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This is book 3 in the Fantasies, Inc. Series. 
All the books can be read as standlone. Be aware characters from the other books do appear.
The Sexual Freedom Act refered to in the book only applies to the world I've built here. It doesn't exist in reality.
Take note this book has: Protective hero, family trauma, found family, spicy moments.
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  Chapter One
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Lucas 
I leaned against the desk in Reception and grinned at Jessica, one of the receptionists at Fantasies, Inc. “How are you today?” Her blonde hair was bundled up, her blue eyes bright and alert. I liked talking with her and thought of her as a friend. We’d gone out a couple of times, but that was it. She was fun to be around, but I wasn’t looking for a relationship.
“I’m good. So nice of you to ask.” Jessica placed her hand on my arm, and her smile turned sultry. I stared at her hand and barely suppressed a shiver of repulsion.
Oh, hell no. I didn’t mind a little light flirting. Touching was another thing. She didn’t have the right even if we’d gone out months ago. She was an employee, and I was a department manager. Not that there were any rules against us having a relationship since we didn’t directly work together, but after a couple of dates, I realized she wasn’t my type. I straightened and slipped away from her. Her smile faded a bit, but it couldn’t be helped.
“Has a Valerie Ray checked in yet?” It was better to stick to business.
Jessica looked at the list in front of her. “Not yet. Do you want me to call you when she arrives?”
“I’ll wait.” I stepped away from the reception desk, moved to the wall, and leaned against it, my gaze on the double glass doors.
The lobby was nicely decorated in neutral shades with sofas and chairs arranged in groupings around low tables. There were a few people waiting. I turned my head to glance behind the reception desk and saw the paneled wall with the company name and logo in brushed steel mounted at its center.
The logo made me smile. The doors opened, but it wasn’t Valerie.
Five years had passed since I last saw Valerie. My gut tightened. Our breakup wasn’t one of mutual agreement, and it happened before I came to work at Fantasies, Inc. Valerie was the woman I never forgot. She’d always held a piece of my heart. Even though I’d thought about her over the years, something always held me back from contacting her.
The object of my thoughts waltzed through the door, and my breath whooshed out of me. Valerie had always been sexy, but now… I took a deep breath. Her long brown hair was pulled back with clips, but it still cascaded around her shoulders.
It might have been five years, but that didn’t stop my body from reacting to her, remembering how her hair felt between my fingers, against my skin, falling around her face as we made love.
I shook my head to get rid of the sensual thoughts and focused on the woman herself. The black slacks and solid dark blouse made her look too thin. Had she not been eating properly? I remembered how often I had to remind her to eat, and it looked like food was still the last thing on her mind.
What was I thinking? I took a deep breath as she walked with purpose across the tiled lobby floor to the reception desk. She hadn’t seen me yet. Interesting, since I wasn’t hiding. Did she not realize she was coming to work for me? I kept my gaze on her.
“Hi. I’m Valerie Ray,” she told Jessica. Her voice was as soft and sweet as I remembered it. “I’m supposed to meet with someone from the finance department. I wasn’t given a name.”
I wondered why she hadn’t been given my name, and if she had, would she have shown up? Probably so. Valerie was a professional.
Jessica glanced at me. “Yes, Ms. Ray. Mr. Bryer is here to escort you.” Jessica’s voice was professional, but I caught the icy tone as she gestured toward me. Was Jessica jealous of Valerie? She shouldn’t be. Jessica and I weren’t dating anymore, and as far as I was concerned, there was nothing between us.
Valerie turned. Her eyes widened, and her shoulders straightened, surprise written on her features.
“Hello, Ms. Ray.” I kept my tone professional. No sense in giving Jessica anything to gossip about.
“Mr. Bryer.”
While her greeting was professional, there was a distinct coolness to it. Maybe I deserved it for the way I left her five years ago.
Jessica’s gaze bounced between us.
“I’m glad you made it on short notice.”
“I didn’t have much of a choice; my boss told me on Friday to report here today, but didn’t give me any details.”
“I’m sorry. I’d been in discussion with him for the past two weeks.” Why had her boss not told her about the job? That was a mystery for later. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you up to HR so we can get all the paperwork out of the way.” I gestured for Valerie to precede me to the elevators.
She nodded and walked away, her back straight as the line on a spreadsheet. How long before she gave me an earful for past indiscretions? She could be outspoken when she wanted to. Thankfully, there were others waiting for the elevator, so if she was going to bring anything up it would have to wait.
“Fourteen?” Ben from the IT department asked, holding his key card out.
“Seventeen, please.”
Ben nodded.
“All going well in IT now?” There had been a massive breech into FI’s systems, and we all remained on alert. Thank goodness, the hackers had been caught.
“All good. Emma is a godsend. I’m so glad she came to work for us.”
“She’s good.” Emma had been instrumental in catching those trying to sabotage the company and IT. The elevator pinged.
“My floor. Have a good day.” Ben exited.
Valerie stayed silent until we reached the HR floor. “This is us.” I held the door open as she stepped out. I couldn’t stop myself from admiring the way she moved. Be professional.
“Big building,” Valerie commented.
“There are other companies in Seattle that are much bigger than ours.” While we owned several buildings, we weren’t the biggest organization in the area. Did that concern her? Why was I worried?
“But none of the companies do what you do?”
I glanced at her. “So you researched us?” Jessica was smart. I suspected she did, and if so, she knew exactly what Fantasies, Inc. did and what she was getting into. Over the years, so much of what we did here made me think of her. Of us. Together. Stop. This isn’t the time or place.
“I research all the companies I’m assigned to.”
“Then you know what we do.” I wanted to rub my hands together. Her knowing what the company was about opened so many possibilities.
Hold up. No jumping the gun. Just because my libido woke up hard the instant I saw her doesn’t mean leaping without looking.
“Yes.”
Yet she didn’t seem to know I was the head of Finance. I opened my mouth to ask her about that as Sarah, the HR executive assistant, looked up as we approached. “Hi, Sarah. This is Valerie Ray, our new contractor. Miles is expecting us.”
“Go on in and welcome to Fantasies, Inc., Ms. Ray.”
“Thank you.”
I knocked on Miles’ door, opened it, and gestured for Valerie to enter. She hesitated for a moment, then moved into the room. Miles stood next to his desk, waiting for us. “Ms. Ray, welcome.” He held out his hand.
“Valerie, please.” Miles held her hand longer than I felt was necessary, and I found myself wanting to snatch Valerie’s hand from his. Where the hell was this jealousy coming from? It was just Miles’ natural friendliness. Besides, it had been years since Valerie and I were together.
“Miles. Go ahead and take a seat.” Miles gestured to the small round conference table in his office. Valerie glanced around Miles’ office before she took her seat.
“Do you need anything before we start? Coffee, water, something else?” Miles asked.
“I’m fine, thank you.” Valerie said.
Her body was stiff, and she kept giving me side glances. I took the seat next to her; Miles sat to her right, then kicked off the conversation.
“To start off, HR at Smith, Rogers, and Associates emailed me your signed contract. But there is other paperwork we need to go over.”
“Before we get into that, I do have a question,” Valerie said. Miles nodded. “In the contract, it said while I’m working here, I’m an independent contractor to Fantasies, Inc.”
“That is correct. As agreed, your employer is aware you are contracted to us, and they’ve granted you leave for the duration of your contract with us. You will continue to accrue vacation time with your employer, and they will maintain your health and all savings benefits while you’re on contract to us. We pay you directly, and while you keep your benefits through your employer, you are responsible for state and federal taxes.”
Valerie tilted her head. “I’ve never been employed this way before.”
Her question was valid; the arrangement was somewhat unusual, but not unheard of, especially when dealing with product research and development.
“Due to the nature of our business, we prefer it this way. Your employer is being compensated as well.”
Valerie nodded and sat back in her chair. It irked me a little bit that Miles could make her relax, even though I was glad to see the tension ease. She carried tension in her shoulders and neck. I’d given her massages almost daily when we were together, and those massages always led to other activities. I shook my head to clear the sensual thoughts.
Miles opened a file. “Here is an NDA for you to sign.”
“NDA? This is different. You do know I’m bound by client accountant confidentiality?”
“Yes, but we need something a little more robust,” I said.
“Lucas is right,” Miles chimed in. “We have to cover all our bases due to the nature of our business.”
“True. I understood that this might be your standard operating procedure.” Valerie picked up the NDA and began reading.
Did she really understand? The Valerie I knew wouldn’t question things like a simple NDA. I shifted in my seat, closer to her.
Miles glared at me. Was my interest in Valerie showing on my face? I didn’t think so, but I shifted back. I was going to be Valerie’s boss. Miles giving me the HR stare made me wonder what he was picking up on.
I mouthed. I’ll behave. Before glancing at Valerie, who was concentrating so hard on the NDA that she hadn’t noticed the exchange between me and Miles. Her forehead wrinkled as she read. I wanted to soothe the furrow away with a kiss.
Don’t get ahead of yourself.
After a few more minutes, she signed the NDA and handed it back to Miles.
“Thank you.” Miles slipped it in the folder, then pulled out two key cards. “Purple keycard is for the garage next door to park in if you need to. Any space available works. Blue keycard is for the elevators and to pay for anything you get at Daily Perks or the café.”
“I take it whatever food or drink I get is deducted from my pay.” Valerie took the keycards and the red lanyard with little devil’s horns imprinted all along it.
“No. It’s one of the benefits of working for us,” Miles said.
“Anything else?” I asked.
“Not for Valerie. Lucas, hang back for a minute.” Miles stood, and I followed suit before Valerie rose.
“If you don’t mind giving us a minute,” I said before stepping back to allow her to leave the table.
“Okay,” she responded before walking over to the door.
Making my way to where Miles stood by the windows, we kept our voices low so Valerie didn’t hear us. “What do you need?” I barely managed to stuff my impatience down.
“I’m going to tell you the same thing I told Asher. While she’s under contract, you have to follow the rules. No harassment. No relationship without consent. And keep it out of the office.”
My eyebrows rose. “What makes you think I would harass Valerie.”
Miles laughed. “I see that gleam in your eye. Don’t make me write you up.”
“I won’t,” I said with a hint of laughter. “I promise.” I would never do anything that Valerie didn’t want. That wasn’t who I was. And Valerie? I had a feeling she wouldn’t tolerate it either. Not anymore.






  
  Chapter Two
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Valerie 
I stood by the door as Lucas and Miles talked, still trying to wrap my head around how I would be working with him.
Lucas—who I met six years ago and was instantly attracted to.
Lucas—who taught me things about my body I didn’t even know. How fair was it my body still craved his touch?
Lucas—who left me for another woman.
That thought sobered me up. Fast.
Five years ago, he broke my heart, but now… Damn it, he still held a tiny piece of it, and that wouldn’t do. I needed to bury that shard deep. I was here to do a job, nothing more. Lucas was my past. I wasn’t going to fall for him again, no matter how much my body wanted him at first sight.
Maybe I should just bow out of this job? My boss wouldn’t be happy about that. Fantasies, Inc. was paying a healthy chunk of money to have me here.
Could I be around Lucas day in and day out and be professional? Look at him and remember the hurt? Ignore my craving for his body?
My fingers itched. So not good. I pushed my feelings away and straightened. This would not be easy, but I would do it. I needed to prove to myself that Lucas’ spell over me was broken. Maybe I could finally move on with my life.
Curiosity as to why Fantasies, Inc. needed a forensic accountant hit me. I’d read the contract they sent my employer. They wanted me to do a deep dive into the books of a company they were acquiring, but it hadn’t said much else. Financial deep dives during corporate acquisitions weren’t unusual, but forensically? That usually signaled issues on a much deeper level.
Actually, my curiosity was more about the company they wanted to acquire. It shouldn’t matter, but it did. What made this job feel different than any other I’d done before?
Lucas.
The contract said I would be working with the Director of Finance but didn’t name him directly. This assignment happened so fast, I had to prepare open projects before I handed them off, so there was no time to do more than the most superficial search on Fantasies, Inc. That search didn’t include the C-suite. Surprise! And a question: Lucas knows his stuff. In fact, he’s recognized as one of the best. So why hire out?
Well, forensic accounting looked at data differently, but that was well within Lucas’ capabilities. I rubbed my forehead, wondering about the real reason I was here. Fresh eyes? Objective evaluation? Possible conflict of interest? No sense in getting a headache over all this. I’d find out soon enough. For now, I was here to work and nothing more.
When I arrived, Lucas had the initial advantage since all I knew was someone from Finance would meet me. I hoped my shock at seeing him didn’t show too much. I leaned my hip against the wall as my mind went back to when we met six years ago. I was fresh out of college, just starting with Smith, Rogers, and Associates. Lucas had been there for a few months. The company held a Friday night mixer so new employees could meet the veterans without the pressure of being in the office.
That’s where I first saw Lucas. He’d shed his jacket, and his white shirt clung to his arms and chest. Instantly, I knew the man worked out. There was no way those muscles came from sitting behind a desk. The ends of his dark hair curled, as if he needed a trim. A stubby beard I wanted to run my fingers over just to feel those prickly hairs. And those piercing blue eyes.
A shiver went thought me. Those eyes made me feel as if he could see deep inside me and find out all my secrets. Not that I had many. I could barely stand still when he approached me, and we started talking.
That had been the beginning of it all. A week later, we were dating, then after four months, living together. And the sex…
Enough. I’m here to do a job not chase after Lucas.
Blowing out a breath, I straightened. The past was the past no matter how much my body tingled, and my hands wanted to sink into his short hair to see if was still as soft. There was no stubble on his face now, but it didn’t detract from how good he looked.
The object of my thoughts walked out of HR. I took a calming breath and tried not to react.
Get a grip. He could be married for all you know.
Ice filled my veins. Had he married the woman he left me for? Oh God, this was not good. If he was married… I glanced at his left hand. No ring, but that didn’t mean anything. A lot of men didn’t wear rings. If he was married, that was reason enough to keep my heart sealed off.
“All set?” My voice was firm, thank goodness.
“Yes.” His gaze roamed over my face before he pressed the button for the elevator. Did he see my interest? God, I hope not. The doors opened, and we stepped inside. He swiped his key card. “Our office is on the fourteenth floor.”
I fingered the cards Miles gave me. “You need to swipe the key card every time?” Talk about security.
“Only if you’re not going to the first floor.”
That was interesting. I wondered how often the cards needed replacing if an employee was swiping multiple times a day. The elevator pinged, and the door opened into a mid-sized reception area. A red-headed woman sitting at a desk smiled as they walked in, then rose and held out her hand.
“Ms. Ray, I’ve heard so much about you. I’m Hazel, Lucas’ executive assistant, so if you need anything while you’re here, just ask.”
“Thank you, Hazel.” I shook her hand. At least she was friendly, many women weren’t always so friendly with other women in their space. Plus, I really don’t know what Lucas is like anymore. It has been five years and a lot has probably changed.
“Is everything ready?” Lucas asked.
“Yes. IT finished the last of the setup. Asher said if you have any issues to give him a call.”
“Great, thanks. Shall we?” Lucas gestured to the large wooden door. I turned and walked toward the door, and in an instant, he stepped close to me and opened it. “Welcome to our office.”
“Our office?” Everything inside me froze.
“Yes.”
Oh hell, we were sharing. I stepped into the room. “Is this a good idea?” The words were out of my mouth before I looked around. He called this an office? This was more like three offices put together. I’d noticed Miles’ office was bigger than most, but this one… There were large windows on two walls, letting in natural light.
God, I loved having natural light as I worked. I spied part of the Sound in a gap between buildings. My heart lightened; I so wanted to just go sit and stare at the water. Water helped me stay calm and kept my thoughts from chasing each other around. My fingers tightened around my bag.
This is work. Keep it professional. There was a small conference table, something like the one in HR, with comfortable chairs and a sofa not too far from the table. I saw a small black metal box sitting on top of a larger table against the wall. “Is that a refrigerator?”
“Yes. Sometimes I like having extra drinks here for visitors.” He grinned. “And for myself.”
“Still a Jet Cola drinker, are we?” Lucas had downed the stuff like it was water when we worked together.
“More a Red Bull guy now.”
I nodded. Made sense. Taking a deep breath, “This isn’t an office, this is…” I spread my arms out. “You could fit twenty cubicles in here and still have room.” Not that it was a bad thing. At least we wouldn’t be in touching range of each other.
“You could, but it’s just me and you.” He pointed to the large desk just off to the right that faced the first set of large windows. “That’s my desk, and yours is…” He gestured to the other side of the room.
I blinked. That was mine? The desk, if you could call it that, was three tables pushed together into an L shape with a stunning view. Two monitors and a laptop sat there, and another small conference table sat next to it. How had I not noticed the set up?
“I made sure you had plenty natural light; I remember how much you like it.”
He remembered? Something inside of me was thrilled before I nudged it away. What else did he remember? I swallowed. “I wasn’t expecting this.” Honestly, I was expecting a normal desk with barely enough room for what I’d need to do. I always made do, but this was a dream.
“I wanted to make sure you had everything you needed.” There was a smile in his voice as he gestured to my desk. “Asher, our head of IT, left your login credentials in the top drawer. If you need any office supplies, let Hazel know, and she’ll get them for you. If I’ve somehow missed something hardware wise, tell me and I’ll get it for you.”
Nodding, I crossed over to my desk and sat down in the leather chair. It instantly formed around my body, and I knew it was going to be hard to go back to my old mesh desk chair. I dropped my purse in the bottom drawer.
“I love this chair.”
“Having a good chair is important. I’ll let you get logged in and figure everything out. There’s a quick guide to our system in the top drawer as well. Just yell if you need anything.” Lucas walked over to his desk.
My gaze followed him, and I admired the way his pants molded to his ass. It looked firm. I had a feeling he still worked out. Oh, how I loved to grip his ass as he… I shook my head. That was the past. Time to get my head in the present.
I turned the computer and monitors on. This was a more up-to-date computer system than the one I was used to working with. After I logged in, I found the server where all the files I needed would be.
I opened the one titled “general information” and started reading. By the second page, I reached for a pen and paper. There wasn’t any. Why would there be? I could use the printer sitting on across the room, but I preferred paper and pencil. After opening several drawers to find they were empty, it was time for a supply run before I dove head first into this job. I pushed back my chair.
“Everything okay?” Lucas asked, concern in his voice.
“Yes. I just need some supplies.” I didn’t elaborate, just walked out of the office. Hazel turned her head as I approached. “Lucas said you could help me get some supplies.”
“Yes, what do you need, and I’ll get them.”
I thought about it. “Would it be okay if I came with you? It might be easier.” If I listed everything, we’d be here for a while.
“Sure.” Hazel stood. “Follow me.”
“How long have you worked for Lucas?” I asked as we rode the elevator down to the fifth floor.
“Almost four years now. I really enjoy the job. Lucas is a great boss.”
“That’s good to know.” Not that I suspected Lucas wasn’t nice. He’d always been willing to help colleagues when we worked together before.
The elevator pinged, and we stepped out into a small hallway. Pretty nondescript office space. Hazel unlocked a wooden door. “Our supply room.”
I did a double take as we entered. Holy crap. The room was an office supply store or at least seemed like it. There were rows of metal shelves with supplies stacked on them. “This is as big as a store.” This company did nothing in half measures it seemed.
“Yeah. The president likes it that way.”
I wandered around the room. I found pencils, pens, and note pads right away.
“Put everything in here,” Hazel said, holding out a tote with a fold-down bottom.
“Thanks. I also need a stapler, binder clips, a calculator if you have one, and ledger paper as well.”
Hazel stood silent for a moment. “I’m not sure about ledger paper.” I followed Hazel around the room as she found everything else. “You’d think with an entire finance department, we’d have ledger paper.”
“Not everyone works on paper anymore, many use computers, but for what I’m doing, paper works the best. No worries, I can run out at lunch and pick some up.”
“That’s my job. Just show me which one you want, and I can get it.”
“I don’t want to put you out.”
“Please, I sit at that desk all day, barely doing anything.”
“I thought you’d be busy.” Most finance departments I worked with were hopping.
“Not really. I answer the phone, make sure Lucas doesn’t miss any meetings, and stuff like that, but he’s pretty self-sufficient. I’m just there in case anyone walks in, and Lucas doesn’t want to be disturbed. Oh, and I do occasionally type up reports for him. It’s a cushy job.”
“Oh yes, Lucas was never good at typing.” I froze. Why the hell did I say that?
“You knew Lucas before today?”
“Ah, yeah. We met about six years ago and then lost touch.” That was partly true, but Hazel didn’t need to know all the dark, dirty details. I breathed a sigh of relief when she dropped it, and we went back to the office.
“When you’ve unloaded, just bring me the tote, and I’ll take it back downstairs. And don’t forget the ledger paper. You can email me a link.”
“Thanks.” I walked back into the office.
Lucas was on the phone, intently chatting with someone. I quietly went to my desk, unloaded my things, and then looked up a local office supply store. There was one just a few blocks away. While I hadn’t been here that long, my skin was itching to get away from Lucas’ fresh scent of pine and wood that filled the air before I did anything stupid.
Glancing out the window, it was a pretty day out. I stood and grabbed my purse. Lucas glanced up and frowned. “Hold on a second, Marcus,” he said, putting the call on hold. “Where are you off to?”
“I just need some ledger paper. There’s an office supply store close.”
“Hazel can do that for you.”
“I know, but I’d rather do it myself.”
“Still Miss Independent, I see.”
“Don’t you forget it.” I wiggled my fingers at him as I walked out to the sound of his laughter. How quickly I slipped into a joking mode with Lucas. Was that a good thing? I wasn’t sure.
Hazel was staring at the door as I walked out. “You made the boss laugh.”
“Yes.”
“He never laughs in the office. He’s always serious.”
Now that was food for thought. The Lucas I knew was full of laughter and life. “I’m going to go to the office supply store. Would you like to walk with me?”
“Sure, but I shouldn’t be doing that.”
I winked. “Our secret.”
We left the office. The sun warmed my skin as we walked and talked in general about Seattle. I mentioned I enjoyed being outside when I could. Hazel laughed and said that’s what happens when you had a desk job.
I didn’t disagree with her. At the office supply store, I quickly found what I wanted, but Hazel wouldn’t let me buy the ledger paper, she insisted on using the company credit card.
“Lucas and Mr. Boyd, our president, would be very upset if I let you buy it.”
“Fantasies, Inc. offers a lot of perks, doesn’t it?” I commented as we walked back to the office.
“Oh yes. It’s really nice. Our retention rate is very high because of those extras.”
“I can understand that.” Actually, it made a lot of sense. Even though Fantasies, Inc. was only five years old, in my research revealed they’d been nominated one of the best companies in the Seattle area.
FI was a progressive company that fulfilled sexual fantasies— all within the law—for their clients. With the Sexual Freedom Act passed by the government years ago, companies had sprung up, but Fantasies, Inc. blew them all away.
In a way, I wasn’t surprised Lucas was working for a company like this. He was always a bit controlling in the bedroom. I shivered as I remembered the first time he tied me up and touched me. The softness of his fingers running over my skin, every little touch or stroke of his hands, until I was begging him to take me.
I pushed the thoughts aside. Thinking about Lucas that way would only lead to disaster. It was old history. We were different people now, and I needed to remember that.






  
  Chapter Three
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Lucas 
Even after I returned to Marcus and the call, my mind stayed on her. Why would she need to go to the supply store? It shouldn’t have mattered to me, but it did for some reason. We should have everything in supplies, and what we didn’t have, Hazel could order.
“Hey, Lucas. Back to earth,” Marcus teased.
“Sorry, I’m back.” Business. Focus on the task at hand.
“Sounds like the new addition is getting under your skin already,” Marcus observed.
“How did you…” I swear Marcus knew everything going on in this company. “Oh, fuck off.” The laughter in my voice let Marcus know I was joking, but he wasn’t wrong. Valerie was under my skin; she always had been. Some might consider her the one who got away, but that wasn’t true. I was stupid enough to push her away.
“How long have you known her?” Marcus asked.
“What makes you think I knew her before now?” Perceptive man.
“Don’t make me come up there and grill you, Lucas.”
The threat was real. Marcus was one of the few who could ferret out all your secrets if he wanted to. “I met her six years ago; we started a relationship, and a year later, I ended it.”
“Why?”
“Not something I’m willing to talk about.” Mainly because I’d been stupid and scared. Hell, I was getting ready to turn thirty, and there was just something about that age that made me freak out, and I hurt the one woman I never wanted to cause harm.
“All right, for now. Don’t forget to invite Valerie to the pub on Friday.”
The line went dead. Damn the gossip hotline in this building. Not that it surprised me. Many people thought women liked to gossip; the men in this company were just as bad. I grinned as I hung up the phone.
It would be fun to introduce Valerie to my Fantasies, Inc. family. We’d grown over the past few months, adding Cassie and Emma to the group. While Cassie had always worked for the company, she rarely went out with us to the pub. She said she stayed away because she was the only female department head. I had to admit I was surprised there weren’t more women in leadership roles at FI. Maybe I should talk with Miles about bringing more women in.
I sat back in my chair and stared out the window, remembering the night I met Valerie. The company mixer. She was one of the new employees, not that I’d been with the company for long. Valerie captivated me from the moment she arrived. She walked in as if she owned the room. The black jumpsuit hugged her body in all the right places, and her hair was spread down around her shoulders like a silken shawl. How would it feel in my hands, between my fingers?
A confident woman. I took notice. Excusing myself from the conversation, I walked up to her and introduced myself. We hit it off and spent hours talking, then traded numbers. For the next year, we were in a relationship until I screwed it up. I left Smith, Rogers, and Associates and joined Fantasies, Inc.
Valerie mentioned she’d researched FI. I leaned back in my chair with a smile. I’d love to do what Asher did with Emma, give Valerie a crash course by taking her to R&D. Marcus was always thinking up new things for people’s pleasure.
I shook my head. Valerie was here to work, not start up an old relationship with me, no matter how much I’d like that. Seeing her again brought up a lot of feelings I thought I’d long since resolved. In the past five years, I’d grown up, not that I wasn’t before, but turning thirty did something to my brain, and it wasn’t a good thing. I went nuts for a while, and Valerie paid the price. I could see that now.
Had she moved on? No reason for her not to. I hadn’t noticed a ring on her finger, so I assumed she wasn’t married. Why did that please me? She deserved to be happy. And just because there was no ring, it didn’t mean she wasn’t involved with someone. My gut clenched. I still cared. Not surprising. We had a good relationship until I fucked it all up.
Maybe we could start over, and I could make it all up to her. It was all dependent on Valerie and whether she was in a relationship or not.
My cell rang, and I glanced at the screen. Mindy. My baby sister. “Hey, what’s wrong?” I instantly worried every time she called, mainly because I’d raised her when our parents couldn’t be bothered with their children.
“Hello to you too.” I could almost hear her eye roll. “Nothing’s wrong. I want your opinion on something.”
There was a note of frustration in Mindy’s voice. “Go for it.”
“I’ve been offered a possible internship at a private clinic.”
Skepticism flowed through me. “Where and who?”
“In Chicago, it’s the Reynolds Group.”
My gut told me something wasn’t right. “Let me do some research.”
“Lucas…”
“Let me do this, baby girl. I want to protect you.”
“Stop calling me baby girl. I need to decide by Friday.”
I sighed. It was habit for me to call her baby girl. I’ve always used that nickname. “Can do. Anything else?”
“Nope. Love you.”
“Love you too.” I ended the call, wondering what kind of opportunity this might be and whether it was worth it.
My overbearing conscience played out all the arguments about backing off and letting her live her life. She’s an adult. You taught her well. You gotta let her make her own mistakes. Yeah, well, smartass, if she
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