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CHAPTER 1
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Alexia

THE WIND WHIPS MY HAIR around, and I hug my own body, shivering from the cold. Mila did warn me to wear pants today—she had a feeling it would get cold—but New York weather is a fickle bastard. This morning it was warm, so I went with my favorite black skirt, the tight one that hugs my hips perfectly and gives my self-esteem a little lift. To save cab fare, I’d rather walk to the office. The apartment Mila and I share is close to CostelloCorp—only three blocks to get there.

I started working at Costello about five months ago. My first job was receptionist, but a month ago I got promoted. They hired me as Mr. Thomas Costello’s secretary. It feels weird calling him “Mister,” since he seems like a young guy, and a really hot one at that. I have no idea how old he really is—the magazines say thirty-three. When they picked me as his secretary, it was rushed. Thomas was still on a business trip to France, so I never even got to meet him in person.

Today I got the wonderful news that he’s back in New York. I just hope he’s not a stupid, arrogant asshole of a boss. But from what they say about him, he’s dead serious and demanding. The position I’ve got is highly competitive and sought after. Most of the female employees shot me some pretty nasty looks when they found out I was chosen. I didn’t get why it was such a big deal until I Googled my boss’s name. Turns out he’s not just the owner and CEO—he’s also a fucking Greek god. Doesn’t affect me, though. I’m never getting involved with my boss. I’m not crazy. And I also know a man like him would never look at a woman like me.

Besides, I’m practically in a serious relationship with Scott, my bandmate. As I walk into Costello, I notice everyone is working way more focused than usual. I see Mila sitting at her reception desk, but she looks like she’s freaking out about something. I realize it’s because Justin, her coworker who’s always hitting on her, won’t stop yapping in her ear.

“Somebody around here is begging to lose their tongue,” I sing-song, giving Justin a threatening look. Mila sighs with relief when she sees me. “You’re on company time, Justin. Don’t forget that.”

“As cheerful as ever, Lexy.” Justin smirks and looks me up and down. “Whoa, the stunning look—is that to welcome the boss in style?” he teases, biting his lip as he stares at my cleavage.

“Stop bothering my friend, Justin, and get back to work!” Lisa snaps. Her tone shuts him up, and he finally focuses on his computer.

“You know you’re late, right?” Mila asks, giving me a disapproving look. I shrug.

“I’m only like three minutes late, Mila. Did you see if the warden’s already here?”

I raise an eyebrow, and she starts to smile, but it dies when she looks toward the front of Carter. I follow her gaze. Thomas Costello is stepping out of his limousine, about to start walking at a brisk pace.

“Shit,” I mutter. I should already be sitting at my desk, waiting for him like a good little secretary.

“You better run,” Mila advises. I hurry out of there, almost sprinting.

I get in the elevator and punch the button over and over, trying to make it go faster, but that piece of shit never works when you really need it. Thomas is almost at the elevator when the doors finally close. I turn my face away, hoping he didn’t recognize me. Minutes later, the elevator stops and the doors open. I race to my desk, turn on the computer, then shuffle papers around to look convincing. It doesn’t take long before Thomas steps out of the elevator and walks toward me.

This is the first time I’ve seen him in person, and I can confirm his looks are real. The photos of him don’t use Photoshop. But damn, he’s intimidating. He’s got to be about 6'3", which definitely makes me look like a hamster next to him. His hair is dark brown, his eyes are emerald green, and his beard is light. I swallow hard and try to breathe normally, but that seems impossible right now.

“Miss Strock,” he greets me, furrowing his brow.

“Mr. Costello,” I reply, trying not to look away from him, but the way he stares at me is way too unnerving.

“You’re the new secretary, right?”

“Actually, sir, I’m not exactly new. I was hired a while ago, while you were away on your business trip,” I explain, trying to force a friendly smile.

“I’m meeting you now, so as far as I’m concerned, you’re just a new secretary.”

His voice is deep and authoritative.

“I understand, sir. We need to discuss your expectations going forward.”

I try to change the subject because my hands are starting to sweat.

“You’ll know my expectations soon enough. I’ll send an email,” he informs me, his tone cold, making me feel awkward.

“Have you been here long, waiting for me to arrive, Miss Strock?”

I raise an eyebrow, surprised by the question.

“Uh... yes. I’ve been waiting for you for a good while, sir,” I answer, keeping my eyes locked on his, though I have to hold back a laugh because I’m a terrible liar. “Why? Is there a problem?”

“Is that so? Strange. I could swear you’re the same woman who didn’t hold the elevator a little while ago.”

He crosses his arms and stares at me like he’s just called checkmate.

“Oh, you must be mistaken, sir.”

I keep up the charade, even though he obviously knows it was me.

“So you’re saying you have a twin sister? Another woman with the same hairstyle and outfit walking around the company?” he taunts, challenging me. I start to sweat.

“Maybe so, sir. As you can see, my style is pretty common. Plenty of women dress like this, have the same color hair, the same cut,” I shoot back, not breaking eye contact as I run a hand through my red hair and toss it to the side.

“Your style, Miss...” He pauses, looking me up and down with an unreadable expression. “...is rather peculiar.”

“Peculiar?” I murmur. What the hell does Thomas mean by that?

“Well, I’ll send you my schedule by email along with some work I want finished by the end of the day,” he announces, slipping back into his professional tone.

“All right, sir.”

He checks the time on his wristwatch.

“We have lunch in three hours, so we’ll be eating together,” he informs me. I open my mouth, wanting to scream in frustration, but I don’t.

“Why do we need to have lunch together? I usually eat with a friend of mine, sir, and—” I start, but he cuts me off impatiently.

“We have matters to discuss. Tomorrow you can go back to having lunch with whoever you like. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

He walks to the door of his office, making it clear the conversation is over. But before he goes in, he turns back to me.

“Mr. Costello, did you forget something?” I ask.

“Yes. Bring me a cappuccino,” he says. I nod in agreement.

“Caffeine will do me good.”

“Yes, sir.”

He shuts the door to his office, and I let out a sigh of frustration.
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AFTER BUYING THE PRECIOUS cappuccino for my boss, the warden, I take it to him, then head to the break room to grab a coffee for myself. I’m a child of God too, and I deserve one. I finish my coffee and get back to work.

At lunchtime, Thomas comes out of his office and tells me to follow him, so I do. I notice a lot of curious eyes tracking us, but I ignore them. When we get to the front of Costello, Thomas asks if I’d rather take his limousine to a restaurant, but there’s a café a block from the office. Why take a limo? That would just make us the center of attention.

“There’s a café nearby. It’s really good. I go there a lot,” I tell Thomas, who frowns.

“Fine. Let’s go,” he agrees.

When we get there, we pick a table and sit down. Thomas orders a drink, and I order pancakes with honey—the ones here are the best. My boss starts talking about his schedule and what he’ll need from me. He also informs me that I have to keep my cell phone on twenty-four hours a day because he might need my service anytime. In other words, say goodbye to my personal life. He also mentions that sometimes he works from home, and on those occasions, I’ll have to go to his apartment.

I find out that Thomas has a five-year-old niece, the daughter of Rose, his younger sister. The kid spends every Thursday with him, and I’ll have to look after her when I’m there. Great. Now, on top of being a secretary, I’m a babysitter? I should at least get a raise.

My cell phone starts ringing in the middle of the conversation. I look to see who’s calling, and Adam’s picture pops up on the screen. I don’t answer, but he keeps calling.

“You can answer if you want,” Thomas says, annoyed by the ringing.

“Oh, no need. It’s not important. He’s given up by now.”

“He?” Thomas raises a speculative eyebrow and takes a sip of his drink.

“Yeah,” I reply, cursing under my breath when my phone starts ringing again.

“Answer it and tell him you’re busy,” he orders impatiently.

I pick up the call but stand up so Thomas won’t hear too much of my conversation with Adam.

“Adam, I’m busy right now. Call me later,” I say as soon as I answer.

“Sorry, Lexy. I know you’re at work, but I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

I sigh, fighting the urge to growl when I notice Thomas watching me.

“Okay, fine. Talk. It’s my lunch break, but something came up.”

I glance at Thomas, who doesn’t seem thrilled about how long I’m taking. He adjusts his tie on his nice black suit.

“A story just came out saying you and Bruce are a couple. There’s even a photo,” he blurts out.

“What?” I yell. As I go to sit back down, my hand knocks into Thomas’s drink. And to make matters worse, it spills all over his suit and pants.

Shit!

“Oh my God, Mr. Costello, I’m so sorry!”

Thomas lets out an angry grunt, his eyes flashing.

“Costello?” Adam asks on the phone. “Are you having lunch with your boss?”

I don’t answer him. I just hang up and go to Thomas, grabbing a napkin from the table, kneeling between his legs, and starting to rub his pants. I desperately try to wipe off the stain. What a disaster I am.

“I’m sorry, sir. Shit, it’s not coming out...”

I rub the cloth harder on his pants, and Thomas lets out another grunt when my fingers brush against something they shouldn’t. Oh my God. I’m cleaning his pants right on his... Fuck.

I stand up quickly, my face burning with embarrassment. Of all the stupid moments I’ve had in my life, this is definitely the worst. I shudder when I meet Thomas’s eyes. They’re colder than a glacier.

“I’m so sorry, boss. I swear I didn’t mean to—”

“Miss Strock. Shut up,” he orders, cutting me off.

“I didn’t want this to—”

“Shut the fuck up!” He raises his voice now, standing up. “Your apologies only make this worse.”

I look around and see all the customers watching our pathetic little show. Thomas slaps a twenty-dollar bill on the table and leaves the place without even looking at me or saying a single word.

I’m definitely getting fired.
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CHAPTER 2
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Thomas

MY TRIP TO FRANCE WAS boring. The endless meetings ate up all my free time. Even worse than the packed work schedule was having to put up with Amaya glued to my side the entire time. Amaya is my fiancée. She’s a very beautiful woman and one of the most famous models in the country. Blonde hair, blue eyes, almost as tall as me—though she doesn’t quite surpass me. I like her, even if I don’t love her the way I wish I could. Still, I plan to marry her. We’ve known each other for years, I trust her, and at my age, it’s past time to settle down and retire the libertine life.

I was relieved to get back to New York. I miss my niece, and I miss a little peace far away from all this work and obligation.

When I arrive at Costello Enterprises, everything seems to be in order, even after being away for a month. A lot of people greet me with nods and smiles. I don’t return them. I keep walking toward the elevator.

I almost make it onto the elevator. I said almost, because some woman couldn’t do me the courtesy of waiting. Just before the doors of that metal box slide completely shut, I catch a glimpse of her. The color of her hair is striking, to say the least—red and shiny. Her face, even turned to the side, gives me a flash of freckles. So, a natural redhead.

“What an insult. That employee deserves to be fired immediately,” says a woman who stops beside me. Black hair, heavily made-up face.

When the elevator comes back down, I step inside, counting the minutes until I can see my office again. As soon as it stops and the doors open, I’m surprised to see the same woman who didn’t hold the elevator for me earlier, sitting at my secretary’s desk. I realize she’s my new employee.

This has to be some kind of joke the universe is playing just to piss me off. I walk over to her, curious to hear what she has to say. After a few minutes of conversation, I realize she’s not just a liar, she’s also absurdly sexy. Green eyes, pale skin, freckles that make her even more beautiful. The way she lies is almost ridiculous, as if I’m some fool who would actually believe her.

I already know her first and last name, so I don’t need to ask. I had access to her personal information when she was hired.

I didn’t like how easily she lied to me. I don’t know if this is the kind of person I want working in such a serious position. I’ve fired plenty of others for smaller reasons. At lunch, I try to get to know her better. I think about moving her to another position, but Miss Storck seems determined—determined enough to make phone calls to me in the middle of the night, which makes me want to give her another chance and forgive her lie. Maybe she lied out of fear of losing her job.

Her phone starts ringing in the middle of our conversation. I’m already annoyed by the interruption, so I tell her to answer it. After talking for a while, Alexia seems upset. Her eyes go wide and she shouts:

“What?”

Fuck. She sits down way too fast, and her hand knocks into the coffee cup, which spills all over me, getting my pants and jacket dirty. Lucky for me, the coffee wasn’t that hot anymore.

I let out a growl of rage. What the hell is this clumsy woman? I seriously need to reconsider hiring her.

“Oh my God, Mr. Costello, I’m so sorry!”

She grabs one of the napkins off the table and drops to her knees in front of me, right between my legs, making everyone in this goddamn café stare at us. For a moment, I can’t believe what she’s about to do, so I just stand there, frozen. Alexia starts wiping at my pants, rubbing, trying to clean me up.

“I’m sorry, sir, shit, this isn’t coming out...”

She starts rubbing harder, right on an area she really shouldn’t be touching, at least not in public. When her hand presses against my cock through the fabric—squeezes it—I grunt, but it’s a grunt of fury mixed with arousal. My dick reacts instantly to her touch. Alexia pulls her hand away and stands up fast, realizing the stupid thing she just did.

“I’m sorry, boss, I swear I didn’t mean to—”

“Miss Storck, shut up,” I order, cutting her off. Damn it. She’s only making it worse.

“I didn’t want this to—”

“Shut the fuck up!” I bark, getting to my feet. “Your apologies only make it worse.”

I leave the place fuming with irritation, after pulling out a twenty-dollar bill and dropping it on the table to pay for what we ate.

When I get to the front of the building, Kol, my driver, is standing there leaning against the limousine.

“Sir, do you need something?” he asks, coming over to me.

“Yeah. Take me to my apartment.”

I give the order and get into the limousine. Kol gets in right after, starts the engine, and we pull away. As I watch the city streets through the window, Alexia clouds my thoughts. The image of her on her knees in front of me, naively trying to clean my pants. Shit. I got turned on by my secretary, and that goes against my professional ethics.

I have no choice but to fire her.
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Alexia

AFTER THAT MISERABLE day, I get home and go straight to pet my dog, then give him some food. He jumps around, happy and starving, before eating it. I grab my phone and look at the news online. Where the hell did they get the idea that Bruce and I are dating? Fuck. We’re just bandmates. On weekends we play at a club near where I live. Sometimes I sing with Bruce, but mostly I just play guitar.

I need something to relax, so I take a long shower, then put on my pajamas and go to Mila’s room. She’s lying on the bed listening to music on her headphones. When she sees me, she takes them off and sits up. I throw myself on top of her, hugging her.

“What’s wrong, friend? You okay?” she asks, worried. My best friend, Mila, is a brunette with curly hair and brown eyes. Her face is delicate. She’s thin and beautiful. She could be a model.

“Mila, I’m screwed!” I groan, wanting to hide from sheer embarrassment.

“What happened?”

“I spilled coffee on my boss and—”

I shake my head when I remember the humiliation. When I felt the bulge in Thomas’s pants under my hand. Oh my God...

“You spilled coffee on your boss!?”

Her eyes go wide.

“Yeah, and that’s not even the worst part. Can you believe I tried to clean his pants, but I was so shaken up and scared of losing my job that I didn’t realize I was cleaning the area where his... you know... is?”

I feel my face heat up. I must be as red as a tomato.

“His what?” she asks, making a face. “What’s wrong with saying dick, Alexia?” she teases, making me roll my eyes. “I can’t believe you grabbed the Costello CEO’s dick! That hot CEO!”

Her jaw drops, then she starts laughing like a maniac. Great. I’m a joke now.

“This isn’t funny. I could lose my job.”

Mila keeps laughing even while watching me freak out.

“Oh, it’s funny. Very funny!” she says. “But come on, I need to know—does he have a big one? Satisfy my curiosity!”

She shakes my shoulders as she asks.

“You’re crazy. I’m here losing my mind and you’re thinking about the size of my boss’s... you know?”

I slap her shoulder.

“If you say ‘you know’ one more time, I’m going to hit you. Seriously. That’s ridiculous, Lexy,” she complains, making me laugh. “Don’t play innocent. I know you noticed the bulge.”

“I was more worried about keeping my job than noticing the size of my boss’s dick!”

Mila cracks up, and I join her.

“Do you think he’ll fire you?” she asks, serious now. I shrug.

“Definitely. Mr. Costello left breathing fire. He probably wants my head on a pike right about now.”

“That’s shitty,” she murmurs, sounding sorry for me. “Maybe he’ll be nice and forgive you.”

“Maybe,” I agree, even though I know it’s almost impossible.

My phone buzzes. I pick it up to see the message. It’s an email from Thomas Costello. My heart starts racing, and I click to open it.

I need you to come to my apartment urgently. I’ll leave my address below!

My blood runs cold.

“Who is it?” Mila asks.

“Thomas. He wants me to go to his apartment,” I answer. She stares at me, surprised.

“And you’re going?” she asks.

“I don’t have a choice.”

I reply to his email.

Okay, I’ll be there soon.

After I finish answering Thomas, I run to my room and throw on whatever clothes I find. I call a taxi, and about twenty minutes later, I arrive at the luxury building where he lives. I buzz the intercom so they’ll let me up, and my boss answers, granting me entry. I step into the elevator and go up to his floor. I’m nervous. My hands are cold and shaking. I ring the doorbell and wait for Thomas to answer, but instead, a short woman with good posture and a maid’s uniform opens the door.

“Come in, miss. Mr. Costello is in the office. I’ll take you to him.”

I nod and look around. I’m stunned by how beautiful and charming the place is. The living room has a massive sofa, a coffee table, and a TV panel that must have cost a kidney. Near the sofa is a bar and a grand piano. Everything here is luxurious, but what impresses me most is the view from the window—a gorgeous sight of New York.

The maid leads me to Thomas’s office, which is near the living room, and I step inside. He’s sitting at his desk looking over some papers.

“Mr. Costello,” I greet him. Only then does he look at me. His gaze is intimidating.

“Miss Storck...”

“Why did you call me here?” I ask, curious. I watch him tap his ring against the desk without taking his eyes off me.

“I need to speak with you about your transfer to another position.”

“Another position?” I nearly shout. Thomas raises an eyebrow.

I can’t believe he’s going to move me to another job just because of the coffee incident.

“Hiring you as my secretary was a mistake. I believe you have too little experience, and your clumsy nature is unacceptable to me. I tried to find a position as good as this one for you, but there are no openings for your old receptionist job,” he informs me, making me tremble. I can’t afford to lose this job.

“I’ll understand if you want to look for a new position at another company. Your résumé is good. Maybe you’d do better in another job...”

“You want to fire me, but you feel sorry for me, don’t you?” I ask. He frowns.

Thomas stands up and walks over to me. I feel my heartbeat speed up and my stomach fill with butterflies when he stops in front of me. I have to tilt my head up to look at his face.

“I didn’t want to have to do this, miss,” he assures me, his voice low and measured. “But I need to let you go.”

“Why?” I ask, staring at him with anger. “I only spilled a fucking cup of coffee on you... Could you at least give me another chance to show I’m efficient, despite the bad first impression?”

“You were careless—”

“It was an accident. I was upset because I got some personal news.”

“Personal news? Did something happen to your family?” he asks, concerned.

“It wasn’t about my family, sir. Please don’t fire me. I need this job. I fought hard to get it.”

On impulse, I touch his chest. Our eyes meet, and Thomas looks at me differently. He raises his hand and touches my shoulder.

“Keep the job. But I won’t tolerate any more missteps. Understood?”

His voice comes out rough, sending a shiver through me. I smile, relieved, and try to hug him—again acting on impulse. I wrap my arms around his neck, and I feel Thomas stiffen at the contact.
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Ryan

I DON’T KNOW WHY I ended up giving Miss Storck a second chance. Fuck, who am I kidding? I couldn’t bring myself to be tough when I looked at her face and saw the way her eyes went panicked when she realized she was about to be fired. Her full lips were trembling, and she kept nibbling on them. I didn’t like seeing a woman I barely know in distress.

When I said I’d give her another chance, I expected a few different reactions—joy, gratitude—but I never imagined she’d hug me. Not in my wildest thoughts did I picture that. But she did, and it left me completely speechless and frozen. She wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed her head against my chest. The feeling of having her in my arms was the strangest thing I’ve ever felt. I’m not a man who enjoys affection or tenderness. It’s been years since I hugged a woman.

“So... are you working here today?” she asks, after putting some distance between us. I’m still staring at her, unable to believe she just hugged me.

“Yes. Though I like working at the company, I prefer the comfort of my own home,” I answer, clearing my throat.

“Every time you work here, I’ll have to come to this place? Where will my workspace be?”

She looks around, noting there’s only one desk in the office.

“I’ll have a new desk brought in. I think there’s enough space here for the two of us to work together, Miss Storck.”

Alexia crosses her arms and sways back and forth, like a bashful child.

“I see...”

She falls silent, as if she wants to ask something but can’t muster the courage.

“You want to know if you can leave, right?”

“Yes... I mean...” She stammers, then puts her hand over her mouth before coughing. “You didn’t tell me if you want me to finish the spreadsheets you sent me today.”

“Did you bring your laptop?”

I raise an eyebrow, looking at her. She bites her lip and stares at her hands.

“No,” she answers, and I take a deep breath.

“Then how do you plan to finish your work today without your computer?” I have to admit, it’s fun to rile her up. I crack a smile when I see the face she makes.

“So I’m free to go?” she asks, her tone firmer than before.

“Yes, you’re free to leave. I hope you won’t be late for work tomorrow!” I say in a professional tone, sitting down in my chair and opening my notebook.

“Don’t worry, sir. There won’t be any more delays. Have a wonderful evening.”

“You too,” I reply, and she heads toward the door. But before she opens it, she stops and turns around.

“Um... Sorry to bother you again. Can you tell me if there’s a bus
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