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      This book is dedicated to anyone who needs to hear that they are worthy of their dreams.

      

      Don’t ever let anyone try to tell you

      that you can’t do something.

    

  


  
    
      Be fearless in the pursuit of what sets your heart on fire.

      
        
        ~ Jennifer Lee
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        The racetrack has been my home since I was fifteen.

        It’s where I found myself ... my passion.

        It’s where I go to breathe and escape the chokehold

        I can’t free myself from.

      

        

      
        I laugh when people tell me how dangerous racing is. If they only knew my relationship was the bigger threat. My life becomes more unstable the longer I stay. But I’m caught between happy memories of the sweet boy I fell in love with a lifetime ago and the controlling and callous brute he is today.

      

        

      
        He’s taken a lot from me over the years,

        and I’m not sure I have much left to give.

      

        

      
        Racing is the one thing that keeps me going.

        That, and the undeniable passion I have for

        Jackson Powell—the owner of my new team.

      

        

      
        He understands me, even with what little he knows about me. He encourages me to fight for what I want most in this world—no matter the cost. But my dream, as well as my last shred of freedom, is being threatened at every turn.

      

        

      
        The more I resist the life I’m bound to,

        the closer I get to my breaking point.

      

        

      
        And if I shatter, I’m uncertain I’ll be strong enough to put myself back together again.
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        Not all instances of sexual abuse are written on page.

        When it is, it isn’t graphic in nature.

        When it isn’t, it’s inferred through thoughts from the FMC.

      

      

      

      
        
        There are some scenes of emotional and physical abuse.

        The FMC cheats on her abusive boyfriend with the MMC.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you’re bothered by any of these triggers,

        please do not read this book.
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      Hugging the final turn, my hands grip the steering wheel tighter than they ever have before. The heat from my engine burns hot, but the fire running through my body is pure adrenaline. I’m neck and neck with the driver in the number one spot, but this isn’t his race. It’s mine.

      I can do this.

      I was born for this.

      With only a hundred yards to go, I have less than a second to take the lead and bring that trophy home, where it belongs. I’ve waited my entire life for this. Trained for it. Worked my ass off. Paid my dues and proven that I belong here.

      There’s no way I’m going to let this guy take it away from me.

      Barreling toward the finish line, everything slows down. The roar of the engine fades away, the crowd blurs out. There is nothing but me, the thud of my heart beating rapidly in my chest, and the checkered flag.

      Neck and neck with my opponent, I refuse to back down. We chase one another down the track in this risky and unstable tango, and I’m certain the thoughts consuming me hold him hostage as well.

      He wants this bad, but not as much as I do.

      As I gain control of the track in front of me, the other driver comes close to sideswiping the wall. He swerves slightly, trying to right his car again, but it’s too late.

      That’s all I needed.

      That’s all it takes.

      A split second of miscalculation or underestimation and you’re done.

      As my car flies across the finish line, I look at that checkered flag waving me home. In that fleeting moment, all of my dreams have come true.

      And no one can take that away from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SAWYER

        

      

    

    
      I’ve dreamt of becoming a race car driver since I was fifteen. I’ll never forget the first time I saw a car speeding down the track at Auto Club Speedway. My Uncle Liam took my sister, Carissa, and me. Carissa hated it and complained the entire day, but not me. Uncle Liam always joked that I was like the nephew he never had. Even though I’m a girl, I was the tomboy who loved sports and rolling around in the dirt.

      At the track that day, all of my senses were in overdrive. I couldn’t get enough of the sight of the crowd going crazy with excitement, watching their favorite drivers narrowly pulling ahead of their opponents. The sound of the cars as they whizzed past our seats in the stands was deafening but thrilling. The exhilarating, intoxicating smell of burning rubber. I know, it’s weird to like something that smells so awful, but it reminds me of the sensations I felt that day, twelve years ago.

      When we got home, still high on adrenaline, I begged my father to sign me up for the junior racing league. At first he laughed it off. I think he thought my excitement would wane as the days went by, but my persistence won in the end. The following month, I was sitting behind the wheel of my first race car, changing my life forever.

      The hot steam of the shower mixed with my favorite memory has me wishing I was back in bed, snuggled under the covers, dreaming about a happier time in my life. I plead with the coffee that I just downed to wake me up. I’m already running a few minutes late for work, and that just won’t do.

      Turning the water off, I grab the towels hanging on the wall just outside of the shower and toss my hair up in one of them. Wrapping the soft material of the other towel around my body, I inhale the scent of eucalyptus one more time before stepping out of the steam and into the cold bathroom.

      Today will be a good day.

      My mantra plays itself in my head as I pad over to the sink and pull out my toothbrush. Loading it up with toothpaste, I tap the screen of my phone to see what time it is.

      8:13 A.M.

      Shit.

      I need to get moving. I begin to brush as my phone rings. Furrowing my brow and wondering who’s calling so early, I glance at my phone.

      Vic.

      My manager. My eyes go wide, and I speed brush the rest of my teeth quickly, spit out the toothpaste, give my mouth a half-assed rinse, and answer the phone.

      “Hello?” I say, holding my next breath.

      “Sawyer, how’s it going?”

      “Going good, thank you. What’s up?”

      “I have some good news for you,” Vic replies.

      “Oh?” I ask, trying so hard to contain myself, but I feel like I am going to burst at the seams with excitement.

      “I spoke with one of the league’s owners last night. He has one spot open on his team for the upcoming season, and he’s very interested in a meeting with you.”

      Holy shit. Breathe, Sawyer.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, from Powell Racing.”

      “I’m sorry,” I laugh, “I thought you just said Powell Racing.”

      “Yes, Powell Racing. That’s what I said.”

      “No. Vic, they’re a cup series team.” I adjust my towel, tightening it around my body again.

      “I know, it’s an incredible opportunity for you.”

      “But I’m not ready!” I shout into the phone, flabbergasted that this conversation is actually happening. “I’m supposed to go to the minor leagues first.”

      “Listen, Sawyer. The owner, Jackson, saw your tape and wants to put a face to the name. You owe it to yourself to see how this plays out, kid.”

      I almost don’t hear him because the voice inside of my head is screaming louder than the engine of a Chevy Impala SS as I try to wrap my brain around what he just said. A move from an independent racing club to a cup series team is almost unheard of.

      “How did this happen?”

      “Initially, the owner was putting together a minor league team in addition to the cup series team he already has. A few weeks ago, word got around that he was looking for some drivers, so I submitted your tape. I’m not sure why he changed his mind about creating the minor league team, but he’d still like to meet with you about the open spot on his cup series team.”

      “Holy shit, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I reply, still in a state of disbelief.

      “I promise I’m telling the truth,” Vic laughs through the phone.

      “This is unbelievable. Thank you so much, Vic.”

      “It wasn’t me, Sawyer. You’re the one on those tapes. You should be proud of yourself.”

      I catch my reflection in the mirror and can barely hold in the squeal that’s begging to come out.

      “We’ll learn more at the meeting next Thursday, but I think placement on this team would really benefit you. They have some unbelievable talent and experience. Let’s not get our hopes up, but I think you’re a shoo-in.”

      “I’ll do my best not to,” I respond with a nervous laugh.

      Yeah right, consider all of my hopes way the hell up.

      “Okay, have a good day, and I’ll see you soon.”

      “Thanks, Vic. Goodbye.”

      Still holding my gaze in the mirror after I end the call, I let out the squeal I was holding in. I almost don’t recognize the girl looking back at me. I can’t remember the last time that I was this excited about something and actually showed it.

      This dream of mine, it’s a major point of contention in my relationship. Being with someone like Daniel is tough. He likes everything a specific way. If it doesn’t fit the vision he has in mind for his life, it’s deemed unacceptable and is rejected. That’s how he feels about my racing career, but it’s the one thing that I won’t budge on. I’ve put too much time and energy into getting where I am. Not to mention it’s the one thing in this world that makes me happy. There is no way that I could give it up and still be sane enough to spend the rest of my life with him.

      There was a time that I truly loved Daniel. The way that a girl loves a boy who takes care of her. One that supports her. One who loves her unconditionally. One who doesn’t put her down constantly. Who doesn’t make her feel like she’s not worthy of the success that she’s worked her whole life for. One who doesn’t hold her happiness for ransom when life doesn’t go his way.

      I know what you’re thinking.

      Stop whining and leave him already.

      But it’s just not that simple. He was my first kiss, my first love, my first everything.

      I’ve loved Daniel for as long as I can remember. Our fathers were fraternity brothers at Stanford and still remain best friends to this day. Our families have always done everything together. He’s two years older than me, but that never mattered to him. When we were little, I would follow him everywhere he went. I did whatever he did. Ate whatever he ate. He was my best friend.

      I was thirteen the first time he kissed me. He overheard me in our pool house, talking on the phone with one of my friends about my birthday party that night. I was nervous because it was my first co-ed party. What if we played spin-the-bottle, and I had to kiss someone? I’d never done it before.

      When I hung up the phone and walked out onto the pool deck, he had a mischievous glimmer in his eye. I asked him why he was looking at me like that, and he pulled me in for a kiss.

      “There, now you’ve had some practice,” he said to me.

      I felt his lips on mine for the rest of the night. When I had to kiss Bobby Fletcher later that evening, I pictured myself kissing Daniel instead. He and I flirted a lot with one another after that, but we never did anything more than kiss. That is, until three years later when I visited him at college.

      The last night I was there, his Fraternity had a party. That was the night everything changed. Daniel made love to me, taking my virginity. He was so gentle and patient with me. He made me feel beautiful, special, like I was the only girl in the world worth his time.

      From that moment on, we were together. Our families supported our relationship, even in the early stages when we were way too young to be thinking about marriage. Daniel and I ending up together was a happy coincidence for them. Both Daddy and Daniel’s father, Warren, agreed that uniting the Stone and Kramer families would only strengthen the empires that they’ve built separately.

      Daniel has always viewed the world a bit differently than me, though. He grew up feeling like he should be catered to because of his status. His father raised him on shallow principals, but I’ve followed in my father’s footsteps and want to work hard to earn everything that I have.

      Once upon a time we shared the same dreams and promised each other we would never give up on them. Those dreams are what made us truly happy. Like spending the rest of our lives together. Supporting one another in every aspect no matter what. We were going to take on the world, together.

      Now? As much as I love racing and as close as I am to my dream, I’d give it all up if it meant that I’d be free of Daniel.

      How’s that for irony?

      I watch the sparkle in my eyes fade, thinking about when our relationship started its nose-dive into hell. I press my nails hard into the palms of my hands.

      The year that I entered college, Stanford, of course, was the year that the dynamic in our relationship changed.

      Daniel was a junior in college and had taken a job at Kramer Enterprises, as he’d been expected to do all of his life. Meanwhile, I was scheduled to move into the dorms.

      Until Daniel forbade it.

      His declaration came out of nowhere, as if a switch was flipped inside of him, shocking me to my core. Never before had he explicitly told me what to do or that he wouldn’t allow me to do something. He explained to me that he was worried about my safety, and he would feel better having me move in with him, where he could keep me protected.

      I was seething mad. He was trying to take the college experience that he’d had away from me. I begged my father to let me stay on campus, as we had previously discussed, but Daniel had already filled his head with stories of danger and debauchery. So begrudgingly, I moved in with Daniel.

      That was the moment I went from feeling secure in my relationship to walking on eggshells around Daniel. When his touch no longer ignited the lust inside of me and instead made me cringe. I began to search for the old Daniel, but every time I would mention how he’d changed, it was as if I peeled away another layer, revealing more of his evil within.

      Once the semester began, I dove headfirst into my studies, not doing much of anything else except racing. Daniel would come home from work to find me with my nose in one of my textbooks and say things to me like, “You don’t need a degree,” or, “You don’t need a job, I’ll take care of you.” I explained that I wanted to prove myself, but that was met with, “You’re the boss’s future daughter-in-law. You don’t have to prove yourself to anyone.”

      I knew I wanted to go into design and marketing, originally intending to work for Kramer Enterprises. However, from that moment on, I was determined to make it on my own in that industry. The last thing I would do was take a handout, if for nothing other than for my own sense of worth. I put my foot down with my father and was adamant that I would find my own way. Finally, he got off my back about it. Eventually, Warren and Daniel left me alone about it too.

      My phone beeps when the reminder for this morning’s meeting goes off, clearing the recollections of my past from my mind. When I glance at my phone, I realize that I’ve been standing here for fifteen minutes.

      Damn it!

      I’m officially late for work. I take a deep breath and try to calm the weight of dread that builds within me every time I think about Daniel. Grabbing my makeup bag, I begin to set my mask for the day. As I finish getting ready, I replay my phone call with Vic in my mind.

      I have a meeting next week to determine if I’ve finally turned my dream into a reality. A flurry of butterflies race through my stomach. It’s all the motivation I need to pick my spirits back up and make today count. I make a quick stop in the kitchen on my way out the door to grab my coffee and an apple.

      Today is going to be a great day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          SAWYER

        

      

    

    
      Just after I had managed to get my high back from the phone call with Vic, it begins to dwindle again the longer it takes the elevator to reach my floor. I repeatedly hit the down button a few more times, knowing this does absolutely nothing to make it move faster. I press the up button just for shits and giggles too.

      Another minute goes by before I give up, heading for the stairwell in exasperation. Not looking forward to descending twenty-three flights of stairs in my high heels, I consider taking them off. That’s when the ding of the elevator’s arrival has me whipping my body back around once again. If the security guards happen to have their monitors tuned into the north elevator bank of this floor at the moment, I’m sure they’re having a good laugh.

      I’m disappointed when I realize it’s the up arrow that’s illuminated, but I get in the car anyway. It has to go down at some point, right? I hit the “G” on the panel and hope that the elevator will begin its journey down to the garage.

      “Damn it,” I curse to myself when I feel the car start to rise.

      I check my phone for the time. If I were to be in my car, leaving right this moment, I would only be a few minutes late. But now, forget it. With the unexpected wait, the added ride up instead of down, not to mention the horrendous traffic that I’m certain awaits me, I’ll be lucky if I’m only fifteen minutes late to work this morning.

      This isn’t going to end well. I think about how upset Daniel is going to be when I finally get there. I pull up the messaging app on my phone and send him a quick text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        The elevator is acting up again. I might be a little late this morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s going to be upset, but not as upset as he’ll be if I don’t give him a heads up. It’s not easy working with your boyfriend. Especially not when he’s Daniel Kramer. It’s a struggle to get along with him under the best circumstances. He prefers things a certain way and when his expectations are rattled ... well, he doesn’t react too well.

      My anxiety sets in more and more with each beep announcing that another floor has passed until finally, the “P” lights up, letting me know I’ve arrived at the top floor.

      Penthouse.

      My interest is piqued, nosiness momentarily slaying the angst eating away at me, as I’ve never been to the top floor of our building. You need to enter a code on the keypad even to be able to press the “P”.

      I’ve always wondered who lives up here. This is one of the most affluent condominium complexes in the city, so you have to be fairly wealthy to be able to afford even the smallest condos in the building. Despite growing up with the money my family had, I still can’t imagine what it must be like owning the penthouse.

      As the doors slide open, I suppress a gasp when I realize someone is standing there. I manage to catch his sandy blonde hair and chiseled chin before tearing my eyes away. He’s gorgeous, and I’m shocked by my reaction to him. My heart flutters slightly, and a cold sweat breaks out over my flushed skin. I never react like this when I see another man. Curiosity has me wanting to take another look, if for no other reason than to figure out what it is about this man.

      I turn my attention to my phone, trying to rid my mind of him, but I can’t. Carefully, I lift my travel mug to my lips and use the moment to let my eyes wander. He’s older than my twenty-seven years, but not by much. And damn, is he tall. In his expensive suit, he looks like a model.

      Is he?

      I wait for him to enter the elevator car, but he doesn’t move. He just stands there in front of the open doors looking at his phone, as if other people’s time means nothing to him. Like he’s the king of this complex and no one’s life is as important as his.

      Glancing behind him, I take in the extravagant details of the lobby outside of his front door.

      Damn.

      The furnishings in our condo are extremely lavish, but this glorified vestibule puts our place to shame.

      I clear my throat, jolting his attention to the open and waiting elevator. I watch him as he finally walks in, completely unaffected. No apologies for keeping me waiting or anything like that. I roll my eyes and look away.

      Feeling his stare on me as he slides over to the other side of the car, I give in and allow myself to look once more. My eyes meet his soft, chocolate brown stare briefly before flitting back to the panel in front of me. He looks familiar. I swear I’ve seen him somewhere before. I stare at him with my peripheral vision, trying to figure it out. Irritated that I’m so affected by him, I place a finger on the door close button and push hard. I’ve probably seen him around the building before. Unless he is a model. Maybe I’ve seen him on a billboard somewhere.

      As we finally begin our descent, I check the time again. Momentarily distracted by this asshole with zero regard for other people’s time, I’m quickly reminded that I am running late. Thirty floors to the lobby, plus one more to the garage. I hope, by some grace of God, that traffic isn’t too crazy today. If only I had my racecar. If only the streets of West Hollywood were the speedway.

      I’m ripped from my thoughts as the elevator skids to a stop. The bright, fluorescent lights shut off, and we’re left bathed in a shadowed, red hue from the emergency light. I gasp in shock at the sudden change in speed as coffee spews from the small opening in my lid. Hitting the skin of my wrist, it burns for a second before I wipe it away with my other hand.

      I reach for the buttons again, hastily pressing them, as if this will bring the elevator back to life. Nothing happens.

      “Oh, come on,” I grumble, banging on the door of the electrical panel.

      “I’m uncertain, but I don’t believe that will fix the problem,” he says, laughing slightly at my outburst.

      A comedian, huh?

      Any trace of allure that he held when I first laid eyes on him has diminished.

      Liar.

      “Well, obviously,” I shoot him an irritated, sarcastic glare.

      He laughs again but says nothing. I’m panicking the longer we go without the elevator starting back up again.

      I cannot afford to be even more late than I already am.

      Even if it weren’t for my fear of Daniel, I have a big meeting in a couple hours that I need to prepare for.

      “Just hit the call button, someone will respond,” he breaks the silence after a few moments.

      I roll my eyes at his nonchalant attitude as he steps beside me, pushing the emergency call button himself. But when I catch a whiff of his cologne, my mouth practically waters. It’s a delectable combination of sandalwood and citrus. Just the right amount to leave it swirling in my nostrils without it overpowering me.

      Damn it.

      My thoughts provoke anger within me. I don’t have any business being allured or affected by the smell of another man. I don’t need to land myself in that type of trouble. Besides, I’m sure he thinks that I’m just some silly girl in need of saving. Like I’m going to consider him some kind of hero for pushing a button. He doesn’t say anything further, just keeps trying to call for help with no response. I give it a few minutes before I lose my patience and step in. I’ll show him exactly what kind of girl I am.

      I drop my phone into my purse then place it and my coffee mug down on the floor of the elevator. He moves out of the way to get a better look at what I’m doing, and the smell disappears. I miss it, but I immediately scold myself for my thoughts once again.

      I pick up keys so I can use them to pry the doors open. Daddy owns one of the largest construction and real estate firms in the country, so I’ve been on countless building sites with him over the years. I’ve seen workers pry open elevator doors plenty of times. I’m sure I can figure it out.

      “What are you doing?” he asks.

      “Trying to pry the doors open so we can get out.”

      He grabs my attention when another tiny snicker comes out of his mouth.

      “You’re just going to ... what? Hop out of the elevator?” I don’t appreciate his condescending tone.

      “Well, I’m going to try. You’ve pressed the button a bunch of times. No one is answering. Seems you’ve exhausted all of your helpful ideas.”

      “Yeah, well I’m sure they’re busy trying to figure out how to get us out of here.”

      “You can’t always wait around for someone to save you,” I tell him. “Sometimes you have to save yourself.”

      He looks like he wants to say something else but thinks better of it. Or maybe he doesn’t have a good come back. Either way, now that I’ve just told him that I am going to save us, I need to figure out how to do it.

      Way to go, Sawyer.

      Using the mini screwdriver keychain on my keyring, I begin working it in between the doors. For several minutes I try getting them open, all the while suffering painful scrutiny from this… guy… this Penthouse Prick. I can tell that he thinks I’m insane. Like I’ve lost my marbles.

      Right now, it feels like I have.

      It takes several minutes, but I manage to get the first set of doors open. I’m just as surprised as he is, but I mask it with a smug look and a pop of my eyebrow.

      Now that they’re open, I see that we’re stuck between two floors.

      Shit.

      I crouch as good as I can in a skirt and start wiggling my screwdriver between the two doors on the lower floor. Once I finally manage to get the screwdriver in between them, I shake my hand, relieving some of the pain from the pressure I had to use.

      “You should stop before you hurt yourself.”

      “Aw, you’re not worried about me, are you?” I turn my attention up toward him.

      Just then, the elevator drops slightly, scaring the shit out of us both.

      “Shit!” I call out at the same time as he shouts, “Fuck!”

      “No, I’m not worried about you,” he grips the bar connected to the wall of the elevator. “I’m just not looking forward to plummeting to my death from you fiddling around with things.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that I might know what I’m doing?”

      “Actually, no. I just thought you were trying to act out that scene from the movie Speed.”

      JACKSON

      I watch as her eyes narrow at me again in response to my smart-ass comment. I can’t stop the smile that forms on my face.

      I didn’t expect there to be anyone else in the elevator when I called it up to my floor this morning. It’s very rare that someone ends up there by accident. I didn’t initially realize it was occupied as I was lost in my phone, scrolling through my always full inbox. My nose was pleasantly assaulted with honeysuckle as soon as I stepped into the car. She’s striking, not the typical platinum blonde most often seen here in Los Angeles.

      And thank goodness for that.

      With a crazed mane of black curls and piercing blue eyes, she’s breathtaking and unique. It’s been a long time since the mere sight of a woman has gotten a hold of even an ounce of my attention. I thought she might be another unfortunate, snobby, rich girl. There are too many of those in this city. But now, I’m not sure. She is peculiar, however.

      I was caught off guard by the leather jacket and racing logo on her coffee mug, though. She doesn’t seem the type to be into the sport. Maybe it belongs to the man in her life. My eyes travel to her left hand and notice the absence of a ring. Not that that means anything.

      I would know. The ring I put on Kristen’s finger didn’t mean shit, either, apparently.

      I was shocked when she said she was attempting to get us out of here. Once she got the first set of doors open, I was actually curious to see if she could pull it off. Until it looked like she was about to hurt herself. And especially not anymore after the elevator decided to take a slight plunge a second ago.

      I watch as the keyring screwdriver of hers bends the more she tries to pry open the outer set of doors. I want to help her; I want to tell her that there is no use and that someone will be here to assist us shortly. But I also want to see what she plans to do next. She seems adamant that she can make it happen. Who am I to decide she can’t, as ridiculous as the notion is?

      As she continues fighting with the doors, ruining a perfectly good flathead screwdriver, I take out my cell and call down to Mitch, one of the guards in the hotel lobby. He should be able to help us out.

      “I’m calling down to the desk. Maybe the call signal went out when we lost power to the car.”

      “Good luck with that.” Vitriol darkens the beautiful features on her face.

      Wow, she’s wound tight. A real spitfire. I wonder who pissed in her Cheerios this morning. I laugh it off as she rolls her eyes and gets back to work.

      Unfortunately, the elevator is blocking the cell signal I had a moment ago.

      “Damn it, no service.”

      I feel her stare on me again. My eyes flit briefly from my phone to her, and she looks away quickly.

      Her face is shadowed in red from the emergency light that floods the car, and I’m finding it hard to pull myself from the trance that’s beginning to take over me. She has an alluring magnetism that’s pulling me in. As if the devil himself has sent a siren to seduce me and drag me to hell.

      Get a grip, Jackson.

      Finally, it looks as though she’s giving up. She stands regarding the doors, appearing to be deep in thought about something. As she does this, she takes a slight step back and knocks her purse over. Some of its contents spill out onto the floor of the elevator. She either doesn’t notice, or she doesn’t care. I leave it alone because one of the last things I ever want to be caught doing is rummaging through the secret contents of a lady’s purse.

      However, her name badge slides across the floor, only stopping when it lodges itself under my foot. As I reach down for it, the name catches my eye.

      Sawyer Stone.

      As in the Sawyer Stone whose manager I just spoke with yesterday? Sawyer Stone, as in the race car driver who I am interested in bringing on to my team? That would explain the coffee mug. But I had no idea Sawyer was a woman.

      Does it matter?

      I honestly don’t know. I let that question sink in for a moment until the elevator car jolts to life once again. The inner doors that she got open close once more as we descend again.

      “Oh, thank God!” As confident as she was about being able to get the job done, I could tell that she was doubting herself. Now she doesn’t have to worry about it.

      It’s then that I realize it doesn’t matter at all that she’s a girl. If she has enough drive to try and pry open the doors of an elevator so we can get out, she’s the type of person I want on my team.

      “Told you. Sometimes you need to be your own hero.”

      “That would imply that you actually fixed the problem, though. Which I’m not certain you did,” I point out playfully.

      “You don’t know that I didn’t contribute to the solution, do you?”

      All I can do is laugh and shake my head as she finally notices her purse has spilled over. She crouches down, putting everything back in just as we reach the garage.

      “Don’t forget this,” I hand the badge back to her.

      She shoots me another snide glance before swiping it out of my hand and exiting the elevator.

      “I’ll be seeing you, Sawyer.”

      She stops for a moment then turns toward me again.

      “I hope not.”

      You better believe you will, little miss spitfire.

      I can’t wait until she sees me in the conference room next week. I’m half tempted to call Vic and move the meeting up, but I decide against it.

      Good things come to those who wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          SAWYER

        

      

    

    
      As I exit the elevator lobby, I pull my coat a little tighter at the top, trying to keep the December air off my neck. What the hell was up with that guy? It’s like he was screwing with me on purpose just to get a rise out of me. The next time I run into him will be too soon. Maybe I should tell Daniel it’s time we move. Bad idea; he’ll want to know why and then accuse me of flirting.

      Speaking of, I take my phone out of my purse as soon as I get into my car. I don’t have any missed texts from Daniel, which makes me a little nervous. I shoot him another message to let him know I’m on my way.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Leaving the garage now. Got stuck in the elevator. Might be time to find a new building. I’m getting tired of the issues with this one.

      

      

      

      

      

      I say more than I should have, and I regret it immediately. Daniel is a firm believer that too much information is a cover for dishonestly.

      Shit.

      I put my car in drive, speed out of the garage, and merge into traffic on Doheny Road.

      I’ve worked for Kramer Enterprises, Warren’s company, for about six months. After I graduated college, I was determined to get a job somewhere else and on my own terms. I didn’t want them to hire me because I knew the CEO or because I was dating the boss, but because the company thought I was qualified and could contribute something to their team.

      I worked for a few different agencies prior to Kramer Enterprises, trying to make my way up the ladder. After five years of fetching coffee and performing other duties that had me wasting my degree, I searched for higher paying jobs with the better companies in the city.

      I didn’t realize until later that Daniel had sabotaged my interviews. A few times, he’d started an argument with me on the day of the interview, causing me to be late or unable to show up.

      One company told me, after they had already scheduled my interview, that they needed to cancel because I was blacklisted.

      Finally, I got an interview that I believed I’d nailed, only to find out that none of my references could vouch for any of my work history. This led the hiring manager to believe I had lied about everything.

      My dad pleaded with me to give Warren’s company a shot. Finally, I relented, vowing to continue my search for a position at a different company. My father understands how hard it is for me to accept a handout, but he also didn’t like watching me waste my talent. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to have this position on my resume.

      And from a financial aspect, I wasn’t able to equally contribute in my relationship with Daniel, and that wasn’t okay with me either. Yes, I have a trust fund, but I don’t like relying on it. I refuse to live off of it while I coast through life with no responsibilities. I’d rather earn my money by working hard, the way my father did. I don’t even know how much money I have in my trust.

      Sure, I could stay home every day. I don’t have to work. But being a homemaker isn’t what I was meant for. I can’t imagine waiting around all day for Daniel to come home from work. Having a hot dinner ready and waiting, dressed to the nines in heels and pearls. But more than that, I can’t allow myself to need Daniel.

      I think that’s what makes him so mad about me working. To him, a career means me having independence. He was firmly against me working at Kramer Enterprises, but his dad told him it was a favor for my dad. I think he finally relented because he realized we would be in the same office where he can keep an eye on me.

      He only wanted me working one day per week, while I wanted a full-time job. We went back and forth and eventually agreed on three days per week. This worked out well because the other two days I can spend at the track.

      I finally make it to the office thirty minutes late. Carefully, I glance into Daniel’s office as I walk to my cubicle, and his predictable unhappiness is confirmed. He pins me with his angry stare, and I fumble my step. Correcting myself, I make it to my desk without him coming out to stop me.

      As soon as I boot up my computer and open my email, I get an instant message from him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Daniel Kramer:

      

      
        Where the hell have you been?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sawyer Stone:

      

      
        I’m sorry, but there was an issue with the elevator in our building. I texted you a few times. Did you see them?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel Kramer:

      

      
        It is unacceptable for you to come in late. You’re my girlfriend and the CEO’s future daughter-in-law. There is no room for error or you run the risk of people complaining about nepotism.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sawyer Stone:

      

      
        I’m sorry, Daniel. It won’t happen again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel Kramer:

      

      
        It better not.

      

      

      

      

      

      I minimize the screen and look through my email. Nervous about my meeting, I want to start getting prepared as soon as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later I’m seated in our executive conference room with my manager, Trina, and my client, Dawson Brands. They’re a mid-level personal hygiene product distributing company and the biggest client I’ve ever pitched to. I know that Daniel assigned me to their account as a test. I need to do well, or I will be giving him the ammunition he needs to tell me I’m not right for this job.

      “I’ve gone through the
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