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      The first time I laid eyes on Tiago Velez, I was wearing a coffee-stained uniform and had thirty-nine dollars to my name.

      That morning, I triple-checked the money, figuring out how many meals it could buy until Friday. The answer was "not enough," but I'd gotten good at ignoring the hollow feeling in my stomach.

      I would not ask my Gram for another small loan.

      "Table nine needs a refill," Carnie called over her shoulder as she rushed past with a tray of mimosas balanced on one hand.

      I grabbed the coffeepot and weaved through the Sunday morning breakfast crowd at Posie's Diner. The place smelled like bacon and pancake syrup, making my empty stomach growl in protest.

      Six hours until my shift ended, and another five before I started my evening job at the convenience store. Just another day in the life of Maren Foster, a professional hustler.

      "More coffee, sir?" I asked without thinking, approaching table nine without looking up from the pot.

      "No. I asked for no refills ten minutes ago."

      The voice was deep, accented, and dripping with irritation. I snapped my head up to stare into the coldest pair of dark eyes I'd ever seen.

      The man at table nine wore a charcoal suit that cost more than my rent. He had impressive looks: olive skin, a powerful jaw, and expensive-looking hair. However, it was the contempt in his expression that made my spine stiffen.

      "I apologize," I said, forcing a smile that hurt my face. "I must have missed that note."

      He raised an eyebrow. "Evidently."

      The woman across from him, all blonde highlights and diamonds winking from her ears, tittered. "It's fine, Tiago. No harm done."

      Tiago. The name suited him, exotic and sharp.

      Douche, albeit a sexy one. A very sexy one.

      "Well, Clarissa, it's not fine." His accent became more pronounced with his annoyance. “Three errors have occurred since we sat down. Cold toast, overcooked eggs and passable coffee.”

      Heat crawled up my neck. "I can bring fresh toast⁠—"

      "I don't want fresh toast," he cut me off. "just competence. Is that too much to ask?"

      Something snapped inside me. Maybe it was the twelve-hour shift yesterday, or maybe it was the notice taped to my apartment door warning about late rent. Or maybe it was just this man's entitled attitude.

      "You know what else is too much to ask?" I leaned in, lowering my voice. "Basic human decency. That's beyond your price range, and I'm guessing that's saying something."

      His eyes widened a fraction, the only sign I'd caught him off guard.

      "Excuse me?"

      "Tiago," his companion hissed, mortified.

      "You heard me." My heart hammered against my ribs, but I couldn't stop. "You've been making demands since you walked in. Nothing's good enough. Maybe the problem isn't the food or the service. Maybe it's you."

      His jaw tightened. "I don't think you know who I am."

      "I don't care if you're the king of England. In here, you're just a guy being rude to someone making minimum wage."

      The woman, Clarissa, looked like she might faint. "Tiago Velez," she whispered, as if the name should mean something to me.

      It didn't, but the way she said it made my stomach clench.

      With his eyes fixed on me, Tiago pulled out a thick stack of cash from his wallet and placed it on the table.

      "For your trouble," he said, his voice grating like steel. "Though I doubt you'll be employed here much longer."

      He stood, buttoning his jacket in one smooth movement. He towered over me, and I caught a whiff of expensive cologne that made my head swim.

      "Clarissa, we're leaving." He turned to me with a bitter smile. "Enjoy the rest of your day... while you still have a job."

      I turned and walked away before I said something even worse, my heart hammering against my ribs from the confrontation.

      Only when I was safely around the corner did I allow myself to acknowledge what I'd been suppressing during our heated exchange, the inconvenient fact that Tiago Velez was infuriatingly attractive.

      It wasn't just his height, though the way he stood just over six feet tall with that lean, athletic build certainly didn't help my indignation.

      It was everything about him: the way his nearly black hair retained that slight wave despite his obvious efforts to tame it into corporate submission; those amber eyes with gold flecks that had narrowed at me with equal parts irritation and interest; the clean, strong line of his jaw that had tightened when I challenged him.

      Even his movements betrayed him as someone accustomed to having his way, each gesture precise, from the frustrated tap of his fingers to the controlled way he'd straightened his French cuffs with their understated silver cufflinks.

      Most infuriating of all was the brief, surprised smile that had flashed across his face when I first spoke up.

      It transformed his serious expression and revealed the barest hint of dimples before he'd schooled his features back into professional detachment.

      That momentary glimpse of something genuine beneath the tailored suit only made him more dangerous .

      I shook my head, trying to dislodge the image of him from my mind. His physical appeal was irrelevant, he was still the enemy.

      I stood there shaking, still clutching the coffee pot like a weapon. Carnie rushed over.

      "Maren, what happened? Do you know who that was?"

      I shook my head, feeling sick.

      "That was the Tiago Velez. As in Velez Industries. As in the guy who just bought this entire building last month."

      The coffee pot almost slipped from my grip. "What?"

      "He owns half the real estate in this neighborhood now. They say he's planning some massive development." She glanced toward the door. "What did you say to him?"

      The blood drained from my face. "Nothing he didn't deserve."

      Moving woodenly through the rest of my shift, a leaden weight settled in my stomach. I couldn't afford to lose this job. Not with Gram's medication costs doubling last month, and not with the rent increase. Not with my student loan payment already two weeks late.

      I checked my phone during my break and found an email notification waiting. It was from the business school downtown where I'd applied for a scholarship program.

      "Dear Ms. Foster, We regret to inform you that your application for the Executive Business Program has been denied..."

      I didn't need to read further. Another door closed. Another hope dashed.

      Outside, a sleek black car pulled up to the curb. Through the window, I watched as a construction crew began removing the "Posie's Diner" sign that had hung there for twenty years.

      The redevelopment was starting already, and I had just insulted the man behind it.

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket. My confrontation with Tiago Velez, I now realize, was only the beginning.

      I had no clue the arrogant billionaire would soon become the center of my world, in ways neither of us could imagine.
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      Tiago watched her walk away, irritation warring with an unexpected admiration. Nothing in his meticulous planning had accounted for Maren Foster.

      She was nothing like the polished, professional women he typically encountered in boardrooms and corporate events. At about 5'6", she wasn't particularly tall, but her presence filled the room.

      Her sturdy, curved figure spoke of real work and practical strength, not the manufactured fitness of his usual social circles.

      It was her hair he'd noticed first, impossible not to, really. Thick waves the color of burnished copper with natural highlights that had caught the diner’s fluorescent lighting like a living flame.

      She'd worn it in a practical braid, but several strands had escaped during her impassioned speech, framing her heart-shaped face and emphasizing those remarkable green eyes that had flashed at him with such conviction.

      Her face had been free of makeup, or wearing so little it was imperceptible, revealing naturally flushed cheeks dusted with freckles across high cheekbones and a generous mouth that had alternated between compressed determination and indignation.

      Unlike the calculated simplicity that cost a fortune in New York, her well-worn jeans, white shirt with rolled sleeves, and scuffed boots represented genuine practicality.

      The only adornments she'd worn were a pair of vintage silver earrings that caught the light when she moved her head and a simple leather watch that she'd glanced at several times during his retort, as if counting down the seconds until she could challenge him.

      Highland was just another project, he reminded himself, and this woman, with her fiery hair and flashing green eyes, was just another local resistance to overcome, albeit one he couldn't seem to stop picturing even after he'd left.

      Oh boy!
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      Three days after Carnie dubbed “The Velez Incident,” I still worked at Posie’s Diner, though it wouldn’t be Posie’s for much longer.

      The fresh sign outside read "Velez Plaza Coming Soon" with a glossy rendering of a glass monstrosity that looked nothing like our neighborhood.

      "Order up!" Jerry called from the kitchen.

      I grabbed the plates, ignoring the twinge in my shoulder. The double shifts were taking their toll, but beggars, literally, couldn't be choosers.

      "Here you go," I said, setting down a stack of blueberry pancakes for Mrs. Barnaby, who'd been coming here every Tuesday for as long as I'd worked here. "Extra syrup on the side."

      "You're a doll, Maren." Her weathered hands trembled slightly as she reached for her fork. "Have you heard if they're keeping any of the staff when the new place opens?"

      I forced a smile. "Not yet." What I didn't say: there was no chance a high-end development would keep a high-school dropout with no formal training.

      The bell above the door chimed, and my entire body tensed. It had been doing that for days, my personal alarm system warning of Tiago Velez's return. I was thankful it was the mailman.

      "Breathe," I muttered to myself. "He's not coming back here."

      Yeah! I couldn't have been more wrong.
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      By closing time, my feet were screaming, but at least I had a four-hour gap before my convenience store shift. Just enough time to check on Gram and maybe catch a twenty-minute nap.

      "Maren," Carnie called as I untied my apron. "Boss wants to see you."

      My stomach dropped. This was it, the delayed firing I'd been expecting.

      Bill Tucker had owned Posie's for the past decade. He was a gruff but fair man who'd given me a job when no one else would. I'd always be grateful for that.

      "You wanted to see me?" I asked, stepping into the cramped office that smelled perpetually of cigarettes, though I'd never seen Bill smoke.

      "Close the door," he said, not looking up from whatever paper he was reading.

      I did, then stood awkwardly, preparing my dignity speech. There would be no begging. I'd find something else. Somehow.

      "I'm selling," he said finally, meeting my eyes.

      "I know. The Velez development."

      He shook his head. "No. I mean, yes, but not exactly. Velez Industries purchased the building, but they’ve offered me a separate deal for the business: the name, the recipes, the equipment."

      I blinked, confused. "Someone wants to move Posie's elsewhere?"

      "Not move it. Transform it." Bill slid a glossy folder across the desk. "It's going to be some upscale retro diner concept inside the new development. They want to 'honor the neighborhood heritage' or some corporate bullshit."

      I didn't touch the folder. "Why are you telling me this?"

      "Because they've requested you specifically as part of the deal."

      The room tilted. "What?"

      "The new management. They want you to transition to the new place, something about needing someone who 'understands the authentic diner experience' to train their staff."

      "That's... insane." I finally picked up the folder. Inside was a contract offering three times my current salary. My hands started shaking. "Who would⁠—"

      The door opened behind me.

      "Mr. Tucker, is our meeting still⁠—"

      The voice sliced through me like an icicle. There was no need to turn around to see who it belonged to, but I did anyway.

      Tiago Velez filled the doorway in another immaculate suit, this one navy blue. His eyes found mine, and for a second, I caught a flicker of amusement before his expression hardened into that familiar stony mask.

      "Ms. Foster," he said, my name sounding dangerous in his accented voice. "How convenient."

      Bill stood quickly. "Mr. Velez, this is Maren Foster, the employee I mentioned."

      Tiago's mouth curved into what might have been a smile on anyone else, but on him looked predatory. "We've met."

      "You," I breathed. "You're behind this?"

      His dark eyes assessed me with clinical detachment. "Technically, my company is behind it."

      Bill looked between us, sensing the tension. "I'll give you two a minute," he said, edging out of his own office.

      Once we were alone, I found my voice. "If this is your idea of a joke⁠—"

      "I never joke about business, Ms. Foster." He moved into the room, picking up the contract I'd dropped. "This is a legitimate offer."

      "Why? So you can fire me personally later? Get some sick revenge because I called you out for being a jerk?"

      He raised an eyebrow. "Such ego. Not everything is about you."

      "Then explain this." I gestured to the contract.

      "Simple. My hospitality division has identified this diner as having... nostalgic value to the neighborhood. Market research suggests incorporating a modernized version would benefit the overall development."

      "And you need me because...?"

      He circled the desk, invading my space in a way that made my breath catch. Getting closer, I detected the fragrance of sandalwood on him, combined with a strong, undeniably male scent.

      "Because despite your atrocious customer service," he said softly, "the regulars here seem inexplicably loyal to you. Customer loyalty is valuable."

      I crossed my arms. "Bull. You could hire anyone."

      "Perhaps." His eyes dropped to my mouth for a fraction of a second before returning to meet my gaze. "Or perhaps I'm curious to see if you're as incompetent as our first meeting suggested."

      "I'm not incompetent!" The words burst out louder than intended.

      "Prove it."

      Two simple words, delivered like a gauntlet thrown at my feet. I knew I was being manipulated, but something in his challenge struck a nerve.

      You think I can't do it because I'm a waitress?" I challenged, crossing my arms.

      "Not at all," Tiago replied. "Your community insights are invaluable."

      I hesitated, vulnerability creeping through me. "I had two years of community college, you know. Even started college four years ago. Almost finished it too."

      Tiago's eyebrows rose slightly.

      "Not all of us can walk straight into corner offices," I continued. "When Gram got sick, I started waitressing to make ends meet while taking care of her. The flexible hours let me be there for her treatments." I straightened my shoulders. "I kept looking for corporate positions afterward, but without experience..." I shrugged. "The diner became permanent."

      Understanding dawned on his face. I realized the financial security this job would bring suddenly had new significance.

      "What's the catch?" I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      "No catch. You work directly with me and my team on the concept development. Total transparency about the neighborhood, the clientele, what works, what doesn't."

      "Directly with you?"

      His smile was razor-sharp. "Is that a problem? I assure you, I can be quite professional despite our... unfortunate first impression."

      The idea of working with this arrogant billionaire made my skin crawl. Three times my salary, though... That would cover Gram's medication. The back rent. Maybe even start rebuilding my savings.

      "When would this start?" I asked, voice steadier than I felt.

      "Immediately. The current establishment closes Friday."

      "Friday? But what about everyone else? Carnie has three kids, and Jerry's been cooking here for fifteen years!"

      Annoyance flashed in his face, perhaps at my concern for others when I should be grateful for my opportunity.

      "The severance packages are generous." He dismissed my concern with a wave of his hand. "This is business, Ms. Foster. Sentimental attachments are... inefficient."

      I wanted to tell him exactly where he could shove his efficiency, but the reality of my situation held my tongue. I needed this job. Gram needed this job.

      "I'll do it," I said finally. "But I have conditions."

      Tiago actually laughed, a short, surprised sound. "You're in no position to make demands."

      "First," I continued as if he hadn't spoken, "you interview everyone who currently works here for positions in the new place. Second, I keep my current schedule for flexibility. I have another job and family obligations."

      His eyes narrowed. "Another job?"

      "Not everyone was born with a silver spoon, Mr. Velez."

      "Fine. Interview opportunities for current staff. Schedule flexibility within reason. Anything else, Your Highness?"

      I ignored his sarcasm. "Yes. You treat me with respect. No more looking down your nose at me because I serve coffee instead of drinking it in some boardroom."

      Tiago studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he extended his hand. "Do we have a deal, Ms. Foster?"

      His hand was warm and firm, enveloping mine completely. An unwelcome tingle raced up my arm.

      "Deal," I said, withdrawing my hand quickly. "But just so we're clear, I still think you're an entitled jerk."

      The corner of his mouth twitched. "And I still think you're dangerously unprofessional. But perhaps we can set aside our mutual distaste long enough to create something worthwhile."

      When he turned to leave, he paused at the door. "My office, tomorrow, 9 AM. Don't be late."

      "I have a morning shift⁠—"

      "No, you don't. You work for me now." His eyes held mine with an intensity that made my stomach flip. "Welcome to Velez Industries, Maren."

      The way he said my name, soft, with his accent caressing each syllable, sent an unwanted shiver down my spine. I watched him leave, his confident stride carrying him through the diner as everyone stared.

      What had I just agreed to? Whatever game Tiago Velez was playing, I was now a piece on his board.

      And somehow, I suspected that was exactly where he wanted me.
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      The appearance of the Velez Industries headquarters suggested they carved it from a single slab of glass and steel.

      Forty stories of wealth and power stretching toward the clouds, making me feel smaller with each step I took toward the entrance.

      I tugged at my outfit, the nicest I owned, a black pencil skirt and blue blouse I'd ironed three times that morning. Still, walking into this place felt like showing up to a gala in pajamas.

      "Name?" asked the security guard, barely glancing up from his desk.

      "Maren Foster. I have an appointment with Mr. Velez."

      That got his attention. He stared at me, then checked his computer with newfound interest.

      "Thirty-eighth floor," he said, printing a visitor badge. "Someone will meet you at the elevator."

      Someone turned out to be a woman with a sleek bob and a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "Ms. Foster? I'm Diane, Mr. Velez's assistant. Follow me."

      She led me through a maze of steel and glass, past people who looked like they'd never known a day of financial worry. I fought the urge to check if my discount store shoes were leaving scuff marks on the pristine floors.

      "Mr. Velez is finishing a call. Wait here." She gestured to a minimalist chair outside an imposing door, then disappeared.

      I sat, counting the seconds, wondering if this was part of some power play. Make the diner girl wait. After fifteen minutes, my suspicion had grown into certainty. After thirty, it had blossomed
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