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      Ryan Michaels scowled through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the pristine ocean view. Sure, the La Jolla coastline was beautiful, but right now, it might as well have been a graffiti-covered highway overpass. The cloudless bowl of blue sky and gleaming midday sunshine couldn’t penetrate the storm cloud swirling in his mind.

      Sure, he’d scored when he’d purchased the 1920s mansion with panoramic views, set above the cliffs on the quieter end of Prospect Street in La Jolla. Renovations were on track for a Labor Day weekend opening for the Pacific Jewel Inn, the first of five luxury boutique hotels he was launching with his three best friends and younger brother.

      “Just making sure we’re clear, Michaels.” The man on the other end of the phone droned on. If only Ryan could tell Marvin Carroway to shove it. But the eccentric, ruthless gazillionaire investor had him by the balls.

      “Yes, Charlotte Ray should be here any minute. No, I will not reveal to her or any of my partners that your last-minute investment was conditional upon hiring her as Vice President of Sales and Marketing. We signed an iron-clad NDA.” Why the hell the man was adamant he hire her was a mystery––maybe she’d worked for him in the past. The one person who’d ever beaten him for a promotion would soon sashay through his door and officially become his second in command. His fingers curled into fists, and he closed his eyes.

      But no hire, no money. The man was notorious for stipulating unusual conditions when he invested and most people shrugged it off.  And frankly, Ryan didn’t have time to question it too deeply when his dream was on the cusp of becoming reality.

      When one major backer pulled out at the last minute, jeopardizing their plans, Ryan had to scramble to save the day. When Carroway stepped up with a proposition he couldn’t refuse, despite feeling like he’d had to make a deal with the devil, he accepted.

      Risk and reward and all that.

      He’d busted his ass for the last twelve years climbing the ranks in the hotel industry, planning and strategizing to implement his lifelong dream of creating a lasting legacy before he was 40. An age his father never reached.

      “That’s excellent news. And remember I’d also like to invest in the other properties, assuming everything goes well with Ms. Ray,” Carroway said.

      In addition to the La Jolla property, the Hotel Kings had acquired historic buildings in Paso Robles, Monterey, Palm Springs, and Beverly Hills. Renovations and permitting and staffing for five properties required significant funds. And as leader of their group, he needed to make it happen.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Ryan gritted his teeth and reminded himself of what was most critical––that the Hotel Kings maintain their aggressive schedule of opening five exclusive unique hotels in two years. A bold strategy some investors had viewed as reckless.

      “She’s the best, as you know because she beat you for that promotion at Cerulean Eden a few years back.” Carroway chuckled. The jerk.

      Like he needed a reminder she’d been the only person to beat him in any competition. Ever. “Anything else, Carroway? I need to get to work.”

      “No, no. I’ll check in soon.” And hung up without waiting for a response. Typical.

      He snorted, pivoted away from the window, and strode back to the antique mahogany table serving as his desk. Yes, Charlotte Ray was competent, but her fast and loose ideas, bubbly personality, and dramatic displays of emotion used to drive him nuts. What others saw as passionate dedication and enthusiasm translated to him as foolhardy and obnoxious.

      Damn it, Hotel Kings LLP was his venture and having to break the news to an old friend who had been excited to interview for the role didn’t sit well with him. His hard line on ethics was one quality he’d always prided himself on and now he’d have to lie to his best friends and brother and somehow pretend hiring Charlotte was the plan all along.

      Well, he’d be professional, but he’d be damned if he’d be friendly. One of the many benefits of the ROTC program during college was the field training and being commissioned to the Army Reserve. It had instilled the ability to maintain a poker face under grueling circumstances. If he could slog through mud for fifteen miles with a forty-five-pound backpack and gear in the pouring rain, he sure as hell could be civil to one woman.

      He huffed out a breath and dropped into his massive upholstered antique chair. Another excellent find they’d acquired as part of the estate sale when they’d bought this incredible mansion from the Bertolli family. He still couldn’t believe the grandchildren sold it, but they hadn’t cared at all about their family’s legacy. They just wanted the millions.

      Their loss, his gain.

      A sharp rap sounded on the enormous wooden door. He’d closed it because the construction crew was making a hell of a racket and his temples were already pounding. Go time.

      The polite thing to do would have been to open the door himself, but he remained seated and yelled, “Come in.”

      The door opened and she stood framed in the massive entrance. His breath caught in his throat, and he schooled his expression, determined not to show any reaction.

      But holy hell.

      She hesitated a moment, just long enough for him to scan her from head to toe. Discreetly, of course.

      The last time he’d seen Charlotte had been when they’d worked together at the Cerulean Eden Resort in the Turks and Caicos. Sure, she’d been attractive, objectively speaking. Well, at least until she’d started talking and smiling and gesturing wildly with her hands, like someone out of a black and white foreign film.

      Today, her honey-colored hair fell past her shoulders in flowing waves. A red sheath dress showcased her tall, slender figure without looking flashy. She strode into the room on tanned legs in sky-high heels, carrying a matching camel-colored messenger bag.

      She stopped in front of his desk and extended a hand.

      He swallowed––his throat suddenly dry, then rose to his feet. “Ms. Ray.”

      She arched a thick eyebrow that was shades lighter than her unusual obsidian eyes. “Mr. Michaels. Are we going with formal names now?”

      When their hands connected, the smooth brush of her skin against his palm shot sparks up his arm. He snatched back his hand and shook his head. “Of course not, Charlotte. We’re going to be working together closely.”

      “You had me worried for a moment there. I mean, I know we weren’t close at Cerulean Eden, but you hired me, so I figured we were starting fresh. And make it Charlie, please.” Her wide mouth curved up into a grin, revealing gleaming white teeth.

      He nodded curtly. Had she always been this stunning?

      Not that it mattered. He sat and flipped open his laptop. “Have a seat and we’ll get started. There’s a lot to go over this afternoon before I give you a tour and then we’re meeting the rest of the partners for an early working dinner.”

      Charlie sat and pulled out a leather portfolio from her bag. “Your assistant Jon filled me in. Let me just get organized here so we can go over everything.”

      “Jon’s the best and will be our assistant. He’s been in the business for five years.” He needed to focus on business and still the urge to brush back the sweep of her hair that fell forward over one golden shoulder. “You take notes by hand?”

      She looked up through impossibly long eyelashes, her eyes wide. “Of course, don’t you? I like to have everything on paper in addition to electronically. What happens if the computer crashes or mistakes are made? Especially like when we were in the islands and the internet might as well have been dial-up.”

      He gritted his teeth. Like he could ever forget being unprepared when they’d competed for the promotion. “I guess. It is the twenty-first century though and it seems like a waste of time to do both.”

      She nodded her head, her eyes narrowing. “I’ve never had an issue with always obtaining the best results. You aren’t going to question my methods, are you?”

      “I don’t have time to micro-manage anyone, so the results will speak for themselves. But this might be the appropriate place for me to make it clear how things will work at the Pacific Jewel Inn.” He sounded like an uptight jerk to his own ears but soldiered on. “I’m the boss. Period. You can run your department however you want as long as you understand that I have final approval.”

      Her scarlet pout tightened, and her posture stiffened. “You’re the boss. Got it. But let’s clarify a few things first. What do you mean by final approval? You want me to run every contract by you before it’s signed? My impression from our communications was that I’d have full autonomy as a Vice President. Are you changing the rules?”

      “I’m not changing any rules. This is my hotel, and it will be run according to my vision. You are here to make sure that sales and marketing brings us the business to become the most exclusive luxury retreat in La Jolla. You have an incredible compensation and bonus package and every benefit imaginable. But I’ve created the plan and parameters for it, and you will implement it.”

      She hissed out a breath, a flush of color stained her high cheekbones, and she gestured with one slim hand. “You’ve created the plan? Isn’t that my entire reason for being here? To create a winning strategy and execute it? Why did you even hire me if all you want is a salesperson and not a partner?”

      Oh, how he wished he could tell her exactly why he’d hired her. And her cheeks still pinkened when hearing news she didn’t like. Duly noted. Odd that he remembered that detail when he’d mostly ignored her.

      “Our grand opening is Labor Day weekend. That only gives us three months––a really tight deadline. I had to start creating the sales and marketing plan months ago, before you were hired. As you may recall, that’s my background too.”

      Her dark eyes flashed. “Your timing was your choice. You recruited me because I’m the best in the industry. I wasn’t actively looking for a new job. I torched a few bridges and left a sure thing to take this role. I’m happy to review your plan and use what works for me, but if you really want this hotel to be the best, you need to let me do what I do. If you can’t attract guests to your hotel, you have no business. Period.”

      His eye twitched and his jaw tightened. “You’re telling me what I need to do?” There it was: The Ms. Charlie Ray, Cornell educated, better-than-you attitude that he remembered.

      She paused and angled her head toward the world class ocean view before responding. Her pulse fluttered at the base of her throat, betraying her emotions.

      When she finally turned back to him, she leaned forward, her gaze intense. “Look, I meant what I said about us having a fresh start. You pursued me for this job, and I assume it’s because you respect my track record. I’m not trying to be difficult, but I’ve prepared a thirty-sixty-ninety day plan leading up to the hotel’s launch. Maybe when we compare our notes, our visions are the same. But I really need some latitude to make decisions and pursue avenues that I believe will ensure the hotel’s success.”

      Of course, he knew that she should have the freedom to do her job properly. But he’d already lost control when he’d been forced to hire her, and it felt like his dream was compromised.

      And did she truly not have a clue he hadn’t hand-picked her for the position? For all he knew, she had a hidden agenda under that sunny exterior.

      He exhaled a steadying breath. “Point taken. Why don’t we review the plans now and see where our concepts diverge. I’ll listen to your ideas and proposals, but at the end of the day the final decision is mine. Understood?”

      Her nostrils flared, but she nodded. “Why don’t we do that now and we can discuss the rest from there. I emailed you the power point this morning, so we can review it on your computer.”

      His fingers curled around the arms of his chair, the solidity of the wood helping him keep his patience in check. He’d be damned if she would screw up his vision for Pacific Jewel Inn and Hotel Kings. And he sure as hell would not have her leaning over his shoulder clicking through a presentation on his computer.

      No reason to discover if she smelled as delicious as she looked. “Grab your laptop and I’ll follow along on mine. That will be more comfortable. Then I’ll give you a tour.” He tapped his screen, and opened her presentation, the turquoise and pearl gray opening slide showcasing the Hotel Kings company logo. At least she hadn’t tried to mess with that.

      “Great. I can’t wait to see it. Now, please scroll to the third slide, where I’ve created the single page overview of my”—She paused for a moment and continued—“our vision for the Pacific Jewel.”

      He smirked and complied with her request––now that was more like it.
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      Charlie forced herself to focus on the final bullet point of her business plan. Could Ryan be any more of a pompous jerk? Perched on some stupid overstuffed chair that looked more like Louis XIV’s throne. All he needed was a crown and a scepter. Why had he recruited her if he wanted some junior-level lackey?

      Don’t toss the laptop at his big blond head. Impulse control wasn’t her strong suit. Some had even called her decision-making patterns rash. Like her former boss at Cerulean Eden when she’d resigned. Skipping a few rungs ascending the corporate ladder came at a price. Torching a few bridges was expected, but Ryan’s borderline hostility baffled her.

      When they’d worked together before, he’d seemed to delight in irritating her. They’d butted heads the entire two years until she’d beat him for a coveted promotion, a vital stepping-stone. Then he’d iced her out, as if their rivalry had been personal instead of professional. And then he’d lured her to his hotel with a package paying more money than god.

      Maybe he was just a dick, and this was an elaborate revenge plot. She squeezed her eyes shut––now her imagination was wreaking havoc on her.

      “I think that’s good for today. Your plan is solid, and we’ve got enough to get started. We’ve got about forty-five minutes before we meet the guys over at George’s, which is a five-minute walk.” He paused and looked at her shoes, one golden brow raised. “Maybe a ten-minute walk in those heels.”

      She sucked in a breath and forced herself to keep her voice even. “Don’t worry, I’ve been wearing heels for years and haven’t slowed anyone down yet.” She added a saccharine smile while visualizing using the stiletto heel as a murder weapon. Like in that Charlize Theron assassin movie.

      He clicked his laptop shut and rose from his throne. “We’ll grab hard hats from the front because renovations are in full swing. Leave your bag here.”

      Yes sir. Her hand twitched, wanting to add a smart-ass salute, but instead she placed her laptop into her messenger bag and smoothed her hands down the soft fabric of her favorite “power” dress. His attitude wouldn’t deter her.

      “I can’t wait to see it. If the interior is half as impressive as the exterior, I’m sure we’re in great shape.” Just a few hours ago, she’d stood across the street from the beautiful rose-colored Spanish style building that housed her hopes, dreams, and ambitions under one three-story facade.

      They exited the corner room Ryan had commandeered for his office. She still hadn’t seen where hers would be––maybe he’d picked a windowless closet for her in the basement. He turned down the hallway and strode toward the front of the building at a brisk pace. Since he was walking in front of her, she checked him out. He might not be nice, but he was definitely a fine specimen of a man in his prime.

      His charcoal gray slacks were crisp and tailored to his narrow hips, perfect ass, and long muscular legs. His thick dark blond hair curled over the collar of his crisp white shirt, a hint of his California lifestyle. At well over six-feet, with broad shoulders and a tapered V-back, he looked more like a pro surfer than a CEO. Earlier, when he’d rolled up his sleeves, revealing his suntanned forearms sprinkled with golden hair, she’d had to look away before she drooled.

      Being attracted to her boss wasn’t in her best interest. Not that it was unusual for couples to meet in the hotel industry with the ridiculously long hours and the bonding over the intensity of the work, but this was her big chance. Despite him being the hottest guy she’d ever seen––oh she remembered seeing that lean frame diving into the warm tropical ocean––he was off limits.

      Besides, he still carried the snide attitude from years ago and hadn’t revealed one redeeming non-physical quality today. Well, besides his business skills and vision. For better or for worse, they’d signed a contract and she was the Vice President of Sales & Marketing, his second in command.

      They reached the front entrance of the soon-to-be boutique hotel. The massive doors were open, revealing an incredible view of the rugged La Jolla cliffs and undulating waves of the Pacific Ocean. The salty breeze floated inside, and the temperature was a perfect 70 degrees, as was customary for La Jolla most of the year. One of the major benefits of the establishment’s location.

      “Here, put this on.” He thrust a battered yellow hardhat into her hands.

      She complied and her neck bobbled. “How much does this thing weigh? It feels like a cinder block on my head.”

      His lips twitched. “They are heavy. But better to have a falling piece of lumber bounce off the hat than your head, right?”

      So, he could actually almost smile. Good to know. “Fair point. Okay, I’m dying to see everything––the photos you sent whetted my appetite. Give me the grand tour.” She gestured with one hand.

      “Let’s go upstairs first. The house was built in 1921 and the Bertolli family lived here until we bought it. Lucky for us, they took incredible care of it, so many of the historical features like the crown molding, ceiling medallions, and the hardwood and marble floors are in pristine condition, which saves us money on the renovations.”

      She followed him up the sweeping grand staircase that curved along the left-hand side of the space. The dark wood stairs were broad and mostly obscured by drop cloths and protective coverings. She trailed her fingers along the wide banister and imagined the grand parties the Bertolli family must have thrown back in the day.

      He stopped on the second-floor landing and together they turned toward the entrance and surveyed the majestic view. His arm brushed her bare one and a scent of clean laundry and ocean air wafted toward her. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck prickled and she shifted away from him, creating some distance.

      He angled his head toward her. “So, we removed a few walls and opened up the foyer to make more of a statement for the guests’ first impression of the interior. The walls will be bright white, to keep the emphasis on the views.”

      She smiled and nodded. “That’s perfect. I love the enormous picture window there––it really pulls in the natural light and makes everything look open and airy. It’s welcoming, especially because the guests can admire the view out the window while they wait.”

      “Exactly, but the guests won’t wait long. Ever. The reception desk will be a mahogany bureau on the opposite wall from the staircase, with a seating area to the right for guests to sit as they check in. Furniture will be upholstered in subdued shades of blue to echo the water and sky and pull them both inside.”

      “I love it. Elegant, understated, but still with a coastal vibe.”

      His lips quirked up again. “Exactly. Coastal elegance is the theme, with a perfect mix of the old and the new. Let’s look at a few of the guest rooms, so you can see how we pull the ocean into each one.”

      They crossed the enormous landing and entered the first medium-sized guest room. Charlie gasped and pressed one hand on her heart. “Wow, wow, wow. Okay, I know it isn’t painted and the floors need refinishing, but this is breathtaking.” She hurried to the huge bay window that dominated one wall. All you could see was endless sky, purple wildflowers dotted on golden cliffs, and azure water.

      She turned back to him and grinned. “Are you kidding me? How many of the rooms have an ocean view and is this the biggest or smallest?”

      His lips quirked again, and he joined her at the window. “We’ve got twenty rooms, thirteen on this floor and seven on the top level, which includes the penthouse. Some have balconies, as you’ll see. We’ll decorate each one differently, yet all with similar themes. This is a medium room but has a big en suite. We had to do some serious work to add the needed bathrooms.”

      “Yes, I thought I saw when I was reading about the estate’s history that there were more than twenty rooms?” She angled her gaze up and admired his chiseled square jaw. Another spectacular view. Her pulse kicked up and she quickly looked out the window again.

      He nodded and enthusiasm fueled his words. “You’re right. There’s also a library, and a few common rooms. We’ll be converting some of them for more practical uses. But we wanted a variety of different-sized guest rooms. It was essential to have a few larger suites and then the penthouse.”

      “You really love this place, don’t you?” Okay, now they were getting along more like colleagues, thank goodness.

      His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, small lines fanning out on his bronzed skin and somehow making him more approachable. “I do. I think it’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen, and I can’t wait for it to be polished and presented and appreciated.”

      She clapped her hands together and beamed. “Oh, it will be appreciated all right, to the tune of full-capacity bookings at least a year in advance.” Oh yes, she would put this hotel in the sights of not just individual visitors, but exclusive small groups.

      “You’re speaking my language. Come on, let me show you the rest of this floor before we head upstairs.”

      They exited and continued down the hall, this time walking side-by-side. Perhaps his guard was relaxing at last. They peeked through open doorways into different rooms, some with French doors leading out onto Juliet balconies, with just enough space for a small café table and two chairs––perfect to admire the views and bask in the ocean-kissed air.

      His passion and love for the property was apparent. So maybe he was super protective of his vision because it was profound and less because he was a jerk. She considered herself an optimist and always strived to see the best in people. She’d do her best with Ryan because she wanted her dream job to, well, be a dream from which she never awoke.

      “So you get the idea, the second floor is basically all guest rooms with a few nooks for hanging out. Let’s go upstairs. Here’s where we’ve got some active construction so keep your hat on.” His deep voice was pleasant now, the clipped briskness from earlier softened.

      “Where is the elevator?” She hadn’t noticed one and it was imperative that the hotel had accessible pathways and rooms.

      “It’s around the rear hallway. We passed it, but you may not have noticed because they are still working on bringing it up to code. It will have a wrought-iron cage front, like the older hotels in Europe.”

      “Perfect. That will definitely add to the charm. Not like we need it.”

      When they ascended the stairs to the top floor, he led her to a doorway on the interior side of the corridor. She surveyed the room and her jaw dropped.

      Rays of sunlight filtered through the enormous skylight that dominated the octagon-shaped room. She’d never seen anything like it. It was like the jewel of the Pacific Jewel––a sparkling, multi-faceted beauty of a room. Because it was in the center of the building, there weren’t any windows, but the ceiling was glass, rendering the illusion that you were under an open sky. Oh, she couldn’t wait to see this space at night with a fat full moon and twinkling stars.

      “A ballroom? I mean, I wanted a space that could accommodate bridal showers and the small groups I plan on courting, but this is on a whole other level than what I anticipated. I didn’t see this in the plans.” She strode into the middle of the room and spun around, careful to avoid the ladders and scaffolding.

      When he didn’t respond, she reined in her daydreams and turned to look at him, just inside the mahogany-wood doorframe. Once again, he looked forbidding, his lips drawn into a tight line, his eyes chips of aquamarine crystal. Had she noticed his eyes seemed to change color?

      “What’s the matter?” For god’s sake, what now? His moods flipped faster than a teenager navigating puberty. It was exhausting.

      “I think I made it clear that my vision is to build a clientele who will return year after year, like Hotel du Cap-Eden-Roc in Antibes and some of the great European hotels. To establish a tradition, long-term loyalty, and business we can count on. That’s why you’re using the Virtuoso agency to bring them here. At no point did I say we’d have groups and definitely not bachelorette parties.” He crossed his arms over his chest and quirked one brow.

      She spread her arms wide. “Are you kidding me? I didn’t say bachelorette parties. It’s not like I’m proposing we have something out of The Hangover. But the way to fill up a hotel years in advance is by bringing in small, tasteful groups. A successful company’s award trip for a group of high achievers, the family of a pro golfer coming in for a tournament at Torrey Pines, wedding receptions for people getting married at La Jolla Cove.”

      He shook his head, his frown deepening. “No, that’s not my image at all. Individuals who choose us over and over again. Not transient guests. No one and done type groups. And besides, this room isn’t going to stay as a ballroom. It’s going to be used for more practical purposes like storage and offices––that’s why the equipment is here.”

      Heat rose in her cheeks, and she struggled to tamp down her temper. “It would be absolutely criminal for you to waste this room. The glass ceiling is one of a kind. You can’t cover it.” Was he out of his ever-loving mind?

      “You don’t understand.” His brows drew together.

      She gestured up toward the exquisite light and then pointed at him. “Help me understand then. I thought you loved this place, and you want to destroy it?”

      His expression darkened. “Don’t be so dramatic. No need for a ballroom. This isn’t an event venue; it is a place people will come to for a refuge and a vacation.”

      “None of that explains why you wouldn’t capitalize on this space––any guest would love to sit in here under the sunshine or the stars. This room is an attraction all unto itself. Something that should be featured in the brochure along with the ocean views and exquisite guest rooms. You’re automatically jeopardizing income by doing this.” She ground her back molars together to stop herself from yelling.

      He gazed up at the glass ceiling, rubbed one hand along his jaw, and sighed. “Look, the dome needs specialized restoration and only two people in California can do it. The cost is exorbitant, and it might not be finished by Labor Day for the opening.”

      Her lips parted. So maybe she hadn’t considered the budget. “Oh, okay, that is a good point. But I’m sure you could convince them to finish it on time. And if we book a few intimate events, that will be an influx of cash, right?”

      “It’s not that simple. There are rules and procedures to be followed. And group sales for this size venue aren’t the answer to everything.”

      “I understand we have different work styles, but will you at least allow me to do a presentation for you? List properties from the Maldives to the Hamptons similar to this one and all welcome small, tasteful group events? Show you the numbers? Present it to the team? What do you want?” Her words were measured and relatively quiet––she’d try to communicate in a style more like his.

      His jaw clenched and he massaged the back of his neck. “Look, I––”

      “Ryan, Charlie, you two are going to be late. Chop-chop, off you go.” A tall slim man with a close-shaven head stepped into the ballroom. Jon, the assistant, to the rescue.

      Charlie exhaled an unsteady breath, reining her temper in. No need to battle in front of him. “Hi Jon, you’re right. We lost track of time.”

      “That’s why I’m here.” He clasped both hands in front of his chest and stepped into the room. “I just love this ceiling. Most beautiful room in the entire mansion. I could just envision a circular velvet sofa right underneath it, where you could sit and be bathed in moonlight.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Charlie saw the grooves around Ryan’s mouth deepen. It was a miracle steam didn’t blow out of his nose like a bull about to charge. Jon was an ally. Perfect. “Right? I was just telling Ryan the plans I envision for this room. Can’t you picture a catered champagne brunch for a lovely bride and her closest family and friends?”

      He nodded enthusiastically, “Absolutely. Heck, I could picture an actual ball, like one from the roaring twenties. I bet the acoustics for live music would be incredible. Perfect for the grand opening gala.”

      “I thought we were running late. Let’s head out.” Ryan huffed and marched out the door, leaving Jon and Charlie rooted in place, staring at each other.

      Jon covered his mouth with one well-manicured hand, but a chuckle escaped. Charlie didn’t try to hide her laughter. “Is he always like this?”

      Jon sobered. “Ryan’s great. You’ve worked with him before––he’s serious and methodical. Everything is riding on the success of this first hotel. And he’s right about the astronomical expense for the ceiling restoration. But you aren’t the only one who wants to utilize the ballroom.”

      “I’m not?” Her breath caught in her throat.

      “No. The guys are on the same page, but everyone is super busy with their own roles and planning for the other hotels. I’d bring it up at dinner tonight and that way you’ll be able to garner their support.”

      “Good idea. I really do believe this room could be a selling point.” Marketing and sales came to her as naturally as breathing. Customizing the hotel experience was key and this ballroom was too unique to ignore.

      “Agreed. Lucas is the numbers guy and if he weighs in that the investment is worth it, Ryan will come around. C’mon, let’s go.”

      Charlie shucked the hardhat, hoping that it hadn’t left marks on her hair. Hat head wasn’t exactly a confidence booster before meeting the rest of the partners tonight. Jon’s words gave her hope she could save the one-of-a-kind space.

      No way was she conceding on the ballroom or the groups. Although she hadn’t anticipated a protracted battle with Ryan. If he was so worried about initial expenses, how could he argue with her about booking pre-paid groups? Even the most exclusive spots around the globe hosted small parties. Sheesh.

      “Well, since you’re giving me the scoop, is there anything I need to know before meeting the other partners?” Of course, she’d researched everyone and knew they were a tight-knit group, but any insider information would help her connect with them more quickly. And she’d need all the allies she could get now that she’d seen Ryan’s prickly attitude.

      “Nothing you won’t figure out yourself. It’s best if you form your own impressions. Let’s just say that I’m thrilled to work with and learn from all of them for different reasons. And they are all really good-looking.” Jon flashed a crooked grin.

      “You’re right. No pre-conceived notions. Well, beyond what I already have.” She gave a self-deprecating laugh. She’d done her due diligence researching the partners prior to accepting the position.

      Here’s to meeting four handsome colleagues who aren’t total jerks.
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