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      I had been Benjamin Mead’s executive assistant for three years now, and for two of them I’d been in love with him.

      Okay, maybe it was actually more like two years, fifty-one weeks, and four days. But I had denied my feelings for so long that I had even convinced myself that I felt nothing for him in that first year.

      I strolled into the office a little past eight and set down a cup of coffee on my boss’s desk like I did every other morning. Typically, I tried to arrive at least an hour before Ben so I could get everything organized for the day.

      Sighing, I powered on my computer and smiled at the sticky note stuck there.

      
        
        Stop getting in so early, you’re making me look bad  :)

      

      

      It was part of our ritual. Ben and I always left little notes for each other.

      The phone rang and I reached over to answer it, surprised to be getting any calls this early.

      “Hello, Benjamin Mead’s desk.”

      “Skylar, it’s Melanie.”

      I winced, already dreading whatever bomb she was about to drop on me. Melanie was head of the company’s public relations team. Ben and his partner Nathan Shaw founded the dating app, Pulse, in their college dorm room almost eight years ago. It was now used by millions worldwide. Lately, the application and the company had been in some hot water due to Ben’s playboy ways consistently making the tabloids.

      “Ben was caught in some hot water the other night and it’s finally coming to light,” Melanie continued.

      “How bad is it?” I asked, my heart dropping. It was bad enough harboring feelings for Ben, but it made it even more painful when I was the one that had to do damage control for the messes he continued to get into.

      “Pretty bad. You know the Smith sisters?”

      “From the reality TV show?”

      “That’s the one. He got caught two timing them.”

      I groaned. Maybe my naivety was to blame for falling for a guy riddled with so many major red flags, but when it came down to it, no one knew Ben like I did. He showed me his softer sides. He’d been vulnerable with me. Maybe it would never amount to anything, but the torch I carried for him still burned brightly even as I cleaned up mess after mess.

      Melanie continued to rattle off details of the current predicament as I took notes.

      “Got it, I’ll send you a copy of his statement once I have a chance to speak with him,” I told her.

      Melanie snorted. “Why wait? You know you’ll be the one writing the statement anyhow.”

      “I still need to get his approval.”

      She sighed. “Send it once he’s in. We need to get on top of this fast.”

      I hung up and started to type out a sample of what he should say. I included the typical apology as well as complimenting the sisters on their entrepreneurial smarts. Ben would glance at it and approve it like he always did.

      “Morning, Sky.” My heart melted at the sound of my nickname on his lips. He was the only one that called me that. Typically, I hated having my name shortened, but the way he said it made me feel special.

      “Morning,” I said. “Your breakfast is already at your desk.”

      “You’re the best.” He dropped a coffee on my desk. “Here’s your midmorning pick-me-up.”

      I smiled and took the latte appreciatively. Even though I was the one that should be getting him a latte, we had our routine down. He knew I finished my first cup of coffee on my commute here and always brought one to tide me over.

      “Thanks, Ben.”

      He nodded and smiled before brushing into his office.

      The door had barely closed behind him when a tall man dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt blew by my desk. Nathan Shaw didn’t even glance down at me as he passed. Sometimes he gave me a curt hello, but that was only when he was feeling extra friendly. For two founders, the two men could not be more different. While Ben was charming and sociable—maybe overly sociable— Nathan was stoic and showed no emotion. He was even too much of a control freak to have his own assistant. I had tried to hire one for him, but he scared off anyone that deigned to try and take over some of his menial tasks.

      Even after working here for three years, Nathan still intimidated me.

      “What the hell!” I heard him bark as he slammed Ben’s door behind him.

      I could hear muted yelling as the two of them went at it. I was sure Nathan had been informed of Ben’s latest indiscretion. Nathan ran on logic and hard work. It drove him mad that Ben could let his trivial playboy ways consistently make bad press for their company. It didn’t help that they had recently sold a portion of their shares to investors and now had a conservative board to answer to.

      The door opened and Ben stuck out his head. “Sky, can you come in here for a minute.”

      “Of course.” I popped out of my seat and followed him to his office. He towered over my petite five-foot-one frame—although most people did. Any time we were near each other, I couldn’t help but breathe in his intoxicating scent and think how nicely I could tuck myself under his arm.

      “Sky, can you assure Nathan here that damage control is already being done for the misunderstanding with the Smith sisters.”

      “Misunderstanding!” Nathan exclaimed. “You were sleeping with one sister and then went out with the other. You were both photographed half naked, all over each other at the bar last night.”

      Ben sighed. “What an invasion of privacy.”

      Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “Why can’t you just keep it in your pants for five godamn seconds?”

      I cringed and looked at the carpeted floor. You would think hearing all this would dump a bucket of ice water over me. How could I possibly be in love with such a player that treated women like that? Alas, my heart clearly had a mind of its own, and apparently according to it, all could be forgiven when it came to Ben.

      “I already spoke with Melanie. She’s ready to make a statement across all your socials. I’ve drafted one for you if you want to take a look before I send it out.”

      “Nah, I trust you.” Ben winked at me and it sickened me that it gave me butterflies. He turned back to Nathan. “See? It’s all taken care of. You need to stop worrying.”

      “You’re going to cause me to go gray early,” he mumbled.

      Ben clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Always so dramatic.”

      Nathan stormed out of the office leaving just Ben and me.

      He shot me a sheepish look. “Sorry you’re always having to cover for me like this.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said, forcing a smile.

      “I’m sure you’d rather be just about anyone else’s assistant but mine.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I love working for you.”

      He reached out and ruffled my hair. I hated how much I craved the little sign of affection. He used to hand them out more freely, but after the incident at the holiday party a few months ago, Ben had become more distant with me. And I hated it.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Sky.”

      I grinned up at him. “Well good thing you never have to find out.”

      He looked at me and I swore I saw sadness in his eyes.

      I returned to my desk and spent the rest of the day doing damage control.
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        * * *

      

      “Goodnight, Ben. I’ll see you on Monday.” I poked my head into his office. I always liked to say goodnight, partly to see him one more time before I left for the evening and partly to make sure he didn’t need anything before I headed out.

      “See ya,” he said, not looking up from his computer. I tried not to let his lackluster goodbye get to me as I walked out of our office and into the warm San Diego air.

      I had moved here three years ago from Kansas City and I would never get sick of this weather.

      As I walked home, I tried not to let the events of today weigh on me too heavily. Still, cleaning up yet another mess for Ben that involved other women stung.

      Most would think I’m nuts for harboring these feelings, but most people weren’t privy to one important fact.

      At the holiday party exactly two months and twenty-five days ago, Benjamin Mead kissed me. And I’m not talking a polite peck—he really kissed me. The kind where we were both clawing at each other as if we couldn’t possibly get close enough.

      I flashed back to the memory.

      Ben had been having a hard evening. He grew up in a very wealthy family that only cared about image and money. He had opened up to me about it in the past. That night, his father had showed up at the party uninvited and basically called him a fraud. Said he would never amount to anything without the family name.

      I had found Ben in the garden outside the party, mulling over the words.

      “You okay?” I had asked, sitting down on the bench next to him.

      “I’ll never be good enough for him.”

      I shook my head. “He’s an asshole. You can’t waste your life trying to please him. Look at everything you’ve built.” I gestured to the room inside where hundreds of employees were celebrating Pulse’s record-breaking year. “We’re all here because of you. You’re a success, Ben. Whether he sees it or not is his problem.”

      Ben sighed and stared at me. “How do you always know the right thing to say?”

      “Um, because it’s my job,” I said, playfully nudging his shoulder. The two of us were always flirty. Sometimes, I thought maybe it was crossing a line, but mostly I was just happy to be able to touch him every once in a while.

      “Is that all it is?” Ben asked, his brow furrowed.

      I tilted my head, puzzled by his intensity. “Well, no. I actually believe everything I say to you. You really are amazing.”

      He shook his head. “You’re amazing too, Sky. I don’t know why you bother being my assistant. You’re way too smart for this.”

      Because I couldn’t stand the thought of not seeing you every day, I think but don’t say out loud.

       I licked my lips, suddenly all too aware of his proximity. “I love being your assistant,” I finally said.

      “I wouldn’t know what I’d do without you,” he said, not breaking his stare.

      “You would be just fine. You’re the most capable man I know. You’re smart, you’re kind, you’re⁠—”

      “Stop,” he said.

      “W-what?” My voice came out shaky.

      His gaze bore into me. “You can’t go saying all those nice things while wearing that pretty dress.”

      “I can’t?”

      “No.” He leaned in even closer. “You’re making it entirely impossible not to kiss you.”

      I gasped at his admittance. In all my months of harboring unrequited feelings, I had never imagined Ben would actually say something like that.

      My mouth parted slightly as I sat there speechless.

      Ben groaned. “Don’t look at me like that, Sky.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you want me to kiss you.”

      I swallowed. “But I do.”

      He cursed under his breath and I thought for sure
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