said before tipping back a shot.

      “I thought Steele Corporation had a positive work environment,” Konni said, listening to us.

      “I never said I was working at Steele Corp,” I said.

      “Sorry. I assumed when you asked about Steele and Wulf Enterprises, and Steele recently posted a administrative position that made some noise.”

      “Ah. Well, yeah, Steele’s work environment is good. Efficient. People collaborate. There’s no backstabbing. At least, not that I’ve witnessed yet.”

      “Don’t
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