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      Cynthia

      

      Thick, white columns reach towards the sky, disappearing into the massive building. I blink against the glare bouncing off of the clean surface and swallow down the nausea threatening to bubble up. MacMillian, Henry, and Nash stand out in radiant gold, and again, I find myself breathing deep, forcing myself not to throw up all over the pristine steps.

      A forceful buzz breaks me out of my thoughts, but my relief is short-lived. My stomach flops again as the number flashes across the screen. I don’t even have to think about who it is; I know this number by heart. The bank. I hit the side, ending the call. I could block the number, but what’s the use? It would only delay the inevitable.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t have stopped for that waffle. What started out as sweet, pillowy goodness now sits in my gut like lead. Glancing back down the street, a soft smile tugs at my lips. It’s Monday, though. Monday is waffle day. At least I can go there now with a smile on my face instead of agony in my heart.

      To think, years of waffle days wasted because I refused to remember the good times my family shared there instead of taking on the mantle of carrying on the tradition. Today was long overdue but hopefully will give me the luck I need. My phone buzzes again, setting my stomach to churning. I don’t care that waffle day made me overdraw; I needed my family. Clutching the worn briefcase to my side, I force one foot in front of the other, the trek more like walking to an execution instead of a job interview.

      Perhaps it’s the desperation. Jobs have been so hard to come by that any chance feels like one-in-a-million. Unemployment can only get me so far. I need a job. A real one. Pulling up my phone, I glance again at the ad. Nowhere does it mention working for a law firm, but after triple-checking the online map, this is the location.

      Plush chairs and friendly smiles greet me as I walk in, but the pure opulence of this place makes me pause, nearly dropping my jaw. Not one thing is out of place. Every available surface gleams as if freshly polished. Wrapping my fingers up to tug at the threadbare edge of my sleeve, I stare at the smart, crisp, power suits of the various women milling around.

      Good thing I decided to iron this morning. I smooth the front of my jacket down as I shift from foot to foot. There aren’t any signs indicating where I need to go, and I don’t exactly relish the idea of bringing attention to myself by asking.

      “You look lost, Ms….”

      And there it is.

      Whirling around to face the stranger, I school my features into a calm facade, exuding a confidence that I haven’t felt since being let go a few weeks ago. Plastering a smile on my face, I take a deep breath and hold out my hand.

      “Lewis. Cynthia Lewis.”

      “John Nash.” His handshake is firm but not rough like those dick guys that want to prove their superiority. A grin slides up his face, not quite meeting his hazel eyes. With tousled, dirty-blond hair and an exquisite three-piece suit, he looks more like he stepped off the cover of a fashion magazine and less like he belongs in a law firm.

      After a moment or two, his smile widens, showing off boyish dimples because, why not. Though he sure doesn’t seem to mind that I’m staring, mortification slams into me, engulfing my face in heat. Once again, I tug at my sleeve, refusing to touch my cheeks, thereby acknowledging the flush.

      “Nash, as in,” pausing, I gesture around the building.

      “You would think that, but no. I’m not a named partner. Not even close.” Again, he flashes his megawatt smile, and my stomach flips.

      There’s something cold, almost wolfish, about his smile. No matter how big it is, it never reaches his eyes, and there’s just that hint that he’s hiding something. He’s hot, though. There’s no denying it. Maybe that’s why he has me so unsettled? It’s that spark of predatory awareness in his eyes that keeps me from just melting right there on the spot. I’ve seen that look before, and I know it means trouble.

      He wants a reaction. It’s clear as day from the way he angles his hips every time he leans back on his heels, but I’m not here for a dick appointment. I’m here for a job. Instead of rising to his bait, I clear my throat and show him my phone. “I’m supposed to meet with a Mr. Robinson? But I have no idea where to even start looking for him.” John tucks his hands in his pockets and looks around the place, acting as if he’s never been here before.

      “You know, they should put better signs in here.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” A bubble of laughter tickles my stomach as he makes a great show of searching high and low. Perhaps I misread his signals. Could he really be an asshole if he’s this goofy?

      “It would probably interfere with the decor, though. Here, why don’t you follow me?” He slides closer, enough that his warm breath stirs my hair. “Depending on how your meeting goes, perhaps I can take you to dinner to celebrate?”

      I pause, glancing down again at his clothes. No doubt men like him eat women like me for breakfast, and not in a sexual way...well, maybe a sexual way. Again, my cheeks begin to feel like an inferno. Fuck. I hazard another glance and come face to face with his devilish smirk. His eyes zero in on me, pinning me to the spot. My stomach clenches again, and waffles threaten to resurface.

      No, Cindy, you can’t throw up on his designer shoes. Just breathe. You’ll be fine. Fuck, why is he looking at me like that? Shaking my head, I glance down at my phone. I only have five minutes to find the guy interviewing me. I don’t want me being late to cause me to lose this job.

      “Enough flirting,” he interjects, taking my elbow into his hand to lead me. I don’t exactly mind the touch, but it’s certainly unexpected. Electricity races up my arm to flutter down much lower. God, has it really been that long since I’ve had a boyfriend?

      We walk in silence for a few moments before stepping in front of a plain, frosted, glass door with Mr. Robinson emblazoned on it in gold. It’s now or never. Leaning close to my ear, John whispers his well-wishes, causing goosebumps to erupt over my body. He knows it too. That smug smirk as he walks off is just what I need to get him out of my brain. I’ve had my fair share of pretentious assholes, and I sure as hell don’t need to go down that road again.

      I give a tentative knock before reaching down to smooth everything out again. If I get the job, my first paycheck will have to go towards buying some newer clothes. If what I’ve seen so far is the level of expectation, then I’m far from ideal. But who am I kidding? Even if I have more money than God, I’m still not going to buy designer outfits…at least not brand new. Who knows when I’ll be out of a job again, and clothes don’t pay the rent.

      “Come in.”

      Easing the door open, I flash Mr. Robinson the most confident smile I can, and why shouldn’t I? It’s not like I’m applying for a high-level job. Anyone can be a receptionist, and my resume is proof of that.

      “Ahhh. Ms. Lewis. Right on time. Please, have a seat.”

      My briefcase burns in my hand as I set it down. It used to be my father’s and looks just as old. I don’t really know how to care for older leather like that, but it’s what I have. However, staring at Mr. Robinson’s desk, I spy his, which looks brand new. Is there some sort of unspoken code that everyone here has the best of the best?

      I probably don’t even need the briefcase. I sure didn’t when applying at all my other jobs, but those were smaller retail positions. This is the first job where I might actually have a chance at aiming higher, moving up in rank. Besides, having this briefcase is just one more way to surround myself with my family. So, in a way, I do need it, just not in the traditional sense. Smoothing down the back of my skirt, I sit and look up at him in expectation.

      “I’m just going to cut to the chase. I’ve studied your resume, and I’m not going to be able to offer you the receptionist’s job.”

      My heart sinks at his words. Gripping the arms of the chair, I force myself to breathe evenly and not hyperventilate. Why the hell bring me down here to tell me I didn’t get the job? That could have been done over the phone, or hell, an email at the very least.

      “Honestly,” he continues, “Your resume is so impressive; I have to ask myself why you even wanted to be a receptionist?”

      I blink, my brain trying to process his words. Nothing about my resume was extraordinary. I’ve held temp and waitressing jobs, perfect pursuits for someone that dropped out of college – someone who thought they couldn’t aim higher.

      “After seeing this, there was no way I could, in good conscience, give you such a demotion. I called you down here to see if you’d be willing to take on a different job. What would you say about becoming a personal assistant? I feel that role is much more in line with your talents.”

      Blood drains from my face at his words. No. No, it can’t be. I rewrote the resume before I sent it in. Closing my eyes, I retrace my mental steps. Yes, I downloaded a sample resume, but I thought I changed everything, not just my name and job information. Unless…is it possible that he does have the right resume and still thinks I’m a good fit? Weirder things have happened.

      “I’m actually curious why you didn’t apply for that opening in the first place.” He stares at me, a soft, fatherly smile gracing his face. There’s no judgment, no look of ‘gotcha.’ Perhaps this really is the break I’ve been looking for?

      “I must not have seen it. I’m so sorry.”

      Shrugging, he runs his fingers down my resume, looking it over again. “Nothing to be sorry about. I’m just glad I caught it before all the paperwork went through. I think you’ll feel much more at home assisting our Associate, Daniel. He’s working his way up to partner and needs a sharp mind by his side to help him out. Do you think you’re that assistant?”

      What else can I say? It would be stupid to look this gift horse in the mouth. “Yes, Sir. I won’t let you down.”

      “Wonderful. Now, I just have a few more questions before sending you to HR to finish the paperwork. Are you good at working under pressure?”

      I’ve had to manage my life flipping upside down and still somehow put together a halfway decent, if not cheap, outfit. I’d have to say that’s an affirmative. “Yes.”

      “Do you take criticism well?”

      Internally, I wince. Anything other than a resounding no would be a lie. I freaking cried when my elementary school teacher gave me a B because I just wasn’t quite where I needed to be. One point. One measly point. “Yes.” My gut clenches as the lie slips from my lips.

      Mr. Robinson gives me an encouraging smile, but it doesn’t quell the anguish in my heart. All of this is a lie. It’s wrong. It’s so very wrong, but I’m desperate. Hopefully, in time, I’ll be able to learn the ropes, figure out how exactly to do this job, and it will all be a moot point.

      “Are you okay working late nights if that’s what’s needed?”

      Thank God, an easy one. “That will never be a problem. I’m here to work.”

      “It says here, you’ve worked in a few other places. We called them, and they said you did amazing work, but they never went into any detail about your specific skills. It’s mostly the fact that they had high praise that has you in this chair right now. So, what I want to know is, what is it that makes you right for this position?”

      Fuck. What am I going to say? Already my lies start to unravel in my head. I’m usually honest by default, so manufacturing a story on the fly is for sure not my forte. “May I see the resume? I just want to make sure I address each place by name. As I’m sure you can see, I’ve worked at a lot of places.”

      “I did notice that,” he agrees, handing over the thick, cream paper. “That was going to be my next question.”

      Wracking my brain, I search for something other than I got bored. More than likely, that will have Mr. Robinson rethinking his options in a hurry. “I want only the best. I want to test my limits. To see how high I can go. For the majority of these places, I could only go so far. There wasn’t much room for growth.” My stomach churns, but I continue. It’s partly true, at least. “Once I reached the highest employment level I could, I used that as a stepping stone for a better job.”

      Mr. Robinson steeples his fingers and rests his lips against the tips. My heart thumps so hard in my chest, I’m worried it’s going to explode out of me and land on the desk, just like a sci-fi movie cliche. That would be a great way to end the interview and not get the job.

      “Is that what you consider this position? A stepping stone? I can see that as a receptionist, but as a personal assistant, we would prefer you stay on board for a lot longer than these jobs. It takes a special relationship to make it work, and that can only be cultivated through time.”

      “I understand. And I assure you that I’ll put my everything into this job and see it through. I’ve never imagined being at the point that someone would want me as an assistant, so I’ll be here as long as they’ll have me.”

      He chuckles and runs his hand down his tie, smoothing it under his jacket. “Knowing Daniel, you’ll call it quits before he does.”

      A nervous laugh titters from my lips. Mr. Robinson carries on like I’m in on the joke, but I don’t know this Daniel guy. All I know is working for him can’t be any harder than this damned interview. Glancing down at the resume, my heart stops, and my blood runs cold. Until getting it into my hands, I hoped and prayed that I was wrong. There was a smidgen of hope that maybe, just maybe, they’re hiring me based on my merits and not a misunderstanding, but that’s not the case.

      What am I going to do now? Until I read over it, I had plausible deniability. Now, I’m just lying. At what point does need outweigh morals? My stomach twists, an odd sensation of hunger and dread bubbling through me. I can’t live on morals, and I sure as hell can’t eat principles. I definitely can’t afford to move out of my friends’ house with either of those.

      “So, do you want me to go down the list or give just an overview?”

      He holds out his hand, and I give him back the incriminating evidence, wishing I could just eat it or something, anything to destroy all proof that I’m lying. “Just an overview is fine. You have the job; I just want to make sure all I’s are dotted and T’s crossed.”

      “Well, I have a very hard work ethic. For most of these jobs, I came early and stayed late. Client satisfaction was my number one goal. I know for this job, it’s technically one client instead of several, but the means to the end are the same.” I flit through my brain, desperate to find something I can beef up, but how do I morph waitressing jobs and cashier work into something worthy of McMillian, Henry, and Nash?

      Clearing my throat, I slide my hands under my thighs and continue. “No job was too big or too small. Whatever needed to be done, I did it.” I close my eyes, picturing all the times I had to clean the toilets even when it wasn’t part of my tasks for that day. If that’s not creative spinning, I don’t know what is.

      I open my mouth to let more lies drip out when Mr. Robinson raises his hand to cut me off. “I have another meeting in a few minutes, so I’m going to stop you there, but you sound like you’ll be a great fit. Go ahead and turn left outside this door and walk all the way to the end of the hall to get to HR. They’ll get you set up with your paperwork then send someone to show you to your new desk. Oh, and don’t let Daniel get to you. He’s gruff, but he’s fair.”

      Nodding, I shake his hand again, tremors flowing through my body. What the hell did I just sign up for? I don’t know anything about being a personal assistant, but more importantly, the man I’m working under is a grump? How will we even communicate? If Mr. Robinson had been able to talk more with my former employers, they probably would have told him that I’m one of those “cheerful morning people.”

      If he’s going to be gruff, will we even get along? Lead fills my gut as I step out of the office, nearly colliding with John. He stands there, leaning against the wall like some damned GQ model as if he has nothing better to do than to follow me around. But why?

      “So, dinner or drinks?”

      Plastering a smile on my face, I shake my head before turning down the hall. “Neither. It’s sweet of you to offer, but I have a lot to do tonight to get ready for my new job. Raincheck?”

      “I guess I’ll be seeing you around then.” The look he gives me isn’t hostile exactly, but it certainly isn’t friendly. Maybe I’m the first one to tell him no? If that’s the case, he’s in for a world of hurt. Just because his dimples make my stomach flip doesn’t mean I have to give in to my baser urges. Besides, with all the adrenaline flowing through me right now, I’m pretty sure I won’t be good company tonight.

      Once I’m done with HR, I have every intention of going home to my friend’s house, soaking, and researching the hell out of personal assistants. Since it’s a higher position, I have to assume it’s higher pay, and that’s not something I can fuck up.
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      Everything is numb as I shuffle towards my friend’s house. Thoughts swirl in my brain at a breakneck speed and don’t show any signs of slowing down. The waffle from earlier is a distant memory, one that my stomach continues to remind me of, but I refuse to give in. I should be getting my next unemployment money hits my account tomorrow, and that will cover the overdraft fees and give me just a bit extra for the cab fare to and from work until my first paycheck gets deposited.

      I still get a touch lightheaded when I think of those numbers. How in the hell am I going to pull this off? For what they’re paying me, I’m sure I’ll need to sacrifice my firstborn. That is if I even decide to have children. Bringing up my hand, I gnaw on my thumbnail, making sure I keep the rest of my nails as unchewed as possible. This is the one digit I’ll allow to look like crap.

      What do I even tell my friend Brittany? She’s going to ask the moment I get home, and I can’t lie to her. She’ll know. She always knows. If this wasn’t at a law firm, I probably wouldn’t care as much, but can’t I get thrown in prison or, at the very least, get sued for lying! Would they believe me if I said it was an accident? Right. Because why wouldn’t they believe I just so happened to put in a resume that had everything they were looking for by accident.

      Shaking my head, I pause, looking up at Brittany and Ryan’s house, yelling at my brain to make a decision, but I can’t. I’m frozen on the steps, rifling through my brain for excuses, stories, changes of subject.

      “You gonna stand here all night or come in for dinner?” Fuck. The last guy I need right now. He’ll be able to take one look at me and know something’s up. I hoped to get all of this nervous energy out of my system before dinner, before any potential interrogations, but I guess not.

      “No, Ryan. I’m going in. I just need a moment.”

      My best friend since high school circles around, concern flashing through his eyes. I don’t need him to get all dommy on me, forcing me to spill my secrets with just a tilt down of his lips or a quirk of his eyebrow. He’s not even my dom, yet I still respond to him in ways that I detest. It’s not sexual, never sexual. He’s more like a big brother to me, but that doesn’t stop the feelings of longing I get when he’s being forceful with me, making me take care of myself when I refuse to.

      I don’t want him, but I do want somebody like him. Too bad the dating scene is full of arrogant pricks or guys that feel like BDSM is just code for let me slap your ass a few times, call you slut, and nut inside you. I want more than the physical aspects. I want someone to just take me in hand, care for me, want me. I want what Ryan and Brittany have.

      “Look, Cindy. I know things are really rough right now, but you have us. Always. Even with this new job, you’re more than welcome to stay at our house. We love having you. So don’t worry about that.”

      Perfect! I can latch onto that side of my guilt. God knows I have it in spades. Dropping my head, I look at the ground, scuffing my toe along the concrete. “I can’t stay with you forever, you know. Eventually, I’ll need to find my own place.”

      Ryan smirks and wraps his arm around my neck, pulling me in for an armlock hug before tousling my hair, just like a brother would do. The pang in my heart that started this morning at the restaurant blossoms until I’m unable to breathe. Pain slams into my heart as it beats a wild staccato under my breastbone.

      Holding me just a touch longer, Ryan’s grip softens as he envelopes me for a moment more. We all grew up together. Went to school together. He was best friends with my brother. Though he never really paid much attention to me until after graduating high school, he was never mean. Unlike my classmates, he was at least kind.

      The day my family died from that horrible, senseless car wreck, we all felt the loss. That’s probably why he’s looking out for me so much; he probably wanted to take me under his wing. Knowing my brother Jason, he probably made Ryan promise him to take his place as my big brother if anything happened. Like with all childhood promises, you never really expect them to be cashed in.

      Though it was only five years ago, it still feels like yesterday, and having Ryan hold me right now feels far too close to home. I should have been with them. It was Thanksgiving, and they were seeing family. Unfortunately, I was far too sick to go. The fact that the flu saved my life still boggles my brain.

      Ryan pulls me back, looking deep into my eyes for a moment. The overwhelming amount of grief I feel is mirrored in his depths as we stare at each other. His eyes mist over, and I pull away, knowing I’m going to lose it if he starts to cry. In all our years as friends, I’ve only seen him break down a few times; the last was at the funeral.

      “Hey,” I manage to croak, setting my briefcase on the steps. “Enough of this. Today is supposed to be a celebration.”

      “You got the job?” His eyes shift, lighting up as he swoops me into his arms for a giant hug.

      I nod, not trusting to keep quiet about the small snafu. Perhaps once I’ve been employed long enough to feel safe, I’ll tell them I got promoted. If I say something now, Mr. By-The-Book-Dommly-Sir Ryan will pester me until I return to HR and make it right. I need the money too badly to do that.

      It’s not a shame thing. Not really. They know things haven’t been easy or okay since I was let go, so that part’s not a problem. With so many businesses going under, it was bound to happen at some point. Part of me just thought all restaurants needed a waitress, but I guess that’s just a pipe dream.

      They both know it’s not my fault I lost my job. What they don’t know is just how badly in debt I am, and that’s something I’ll never confide in them - Ryan especially. He knew my family’s stance on money, and to admit that I abandoned their frugal ways the moment I got out of the house would be like spitting on their graves.

      Not even my parents knew about it. I kept them in the dark, lying to them about why I was so stressed. To this day, I’ll never know if they believed it or not, but I know, and I have to live with that guilt. Even now, with no money to my name and an overdrawn account, the need to go out and buy stuff eats at me. It’s an itch under my skin that I can’t ever scratch. It was bad before my family died, but it’s become almost a pathological need after.

      I hold onto Ryan for just a moment or two more, needing to soak in some of that strength. He sets me down and lifts up my briefcase in a show of triumph before walking up to the door. What in the hell will my employers do when they find out I lied? Hopefully, it will be a moot point, and no one will ever know how utterly unqualified I really am.

      He flings the door open, tromping in. “Princess, I’m home!”

      “Daddy!” Brittany’s shriek reverberates from the kitchen as she races towards us, arms flung wide. In one leap, she flies into his arms.

      I love that they don’t hide their dynamic from me, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me a bit jealous. The love they have for each other shimmers in the air whenever they’re together. It’s like heat waves simmering off of them until everything is engulfed in the flames of their love. It’s sweet most days, but other times it makes me want to puke.

      Ducking to the side, I sneak off to my room, letting them have their small moment. I really have no right to be jealous, and that’s just one more thing to add to the piling guilt in my life. If they didn’t take me in, I’d be in a shelter, or worse, homeless and on the street. It’s wrong of me to feel this way about them when they’ve been beyond gracious.

      I lie down on the bed and close my eyes, letting John fill up my brain. He feels like he might have that Dom mentality and desire, but then, there’s this slimy underbelly to him that I’m not sure I want to touch. I don’t mind a sadist, but he feels like something worse. Shaking my head, I dispel him and instead bring up a man I hadn’t thought about in years. Daniel.

      Instead of fantasizing about John, my old high school crush comes flooding back into my brain. Hell, if I’m honest with myself, he’s never really left. Most days, I can stuff the memories down, keep them at a safe distance, but after the interview, after knowing my new boss’ name, I can’t help but conjure up the figment that still plagues me to this day.

      Tilting my head to the side, I listen for a few moments, the playful antics of Ryan and Brittany filtering down the hall. They should be busy enough that they won’t notice if I’m gone for a bit. I slide out of bed and pad my way over to the door, lock it, and take another moment to listen before tiptoeing back over to the bed.

      It feels so wrong to find any sort of pleasure in this house. It’s not my bed. It’s not my room. I almost feel like I’m defiling Ryan and Brittany’s space, but between the stress of today and the old memories resurfacing, I have to take care of business. I’ve been keeping myself celibate for too long. If somehow me getting off magically assuages this guilt, then I’m all for a little defilement. Besides, if I finally get the courage to go to their club, I might meet a nice Dom that will rid me of all these conflicting emotions and take me in hand.

      Daniel could have been that guy if he hadn’t been such an asshole. Maybe I should have known then that I like cold, aloof guys that don’t give you the time of day unless it suits them. Sliding the hem of my skirt up, I shove my hand under the band of my panties, desperate for relief. Out of all the men I dated, no matter how brief, they never compared to Daniel.

      He broke my heart, shattering me until I thought I was broken, but even now, even at my lowest, it’s him I get off to - the stern, smug tilt of his lips, his dark, brown eyes always brooding, always staring deep into my soul. Stifling a moan, I slide my fingers lower, finding myself shamefully wet. Just one kiss. That’s all I ever got from him before he tore my heart out and stomped on it like a petulant child destroying their toys. But that one kiss… that one spine-tingling, toe-curling kiss was everything.

      I plunge two fingers deep inside as I struggle to pull down my panties with the other hand. With the maelstrom of emotions flowing through me, this shouldn’t take long. All I have to do is picture the angry slash of his brows, the disapproving frown as he stares down his nose at me, and I’m close to the end. My hips buck as the coil winds tighter, stretching until I’m at the breaking point.

      As usual, instead of exploding, I rise over the crest as my body begins to cool down. It’s good. It takes the edge off, but it’s nothing like what you read in books. Hell, not even making out with a guy is like what you read in books. It’s nice. There’s a bit of passion, but even then, it’s nothing to just shout from the rooftops. Turning onto my stomach, I scream into the pillow, pouring out my frustrations, both professional and sexual.

      What hurts so much is knowing that Daniel probably wouldn’t even live up to the fantasy I’ve created in my mind, but I’ll never know. Once he graduated, he was gone, going to New York to fulfill his dreams - our dreams - leaving me to pick up the shattered pieces of my life. Maybe it’s best that Daniel is just a fantasy. At least this way, he’s not just one more disappointment.
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      Daniel

      

      Hot coffee scalds the back of my throat as I force my way past the throng of people hovering around the information desk. There shouldn’t be this many people on a Tuesday, and even if there are, the receptionist should manage them better so they won’t be in my way. Pulling out a copy of the New York Times, I skim the major articles, looking to see what new fresh hell I left behind to come back home to join this law firm.

      Though truthfully, I was making way more there than I ever can here, the promise of making me a partner kept coming up short each and every time in New York. At least here, I have the chance of actually succeeding. Once I make partner here, it will be easier to get a better-paying position elsewhere.

      This job is just a stepping stone, and if they think I’m here for any other reason, then they’re more naive than I thought. Glancing down at my watch, I force a breath from my lips before easing my way through the throng. With the number of bodies, you’d think we were taking up a class-action lawsuit or something.

      John steps in beside me as I finally clear the mass of people, the bright grin on his face turning my stomach. I know that face. That’s the face of a man that’s made a sexual conquest and will go on for hours at a time, telling me every detail I never wanted to know. When will he learn that I just don’t give a damn what he does with his dick or who he does it with?

      “Did you hear about the new personal assistant?” His eyes twinkle with mischief, a far different look than when he’s been with someone. Normally when he’s fucked a girl, he carries an air of exhaustion about him that belies the excitement in his voice and plastered onto his face.

      “Look, I don’t care -.”

      “You should,” he interrupts. My fingers tighten around my coffee cup until I’m worried I’ll crumple it to the point where it will spill out everywhere, making things even worse. “Mr. Robinson made the announcement yesterday afternoon. He’s hired your new assistant.”

      Red tinges my vision as I slam my finger against the elevator button. How dare he keep making these decisions without including me. If someone is going to work this closely with me, I’d like a say in who they are. Every girl he’s picked out so far had been a soft, simpering fool that practically begged me to bend them over the desk and spank the stupidity out of them.

      I know what he thinks qualifies for a good assistant - a ready smile and a great rack. I need more than just eye candy around me. I need someone who actually gives a damn and is good at their job.

      It’s days like this that I wonder if they are truly serious about making me a partner. You would think they’d stop giving me fashion model rejects and actually hire someone that can do the damn job I need them to do. The named partners don’t have to worry about shit like this. If they wanted ten bimbos as their assistants, it wouldn’t make a difference.

      I don’t have that luxury. They’ve already more than proven themselves. A few high-profile cases a year, and they’re set. I take the cases they don’t want, building a name for myself until I’m up there with them. Until that time, I need an assistant that’s more of an asset instead of a piece of ass. Unfortunately for me, I’m probably not going to get that need met.

      Shaking my head, I press the button for floor ten. What sort of airhead has he given to me now? I told him specifically I wanted to choose my next one. To my knowledge, we had an agreement. Knowing that old coot, the assistant will be more for him to look at and less for me to work with.

      When will he understand that I’m just going to keep tormenting them, tearing them down until they finally quit and I get what I want? The doors open, and John and I step out. All smatterings of laughter and merriment stop as I walk into the foyer of my floor, and instead, furious sounds of working take their place. Good. That’s how it should be. These people aren’t getting paid to sit around and laugh all day.

      Storming over to my office, I pause at the desk near the glass doors, lips pulled down into a frown at the empty chair and untouched surface. “Well? Where is she?”

      John slides up next to me, his frown mirroring my own. “Mr. Robinson said she’d be starting today.”

      “Let me guess. You already have an intimate knowledge of what makes her so wonderful and such an asset to this company in general and me specifically.”

      His grin widens as he crosses his arms. “Not this time. He had several meetings yesterday, and any one of them could be your girl. He just said she’s highly qualified, smart as a whip, and sure to be a good fit for you.”

      Groaning, I wipe a hand over my face, wishing more than anything to take my hair down out of its quasi-professional ponytail and rake my fingers through it. The firm wanted clean-shaven, short hair, just like them. This was the best they were going to get. Settling for rubbing my free hand over my face and sliding my fingers over the clean-cut beard and mustache, I stare at the empty desk, my anger rising.

      Nothing really looks out of place except that stupid welcome envelope that everyone gets when they’re hired. Hi
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