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          PART ONE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sebastian King

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Bring the car around. I've decided to watch the Yankees game at T. & A.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Copy that.

      

      

      

      

      

      "Precious Kitty, where are you?" I lift the blanket off the sofa, looking for the white fur ball I brought home years ago. She had been abandoned in the alleyway. Poor thing was half-starved, terrified, and caught in a downpour with nowhere to hide. I'm not a softy. But that night, I was sympathetic. I scooped her up, tucked her in my jacket, and brought her home.

      "Here, kitty, kitty." I try my last resort to coax her out of hiding, intending to lock her in her playroom. The last time I left her out, she decided to practice her tree-climbing escape skills, and she got stuck up there. When I returned, I found her meowing pitifully, perched on top of the curtain rod with no idea how to get down. "Come on, now. Show yourself."

      My phone dings. Dammit. Time's up. She wins. I don't want to be late for the Yankees game.

      Reluctantly, I let my hunt for her go. I toss the blanket onto her favorite chair, grab a ball cap, and as I close the condo door, I catch a glimpse of a white fluffy ball of fur strut across the living room, making me smile. She's getting wise.

      Even though Central Park Tower's super-efficient elevator is designed to travel the distance from top to bottom in a minute and a half, the ride down to the lobby takes a few minutes due to stops along the way. When I step out, I stride across the vast area, then out the front door to my waiting car. Dale, my head of security, opens the door and brings me up to speed on my detail team for the evening. "Bastian, Mickey is at the bar with a crew of three tonight."

      Four bodyguards for a drink at the bar? Ridiculous. But I don't complain. Dale knows his shit. Instead, I ask, envious of his happily ever after romantic storybook life with his college sweetheart. "How's Emily and the kids?"

      "Good. The kids are growing up too fast. Joseph has a football game on Sunday. You should come. He runs like the wind."

      "Like his dad," I smile. Dale's pro football career was cut short by a knee injury. But back in the day, the man could fly with a time of 4.2 in the forty.

      He laughs, "He's better than I was at his age. You should come. Hang out with us. Watch Emily lose her shit when he scores."

      "Proud mama, huh?"

      "Bro, she's demon possessed when he's on the field. It's scary."

      I pat him on the shoulder, then ease into the car. "If I'm free, I will."

      "Ah, you're hunting tonight. Maybe next time."

      I wink as he closes the door, then double-taps the top.

      Reno, my new after-dark driver, checks my mood. "How was your day, Mr. King?"

      I remove my ball cap and run my fingers through my thick hair. His formality rubs me the wrong way. "Mr. King was my father, Reno. Just call me Sebastian."

      "Yes, Sebastian, sir." He turns onto the street.

      Sir. I'm not sure that's much of an improvement, but it's respectful, so I don't correct him. I lean back and stare out the window, annoyed by his question. It's none of his business, but he's been briefed by a cautious Mickey, who would have his ass if he didn't report anger issues. But I'm not that man anymore.

      I answer him, "Nothing a woman willing to get laid wouldn't cure. But finding one who won't talk my damn ear off is next to impossible. So I'll settle for getting drunk at the bar, watching the Yankees with a dozen other men, not having a conversation." And jacking off when I get home. I look out the window. Code for our conversation is over.

      I reflect on the exceptionally bad day I had. Chad, my personal assistant, who hasn't been with me long, gave his two-week notice. I thought hiring a gay man would be the ticket for sure. I would have a male liaison in a sea of feminism. But his sexual orientation turned out to be the problem. He was too feminine and offended by my 'harsh, direct' style of communication. I don't sugarcoat shit. I cut to the chase. I don't hold back. I say what I mean, and I mean what I say. If I hurt your feelings, that's on you. But according to Chad, I'm toxic, and he can't work in a dysfunctional relationship.

      Christ! I twirl my cap with my fingers. He was a pussy, not a professional.

      Reno keys the mic. "Mickey, we're stuck in traffic."

      I lean back in the seat and close my eyes. My head wants to throb. I'm a goddamn bitter billionaire. Trapped in my success.

      My phone vibrates with a heartbeat. Slipping it from my pocket, I read the text from my mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sebastian, is it true? Chad quit today?

      

      

      

      

      

      I swear, she must have my office bugged.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes, ma'am. It's true.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good. I didn't like him anyway.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mother, you haven't liked any of them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And I was right!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And your point?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The same one, dear. You need a woman.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mother….

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know. You refuse to hire an estrogen-driven human being as your personal assistant.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But I'm telling you again, son, for your own good.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        The only way to level the playing field is to hire an alpha FEmale.

      

      

      

      

      

      I flex my fingers to restrain them from typing on their own. The alpha female my dad hired is the problem. I hid the truth to keep you from worrying that you would end up penniless, but Janet Brooks ran Prestigious Publishing into the red.

      When I took over, I changed our focus, established Precious Kitty Publishing as the sixth-largest book publishing house in the world, and Janet resents the hell out of my success and my authority.

      
        
          
            
              
        Will talk on Sunday. I've arrived at my destination.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay, dear. Enjoy your evening. Love you, son.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Love you too.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone back in my pocket. I know my mother wants the best for me. But honestly, if she only knew. When I took over and realized the danger the company was in, I shifted gears from focusing on every genre under the universe to concentrating on the biggest genre —romance. I ruthlessly fired and strategically hired, and I built our new brand by giving women fictional boyfriends and an app that syncs our line of adult toys to them. Thereby giving them not only their private book porn fix but real happy endings. The only person I couldn't get rid of, according to my lawyers, was Janet. My dad got screwed hiring her, and I'm still stuck with her.

      Reno keys his mic again. "We're approaching now."

      I sit up and prepare to exit, flipping my cap and putting it on backward. I need a drink or ten.

      Three car lengths back from the bar's entrance, Reno signals and stops as the car reserving the parking spot pulls out, then pulls in. As soon as he's parked, I step out onto the sidewalk. Two muscular men dressed similarly in distressed Wranglers and tight t-shirts step away from the exterior wall and fall in behind me. Women think men wear their shirts tight to show off their biceps and pecs. But the reality is, in a fight, you don't want to give the other guy anything to grip.

      The outside world vanishes as soon as I enter the bar. Friday Night's extended Happy Hour has the establishment packed. That's a good thing. I like making money. The clinking of bottles and spontaneous laughter burst out over the low hum of conversations and eases the tension in my head. I head for the bar. Thankful I didn't stay in tonight.

      The emcee keys the mic, "If you are here to compete in the karaoke challenge for the $2,000 prize money, please form the line here. Sign up with a nickname and your song choice."

      Placing my hand on Mickey's shoulder, I grin at his trumped-up angry face when he turns his 'back-the-fuck-off' scowl at me.

      He smiles, "Bossman. Glad you made it."

      I roll my eyes. Mickey refuses to call me by my name, even when it's only us. He tips his chin at the man on the stool next to him. Who nods, slides off the stool, then blends into the crowd to serve as overwatch. We haven't been introduced, but he's been on Mickey's staff for about a year now.

      Erica spots me and delivers my usual Samuel Adams Boston Lager. "It's good to see you again." She slides it across the counter to give me an ample view of her cleavage. "I'll switch the TV to the Yankees game."

      Remodeling the bar after I purchased it from a Tootsie's theme to something reminiscent of a Twin Peaks and Hooters, branding it T. & A. Tavern for Tits and Asses, I designed the uniforms myself to enhance our server's full figures. Contrary to what the fashion industry wants everyone to believe, men like women with curves.

      As she tunes the TV overhead, she stretches to reach the button. Arching her back, knowing her ass is tempting me, she glances over her shoulder and smiles her invitation.

      I would do her, but she's the help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Samaera 'Sam' Mathieson

      

      

      "You're fired."

      "Wait. What?" Did I hear that right?

      Ramona repeats herself with robotic vigor. "You're fired!"

      My pen slips from my fingers and lands on my desk. I mistakenly thought I was safe since she hadn't come in here first. "I'm fired?"

      "Yes." Arms cross under her chest to protect her from my rage, she dares me to be stupid and ask again what I clearly heard correctly both times she said it.

      I like Ramona. She's a good person. Reaching for the box she brought, I begin clearing my personal items from my desk. Arguing and whining won't help. She is only the messenger. It wasn't her call.

      "Budget cuts." She states flatly to my unasked question. "Sales are down for the third straight quarter."

      "Hmm," I respond. I don't envy her the difficult task of letting people go. She and I knew the day was coming, but still, it is shocking to be fired. "Well, I'm sorry. I enjoyed my job. I liked working with you. You were a good boss."

      "Thanks, Sam." She looks away with tears threatening. "I'm going to miss your organizational skills."

      I smile sympathetically. "I've been color-coding your files for you."

      "You're taking it better than the others. Thank you."

      I reach for my candy jar of peppermints. "How many others are there?"

      "One hundred and fourteen. I've been firing people all day."

      "Oh my gosh! I'm sorry you had to be the one to tell them, Mona. I know that was difficult for you."

      She nods, "Worse day here I've ever had."

      I fold the top of the box closed as she pulls off a strip of packaging tape. "You know what we should do?"

      "Cry ourselves to sleep tonight?"

      I will, but she shouldn't. The cowards in the executive suite shit on her. "We should go down to T. & A. Tavern and see if we can win the karaoke cash prize."

      "Are you serious?" She stares at me in disbelief.

      "Oh, absolutely! Come on. Don't make me go home alone to dwell on my misfortune."

      Forty minutes later, my box of meaningless office paraphernalia is checked into the coat room at T. & A. Tavern. Locking arms, Ramona and I head to the back of the bar, where a makeshift stage is set up with a microphone, teleprompter, and karaoke machine.

      A sign on the stage reads, The Battle begins at 9PM. To enter, sign up here (use a nickname) with your song choice.

      We sign up, then thread our way to the front of the bar to buy our liquid courage, but the emcee calls, "Mona Lisa, you're up first."

      Panic fills Mona's wide eyes for just a moment. "Oh my gosh!"

      Giving her a big encouraging squeeze, "You got this, girl! No worries. Get your ass up there and blow this place up."

      She cracks up laughing. "Where did that come from?"

      "Four older brothers." I laugh too. "Didn't you know my middle name is Fearless? Growing up the youngest Mathieson in rural Alabama, you learn life is too short to be scared. You have to charge headlong after your dreams."

      She walks up on the stage, and I position myself directly in front of her offering friendship support to give her courage. She takes the microphone and clears her throat. Then flinches at the volume of the speakers. Everyone laughs, but the buzz quickly dies down. With the first notes, she informs the audience, "This is for the one hundred and fifteen people I fired today."

      An audible "What the hell?" rings out over the crowd. Then she starts to sing "Apology" by One Republic, and her voice is lovely, though it trembles and breaks with her nerves in the beginning. All and all, though, she does a fantastic job, and the crowd claps for her.

      When she comes down the steps, she's met by a cute man waiting for her and she freezes. He says something, and she says something back. Then he opens his arms, and she leans into his embrace. A moment later, he lays one hell of a kiss on her.

      The emcee says, "Peacock is next."

      Relieved my name wasn't called, I thread my way to Mona to meet her man. When I arrive, they are both all smiles. "Sam, I would like you to meet Tom."

      "I'm her boyfriend." He interjects, cutting her off.

      "Oh!" My surprise shows on my face. I didn't realize she had a man in her life.

      He clarifies, "I've been a shit, but I apologized."

      "Well, congratulations on manning up and recovering a good woman." I laugh with them, winking at Mona. "I guess that means I'm on my own tonight."

      She nods, hugging his arm tight to her chest, staring into his face with so much love. The sight makes my heart hurt for my own lonely existence.

      "You two have fun," I wish them well. "I've got to get some liquor courage before they call my name. Otherwise, I'll bomb big time!"

      The crowd is packed in here like sardines. I thrash my boney elbows to clear my path. Gosh darn it! If they get bruised, I'll have to wear long sleeves next week job hunting. Not a good look for late August. They'll think I'm hiding track marks and will require a drug test.

      Multiple scenarios pop into my head of me hovering over a toilet seat, trying to pee in a little teeny tiny cup. One has me missing the cup entirely, drenching my hand. Then wetting the long sleeve my bruised elbows forced me to hide. In another, I squirt so hard I blast the cup out of my fingers, and it lands in the toilet bowl, where it sinks to the bottom, settling in the cave drain line precisely. Forcing me to get my damn sleeve wet diving in to retrieve it because I can't flush the toilet with the drain hole plugged. A vision of the toilet overflowing caps off my nightmare vision of drug testing.

      Why don't they give women cups large enough to cover our vulvas?

      Jostled hard in the back, I break out of the scrum next to the bar, directly behind two big body-builder-type dudes watching the baseball game. I straighten my dress. Slim the hiked-up fabric down over my ass. Take a deep breath. Relax my shoulders. Set my psyche into 'fearless' mode, aka bold brat, and insert myself between them, intruding into their personal space.

      I flash a quick smile full of the warmth of my southern charm to the beast on my left glaring down at me. His scowl is frightening, but I'm all in for the win.

      Playing into the assumptive close that he won't eject me, I raise my hand to flag down a bartender for service and lean across the countertop, propping up on my forearm. My boobs plop over it and splay slightly onto the bar.

      His eyes drop to view my smashed tits bulging out of my neckline, trying to decide if he's going to remove my sassy rude ass or not. I smile, flirting, hoping I won't be ejected from my holding pattern until I can order my drinks.

      Mr. Frowny Face glances up at Beefcake Number Two, nods, and returns to watching the Yankees game. Totally ignoring me now.

      I sneak a peek at The Boss's mirrored reflection behind the stacks of liquor bottles, and what I see causes confusion. While my erogenous zones come alive, singing, "Hallelujah," my lips pucker, then press together in a chaste line.

      Ball cap, backward —Hallelujah.

      Rudely looking my body up and down —Chaste line. Hang on…. Licks his lips —Hallelujah.

      In my enthusiastic attempt to garner the bartender's attention, I wiggled a little too enthusiastically, causing my hem to slide way too far up on my hips. My fanny is on display —and Mr. Blatantly Bold is getting an eyeful of my exposed posterior —Chaste line. But at least he isn't leering.

      He sneaks a peek of my mirrored reflection, and my breath hitches in my throat. He is beautiful.

      Perfectly straight, white teeth flash their bleached brilliance from behind gorgeously sculpted full lips as a slow, sexy as fuck, smile creeps across his face —Hallelujah.

      His features are balanced and chiseled, with a straight nose and a square jawline with an unshaven scruff. The tuft of thick black hair sticking out of the hole at the clasp of his ball cap is dark but not black. He has straight brows framing long black lashes so full I squint, wondering if he uses eyeliner.

      I meet Mr. Blatantly Bold's … scratch that … Mr. Boldly Beautiful's eyes, and an instant hot flush spreads over my face and down my body. —Hallelujah. Okay, now he's leering.

      The lust on his face sends another strong surge of electricity through my erogenous zones. Everything comes alive and sings with joy. I know I should respond with indignation, but to be honest, looking is free, and I set myself up.

      Besides, every woman's fantasy is to be looked at like this by a man so incredibly handsome. At least that's their fictional fantasy. My first job reading romance manuscripts at Hartman & Hartman Publishing House testified to that fact.

      But this is really happening. He is a real testosterone-fueled man. Maybe I should reposition. What if he's a red-flag guy? The way he licked his lips while he was staring at my booty, he may have been fantasizing about spanking me.

      My tongue finds its way into my cheek as the feminist in me decides how to handle this. I look down the bar for another place to insert myself. But there isn't one, and I'm too short to be able to get the attention of a bartender.

      I'm stuck here. I need the liquor courage to stave off my stage fright. I have to be my fearless self in front of the crowd. I must give a winning performance. It's imperative I win that $2,000 because my rent is due, and I lost my job today. Without a drink, I'll bomb. I'm already here. I'll stick it out.

      I look back at his reflection to find him amused with my dilemma.

      I cock an eyebrow and sass him before I run it through any filter, "Do you mind not checking out my ass?"

      His eyes crinkle and a cute dimple appears on his cheek. Dammit! Dimples!

      He chuckles, "Of course I mind. It's a nice ass."

      Erogenous zones —activated.

      I sigh, feigning indignation, as I turn my attention to the closest bartender, ten feet away, waving. Surely, I can get her attention.

      "Well, enjoy the view, then. But you better not touch." I snap, behaving much more insulted than I feel.

      He chuckles again but then joins me, leaning his forearms onto the bar. His massive shoulders and his bulging biceps brush mine —Hallelujah.

      His deep, baritone voice rumbles in my ear. "I would never touch without permission."

      I glance at his arm touching mine but deem it best not to be petty and challenge him. With one snap of his finger, Mr. Frowny Face would remove me. Besides, we both know what kind of touching he means.

      Face to face, now, I cock an indignant eyebrow, "I won't be giving permission."

      "Ha," slips out as a lazy smirk slides over those sculpted lips, and his right eyebrow twitches.

      Dear lord! I'm "Hallelujahing" all over the place.

      He lifts his hand, and the bartender instantly looks at him.

      Of course, she would. Every woman in her right mind would look at him. I bet he's a big tipper. My eyes drop to his lips. And an excellent kisser.

      "Let me buy your drink," he offers.

      For some unknown reason, I stay stubborn to my feminism. "No, thank you!"

      His eyes crinkle again, and that damn dimple pops out. "Not as a come-on to your fine ass, but in appreciation for the way you handled my rude behavior."

      I blink back my surprise. What did he just say? Focusing on his face for clarity, I ignore the severe but sincere smirk he's wearing. "Pardon?"

      "You didn't turn into a whore or a bitch. You handled my inability to stop myself from looking at your nice ass with grace and dignity. I appreciate a strong, independent woman. Please, let me buy you a drink."

      Are you kidding me? A man with manners?

      He might as well have deployed a taser and fired it at me. I'm that stunned. I search his eyes. His scornful description of how women actually respond to him makes me feel sympathy for him. It must be hard to be a man this beautiful.

      I'm guilty as well. He activated my inner whore, and it's made me bitchy, having to deny her. But because I don't gripe, whine, or yell, thanks to my four brothers, my bitch language is snarky, sassy, and sarcastic.

      Caught at a complete loss for words, all I manage to respond with as he gives up his barstool to me is, "Okay."

      "What will you have?" He asks politely as he slides the stool under my legs.

      I wiggle to slip off, giving him a for-real eyeful up my skirt. God, I hope my panties are dry and not soaked through. As I sit, I wiggle again, appearing to get comfortable, but really it's to soothe the tingling of my twat. "Two Crown Apples, please."

      He cocks
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