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    To the ones who carry fire in their hearts and earth beneath their feet.
May you always find the strength to stand firm, even when the ground shakes.
This is for you.
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Chapter 1: BARBARA
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The dripping of the water from the tap was loud against my eardrums in the silent bathroom as I looked at the walls. White walls. White marble, tiled walls. 

My heartbeat was beating so loudly in my ears that I needed to fucking calm down—taking a deep breath and let it go. I didn’t even know why I was nervous. I had just finished my shower—a cold, refreshing shower, I might add—as I was trying to control my nerves. 

Don’t freak out. Don’t freak out, you can do this, I mused as I closed my eyes. I can see the vision in my brain of what would happen in the next few hours, leaning against the white tiles before I stepped back and closed the faucet. 

The water droplets leaked from the shower head. The sound was loud against the pregnant silence. I took the towel that I had hung up outside the shower cubicle and used it to dry myself.

I took a deep breath, wrapping myself in the fluffy towel before I sighed. Loudly. I have to calm down. I didn’t even know why I was getting worked up so much. It was nothing major happening in my life per se—it was only a conference, God damn it! 

However, despite my attempt, I couldn’t shake the dread that I was feeling, for I knew it was hardly a conference where I could mingle. This moment was my golden opportunity, and I didn’t need to blow up, considering what was at stake here. 

If anything, I might turn out to be weird around the people who needed my support for my next endeavor in the field that I was currently pursuing—Geology. It was not everyone’s cup of tea, but it was to me.

Thinking about what would happen tonight, I could hardly sit in the ballroom full of people who were smarter than I in their respective fields of interest. I would just listen to them, not say a word to them or react more than I should.

Yeah, that sounds like a plan, I mused as I stepped outside the shower and looked at myself in the mirror that covered half of the bathroom in the hotel room that I was staying at. It was steamy—thanks to my long, hot shower—so I had to wipe the mirror. Soon, my amber eyes were staring back at my reflection as I straightened my back.

My eyes were glowing from the shower that I just had, as my skin was pristine from the water droplets that I wiped away. Instantly, the cold enveloped me as the weather in the Bay Area is hardly warm enough this time of year. I looked at myself, trying to envision myself in my white blouse, black skirt and blazer later on. I nodded at my reflection.

“Okay, Barbara. You can do this. It’s just for today and tomorrow you’ll be out of here—as quick as the wind that carries the dry leaves in the courtyard,” I said, encouraging myself as I was opening the faucet at the sink, washing my hands. Then, I scooped the water and washed my face. The cold water was hitting my face. Hard. 

It was summer throughout June until August but in the Bay Area—where I was currently at because of the conference— but it was foggy as shit. It was not a surprise when I arrived yesterday, as I have been living my entire life here. 

For my colleagues, on the other hand, that was another story.

The water was dripping from my chin to my chest, and some droplets were running from my hands to my elbows. I really hated it when that happened, but I just wiped it off on the towel. Then, I pumped the facial cleanser and washed my face. 

I need to be organized, clean, and neat today since it will be my first ever conference since New York University accepted me for my Doctor of Philosophy program in their Environmental Studies department. I was happy and beyond belief when I got accepted.

And I should be—but why was I a nervous wreck when I just thought about doing what I have been wanting since I was 15 years old?

I washed the cleanser away before putting some toner and essence onto my face. Then, I waited for the skincare to be absorbed by my skin before putting on the moisturizer and sunscreen. 

It has been forever since I was acting all girly and feminine. I had forgotten how I missed pampering myself without a care in the world, just to take care of myself. However, that thought brought a smirk to my lips.

Pfft, as if I cared how I present myself and what people thought about me, I mused as I continued to do my skincare routine.

You see, ever since I could remember as a child, I have been playing in the mud and doing stuff that other people would not do, especially girls around my age. I like to play hard and dirty, and that was causing me to choose this career path—and that was how I got involved with being a geologist.

Plus, my father—Dean Brown—was a professional in this field. He was a professor in the Earth and Planetary Science department at one of the UCs—that was the University of California for those who didn’t grow up in this state. 

I sighed, closing the sink faucet and drying my hands. It was a great pleasure that the university gave us—my colleagues and I—the luxury to stay at this luxurious hotel for 3 days and 2 nights.

However, I didn’t say that I wasn’t familiar with this area or that I could just visit my family for the whole weekend. Still, I appreciated their effort to ensure our comfort.

The conference was held at the City Hall in San Francisco City University—and since I was familiar with this city, considering this was my home—I had been selected to guide my professor who was also my advisor, Professor Karoline Swift around the city and how to get to the conference by walking since it was nearer to our hotel.

I smiled in my reflection when I was putting some lotion on my body. Its scent of orange blossom was wafting about in the bathroom as I was drying my hair with the towel. It was only 7 in the morning. The conference will be starting in a few hours—at 9 in the morning, to be exact—so I have plenty of time to get ready. 

However, a sudden knock brought me out of the bathroom. I peeked my head out and adjusted my towel around my chest as I opened the door to see who the visitor was. The first thing that I noticed was the brown paper bags that would contain my breakfast. If I was not mistaken, the intention was to feed me.

“Hey, you’re up, Barbara?” My colleague, James Smith—or as I would like to call Jay—was smiling at me when I was still in my towel. I arched my eyebrow at him as Jay smiled beamingly. 

I was well aware that I would never attract any attention from him because Jay was not into a tomboy girl like me. He stated that I was not his type, saying to me when we first met during our department get-together. 

Feminine or damsel in distress was more of his style, he confessed, and I smiled at his ideal. Jay cleared his throat, and I smiled. 

“Yeah, I’ve already been up since 6 in the morning. I’m just getting ready for the conference. What do you want, Jay, knocking on my door this early?” I asked him, straight to the point, as I hated to beat around the bush when making conversation. It made my work easier, as did the person who was talking with me.

But that would make me less attractive since I was a blunt person. Jay scratched his neck as he was gripping the brown bags tightly. 

“I was hoping that you would show us the perfect place to eat for breakfast. Karol will join us later. She had to make some phone calls back home, and I quote that I need to calm my agitated husband down,” Jay said, his eyes looking at my face. 

I was nodding at him. My hair was still wet as I was looking at the wall clock in the hotel room. It was only 7:15 in the morning. We still have time, I mused before I smiled at him.

“Sure. Just give me a second to get dressed, and I’ll be out with you. Just a moment, Jay,” I said before slamming the door in his face. I was harsh with the male population because of my upbringing. 

My male colleagues were shocked to learn about it at first, but they got used to it now—Jay included. Now, I was faced with the dilemma that half of the population faced every day. 

I was about to wear the business suit since we would be going to the conference later—and perhaps I would not have the time to make it back to change—but if I were to go out for breakfast, it would probably be safe to wear my favorite outfit; flannel with jeans and combat boots since it complimented the summer season.

Even though it was chilly and foggy in the Bay Area.

So, I decided to wear my red checker flannel. I had a white shirt under it with black jeans and black combat boots. I was running my towel over my wet hair, hoping it would dry faster before brushing along its strands and just letting it air dry. 

Satisfied with my casual look, I put on some light foundation, mascara and nude lipstick. Then, I took my phone and my cards—who needed cash anymore in these days and age—before walking out of the hotel room with my keys.

“I’m ready,” I said, closing the door as I smiled at Jay. He smiled as we walked side by side along the long hallway to the elevator.

“And I’m famished. Good thing that you’re ready in no time,” Jay replied as I smiled cheekily at him.

“Will you let Karol know about our location? I’m sure she’s famished as well. That buffet from last night was not the best meal to suffice us throughout the night,” I commented as I could still taste the blandness of the food that the hotel provided to its guests.

I just wish I had never had to live that experience again tonight.

“Yeah, I’ll email her later. But now, for our breakfast, where will you be taking us?” Jay asked as he arched his eyebrow. His brown paper bags were still in his hands as I laughed at him before tilting my chin at them.

“What’s with those bags? I thought you might have brought our breakfast for the day,” I said, looking at his face. Jay smirked.

“Well, you’re wrong. These are for the conference later, but I thought I might be saving it for myself,” Jay said as I looked at him curiously.

“What did you buy? Alcohol?” I asked, curious about what he carried around with him. Jay smirked again.

“Perhaps,”

“You are so going to be scolded by Karol if she finds out about this,” I teased him as Jay winked.

“That’s why I’m trusting you not to spoil it. Maybe we could share later,” Jay replied boldly. 

I shook my head as the elevator opened. I held the elevator open for him to get inside after me. Then, I pushed the G button for us to travel to the ground floor. The elevator accelerated, rang for a moment, and its doors opened. 

We stepped out of the elevator and into the hotel lobby. The lobby was crowded with tourists and locals alike. I took a deep breath as we walked to the front entrance.

“So, where are we off to?” Jay asked before I smirked at him. This time, I held the door for us both as we stepped out of the hotel. The sun was glaring at us from above as I felt the breeze in my damp hair. I chuckled.

The Bay Area always did it for me; the community, the weather, and most important of all, the freedom of identities. You could be anyone you want here, within the right side of the law, of course.

“You’re in for a surprise, Jay, since you’re here with a local,” I said, dragging him away from the hotel as we walked into the harsh foggy day of San Francisco. The cloudy weather only meant a typical summer day in the Bay Area to the locals. 

We walked down the streets, chatting about what to expect from the conference. I knew it had been indicated as one of the prestigious conferences since the guest of honor was an expert in the Geology field.

The casual conversation brought me back to my childhood memory—walking around with my family in the city as the summer had got us exploring our city often than we actually realized.

Why should you not play tourist in your local community when it pays off as you know your streets, inside and out?
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“So, Jay, what do you think of the food here?” I asked Jay, staring at his face as I was sipping my coffee. He was practically eating out of his plate right now, considering that the breakfast had more flavors than what we had for dinner from the hotel’s buffet. 

I would not hold that thought against him as I smiled. I know it was worth it to bring him to this family-owned restaurant that I have known for eternity. Besides, I never knew when I could visit them again. I greeted the owners when I walked in and placed my usual order for both of us.

Remembering that he didn’t have to pig out, his food manners kicked in, Jay leaned back and wiped his mouth with a napkin. I smirked at him over the rims of my cup. Jay blushed before clearing his throat as he replied to my question.

“It’s quite good actually. I never had this kind of tacos before,” Jay replied as I just smiled at him, nodding at his statement. He was wrong in that sense since the owners knew who I was the second I walked through the door. 

They greeted me with a friendly smile as Jay and I took our seats at the table. The restaurant owners were actually my neighbors when I was growing up.

“Hey, Mr. Diaz. Can we get another plate to go? It would seem that my friend here is not having enough,” I said, waving my hand as he, Mr. Diaz, was winking at me. I smiled.

“You got it, Barb!” he said before Mr. Diaz started to cook the tacos for us to-go. I chuckled softly as Mrs. Diaz was arching her eyebrow at me, inquiring about Jay. 

She must have thought that Jay was my boyfriend when I called him a friend earlier. I smiled and shook my head slightly. Mrs. Diaz nodded her head and moved to another patron. My colleague was arching his eyebrow at me. I stared at him.

“What?” I asked him, sipping more of my coffee as it was getting warmer. The ice was melting away since the temperature was higher than usual.

“You seem familiar with them. Have you been to this restaurant before?” Jay asked as he was sipping his coffee. I smirked at him, chuckling softly before I stared at his plate. Jay surely had a huge appetite for breakfast.

“You have no idea,” I said before looking at the watch. It was 8 in the morning. There was only one more hour to go before the conference started, and I was still in my casual wear. I needed to change as soon as possible if I was ever going to make it to the conference in my chosen attire.

“Shit, I need to get back to the hotel. Can you manage from here?” I asked Jay, standing up from my seat, as he was nodding at me. I was about to dash out before he reminded me about the tacos.

“And the tacos?” he asked before I smiled at him.

“I’ll take care of it. Since Mr. Diaz knows me personally...” I said, trailing off. I smirked at Jay, who was dumbfounded by my answer, before dashing out of the family restaurant to the hotel. 

I have one hour to make a good first impression on my future donors, and I think I might be lucky today.

And of course, that turned out to be the worst day of my life ever since I was an hour late because of the stupid tight that I could not pull over my thighs.

“You’re late,” Jay hissed softly at me, his eyes blazing with fury as I took my seat next to him. I was breathing hard, running from my hotel room to the conference hall. I took out my laptop and was getting off the blazer that covered my white blouse with the black skirt that I chose. 

Of course, on a daily basis, I never wear this kind of clothes, but today, I made an exception, considering I wanted to land the opportunity with the only guest speaker today.

I glared at him as I saw that Karol only smiled at me. I smiled back before she focused on the opening speaker, who was going on and on about the current research in the field. I glared at Jay again. 

“Karol was not even mad, and why should you? Can you just chill out for a bit? The conference hasn’t started yet, jeez,” I said as I was trying to control my anger. I needed a cool head as I wanted to land one of the internships for my research, or simply just get to know about them.

And I didn’t need Jay to make my first impression even worse than it already was. Jay rolled his eyes. 

“It’s just that you miss talking with the professionals who can help you to land some minerals for your ongoing research. Have you found the most interesting person that could get you what you need?” he asked, sighing loudly before rubbing his mouth with his hand. 

I shrugged, opening and setting up my laptop when the lights dimmed around the hall and the emcee started to speak.

“Welcome, scientists! I hope you guys have a pleasant stay at this hotel, even though I heard that their dinner is blander than your proposals,” the emcee stated as some in the crowd were laughing at his joke. 

“Today, we have a special guest with us who will be conducting a new extraction of his proposal, and perhaps some of you will be lucky to join his expedition. Ladies and gentlefolks, please welcome, Dr. Brandon Cornwall,” the emcee said before a man—a very hunky, muscular man—stepped up onto the podium, shaking his hand with the emcee before turning at the audience and smiled.

I blinked my eyes. Once. Twice. My vision was focused on Brandon’s face as Brandon was waving his hand at the audience. The scientists were clapping as he showed his perfectly lined teeth. Then, the lights shone on his blonde hair and deepening his caramel eyes.

I was stunned, to say the least, as I could feel my jaw drop mentally. I was blinking a few times again before Dr. Cornwall was waving and smiling at the crowd, and right then, the time slowed as I was releasing the breath that I was holding.

Holy Moly, it couldn’t be! I mused as I bit my lower lip. Could this day get any worse, or was it too much to ask for?

“Greetings, my fellow scientists. Hello, how are you? Thank you. Thank you for coming out today,” he said as the applause died down when Brandon focused on the slides. I was focusing on my laptop to write down any important points that I might need from his lecture.

“Now, first things first, I want to thank you for the organizers of this beautiful conference, and the invitation from you guys has done wonders for me,” Brandon said as some people laughed at his comment. I bit my lower lip as I clenched my thighs. 

Damn it, even his voice was sultry as the man was rough and masculine. I needed to step out of this conference hall just to fan myself after that voice hit me to my core. Brandon smiled as his slide came to life. 

“So, here we are,” his hand was holding a laser pointer as he showed on the screen. I bit my lower lip harder. He continued. 

“I have been conducting this proposal for months, and right now, you can rest assured that I’m willing to tell the public my grand news. I have personally dealt with this case and thought it was safe to say that I have discovered a new mineral, and tonight will be the topic of that,” Brandon said, smiling as a new slide came to life. Everyone was clapping, and he was smiling at the audience, thanking them. I took a deep breath as my brain processed everything that I had just heard. 

New mineral? An expedition? Can it be? I asked myself before something bloomed in the deeper part of my brain, telling me that this was the truth that I had been waiting for.

I took a deep breath and looked at the new slide that showed Brandon’s new mineral discovery. Something competitive has risen in the depths of my belly as I focused on the man himself.

This chance was it. I had a chance to get that funding for my research. I think I have found the biggest catch of the day—and that was Dr. Brandon Cornwall, the renowned geologist who will pave the way for me in the industry.
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I sighed loudly as I was getting tired of these missed calls. I didn’t know why my father was insisting that I talk with him when I was busy preparing for my conference. 

Well, fuck it! I mused as I straightened my tie, looking at myself in the reflection on the window of my office. I knew what my father wanted to say to me personally—I can guess the topics that were likely to involve—and right now, I don’t have time to deal with that.

A knock pulled me back against the present. I looked away from the metropolis of New York. It was also famously known for being the East Coast amongst the locals, and stared at the young woman who was standing at the door of my office. I smiled at her.

“Sienna, what do you have for me today?” I asked her as I took my seat at my desk before my secretary, Sienna, opened the door wide open, allowing me to see who was outside to meet with me. I smiled when I saw that familiar shade of hair.

“Mr. Cornwall, someone was here to see you,” she said before I nodded at her so that my visitor could come inside the office. I smiled, rearranging some stuff on my table as I looked at the familiar silhouette. It was none other than Alexander MacWatters, one of my best friends and the heir apparent to MacWatters’ empire. 

If he ever quit being a professor in the Chemistry Department at a university around here, he would take up his mantle.

“Alex,” I greeted him, standing up from my chair and walking around my table to greet my best friend. Alexander smiled at me as I hugged him and patted his back. He returned the gesture before I ushered him to sit at the chaise on the other side of my office.

I decorated them just to entertain my important guests in my office. Seeing that I was about to have a private chat with Alexander, Sienna closed the door and walked away as her footsteps faded behind it. 

Then, she came back to my office again, carrying a set of trays in her hands as she slipped into my office. I grinned at Alexander, gesturing with my hand at him. 

“So, to what do I owe this pleasure, buddy?” I asked him as Sienna was pouring the tea into the china cups that she brought in before she left us for our privacy, closing the door behind her. Alexander was silent, taking his cup, and smiled at me. I arched my eyebrows. 

“I heard that you’ll be going to the Bay Area, having something to do with your current research,” he said as he was sipping his tea. I smirked at him, reaching out to put some sugar cubes into my tea. Then, I stirred with the small spoon that Sienna didn’t forget to provide.

That young woman knew everything about my habits that I might give her a raise this year. I nodded as I leaned back against my chair. I smiled at Alexander. 

“That would be correct, yes,” I said, furrowing my eyebrows as I knew that I hadn’t told anyone about my travel. How could Alexander possibly know about this? I haven’t told him about it, and certainly not the other guys. So, where did he get his information?

“Wait, how do you even—”

“I will be getting married in the near future,” Alexander proclaimed loudly, putting his teacup down as he stared me in the face before I stopped midway to sip my tea. I looked at him, blinking my eyes a couple of times, as my best friend was putting on that air of confidence.

And I knew nothing could persuade him to do exactly the opposite of what Alexander MacWatters thought was right.

“Seriously? You’re not joking or anything, right? Have the others know about your decision?” I asked, putting my teacup down on the coffee table, and looked at him. I didn’t know if he was trying to please his parents, for he was the standard that we all needed to follow, but to be in a loveless marriage...

I couldn’t think I would survive a day with a woman that I was tied to for the rest of my life if I didn’t love my wife. Alexander hesitated to answer my questions, but he nodded eventually. 

“I know it is too sudden, Brad, but I cannot help it. I feel it in my mind, body, and soul that she is the one that have been born to be mine,” he said, smiling like an idiot as he was leaning against the chair. I leaned back against my chair as well, staring at him before Alexander’s declaration amused me.

This event is getting more exciting than I anticipated from this visit. I should tell the others later, I mused, tilting my head as I smirked at my best friend. Then, I shook my head as I processed his decision to get married after learning what? A few weeks? — with one of the postgraduates at his university.

Yeah, I kept tabs on all my boys just to keep them safe from any gold diggers who are not worth our time and money to be spent on them. So perhaps, this was a good thing that had happened to Alexander in the long run.

“Huh. I don’t think you have it in you, MacWatters, to be getting married before all of us,” I said as I looked at his face. 

My best friend was looking outside the office and had this longing—or yearning, if I was to be specific—look when he was staring out into the city through the glass window of my office. I sighed, rubbing my forehead, for I knew Alexander was long gone with this woman.

“Okay, who is she?” I asked softly, knowing that Alexander would hear my question before he turned to me. His blue eyes darkened, knowing fully well that I might snatch her up from under him, but I just smirked, putting the devil-may-care attitude before putting my hands in the air.

“I’m just asking, Alex. I have no desire to get this woman and track her down. It’s just that...if you’re thinking in terms of marriage, I’ll have to come up with some plans to get out of my parents’ pressure for me to find a bride as well,” I said logically before he relaxed a bit. 

Still, Alexander MacWatters was getting ready, coiled up like a snake as if he was prepared to attack anyone who dared to take his fiancée from him. I wouldn’t dare to cross him even if I knew that I could take him. But he was one of my best friends, hence, I protected what was his like it was my own. Alexander smiled, perhaps remembering his beloved before speaking up. 

“Her name is Azalea Johnson, and she is one of the Ph.D. candidates from the university where I work,” he supplied the information as I blinked my eyes at his face.

Did he just say that she was one of the candidates for the Ph.D. program at his university? Well, then...that was an interesting piece of information, I mused before spilling out what I was thinking. 

“Fuck, did you fuck one of your colleagues, Alex?” I blurted out at him, forgetting to have any filters on my words, before he glared at me. Man, those blue eyes were striking a chord in me, looking like a mysterious depth of the ocean that was ready to devour its prey. Alexander grunted. 

“For your information, Cornwall, we cannot be fucking people around even if we want to and secondly, she isn’t even the Ph.D. candidate from my department,” Alexander said, narrowing his eyes at me. 

He sipped his tea slowly, trying to control the anger that I managed to get out of him. I smirked, my eyes twinkling as I knew that I had shaken him up. I shrugged, smiling smugly as if I had won this battle with him.

I just loved doing that to all my boys. It kept them on their toes. 

“I know. I just wanted to test you, to see if you would defend your woman when push comes to shove,” I said before I arched my eyebrows at him.

“So, how do you even know her if she’s not even in the same department as you? That would be something else entirely, knowing that you bumped into someone who might be going to the same university as you are. And believe me when I say this, you’re not that popular there,” I said, taunting Alexander even more as he scowled at me.

“I don’t care if I was not popular like you are, Brad, but I met her through my friend, Ian. She is his fiancée’s—Amber’s—sister,” he said, putting his teacup down. I laughed, throwing my head back at the revelation that Alexander just opened up.

I felt like I was digging for a rare mineral from my best friend right now. I was glad that he came to visit to entertain my mundane routine today. I shook my head as I leaned forward. 

“God, you can’t help yourself, can you? Going after the one that will be related to your colleague and all that,” I stated as Alexander just shrugged my comment off his shoulder.

“What? It’s not like I have anything to lose. And besides, she’s feisty. I love that about her,” he declared, smirking before adding “and more.” 

I was gagging in my mouth, not wanting to think about what happened in my best friend’s sex life. 

“Ugh, get a life,” I replied as Alexander laughed it off.

“I am, since I will be a married man to the woman that I love most in the entire universe. I think you might want to search for your bride as well, Brad. Who knows? She might be just around the corner,” he said, smiling at me as he stood up from his chair. 

I scowled at him before hugging him, as I knew that he had just stopped for a while during his lunch. I gave one of the latest rocks that I collected from my expedition as a gift for Alexander before he took his leave. 

I asked him about the date that he had planned to spend with his fiancée. My best friend smirked, turning to glance over his shoulder—his deep blue eyes darkened—before he walked out of my office.

“Fun fact, Cornwall, I just came back from that date you mentioned,” Alexander said before he closed the door behind him. I stood there, staring at the door before shaking my head. I was chuckling softly at Alexander’s strange behavior after getting to know his fiancée. 

From my perspective, there was one thing for sure that was heading Alexander’s way—his bride was highly besotted with him, and he did not even know it.
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That particular conversation had happened a week ago when Alexander came to my office, all but declaring to me that he would be married to his fiancée, the one that he had found back in his university, just not in the same department as he was. 

I shivered, thinking about the consequences that would come after us—the Elemental bachelors—as I knew that after the firstborn of MacWatters had found his woman and got married, my parents would ask me to find myself a bride now, as well as Cameron’s and Dylan’s parents had asked of them.

You see, being an only child for the Cornwall lineage, I was used to this kind of pressure to ensure that I would continue my lineage—the Earth elemental—considering that Alexander was from the Water elemental. 

I know that sounded corny and cheesy as well as delusional. I mean, who could have wielded the power of Elementals, right? However, it was the truth. 

That’s my truth.

Plus, Alexander was the most powerful water wielder in the world right now. If you cannot guess from his surname yet, it is MacWatters. Mine was Cornwall—supposedly to mean of the Earth or something in Latin. Still, I was not paying attention when my grandfather was describing our family history to me. 

He used to be the greatest Earth Elemental in our family history, so it was his duty to show me the way we, wielders, need to survive in this modern world. 

It was not the same back in his time. Since I was his only grandson and the only person who could ensure our legacy continued, he took it upon himself to educate me on the history and training by himself, as long as he lived.

Now that he had gone to the Afterlife, I was the greatest Earth wielder, taking my grandfather’s mantle right after he died. Sighing loudly as I realized that I was not in New York anymore, I looked outside the car and took in the scenery that passed me by. 

Currently, I am being escorted to the conference organized by the scientific community of America, where they are hoping that I will be giving some classified details about the new mineral that I have discovered a couple of months ago at my excavation site in Northern California.

I had kept it a secret for as long as I could so that I would have all the glory and the reputation of my company would be over the roof since I would be the one to give the mineral its name later. Imagining my shares would be multiplied by then, and the stocks would be increasing, keeping the investors happy.

If they’re happy, I’m delighted. 

This conference was the mark of the most glorious day of my life after my 27 years of existence. I smiled, straightening my suit before getting out of the car and striding my way to the conference hall.

Most of the people were seated in the conference hall, leaving me free from crashing down upon the crowds that usually surrounded me when I was here. My name was renowned in the scientific community. I thanked the driver, nodding at him as I took my briefcase and made my way to the conference hall for my presentation.

I had memorized the directions needed around the City Hall to where I was supposed to be, since I have a branch office here in San Francisco as well for the budding geologists in California—fresh graduates from the University of California, or UC, as the locals call it. 

It was insane to know how many graduates had applied for various positions in my company. Still, I could only offer a few vacancies. I was fully aware that people were desperate to get a job after they had graduated with their degrees.

Then, it hit me—or should I say, she hit me.

I was walking toward the conference room when suddenly, a massive body threw me off my trajectory to my final destination. My ass was on the ground as a stranger was on top of me. 

I can feel the feminine figure that was on top of me, as well as the smooth strands that were caressing my face. My eyes were widened when I stared into the most startling eyes in my life.

The irises were golden, like Florentine gold, but more like amber that shone under the sunlight.

We stared at each other for a moment. The time went by as I was taking in her features; almond-shaped eyes making her eyes look sharp like a cat, her high cheekbones, and those red, kissable lips that were close enough for a test.

If only I were brave enough to close the distance between us—only a couple of inches—before the woman got up from me and stared at me in horror.

“Oh, my God! I’m so sorry, sir,” the lady said as she was getting up from covering her body against mine. Her hair was in a French twist behind her back. I was taking in her feminine figure underneath the black blouse with a stylish coat that she had on. She was wearing a pencil skirt and a pair of black high heels—which I might add—accentuated her long, shapely legs even more.

My cock jerked at the sight. Ever the opportunist, just like me.

“Oh, my God! Are you alright?” The young woman asked, recovering her stuff as she was standing in front of me. She bent at the waist to look at me. The tight pencil skirt was molded against her ass, showing off more than what it concealed as I was staring at her face again. 

She was ordinary by the standards of the women that I have dated in the past, considering that she was a brunette. In contrast, I preferred my woman to be blonde or redheaded. Her nose was straight and petite, as was her chin and her thin mouth, not that the red lipstick didn’t look good on her. If anything, the red color grabbed my attention, so I looked at her lips. 

However, what took my breath away was her eyes. Those amber orbs wrapped around her black lashes. It was the color of hard tree sap that we can find a few million years ago, if you have ever watched the 1996 version of Jurassic Park. 

This woman—the stranger who crashed into me as if she was hurrying in her steps to arrive at her destination—was the most breathtaking female I had ever set my eyes upon. I forgot to breathe normally again when her perfume enveloped me in her presence.

Roses. I liked it.

Sienna cleared her throat, dragging me back to the present as well as the important appearance that I have to make in a few minutes. 

“Sir, we have to go. Now,” my secretary said, tapping her fingers across her iPad as she usually did before I was breaking my trance of this female’s beauty. 

Mine, the darker thought came inside my head, staying there a little too long before I shoved it down the drain. This woman was a stranger, an unknown that I didn’t like to drag into my already complicated life. 

I recovered, nodding at Sienna as I got up from the floor. The woman glanced at her wristwatch before cursing under her
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