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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I’d made it impossible for anyone to shatter my heart after the day I caught my ex-fiancé in bed with my best friend...

      

      

      

      
        
        But then I meet James Dunsmore... the man who knows how to make the impossible possible.

      

      

      

      
        
        He hires me after my ex’s big betrayal and my family’s abandonment. 

      

      

      

      
        
        In some strange way, that grumpy man in a perfect suit begins to feel like the only family I have.

        One that is extremely dysfunctional, of course.

      

      

      

      
        
        But the real dysfunction hasn’t even been revealed to me yet.

        My gorgeous boss has the brilliant idea to offer me a promotion.

        Great, I think – no more of that “assistant, grab me my shoes” BS.

      

      

      

      
        
        He wants to change my job title from “assistant” to “fake wife.”

        I am way too quick to nod and accept.

        I am also too quick to break the rules of that agreement and jump into his bed.

      

      

      

      
        
        And then, my crazy past knocks at the door while I stare at the two pink lines that can ruin my future forever.

        FML, there are two buns in the oven.

      

      

      

      
        
        A happily-ever-after is impossible, but like I said...

        James Dunsmore is the only man that knows how to make the impossible possible - for me and for our unborn twins.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Reyna

      

      

      Oh, my God. I’m getting married.

      The reality of that lit me up like the lights of the Vegas strip that blazed around me as I came to the end of my nearly four-hour drive from Pasadena to Las Vegas. When Dean, my fiancé, first suggested that we elope, I thought the idea was crazy. There was no way my parents or his parents would go for that. My upper-middle-class parents were thrilled that their daughter was marrying several social rungs above them, and they wanted to show that off to the world. Dean’s family had the kind of money in which just about everything they did was a show of their wealth and influence.

      But Dean made a good point when he said the wedding was no longer ours. We were the ones getting ready to commit our lives to each other, but neither of us had any say in the ceremony or the reception. As he continued to plead his point, the idea sounded romantic.

      “Besides, Rey, they can still throw that big reception party. Run away with me.”

      I wasn’t sure our families would accept a reception as a consolation prize, but as Dean stared at me with his earnest chocolate brown eyes and charming grin, how could I say no?

      Dean made all the plans, showing up earlier that day. The following day, we’d get our marriage license and get married. I had planned to show up the next morning because I’d had my semester finals that morning, and then that evening, I was expected at a holiday party at my parents’ house.

      I was pretty sure I’d aced my exams, and I showed up at my parents’ house saying hello to all the important people, but I was too keyed up to stay. I wanted to get to Dean and start our lives together.

      I pulled into the hotel parking area, taking the ticket from the machine and for a moment, gaping in shock at the amount it was going to cost to park my car in the hotel we were staying in. I came from a family of modest means, but all my money currently came from my parents as I finished up graduate school and got ready to start a career in law.

      I reminded myself that I was fortunate to have parents who had funded my college and graduate school education. It didn’t come without stipulations, though. My parents chose my course of study and career path. Or more accurately, they gave me a choice between being a lawyer or a doctor, and since a lawyer required significantly less schooling, I went with that.

      I suppose it was fortunate that I didn’t mind law school or the idea of being a lawyer. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what I would choose to be if I’d been able to set my course in life. I didn’t have the type of parents who nurtured my natural skills or passions. I had to adopt theirs.

      I’d had a few moments over the last year when I’d considered standing up to my parents and doing what I wanted to do. Especially when they set me up on a blind date with the son of Dalton Winters, from the richest, most prestigious family in the area. Luckily for me, Dean turned out to be a great catch. So I stayed the course that my parents had planned out for me the moment I was born.

      Of course, eloping to Las Vegas wasn’t part of my parents’ plan, so in some ways, I was standing up for myself and what I wanted.

      It’s about damn time.

      An uneasy feeling settled through me at that thought. I liked to think I was a strong and smart, independent woman, but in truth, I wasn’t. At least, not independent. Until now.

      I wasn’t going to worry too much about upsetting my parents because in the end, they were getting what they wanted—their daughter married into an affluent, prestigious family. And in doing so, I’d help solidify the business deal my father had with Dean’s father. It was a win-win all around.

      I exited my car and pulled out my suitcase, rolling it behind me as I made my way into the lobby of the hotel. It was like walking into a pinball machine, with lights flashing and bells ringing in the casino. Dean had texted me the room number and told me that my name was on the room. I went to the front desk, giving the desk clerk my name and room number, and after looking it up on the computer, she gave me a key.

      Excitement zapped through me again as I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the fourteenth floor. Traditionally, it was bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding, but I didn’t put any stock into superstition. Dean didn’t either.

      When I reached the floor and exited the elevator, I thought of my friend Caryn. She’d been my best friend for as long as I could remember, and while I could get married without my parents, I really wanted my best friend with me. I suppose that was harsh and said something about my relationship with my parents. But the wedding excited my parents because of what it would bring them, whereas Caryn was excited at what it would bring me.

      I reached the door, and another thrill ran through me, except this time it wasn’t just excitement to get married, but also excitement to see my man. I wondered how long it would take before we were naked and writhing in pleasure on the bed.

      I swiped the key card over the lock, and when the green light flashed, I pressed the handle down, pushing the door open. I stepped into the suite. It was dark except for the moonlight shining in through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      A groan filled the room. “Fuck yeah. You like my cock, don’t you?”

      I stilled.

      “I love your cock. Your big, dirty, nasty cock.”

      The desk clerk had given me the wrong key. I was in the wrong room. A room where two people were having sex on the couch.

      The man groaned again. “I’m going to come. I’m going to fill your wet pussy until my cum is dripping.”

      The woman moaned and cried out. “Yes, Dean. Fill me with your cum.”

      Everything inside me went cold.

      I realized I wasn’t in the wrong room. Dean was on the couch with a woman straddled over him, fucking him wildly. But it wasn’t just any woman. It was Caryn.

      My best friend was fucking my fiancé.

      My fiancé was fucking my best friend.

      My legs turned gelatinous as realization dawned. In my head, I was screaming at them, but in reality, nothing left my mouth. I stood like an idiot as my best friend orgasmed. Almost immediately, Dean swept her up, switching their positions so that she was on all fours on the couch, and he came in behind her, fucking her doggy-style.

      He slapped her ass. “Here it comes, baby. Are you ready? Are you ready for me to fill that sweet pussy of yours?”

      “Fill me, Dean. Fill me with your cum. Fuck me harder, harder . . .” She moaned as another orgasm swept through her.

      Dean’s hips pistoned back and forth, and he threw his head back as he bucked and did exactly what he said he’d do—spilled his seed inside my best friend. And apparently, he was doing it without a condom.

      As they both came down from their orgasmic highs, my shock and pain morphed into anger.

      “Surprise.”

      Both of their heads whipped around to my voice.

      At first, their expressions were shocked, or maybe it was just surprise that they’d had an audience, because Caryn bit her lip and glanced at Dean. She didn’t look like she felt guilty for betraying me but instead was expecting Dean to explain what was going on.

      My attention shifted to him. He stood, grabbing his jeans and pulling them on over his deflated yet coated-with-cum dick. The thought that I had sucked that dick, a dick that clearly was spending time inside my best friend, made me want to vomit.

      “Reyna. What are you doing here?” he asked.

      For a moment, I wondered whether I was dreaming. Maybe my nerves about eloping were causing me to have a dream that put into question what I was doing. It was the only thing that could explain how unapologetic he seemed. Like I was the one at fault.

      “I don’t know why I’m here, Dean. All of a sudden, the reason has slipped my mind.”

      “Don’t be like that, sweetheart⁠—”

      “I’m not your sweetheart. I think that’s pretty well-established at this point.”

      He glanced back at Caryn and then at me, setting his hands on his hips. “Caryn and I were just having a little fun. She got here early, and well⁠—”

      I held up my hand to stop him. “I see what happened.” I wondered how long it had been happening. “I apologize for interrupting. You two have fun.”

      I prided myself on sounding calm, even disinterested, because on the inside I was hysterical. I wanted to rip Caryn’s blonde hair out by the roots and use the strands to strangle Dean’s dick until it fell off. Instead, I gripped the handle of my suitcase and turned to exit the suite.

      “We have an appointment tomorrow to get the marriage certificate,” Dean said.

      I was stunned at the words coming out of his mouth. How could he think we were going to get married now? I might’ve let my parents push me around, but I wasn’t going to marry someone who was cheating on me.

      I looked over my shoulder. “Why don’t you take Caryn?”

      Caryn’s eyes widened, apparently surprised by my reaction. She turned her attention to Dean, and I saw hope in her eyes that he would elope with her instead. I knew that wouldn’t happen. Caryn didn’t come from a family that offered any benefit to Dean’s family.

      My friendship with her had always bothered my parents because they didn’t feel she was good enough for me. It always upset me because I knew that their attitude had to do with the fact that her family didn’t have as much money as ours, let alone Dean’s, who only accepted our marriage because my father had something they wanted. As it turns out, my parents were right. Caryn wasn’t a good friend.

      I headed toward the door again, reaching for the latch when Dean caught up to me. His hand slapped against the door so I couldn’t open it. He looked down at me, his eyes fierce in a scary way. It wasn’t something I’d ever seen from him before.

      “If we don’t get married tomorrow, we’ll get married the way our parents are setting it up.”

      I shook my head despite the unsettled feeling around his ominous glare. “I’m not marrying you at all, Dean. You don’t love or respect me.”

      His features softened, and his hand reached up to tug on a strand of my dark hair. I jerked away. It was interesting how quickly I could go from craving his touch to being repulsed by it.

      “Of course, I love you and respect you.” He waved his hand over his shoulder toward Caryn. “It’s just sex. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      I suppose it was petty of me that I liked the stab of pain I saw in Caryn’s face at his words.

      I looked up at him, wondering about the man I thought I’d loved. I would have never expected this from him. He had been perfect in every way. Had that all been an act? I knew my parents were eager for Dean and me to be together, but I didn’t change the person I was to make that happen. Had he?

      I shook my head at him. “In marriage, you don’t just give your heart, you give all of you. You don’t share your dick with other people. And if you think that’s okay, then there’s something wrong with you.”

      His eyes flashed with darkness again. “It’s the way of the world, baby,” he said with an edge to his tone. “You think your dad’s faithful to your mom? You think my dad is? What’s the big deal, anyway? Sex doesn’t mean love. It’s just something that’s fun.”

      Did all men think like that? Was that one of the stereotypical differences between men and women? For women, sex and intimacy were expressions of love, whereas for men it was just to get their rocks off?

      “I guess it’s a good thing I came early and we could learn this about each other. Because I’m not willing to share any part of the man I marry.”

      “Oh, come on, Reyna. Stop being such a prude. If you wanted to fuck someone else, I wouldn’t care.”

      I gaped at him, remembering one time when we were at a party and one man who worked for my father cornered me and tried to make a pass. Dean practically ripped his head off.

      “If that’s true, then why were you so mad when Jake Torren decided he wanted a piece of me?”

      His jaw tightened. “Because I knew you didn’t want him.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “So, if I wanted him to fuck me, you’d be okay with that?”

      He shrugged. “Sure.” His tone belied his words.

      Why was I having this discussion? “It doesn’t matter, Dean. I don’t want what you’re offering anymore.” I reached for the handle again.

      “It’s not about you and me, Reyna. Are you really so stupid that you don’t see that?”

      I didn’t like being called stupid, especially since what he was really saying was that I was naïve.

      “You and I are getting married because that’s what our parents want,” he ground out.

      “No. I don’t care who wants it. I don’t. It’s not happening.” This time, I could get the door opened and my bag out of it. I hurried to the elevator, hoping he didn’t follow me. When the door of his room clicked shut, I let out a sigh of relief. He was letting me go. But I knew he was doing it because he figured my parents would force me to follow through on the marriage. As much as my parents really wanted this match, I couldn’t imagine they’d force me to marry a man who was cheating on me. Surely, along with their plans for me, they wanted me to be happy.

      When I left Dean’s suite, I returned to the lobby, but I was so shaken that I went to the bar instead of getting in my car and driving home. Since my intention was to eventually drive home, I ordered a diet soda and sat at the bar wondering what the hell had just happened to my life.

      I realized that the only plans that were ruined were the ones to marry Dean. I still had my last semester of law school to finish and the career path I’d been working toward.

      When I finished my drink, I went back to my car, climbing in, paying the hefty garage fee, and starting toward home. It would be nearly four in the morning when I arrived, but my anger would keep me awake.

      I was at a stoplight when my phone rang with my mother’s ringtone. I braced myself, wondering why she was calling. It didn’t seem possible that she knew what happened between me and Dean, so she was probably wondering why I’d ditched her party.

      I poked the answer button on my car’s steering wheel. “Hello, Mom.”

      “What is this I’m hearing that you’re calling off the wedding?”

      The light turned green, and I pressed the accelerator to move forward. “He’s cheating on me. With Caryn.”

      “I always told you that girl was no good. You should’ve cut her out of your life years ago.”

      I came up to another red light and stopped, staring at the console that showed my mother’s name on the call. “It takes two to tango, Mom. And based on what he said, I’m pretty sure she’s not the only one.”

      My mother was silent for a moment, and I thought maybe I was getting through. No one wanted to marry a man they knew felt that affairs were the norm.

      “You cannot back out of this wedding. Not now. Your dad is too close to getting this deal done.”

      I gaped, shocked at what my mother was saying. When Dean told me our marriage wasn’t in our hands, I didn’t believe him. But my mother’s words suggested that he was right.

      “No.” I heard myself saying the word before I thought through the wisdom of it. I’d never stood up to her before.

      “Your father and I have sacrificed a lot to get you where you are. All we ask in return is that you marry Dean. I don’t care what he does. You must do this for your father.”

      My eyes filled with tears as I realized my mother didn’t care how I felt.

      I pulled over to the side of the road because driving was difficult with the tears and pain. “What about me, Mom? Don’t I deserve someone who loves me? Someone who honors our commitment?”

      “Let’s talk about love and commitment. Your father and I have given it to you in spades, and now you’re betraying us.”

      I shook my head, shocked at her reasoning. “I can’t do it, Mom.”

      She was quiet again, and tension rose as I waited to hear what she'd say. “You’ll marry him, Reyna, or we’re done with you. You can’t come home, and we won’t continue to pay for school. All of it is done.”

      My mother could’ve stabbed me in the heart and it wouldn’t have felt as painful and shocking as what she had just said.

      “Now come home and follow through on your commitment. If you’re not going to do that, then don’t bother returning.”

      The line went dead.

      I learned some hard truths. Dean was right. I was stupid and naïve. As strict and domineering as my parents were, I’d always thought they cared for and supported me as a person. As I sat in my car on the side of the Vegas Strip, it sank in that they didn’t. I was a means to an end. So was Dean, although it was hard to see him as a victim.

      A sense of loneliness filled me. I didn’t have my parents. I didn’t have Dean. I didn’t have my best friend, Caryn. I had no one and nothing.

      I also had nowhere to go. I’d allowed my parents to dictate my entire life, and because of that, I had continued to live with them as I went to college and grad school. They supported me financially. The only money I had access to was the little I’d earned freelancing as a paralegal. It wasn’t much. I had a week, maybe two, worth of money stashed away.

      The smart thing to do would be to go home and marry Dean. Knowing what I knew now, it wouldn’t be a real marriage. It would be one like from the Eighteenth or Nineteenth Centuries, where women were married off as a business deal.

      I pulled my car back into traffic, resigned that my prospects for happiness were gone. It was a bitter pill to swallow. So bitter that as I passed a dumpy-looking efficiency hotel, I pulled into the parking lot. I had barely any money, and no job prospects, but I wasn’t going home. Las Vegas was a city filled with businesses and tourists. Surely, I could get a job here.

      I rented a room, dragged my bag in, and then sitting at the wobbly table, I used my phone to pull up the job ads in Las Vegas. There were plenty of job openings for restaurant and bar servers and hotel staff, but I wasn’t sure that would pay enough for me to rent an apartment. At least, not without a roommate. Since I didn’t know anybody, that didn’t seem likely.

      I wasn’t a lawyer yet, but I could do paralegal work or maybe something related. I was smart and a fast learner. I came across a couple of job openings related to administrative assistance. How much different could that be from paralegal work?

      I wished I had brought my laptop with me to make the application process easier. Since I’d finished my school term, I hadn’t brought it because I didn’t need to study. I doubted my parents would hand it over to me if I went home to get it, since they had paid for it.

      I filled out a couple of applications and sat in the dingy room, wondering what the hell I was doing. All I had were a few bucks in the bank and the clothes I’d put into my suitcase. Everything I had, everything I was, sat in this efficiency apartment.

      I let the tears flow, weeping at my situation. I didn’t want to go home. I wanted to be free of it all. But deep down, I didn’t know if I had the strength and stamina to succeed, starting with so little. But I’d have to try.

      The thing that terrified me the most wasn’t running out of money or not being able to get a job. It was having to go home to parents who didn’t care about my happiness and being forced to marry a man who didn’t love or respect me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        James

      

      

      I’m fucked.

      This last business meeting on my two-week tour of the Pacific Northwest to get investors was going the same way every other meeting had gone—nowhere. The group of three men and two women listened intently, nodding and showing signs that they were impressed by what I was telling them, and yet, there was a distance that told me their answer was going to be no.

      That wasn’t a surprise.

      I’d walked into the meeting thinking the answer would be no because every other meeting had been a no. But if there wasn’t a possibility of yes, why did they keep the meeting?

      In the business world, time was money, so why waste their time on a meeting they weren’t going to take action on? That thought had given me a morsel of hope, but it quickly dissipated as the presentation went on. Either they kept the meeting out of politeness, or they’d been hoping I’d say something stupendous to change their minds. So far, nothing I said came close to stupendous.

      I hid all those feelings as I finished my presentation and then looked each one of them in the eyes with a smile, and hopefully, in expectation that they were going to invest with me.

      “Your board must be excited by the enthusiasm and infusion of new ideas and energy you’re bringing to the company,” Talia Brentwood, the CEO of Brentwood Incorporated, said.

      No, no, they weren’t. My board had even less enthusiasm for me than all the other boards I’d met with on this business trip. Perhaps that was the problem. If my board didn’t believe in me, why should these people?

      “Thank you. I know the company’s reputation precedes me here, but I can assure you that she’s in good hands. Honest, legitimate hands.” I would’ve preferred not to bring up the company’s past under my father’s lead, but it was the elephant in the room.

      If I acted like my father and his dirty deals didn’t exist, I would look at the very least, naïve, and at the most, complicit. I’d spent the last six years of my life trying to protect the company from my father and his questionable business practices.

      If my father were running this business meeting, he would’ve had in-depth investigations on each of these board members, finding the skeletons in their closets and threatening to use them against them.

      And if that didn’t work, he’d seduce Talia Brentwood or somebody else in a position to embarrass the company. I hadn’t done any of that.

      “The problem is,” Mark Riggins, the VP on the board, said, “organizations are judged by the company they keep, and while we can see that you’re an earnest young man, you are right in that your father’s reputation precedes you. It still taints the company, and we can’t risk being associated with your father.”

      His words didn’t hurt because I was prepared for them. Even so, it was fucking frustrating. My father wasn’t running the company. He hadn’t run the company for the last ten months, ever since he was arrested for fraud and a few other charges.

      All the work I’d done to protect the company from him, and he’d still ruined everything. He did it in the most heinous manner, using my sister.

      While I had been working so hard to protect the company, I’d failed to protect her. The guilt would live with me forever. Thank fuck she came out of it stronger and happier. In fact, she was now married with a baby, living happily ever after.

      I was thankful for her husband, Max Clarke, who I knew would look out for her.

      Not that she needed taking care of. She’d slap me upside the head if she heard me suggest that. But as her big brother who’d spent most of my life looking out for her, and then failing when it mattered most, I was relieved that she had a man who adored and was as devoted to her as Max was.

      We were at the point in the meeting where my father would lay out some sort of bribery or extortion, but I stood, straightening my tie and buttoning my coat. “I know you were thinking all this before I walked in, and yet you still allowed me to make my presentation. I appreciate that. I wish I’d been able to say something that would convince you that my father’s fingers and taint are no longer an issue.” But again, if I couldn’t convince my own board of that, I didn’t have much hope of convincing this group of people.

      But whereas my father bullied, harassed, and bribed his way through business, I planned to be respectful and professional, so as not to burn any bridges. It was a no for today, but maybe it would be a yes tomorrow. And if not, perhaps they would mention me to somebody else who would take a chance on us.

      The rest of the board stood, and I shook each of their hands, thanking them for their time, and then left the Portland business building. It was the last meeting of the day, and I suppose I’d hoped that the meeting would continue tomorrow, so I hadn’t booked my flight home until tomorrow afternoon. Instead, I’d reserved a hotel room.

      I suppose I could still go home tonight, but I needed a few hours to lick my wounds before returning to the office.

      My travel arrangements were designed so that I appeared both professional and successful without being extravagant. I was in a business room instead of a suite, and instead of flying private, I’d flown First Class. I wanted the business world to see me as somebody who understood business. I needed to appear successful without looking like I was wasting company funds on an extravagant life.

      Back in my hotel room, I considered opening my laptop and checking in with the office in Las Vegas, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Perhaps that was a sign that I wasn’t cut out to lead the family company away from my father’s foul deeds and into a brighter future.

      The excuse I used was that we were only ten days from Christmas, so business was slowing anyway.

      Plus, my assistant was getting ready to retire, so she was spending her time trying to find someone to replace her. On more than one occasion, I’d thought that without my assistant, the company was doomed. She’d been a significant part of my success in thwarting my father and in leading the company forward.

      My new assistant would be there to help me, but she wouldn’t have the experience and history of the company or have a professional relationship with me that I needed to take on the board.

      Moments like this, I wondered what would happen if I resigned, as the board would like, and went out on my own? I had the education and experience, so I felt confident I could get hired somewhere else.

      Maybe I could move to Los Angeles and get a job with MacLeod Capital Investment, the largest investment firm in California.

      Or maybe I could go to my brother-in-law’s family in New York and get a job with them, who also worked in real estate and real estate investment. I looked to both these companies as a model, as something to strive for in my family company.

      My father’s company was large and well-known in Las Vegas, but it was the epitome of a big fish in a little pond. My vision was to expand. But so far, expansion wasn’t happening.

      I poured myself a drink from the minibar and sat on the bed, flicking on the TV. There were a lot of choices, from sports and home-improvement shows to true crime and old movies, but none of it appealed to me.

      I grabbed my tablet, and going into incognito mode, I pulled up a porn site. I didn’t know why. I wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but it had been over a year since I’d had sex. Not since I caught my girlfriend Allison stealing from me. I had no trouble attracting women, but the women I attracted seemed to only care about my money and my father’s influence. I suspect my money could still attract a woman, but I wasn’t looking for that.

      Not that I was looking for a long-term relationship, either. I just didn’t want to feel used and abused. If I could find a woman who didn’t need my money, and all she needed was a no-strings attached affair, I would get naked right then and there.

      Of course, it was possible I wouldn’t be able to perform. The truth was that I hadn’t felt a sexual urge in about as long as the last time I’d had sex. This was the first time in several months I’d made an attempt by watching porn.

      But as I scrolled through my options that included a woman sucking a man off or another woman with three men, each filling an opening, I felt nothing. My dick lay lifeless in my slacks. It was proof that I was dead inside. I was going through all the motions, but there was no life inside me. I tossed the tablet aside, feeling pathetic.

      I rose to get another drink from the minibar when my phone rang. Looking at the caller ID, I saw it was my sister, Amelia. I suppose it was good that I wasn’t in the middle of stroking one off.

      I answered the call. “Hey, little sis.” I hope she didn’t hear the dejection in my voice.

      “Hey, James. How’s the business trip going?”

      “It’s going.” Down the tubes. But she didn’t need to hear that part.

      “It doesn’t sound like it’s going very well, but I believe in you. We all do.”

      I knew by we, she meant Max and maybe their baby, Andrew James, who had my name as his middle name. I felt honored, yet unworthy, considering how I’d failed to protect my sister from my father.

      “But the reason for my call is that I want to remind you to come here for Christmas. We’re going to have a real Christmas, James.”

      My smile was bittersweet. Growing up, Christmas wasn’t a thing in the Dunsmore family. Oh, sure, we got a few presents, but if we had a tree, it was only because a nanny or some other servant decided we needed one. There was no family Christmas morning. We usually had dinner, but we had dinner every night until Amelia and I were old enough to leave.

      I harbored a lot of anger at my mother who, while she was as selfish as my father, wasn’t as evil. She had left when we were young. But by the time I was eighteen, I couldn’t blame her for getting out, but that didn’t alleviate my anger that she’d left me and Amelia there with him. Then again, I wouldn’t put it past my father to have threatened her in some way. Not because he loved me and Amelia, because he didn’t. He’d do it just to fuck with my mother. Jesus Christ, my family was messed up.

      “We have a tree and presents, and Max’s parents and sister and his brother and his family are all going to be here. You need to be here too, James.”

      The honest truth was that I didn’t want to go. I was certain that I would feel outnumbered by Max’s family, and I didn’t particularly want to be reminded of how shitty my childhood was. But Amelia was everything to me. I would do anything for her. And, considering all that had happened to her that I should have prevented, I owed it to her. “I’ll be there.”

      “Good.” I could hear the relief in her voice. “And we’re planning to be at the company Christmas party on Christmas Eve.”

      I scraped a hand over my face. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “I want to do that. We want to do that. Max and I want to support you. We know the board is jerking you around, and we want to show that we’re behind you. Especially someone like Max, he can⁠—”

      “I know what he can do. I know about his money and influence, but that’s what Dad was trying to do with him when he tricked you into marrying Max.”

      “This is different, James. We’re not being manipulated. We’re doing this by choice because we love you.”

      My eyes watered, which pissed me off. Maybe I was allergic to something in the room because I couldn’t be getting emotional about my sister and brother-in-law’s faith in me. “If you want to come, you’re welcome. But if you don’t come, that’ll be okay too.”

      When the call ended, I pulled out a couple of drinks from the minibar and sat in the dark, overlooking Portland as I drank them. When I finished, I went to bed and then the next day hopped a flight back to Las Vegas.

      Once I landed, I ordered a car to take me to my office since it was only just after lunch. I couldn’t waste more time away.

      I made a beeline for my office with small hellos and waves to people who greeted me, but I was singularly focused on getting behind my desk. As I approached my office, I looked toward my assistant’s desk, expecting to get all the messages and gossip from while I was gone. Mrs. Curtis wasn’t there. Instead, a young woman who could barely be out of college sat, her eyes focused on the computer screen.

      As I approached, she smiled. She was a beauty. Stunning, actually. But I didn’t need a sexy assistant. I needed Mrs. Curtis.

      “Welcome to James Dunsmore’s office. He’s out for today, but I can leave him a message or make an appointment if you’d like.”

      I arched a brow. My new assistant didn’t know who I was.

      “This boss of yours. What sort of businessman is he?”

      Her cheeks reddened, as if she was embarrassed. “To be honest, I don’t know. I haven’t met him. But everyone who works for him says he’s dedicated and a hard worker. That he has a good vision for the company. So I know you want to leave a message or make an appointment.”

      Okay, so that was a good answer.

      But I wasn’t here to play games. “I’m your boss.” My words came out gruff, if the way she flinched was any indication.

      “Oh.” She stood up and thrust her hand out at me. “I’m Reyna Pearson. Your new assistant.”

      I raked my gaze over her, intending to size her up. The only problem was, as my gaze slid down, I couldn’t help but notice the cleavage in her blouse that hinted at soft, round breasts and the tapering at her waist that then flared to wide, hold-’em-while-you-fuck-’em hips. My dick stirred, and I cursed him and Ms. Pearson for her effect on me.

      Her smile faltered as I failed to shake her hand. She picked up a stack of message slips. “I have messages I can go through with you⁠—”

      “Where’s Mrs. Curtis?”

      “She’s at lunch. She should be back in twenty minutes or so.”

      I gave her a curt nod and started past her desk to my office door. “When she gets back, have her bring in the messages and anything else I need.”

      I walked into my office, taking off my coat and hanging it over my chair as I loosened my tie. Movement caught my eye, and I looked up to find Ms. Pearson standing in front of my desk.

      “What?” I didn’t hide my annoyance.

      She sucked in a breath as if she were trying to shore up her confidence. I suppose I was an asshole to be so gruff with her. But I wasn’t in the mood or the business of making my assistant feel comfortable.

      “Well, I’m your new assistant, so I thought it would be important to meet you. To get to know you. To learn the best way to help you.”

      I scowled as I sat in my chair. “If you don’t know how to do your job, then maybe Mrs. Curtis needs to find someone else.”

      She swallowed and stared at me. I got the feeling that she was now sizing me up and possibly deciding that I was going to be an asshole boss. She didn’t look scared or that she might cry. I had to give her credit for that.

      “Now, if you’ll leave me, I have work to do. When Mrs. Curtis returns, send her in.”

      The friendly and eager attitude she’d sported disappeared. In its place was a mask of professionalism. “Of course, Mr. Dunsmore.” She turned, walking toward my door. My traitorous libido fired up as her hips outlined in a pencil skirt swayed on her way out.

      When Mrs. Curtis came in with the messages, I immediately told her that Ms. Pearson wouldn’t do.

      “She’s more than qualified. She’s worked as a paralegal, and she has two and half years of law school⁠—”

      “So she’s a law school dropout?”

      My gruff attitude didn’t bother Mrs. Curtis. I suppose it was because she understood it. It came from pressure and feeling disrespected by my board.

      “It’s not my place to tell her story. But I worked here longer than you have, and I’ve worked for you directly for five years, and so you know me and how I work. She was the best candidate for the job.” She arched a brow that made me feel like a child being reprimanded by a teacher. “She’s highly qualified, unless there is some other reason she’s not suitable.”

      Fuck. I couldn’t tell her that in the first two seconds of meeting Ms. Pearson, my dick came back from the dead.

      Or how I imagined holding onto her hips and fucking her from behind as she left my office.

      But of course, that was exactly the reason she couldn’t work for me. I couldn’t be distracted from what I was trying to accomplish.

      And Ms. Pearson was definitely a distraction.
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      My boss was a dick. The question was, was he a dick just to me or was he like that toward everybody?

      Maybe he didn't like that I didn't know who he was when he came into the office. But how could I know somebody I had never met before?

      The manual from HR hadn't included pictures of the CEO.

      If he was upset that I didn't know him, then he wasn't just a dick, he was also a conceited jerk. Then again, wasn’t self-importance and entitlement a part of being the head of a company? I know my father acted that way a lot. And Dean, even though he wasn't in charge of his family's company, often came across like he was the center of the world.

      I shook my head because whenever I thought of Dean, the picture of him and Caryn fucking flashed in my brain. He had no business taking up space there. He was out of my life. I'd blocked him after a flood of texts and messages had come through in the days following my calling off the engagement.

      I hadn't blocked my mother yet, but I was getting close. Each time she texted or left a voice message, I had a glimmer of hope that she would see things my way. That she wouldn't ask me to sacrifice my dignity and my happiness just so my dad could salvage a business deal. But every text and message doused that bit of hope. My last message back to her was reminding her that she'd given me a choice—I could come home and hand my life over to my dad's business, or I could never come home and lead my own life. I had chosen the latter.

      Not that I hadn't had moments in the last couple of weeks wondering whether I was making the right choice. I clung to the good fortune of having been hired to be Mr. Dunsmore's assistant. The pay was enough that if I continued to live on ramen, I could rent a small studio apartment. Of course, that wouldn’t happen if I got fired, which I suspected was a possibility based on the way Mr. Dunsmore was treating me.

      I did what he asked, leaving him alone and letting Mrs. Curtis know he wanted to see her and get the messages when she returned. When I told her that, she pursed her lips and looked at me in a way that I couldn't decide whether she felt like I wasn't being forceful enough with my new grumpy boss or if she was annoyed at him for not being more adaptable to working with me.

      She went into his office, closing the door behind her. I wanted to tiptoe over and put my ear to the door so I could hear what they were talking about. But I was hanging onto my independence and my confidence by a thread. I didn't need to hear that he
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