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Content Notes



Hello, readers. I hope you’re able to view this page before starting the book, so you have an idea what’s ahead. 
I’ve written and published this in 2021, but this story is set in a (hopefully) near and safer future. It assumes that COVID-19 and the lockdowns of 2020 happened, including the botched pandemic response in the Philippines. During various stages of “community quarantine,” non-essential travel from the National Capital Region to the other regions was not allowed, and this story starts with the premise that what used to be a yearly beach trip was interrupted, for several years. 
Tourism and non-essential travel has opened up by now—but whether that’s wise or responsible is up for debate. In this story, for our purposes, it’s a safer time, and reunions can happen.
Content warning: mentions of the pandemic, references to related deaths.
[image: image-placeholder]This book follows #romanceclass guidelines requiring HEA/HFN for romance. This book is heat level 3.
#romanceclass community heat levels:
0 - No sex on or off the page
1 - Off-page sex mentioned in story
2 - At least one “Closed door” sex scene
3 - At least one “Open door” sex scene
4 - “Open door” sex scenes, erotic romance elements, with HEA”
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Chapter one

May
A beach trip would have been perfect right about now.
The weakest breeze touched Alia Monterojo’s elbow and it was a light puff of moving water vapor, not even comforting, but she nearly whimpered from relief. It was a terribly hot May morning, apparently the hottest day of the year so far, and she was stuck in a work meeting at the outdoor cafe beside her office. It was hot indoors and twice as hot outdoors, but any office meeting with guests right now had to be held at the outdoor cafe. New work rule.
She wouldn’t even have been in Manila at all. The last week of May was when she took off, practically every year. Outside of family vacations and work travel, that single week every year was hers. Seven days of no phone calls and emails, only sand and sea. 
And that other thing.
This terrible meeting wouldn’t officially start yet for ten minutes, and they still had to wait for one more person anyway, so everyone present was of course talking about the oppressive weather.
“...next time we should meet at our office, we redecorated with better ventilation…” 
“...nothing can protect us from this heat…”
“...my plants just dried up, they just freaking wilted, it’s ridiculous…”
Alia sipped her water, ice cold minutes ago and already starting to warm. She was annoyed by it, annoyed by the chatter of colleagues she didn’t care for, annoyed by the very idea that for the third year in a row, she was not on a beach in La Union. And for what? To make these people more money. 
As vice president and acting director of Cormac Ardan Consulting Manila, Alia should have been thinking that she was there to make more money. Being at this important meeting was her power move, what would get her confirmed as director and secure her career for far longer than many jobs in these uncertain times. 
What did career even mean to her by now?
Don’t look down. Alia spent fifteen years going up this particular corporate ladder, knowing with every promotion that if she paused to look down, she would slip and slide. She actually wasn’t sure what this career meant to her, apart from knowing she needed to pay bills and make sure her parents were okay.
They have a pension, though.
You made good investments. Your emergency savings is still pretty good.
Sometimes her mind would let these traitorous thoughts leak though. They had to be the fantasies of a tired corporate robot, right? It was impossible to have saved enough to carry on without a job. Impossible to believe that the pension fund her parents maintained was enough for their needs. Her branch of the Monterojo family inherited some wealth from the sale of the family’s ancestral home decades ago, and her parents did well as high level executives in media and technology firms, and continued to work as consultants in their retirement. They liked to work. They didn’t really do anything else. Alia studied communications and started in the “what do you do really” career path of project management. Manuel, a year younger than her, was in the consumer goods industry, starting out in food merchandising and moving on to hair. Youngest brother Julio, born when Manuel was nine years old, was the exception. He was an artist, for the most part. He seemed to be doing okay at his job at the non-profit for a few years now.
Yeah but who knows if they’ve saved anything. 
It wasn’t a good idea to think that Alia didn’t need this job. Not when she was so close to being the director, at least here at the Manila office. She’d resisted a regional or international assignment for years, but that would be the next logical step. Manila was always a chaotic stepping stone to somewhere else.
Maybe a relocation was a good idea. Somewhere cooler. Where she wouldn’t be melting at meetings held in outdoor cafes in this weather.
“We should start in one minute,” Alia said, tapping the corner of her phone on the table. It was a subtle signal to her staff, a way she communicated that she wanted to get things going without actually saying it. It was a system they developed for whenever there were guests present at the meeting. Alia didn’t want to have to tell adults to be quiet and settle down.
“We’re just waiting for one client representative, Ms. Alia.”
“Which one?”
“Pisara Education Tech.”
“Who’s attending from them?”
“We got the confirmation from their operations head, Pascal Cortes.”
Alia shrugged. She was pretty sure she’d met him before, and it didn’t matter to her if anybody missed the first few minutes of this meeting that should have been an email. “If they’re not here in a minute, we’ll start without them.”
Her staff were great at taking notes and recording the sessions. She did want this over with as soon as possible, and not just because of the weather. After a minute and no new arrival, she straightened up and asked for everyone’s attention.
“Thanks for being here this morning,” Alia said, her voice changing the slightest bit, taking on the pitch that she reserved for people who called her Ms. Monterojo. “And I apologize that it wasn’t at a beach property instead. But rest assured that we really appreciate that you’ve come today to express your interest in being considered for the Cormac Ardan Learning Hub.”
After more than ten years and as she inched so very close to the top, Alia found that while she couldn’t change everything about this industry, she could bend a few things. That this meeting was necessary was up for debate, but it was important to the established process that the briefing be done with all parties present, so everyone clearly got the same information at the same time. Did it have to be done in person though?  Alia’s global boss decided that on a case to case basis and in this case, he said it had to be. (Ugh.) At least she could set it so it would take the least amount of time out of anyone’s day. She had a script that was in her phone, and she read from it without deviating. What was the project that had these four companies on its shortlist? A massive corporate learning hub that would serve thousands of Cormac Ardan clients worldwide, and that they’d further monetize in pieces to smaller firms. Imagine the dream of a truly global education, with our investment powering your plans, blah blah blah. If you’re a good match for us.
A good match.  
Okay, for all her jaded complaining, this part of the job she did not hate. Being able to sit at this table and over time not just be the person who knew the answers, but also have the respect of people sitting around her…in moments like this, she was reminded of why she bothered. After years of knowing the answers but not getting the respect, her brain told her to chase and hang on to this moment for as long as she could. 
By now, she had earned it. She could, on any day, call a meeting like this “breakfast briefing," and invite the heads of companies she might want to give a project to, and have every single person show up. That was possible now. They showed up for her now, when she said they should.
Well, except the guy from Pisara Education Tech, but she wasn’t going to dwell. 
After she gave her introduction about the project, someone else in her staff continued with more of the details, and the representatives of the various firms they’d invited began the performance of taking notes. This was the information they’d come for, as if it wouldn’t be transmitted to their phones and inboxes later. As if by looking attentive, they’d have a better shot at being the match that Alia was saying. 
Someone wasn’t taking notes. They had a chair at this outdoor table for every person invited, and when he arrived—it had to have been after she started speaking—he chose not to take the only remaining free seat. Maybe he wasn’t meant to be at their table, and that was why he just stood there, watching, instead of taking notes. But he looked dressed for this exact meeting, down to wearing the blazer, a remnant of a time when professional meant they had to dress like colleagues in much colder climates. In his hand was a leather case that held a tablet. 
How could she have known it held a tablet? Alia knew, because she recognized that leather case, knew the fingers that clasped its side. The delay in processing all this information was because of several things. 
1) She was in work mode. Meeting chair mode even, and that was a personality she couldn’t just shut off; she’d carry it around for half a day at least. 2) It was a familiar person in an unexpected location. Probably the most unexpected location. 3) The familiar person was dressed in unexpected clothing. Too much clothing. The default had been way less clothing. 
All of this was contributing to a rewriting, a rebooting, of everything she knew about him. He had always seemed much younger and even when the impression was corrected, she was never really sure he was the one year off from her that he claimed to be. She was forty-one now, and he would be forty. 
This man wasn’t taking notes. He was just looking right at her. He wasn’t Pascal Cortes from Pisara Education Tech. 
He was—




Chapter two

“I’m not Pascal Cortes,” he said, when the junior staff approached him and confirmed if he was the missing meeting attendee. “He was supposed to attend but I’m taking his place instead. Leandro Alano.”
“Founder and CEO of Pisara,” the guy replied, obviously a little surprised but did not miss a beat. “Thank you for joining our breakfast briefing, and I apologize that all emails were addressed to Mr. Cortes. We can change this in future communications immediately.”
“No problem,” Leandro said. “I usually don’t attend meetings in Manila. I just—thought I would be here at this one.”
“We’re honored! I hope you’re able to stay a few minutes longer, so I can introduce you to our acting director.”
“Of course.” He had done his homework too. He knew who would be hosting this meeting, and after lurking at the email thread for way too long, decided to fill up the tank and take the car out for the long drive to the capital region. He had one set of business clothes and shoes from this, his previous life, stored in its own bag for emergencies like this one. He arrived at the hotel in time for dinner, spent the night there by himself pondering his life choices, and first thing in the morning told his operations head that he would be attending the meeting instead. No need to tell them about the change; he was already in the area. Yeah, he was in
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