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  One 

Sophie 


Joseph’s was a dump.  
The floors were permanently stained two shades too dark, the windows smudged, and mixed-up orders ran amok. 
But being fast and cheap in New York City overrode the fact the place served mediocre coffee akin to brown dishwater.  And since it sat only a few blocks from Sophie’s job, it counted her amongst its hodge-podge of regulars. 
As the assistant to Marilyn Covey, the CEO of a boutique PR firm in Manhattan, Sophie was expected to attend almost every meeting her boss did. The company only had five employees besides them, although Marilyn had growth plans.
Sophie certainly didn’t have time to wait around for her correct order. But she was gunning for a promotion, and that sure as hell wasn’t happening without caffeine in her system.  
Checking her phone for the time, she pursed her lips.  
There was a nine o’clock briefing she needed to get to on the Shasta campaign, but Marilyn would understand if Sophie ran a few minutes late. 
Hopefully. 
Low pop music filtered through Sophie’s earbuds and she gritted her teeth, sidestepping a Wet Floor sign. 
Their current account director was stepping into retirement next month, and Sophie determined that when she took the position at Covey, the first thing she was going to do was convince Marilyn to build in a ten-minute leeway period for meetings. 
The barista called her name and set a cup amongst the crowd of others squatting on the counter beside the dinged espresso machine. “Sorry about that.” 
“Don’t worry about it.” 
She reached for the cup, and the rose-gold bracelet her mom had gifted her slid down her wrist. 
“This was the bracelet I bought when I first moved to the U.S,” her mom had confessed as she slipped the accessory on Sophie’s wrist. “I was somewhere new and strange, and yes, your grandparents were with me, but I was still scared. But this bracelet … whenever I saw it on myself, it was a reminder to stay brave. And later with your father … I needed it again. But now, it’s a reminder for you.” 
She had kissed Sophie’s cheeks and continued, “Never back down, XiǎoDān.” 
And look at me now. 
Rearing for a huge promotion after only five years. 
Sophie reached for the iced coffee, but before she swooped up the drink, a large hand closed around it. The condensation on the plastic cup formed water droplets that ran over long fingers.
“What—hey! That’s mine.” She whipped her head toward the person who took her coffee and marched straight into a hurricane. 
Something close to recognition seared through her, but that couldn’t be right. Maybe she just recognized the type of aura emanating from him.
Power, bright and alarming, rolled off broad shoulders. It was hard to put her finger on it, but he wore a distinct elegance that screamed of generational wealth. 
The man pulled his earbud from his ear and took his phone from his pocket before saying something in German. Frowning, he hit a button. “Sorry, what did you say?” 
Sophie bristled. She didn’t care how much money he had; he was still being a dick. “I said that’s my coffee. They had to remake it.” 
He raised a dark brow and glanced at the cup in the dim light. “Your name’s Sofa?” 
Glaring at the man, she tipped her chin up. “Sophie.” 
She met his gaze despite his impressive height and sucked in a breath. 
Dark brown eyes lay under a pair of shockingly perfect, sculpted eyebrows, and his black hair, slicked up with pomade, lent an even more polished countenance. His face narrowed to a point at his chin, but he boasted a strong jawline and high cheekbones, which rounded out his look. 
Full lips quirked. “Well. It says otherwise here.” 
Sophie sighed, crossing her arms, and a flash caught her eye. 
A shining, silver Rolex glinted against the man’s inky black designer suit. 
Her gaze traveled to where his sleeves cuffed at his elbows, revealing a gorgeous tattoo that snaked over veiny forearms. 
A large compass lay under a bouquet of roses, formed from playing cards. Waves and climbing vines filled the spaces in between, ducking around his wrist and elbow. Anything higher than the roses disappeared into the cuff of his suit jacket, leaving no uncertainty behind it was a full sleeve. 
He shifted, and the dark tips poking out from his shirt collar, connecting to something unseen, pulled with the movement. 
She cleared her throat, looking away. If she met him before, she certainly didn’t remember when or where. 
“I … look,” she stammered. “Just give me my coffee.” 
The man glanced at the murky, brown, iced contraption in his hand before brandishing the cup at her. “Right. Well. Here’s your coffee, Sofa.”
Sparks of unwarranted tension sizzled in the air, flashing in her vision.
Her lip curled, but she took the drink from him. She didn’t have time to argue. 
Muttering a thanks, she turned on her heel and strode toward the entrance.
She felt his eyes on her, a heavy weight that didn’t seem to lessen with the distance, but she didn’t dare turn around. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“You’re sure it wasn’t a celebrity?” Chloe asked. 
Sophie grabbed her plastic cup of iced coffee from the wrought iron table. “Why would he be a celebrity?” 
She fanned herself with her hand. 
Mid-August in Manhattan always brought boiling breezes, sunny, melting days, and a cloying scent of rotting garbage. Altogether, she wanted to claw her skin off and get a Rhinoplasty.
The cold drink was a welcome relief, though Sophie was the type only to drink iced coffee, year-round.
“You said he was hot and rich, which I know doesn’t equal celebrity, but still.” Her friend re-propped her cane against the table.
“Uh, no,” Sophie corrected. “I said he was well-off. I mean, he had on a designer suit, for God’s sake!” 
“So what if he did?” Chloe asked. “That doesn’t imply well-off. He could’ve picked it up for ten bucks at a thrift store. Also, New York City gets its fair share of oddities. You know, I saw a woman wearing a fur coat on the subway the other day, like one of those, ‘I just murdered my husband for his life insurance policy’ coats. And it’s August!” 
Sophie chuckled. “Okay, fair point. However, he also wore a Rolex. I mean, come on.” 
Chloe sipped her iced matcha latte. “Maybe he’s really committing to the bit.” 
“Chloe.” 
“Alright, alright. I’ll admit that’s not something someone would wear at a place like Joseph’s.”
“Thank you!” 
Her dark eyes widened. “Oh, my God, you don’t think it was part of a bet, do you? You know, to make him seem more down to Earth? Because you said you’d never seen him there before, right?” 
Sophie sighed and set down her coffee only to reach back and readjust her long, dark ponytail with damp hands. 
Summer days under the blazing sun were when she hated having black hair. 
“Or maybe— and hear me out: he just likes it.” 
“Who in their right mind “just likes” Joseph’s?” Chloe demanded. “Especially when they could afford whatever coffee they wanted?” 
Unlike Sophie, Chloe’s hair was down in a dark cloud around her shoulders. She didn’t even seem to be breaking a sweat. 
Sophie adjusted her shirt, smoothing it out so no wrinkles covered the cute, cartoon cat. “Okay, true.” 
Maybe Chloe was right, and that man was doing it for the paparazzi. 
But Joseph’s occasionally had rats, and she didn’t think even a 
D-Lister would stoop that low. 
“Did you get his name?” Chloe chewed on her straw and angled her body toward Sophie. “You should look him up.” 
“I didn’t,” Sophie responded. “I don’t know, I feel like I’ve seen him before, but …”
Was he one of Covey’s previous clients? 
She rarely forgot anyone who entered their offices, but the possibility wasn’t zero. 
“Whatever. I’m sure it’ll come to me,” she said. “Oh, we had this case that came through the other day. I can’t go into details, but it’s pretty big. And it’s making me think Marilyn is definitely going to promote me.” 
Chloe scoffed. “Uh, duh? It’s about time she saw your potential. You’ve been working for Covey since you moved here, and you’ve been fantastic at it. I mean, who willingly puts in so much overtime, or goes in early?”
Sophie shrugged. “I just want to make sure she gets the materials she needs on time.” 
“Exactly, and you’ve got a pretty good relationship with your coworkers.” Chloe shook her head. “But is Marilyn promoting you? No. You work too damn much to keep going unappreciated like that.” 
“Chlo,” Sophie muttered. “You know why I work so much.” 
“I know.” Chloe sighed and gave a wry smile. “I still can’t believe you’ve been like this since before I even met you.” 
Sophie snorted and chewed on her dilapidated straw. Believe me, I don’t want to be. 
But what choice did she have? 
Her dad walked out on their family when she was far too young, and her mom nearly broke herself trying to glue things back together. 
It wasn’t Sophie’s job to fix things, but she couldn’t help trying. 
She didn’t just deserve the account director position; she earned it. 
With all her hard work, making account director should've been a piece of cake. But Marilyn posed an unforeseen obstacle. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Sophie walked into Joseph’s on Monday to find the usual short line and the familiar smell of burnt coffee beans in the air.
She pulled out her phone while she waited to order, the memory of her last visit flooding her mind. Today, she prayed she could get in and out of Joseph's without any weird encounters with strangers stealing her coffee, even if that particular stranger had been easy on the eyes.
She dipped her attention to the group chat with her friends. 
It wasn’t even eight thirty in the morning yet, but sixteen unread messages from Oliver and Chloe, exclusively in Korean, sat in their group chat. 
“I’ll do a medium coffee, no cream, one sugar, and a blueberry muffin.” 
Her head lurched up, and she glanced at the glass display case. There was only one left before, please let them have restocked …  NO.
She groaned under her breath. She already ran late again, and she’d run out of her good mascara that morning, after having only finished one eye. And now, the only person separating her from the register had taken the last blueberry muffin. 
Fucking great. 
Pocketing her phone, she ordered her usual and moved to the pickup area. 
“Here.” 
A hand extended a paper bag, the starchy brown material emanating a magnetic smell.  
Tilting her chin further up, she met the piercing gaze of the man from Friday. 
Again, the feeling she’d seen him somewhere before rushed through the gate that slammed inside her. 
Her gaze flicked between him and the bag. “I’m sorry?” 
“Here,” he repeated. “Take the muffin, I don’t want it.” 
Her eyes narrowed as she cautiously retrieved the bag from his grasp. As she did, she caught the glimmer of a limited edition Patek Phillipe watch poking out from under his blazer sleeve. 
Why did this guy own so many damn watches? 
Do the rich need a reason to do anything? She peered into the bag and beheld a blueberry muffin. “I … what?” 
He shrugged. “It was going to be my breakfast, but I’m not as hungry as I thought. I heard you ordering one on Friday, so … here. Think of it as an olive branch for taking your coffee.” 
He remembered that? More importantly, when had he even heard her order? He’d had an earbud in, right? 
But her heart stumbled, sending her crashing straight into a brick wall. 
She’d had exes who couldn’t even remember her damn birthday, but a stranger in a second-rate coffee shop recalled her order from a random Friday? 
Was this some scheme? Was she about to get kidnapped? Was the muffin a signal to someone else?Once she accepted it, was a white van going to pull up in front of the coffee shop? 
Her therapist’s voice in her head reminded her that it was a little much.  
But Sophie heard too many horror stories to keep her mind from wandering there, not to mention the trust issues she harbored. 
She mentally saluted the man who had abandoned his family. Thanks, Dad. 
“Look, I understand your hesitation,” he said. “But the muffin’s not going to eat itself.” 
He has a point … and if he’s not going to eat it … 
Taking a deep breath, she closed her hand around the bag, the paper rustling with her touch. “Um … thanks.” 
He nodded. 
She stood there, not sure what else to say. What did you say to someone who gave up their breakfast for you? 
“James.” 
She was going to get whiplash from the number of times she looked up at him suddenly.  “What?” 
His gaze sketched down to her, lingering for a second too long before focusing ahead of him again. “My name. It’s James.” 
She struggled to find the right words. “I … okay.” 
He raised his voice slightly to be heard over the rattle of the coffee grinder. “I thought it’d be polite, since I know your name.” 
He smiled slightly and fuck. A brief tilting of the lips shouldn’t have been so attractive.
But on his full lips, it was. 
Oh, God, what was wrong with her? Why was this stranger who took her coffee and called her a sofa, making her weak in the knees? 
Did you learn nothing from your exes?! Or did turning twenty-eight do something to your brain?
She swallowed. “Uh, okay. Is it just James, or do you have a last name?” 
He considered for a moment. “Tian.” 
“Oh, like the shipping company?”
A small smile touched his lips. “Same spelling, but I’m not associated with them. What about you? Last name?”
“Huang.” 
She didn’t consider it wrong to give him her last name. After all, there were probably hundreds of Huangs in Manhattan alone, and she was willing to bet more than a handful of those were Sophies. 
Besides, he didn’t strike her as a psychotic killer. 
Chloe’s voice popped into her head. ‘Hey, remember when we watched American Psycho?’ 
James plucked a cup from the counter and extended it to her. “Your coffee, Sophie Huang.” 
She reached for the cup. “Thanks.” 
His fingers brushed hers, and she couldn’t help it—her breath hitched. It was a miracle she didn’t drop the coffee entirely. 
Warmth seeped into her fingers, and she frowned. 
“Hang on, this isn’t mine,” she said. “Did they mess it up again?” 
She swore she ordered an iced coffee. 
“No, they didn’t mess it up. Rotate it.” 
Twisting the blue and white cup, she inspected the name scrawled at the top. 
‘James’ 
Her gaze lifted. “This is—you can’t give me your coffee and your muffin.” 
That was way too much. He just met her. Who was he to willingly hand over his entire breakfast? 
But you’re taking it.
He lifted a shoulder. “I just did.” 
She sighed. “Okay, well. How do you know I’ll even—”
She cut off as his order drifted back to her. ‘I’ll do a medium coffee, no cream, and one sugar.’ 
Aside from the hot coffee, that was her order. 
He tilted his head. “Did I get it?” 
Clearing her throat, she clutched the cup. “Right, well. Uh. Do you have the time?” 
He hitched up the sleeve of his blazer to check his glimmering watch. 
“Eight-twenty.” 
“Shit,” she muttered. 
She started to turn on her heel, but stopped and raised the cup towards him. “Thanks for the coffee, James Tian.” 
Now that she had his full name, she knew it sounded familiar, but still couldn’t place why.
Making a mental note to Google him later, she rushed out the door. 






  
  Two

Sophie


Sophie tacked onto the end of the fast-moving line inside Joseph’s, brushing strands of hair out of her face.  
Hitting her phone’s home screen, she winced. She needed to get out of her apartment earlier. 
One of the men in front of her turned to say something to his companion, and she started as James’s side profile hit her. 
Cheeks burning, she ran through options of what to say in her head. 
‘Hey!’—No, that’s too generic—Oh, maybe, ‘Thanks for the muffin?’—Wait, is opening without a greeting too rude? Maybe it’s better not to say anything? 
James’s friend ran a hand through his dark brown hair, mussing the artfully styled strands. “... You did that? Why?” 
James sighed. “I don’t—” 
“Wait, is that why your stomach was growling throughout the morning meeting?” The other man’s Spanish accent soaked his words. 
“How do you know that was me?” 
He raised a brow. “Really? I swear, Gemma was a second away from kicking you out. Anyway, you never give me your muffins. Why? I thought you loved me. Give me your muffins.”
“Oh, fuck off. Also—” James caught Sophie’s gaze. “Oh. Hi.” 
“Uh, hi.” Immediately, she lowered the hand she’d lifted in a wave. “Um … thanks again for yesterday.” 
“Sure thing,” he said. 
Their gazes lingered on each other before the other man cleared his throat. 
Sophie tore her gaze away. “Oh, hi, I don’t believe we’ve met.” 
Redirecting her attention, she was hit with a pair of dark brown eyes, cheekbones, and a jawline that could cut glass … and a startling sense of familiarity. 
The man threw on a dazzling smile and stuck out his hand, his sleeve contrasting against his tanned, pale skin. “Philip Solano Castillo. But I go by Philip Solano.” 
At his name, something floated through Sophie’s head—an article or headline. But the answers remained out of reach, taunting her. 
Hm. Curiouser and curiouser. 
Work bogged her down before she could look James up the day before, and now with Philip … she made another note of it. 
“Next!” 
Philip’s awkward smile fell away from her as he turned. 
They moved to the pickup area, and she placed her order, taking two pastry bags from the barista. 
Walking over to James, she extended one. “Here.” 
He appraised the bag with a raised brow. “Sorry?” 
The sparse LEDs embedded into Joseph’s ceiling glared down on her, transforming into a million blinding spotlights. “It’s a blueberry muffin.” 
The corners of Philip’s mouth twitched. “Your favorite, cabrón.” 
Sophie frowned. “I’m sorry, did you just call him a bastard?” 
“It’s an affectionate nickname,” James explained. “Kind of an inside joke we have. It’s a long story. Anyway, thanks for this,”—he took the bag, his fingers brushing hers—“you didn’t have to.” 
Sparks danced unbidden up her arm, and she shivered. “Well, you didn’t have to give me your breakfast.” 
“You looked like you were in a rush.” 
“Yes, but your stomach suffered.” 
He shrugged. “Worth it.” 
Philip cleared his throat loudly. 
James shot his friend a glance. “Remind me why you’re here, Pip?” 
Philip narrowed his eyes. “Ay, cabrón de corazón negro. What did I say about calling me that in public?” 
“Hm. Is that any way to talk to someone who bought you coffee, and got you a job at my company?” James mused. 
Sophie’s smile faded.  ‘My company?’ 
“Uh … I’m sorry,” she started, suspicion lingering in her gut. “Where exactly do you two w—” 
The barista called Philip’s name, and he went up to get the drinks. Frowning, he waved the barista over. 
“Oh, looks like they got it wrong,” she said. “Hope work doesn’t start soon.” 
“We’ve got some time.” James’s hand moved in her peripheral vision to rub the back of his neck. “Question is, do you?”
“Been paying attention to my work schedule?”
“I’ve been told I’m observant.” He shrugged. 
“How’d they say it? That can be a con,” she deadpanned. 
He threw her a pointed look, and her lips twitched. 
“If anything, it’s a skill in my line of work.”
“Right, what is that exactly?” 
“Are you free Friday?” 
Damn, that was smooth. She scoffed, crossing her arms. “I’m off at six,” she said. 
A full smile soared on his lips, softening the hard planes of his expression. “Perfect. I’ll tell you at dinner.” 
“Bold of you to assume I’ll agree.” 
He nodded, feigning nonchalance. “Do you? If you don’t, we obviously don’t have—” 
“I never said no,” she interjected. 
Another delicious smile spread across his lips. “Okay, then.”
Her lungs tied themselves in a knot. “Okay.”  What just happened? 
She never took a risk like that. Not since the party when she was a 
freshman in college, and she’d let loose for just a second, and everything fell apart. 
But a slight frown, one he couldn’t quite hide, marred his forehead. Almost like he was scared she would take it all back, and it was strangely endearing. 
“So, Friday. Six-thirty work?” he continued as if nothing was wrong. 
“Only if you’re paying,” she threw back. 
He grinned. “Fair enough.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Clicking out of the computer window, Sophie pulled up the spreadsheet she kept of open campaigns and navigated to the box with ‘Shasta’ in it. 
Shasta Spa and Resorts was the latest conglomerate to seek out Covey for help with its image maintenance.
She enjoyed working with Marilyn on the campaign, and both she and the client complimented Sophie endlessly. 
Deep down, I know I did well. But … 
Imposter syndrome was a bitch. 
She sighed and leaned back in her chair, picking at the well-worn white leather. A nervous tic she tried to shake time and again. 
But as long as her brain whispered doubts into her ear, a hole threatened in her chair. 
Shooting off an IM to Marilyn that she had filed the last paper associated with the campaign, Sophie eagerly waited for her response. 
Marilyn replied a few seconds later. 
Perfect. Meet me in my office.


Oh, God, this was it. This was the reckoning Sophie waited five years for. 
Calm down. But it was a moot point as she jolted back from her desk. She swore as she knocked her knee against the underside. After hustling down the short hall, she knocked on Marilyn’s door a moment later. 
“Come in.” 
Sophie entered the large, bespoke office as her boss typed away at her computer. 
Marilyn eyed Sophie over the rim of her wire-frame glasses and smiled. 
At nearly fifty, crow's feet crinkled at the corner of her cornflower eyes, and gray streaks played through her honey-blonde hair. 
She motioned to one of the chairs in front of her organized desk. “Ah, Sophie. Sit down.” 
Sophie fought back the tide of exhilarating nausea in her gut. 
Could Marilyn see the anxious trepidation coursing through Sophie’s veins? The subtle shaking? 
To keep from vibrating too much, Sophie focused on Marilyn’s coral-painted lips. 
“Thank you so much for all your help on the Shasta case. You were wonderful. I’ve seen how hard you’ve worked since joining, and this case was no exception,” Marilyn started. “I know you’ve been wanting a promotion, but unfortunately, I can’t offer you that right now. I’m sorry not to have better news.”
Sophie’s smile faded as Marilyn continued, the ringing in her ears reverberating through her skull. 
Dread replaced her excitement. “I’m sorry?”
Failure. You’re a failure. 
“I’m not saying no,” Marilyn rose and adjusted an already perfectly angled picture of her husband and children. “But you know, besides Shasta, we only have one other big client on our roster so far. Right now, I need help with managing the paperwork for that more than I need a new account director.” 
“But I … I can help you with that as the account director.” Sophie’s heart pounded and she gripped her bracelet. “The fact that we even have another big client is a sign Covey is growing.” 
She picked at her skirt, searching futilely for a loose thread. 
“No, as account director, you would have your own cases to deal with.” Marilyn’s mouth tugged into a straight line. “I could give you some of the paperwork, but your attention would be divided, and that’s not where I need your head right now. As you said, Covey is growing, and the meeting tomorrow with this company could bolster a lot of potential clients. You never know when you’ll need PR help.”  
Sophie forced her face to remain neutral. “Alright.” 
Marilyn’s expression softened. “I’m sorry, Sophie. But remember, I’m not saying no.” 
Ice licked Sophie’s stomach as she nodded before excusing herself. Buzzing filled her ears as she stood outside Marilyn’s office. 
‘I’m not saying no.’
Sophie dug her nails into her palms and took a shaky breath. Not for the first time, she swallowed her anger. 
Shutting her office door, she leaned against the wood. 
Deep breaths. 
Promotions were hard to achieve in any industry, but especially in the PR world.
Forcing her eyes open, Sophie stalked over to her desk and sat, lacing her fingers under her chin. 
‘I’m not saying no.’
I still have a chance. 
She just had to make sure her performance on the upcoming case was one of the best she’d given yet. 
She’d always tested well as a child, and this was just another test in the grand scheme of things. There was no way she’d fail.






  
  Three 

Sophie 


The stapled packets of papers hit the gleaming table of the conference room with a hearty smack.  
Marilyn liked to have things ready for whatever clientele she met with, and it was part of Sophie’s duties to make that possible. 
Memories of her mother dragging herself into the kitchen after a twelve-hour shift at their local hospital, the same hospital she’d clawed her way up, were riveted into Sophie’s mind. 
Her mom didn’t need to work as hard anymore, but it didn’t matter. 
I need to push myself harder if I don’t want her exhaustion to go to waste. 
Sophie finished distributing the pamphlets and adjusted the water bottles in the center of the table, turning them so the logos faced outward. 
Marilyn bustled in, a cloud of floral perfume following in her wake. She tossed her honey-blonde hair behind her shoulder as she settled into the chair at the head of the table. “What time will the client be here again?”  
Sophie ignored the fact that since Marilyn was the boss, she should know. “They should be here any minute.” 
Note to self: Have Chlo shoot me if I get like that. 
Sophie walked around the table again, adjusting the packets, gazing at the swirling logo and neat text covering the front page. 
‘REPRESENTATION REGARDING LA BELLE EPOQUE GROUP’ 
Their current clientele was a family-run French wine importer, headed by the father, with both his sons holding shares and seats of power. 
Success hit hard, and the family held a spot on the Forbes Billionaires List. But that didn’t mean they were above further improving their image. 
“Speak of the devil,” she murmured as three men followed Covey’s receptionist into the room. 
“Thank you for meeting with us,” the oldest man said, a French accent heavily curling his English. 
“Thank you for coming in, Mr. DuBois,” Marilyn replied. “This is Sophie Huang, my executive assistant. She’ll be working alongside me on your campaign.” 
“François, please,” Mr. DuBois inclined his head toward the other two men. “My sons, Antoine and Lucien.” 
“Tony and Luc,” Antoine corrected, no accent to be heard in his words. “Our full names can be a mouthful.” 
All the men wore matching expressions of nervous anticipation for the meeting, although Tony’s leaned more uptight. 
On the other hand, Luc stared at the table with determination, like he was dead set on making his father proud. 
The familiar expression curled Sophie’s gut, and she gripped her pen tighter. 
Luc shifted, and sunlight dappled his light brown complexion, slanting across a cutting jaw. 
Her gaze met Luc’s, who examined her with a frown on his face. 
His dark eyes flicked to hers, and he reached for the pen she had placed next to the packet earlier, scribbling something down. 
Setting the pen down, he cleared his throat, tapping the top of the paper. 
But Sophie ignored him and zoned in on the relay zooming between Marilyn and François. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The meeting ended with Marilyn, François, and Tony standing by the door, talking about some of the processes Covey would utilize. 
As Sophie started collecting the pens, someone cleared their throat. 
“Ms. Huang, do you have a moment?” 
She met the warm, brown eyes of Lucien DuBois and nodded, not pausing in her movements. Why was he talking to her instead of with Marilyn when Sophie wasn’t the one overseeing his case? 
“I couldn’t help but notice your coffee cup,” he started. 
She paused briefly. This was what he wanted to talk about? 
“Oh, yes. What about it?” 
He motioned to the logo on her empty cup. “My friend goes to that shop. He just discovered it a few days ago.” 
She hummed as a sneaking suspicion crept into her chest. “Really? That’s a coincidence. Why does he go there? They’re not exactly known for their stellar drinks.” 
Luc snorted. “He says it gets the job done as well as any other coffee.”  
“Okay, but he knows it’s not good, right?” 
“So we’ve tried to tell him,” Luc mused. “Anyway, I was going to ask you for your thoughts on their coffee, but I guess you answered my question.” 
Sophie frowned as the nagging in her chest grew. “Right, well, while I have you. I’m sorry for how out of the blue this is, and maybe it’s just the preparation I’ve been doing, but I swear I’ve seen your company name be—” 
“Lucien, allons-y!” François interrupted. 
“Oui, papa.” Luc glanced at Sophie again. “Thanks for meeting with us; it was beneficial. The friend that I mentioned, he’s currently looking for some new members for his PR team, and—”
“Are you trying to poach me right now?” Sophie asked. So this was his objective? 
He chuckled. “No, but I’ll point him to Covey for any services he may need in the meantime. After all, you never know when you’ll need external help. Anyway, have a good day.” 
He shook her hand, then peeled away to join his father and brother by the door. The three shook Marilyn’s hand, then took their leave. 
As the door closed behind them, Marilyn eyed her assistant. “What did Luc want to talk to you about?” 
Sophie shrugged. “Nothing important. What did you tell François?” 
Marilyn smiled ruefully. “Deflecting the situation. I’ve taught you well.” 
Sophie snorted as she shuffled the crowd of pens from one hand to the other. But not enough to give me the promotion. 
“I know what you’re thinking right now.” Marilyn stopped in front of her office, tapping the toe of one of her no-nonsense wedges. “And you need to stop. Sophie, I’m not saying no. Just not yet.” 
“I know, I know.” Sophie shook her head and resisted the urge to squeeze the pens. “If you need me, I’ll be getting some work done in my office.” 
Marilyn nodded before disappearing into her own office.
Sophie scooted down the hall and shut her door. She sighed, rolling her neck. On top of that, a knot formed between her shoulder blades. 
But she sat at her desk and pulled up the document she’d been reading. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Chloe flipped the sizzling meat with a pair of tongs. “Okay, explain to me how you met three hot guys in one day.” 
Sophie and her friends decided to meet up for dinner at a Korean BBQ place Oliver discovered in K-Town. Apparently, it boasted the closest Samgyupsal Gu to his mom’s. 
Taylor gestured to Sophie with his beer bottle. “Also, are we absolutely sure Luc wasn’t flirting with you?” 
She shook her head and took a shot of Soju. “I didn’t get that feeling, and he brought up his friend. When has a guy ever done that if he wants to ask you out?” 
“Sophie, really? Plenty of guys do.” Oliver stuck a piece of grilled pork belly in his mouth.
She shrugged. “Okay, whatever. But even if he did ask me out, I would’ve turned him down. I’m already going on a date with James on Friday.” 
“You’re what?!” Chloe dropped her meat in the sauce she dipped it in. “Oh, my God, Soph. What did we say about telling us things?” 
Sophie winced as sauce splattered on her. 
It was a habit that chased her since she was young—keeping quiet equated to low maintenance. 
Even though her mom always made time for Sophie and her brother, Sophie wasn’t about to add to her mom’s load by telling her easily solvable problems. 
“Sorry, but yeah, he asked me this morning.” She poured herself more Soju and downed it. 
“Don’t you think that’s a bit fast?” Oliver asked. “I mean, you just met him last Friday.” 
“Of course, I thought of that,” she said. “But you and Taylor met on an app and went on a date after four lines of conversation, and look how well that turned out.” 
“Okay, but that’s a rare case.” 
Chloe snipped the tongs. “Hey, if Sophie wants to go on this date, then let her.” 
“Okay, okay,” Oliver acquiesced, though there was no exasperation in his tone. “Oh, right, speaking of Friday. Babe, did you buy the tickets?” 
Taylor nodded enthusiastically.  
As the two started talking, Chloe turned to Sophie. “So, James asked you out. Where are you going?”
Sophie opened her mouth before shutting it again. 
Chloe blinked. “Oh my God, you don’t know? Okay, text him and—”
Sophie cleared her throat. 
Chloe’s eyes quickly examined her. “Did you forget to get his 
number?” 
Sophie flushed. “I’ll ask him tomorrow!” 
“Sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear. You forgot to get his number?” Oliver cut in. 
Sophie nodded, the fragrant smoke from the grilling meat sending her into a coughing fit. 
It hadn’t entirely been her fault she forgot, but embarrassment spiked in her gut anyway. 
“You do want to go out with him, right?” Taylor asked.
She nodded, not hesitating in her answer.
Perhaps she was approaching things differently than with her exes, but there was no doubt she wanted to date James. 
“Okay, at least tell me you Googled him,” Chloe said. “Just to make sure he’s not a serial killer or something.” 
Taylor whipped out his phone. “On it.” 
But Sophie shook her head. “No, I want to be the one to do it. I just haven’t had time, but I promise I will.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]They left the restaurant an hour later, with full bellies and a few takeout boxes in hand.
Taylor and Oliver split off and piled into a taxi for their apartment in SoHo. 
The two women meandered down the muggy streets near K-Town, Chloe’s arm thrown around Sophie’s shoulders.
Sirens blared, and the moon hung low through a mist of smog. 
Compared to the crystal-clear nights Sophie grew up with in Connecticut, it was terrible. But if someone offered her the chance to go back, she would never take it. 
Nothing ever changed in her hometown, whereas in New York City, everything was in constant flux. The positivity of it depended on the day, but that was what was exciting. 
Someone cuffing her shoulder brought her out of her thoughts, and they rounded the corner, almost walking straight into the side of someone coming out of a small store.  
“Oh, my—Wait. Sophie, right?” 
Sophie blinked at the man she’d narrowly avoided. It took her a moment, but then recognition slammed down. 
He looked a bit different—maybe it was the fact he lost the blazer—but all in all, there was no mistaking Lucien DuBois. 
She took a step back, dragging Chloe with her. “Hi.” 
Her friend smiled and cleared her throat. 
Sophie snapped out of her shock to introduce the two. 
“Ah, so you’re the shareholder,” Chloe said. 
“In the flesh,” Luc said. 
Sophie's brows raised at the mild curiosity tracing Chloe’s face. “What are you doing here?” 
Luc cleared his throat and adjusted the sleeves of his shirt. “This shop sells the Soju I like. Sometimes, you’re not in the mood for a Bordeaux.” 
She smiled. “Right, but don’t you have … I don’t know, people for this or something?” 
He laughed. “I mean, yeah. But it’s better if I do it.” 
Sophie cleared her throat. “Right, well, we shouldn’t keep you. I bet you’re busy.” 
“Actually, I’m not. I’m just meeting my friends for a bit, but I don’t think one of them is even back yet.” He nodded toward a car parked by the nearby curb. “So yeah, I have some time. Do you two need a ride?” 
Sophie bit back her sigh. Of course, he owned a car in the city, and of course, it was a BMW. 
“Yes,” Sophie said at the same time Chloe blurted a hearty refusal. 
Luc laughed awkwardly. “Uh …” 
Sophie flashed a smile as Chloe latched onto her arm. 
‘What are you doing?!’ Chloe demanded silently with her eyes. 
‘Scoring us a ride home. You really want to take the subway?’ Sophie retorted with a flick of her brows. ‘Besides, I trust him. He won’t kidnap us.’ 
‘Famous last words.’ 
Luc cleared his throat into the silence. “So …” 
She blew a breath out of her nose and smiled. “Sure.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Chloe’s nose wrinkled. “If I get kidnapped, I’m writing you out of my will.” 
“How are you going to do that if you’re kidnapped?” Sophie mused. 
“I’ll get Oliver to do it.” 
“Pretty sure that’s not how that works,” she said.
Chloe pulled open the back door of Luc’s car. “Okay, well, whatever. I’ll sort out the kinks later. Gonna have a fuck ton of time to think about it when I'm kidnapped.” 
Sophie handed Chloe her cane, then sidled in after her. “Luc’s not going to kidnap us.” 
“Sophie, you’ve met the man once!” Chloe retorted. “Forgive me if I don’t think that’s the most hopeful statement.” 
“Look, I know it’s a risky move, but did you want to walk instead?” 
“If it means keeping my life, yes. This is so unlike you.” She peered close. “You look a little red. I think the Soju got to you.” 
Sophie rolled her eyes. “I feel fine.” 
“Keep telling yourself that.” 
She huffed and settled back against the leather seat. 
The inside of the car was as unsurprising as the outside. It definitely fell into the category of what she expected for a company shareholder and board member.
But she hadn’t foreseen how … cluttered it was. 
Two coffee cups filled the cup holder by the front seats, papers littered the floor, and a plastic bag sat on the passenger seat, filled with crumpled napkins and tissues. 
“Sorry for the mess.” Luc hopped into the driver’s seat and turned on the car. Immediately, a French song blasted from the speakers, and he laughed awkwardly, turning off the audio. “Sorry. Uh, where to?” 
Sophie hesitated. Oh, God. I didn’t think this through. 
Rattling off the number of the next street over, she ignored the triumphant look Chloe shot. 
Settling back in the seat, Sophie looked out the window, breathing in the distinctive “New Car” smell.
They stopped at a traffic light, the slice of red illuminating a coffee cup from Joseph’s, and the name scrawled atop it. 
She blanched, her stomach twisting as the pieces clicked into place. 
“What’s wrong?” Chloe muttered. 
Sophie sucked in a breath and ignored her. “Um … Luc. What did you say your friend’s name was again? The one who’s looking for some new PR help?” 
He idled at another red light. “Hm? Oh, it’s James. James Tian.” 






  
  Four

James


James reclined in the leather armchair in his dad’s living room. 
His finger clenched around his glass of Macallan, the amber liquid distorted through the crystal. 
He hated the monthly family dinners he was obligated to attend at his dad’s mansion in Montauk.
The large windows and soaring ceilings only served as a cruel reminder of the years he spent virtually trapped there after his mom packed her bags and left. 
He got out as fast as he could when he was eighteen. But every month like clockwork, he endured the sneers and malice his dad threw for the sake of happier moments when laughter and smiles spilled from the airy halls as easily as breathing. 
The cavernous corridors still held the memory of James’s mother. And it was the last place he might catch the hem of her pants, or the ends of her hair, disappearing around a corner. 
He took a sip of the whisky, relishing the liquor’s burn. 
“So, James, I heard through the grapevine that you met with Declan Geller this morning.” His dad’s eyes flashed. “Considering all I’ve done for you over the years, I’d have thought you’d think twice before stealing my clients.” 
James frowned. “Excuse me?” 
“I know your company is doing well, now,” his dad continued, as if he hadn’t heard his youngest son. “But it’s only a matter of time before that business fritters away. It would do you some good to take a page from Adam’s book. At least your brother isn’t wasting his time.” 
“Dad,” Adam interjected, but didn’t continue. Instead, a flash of guilt coated his expression before it disappeared, replaced by stone-cold indifference. 
James’s jaw clenched—he didn’t know why he expected anything more. 
The conversation from last month’s dinner floated back.
“What’s so hard?” James had demanded. “Why do you never say anything?!” 
Adam turned away. “It’s … complicated.” 
James’s eyes flashed. “Then, uncomplicate it. You’re almost thirty-five. When are you going to stop letting Dad shove you around?” 
Adam whirled. “I don’t let Dad shove me aro—”
“Yes, you do!” James shouted. “Those arranged dates, where you live, hell, even your fucking job—” 
“And you’re only two years younger than me!” Adam sneered. “So grow up, Jamie, and face the fact you’re not much better than me.”
“Excuse me?!” 
“Why do you think you got as far as you did with your art company?” He wrung the silver Cartier ring on his index finger. “Sure, you only cater to the wealthy. But if it wasn’t for our last name, do you think you would’ve gotten clients so fast?” 
James balked. 
He wasn’t blind to the fact that his success was because every businessperson worth their salt knew Tian Corporation was one of the largest shipping companies in the U.S. But that didn’t discount the fact that he spent months cultivating Lotus into a multi-billion-dollar company. That didn’t dissolve all the blood, sweat, and tears, or who he really worked his ass off for. 
“Maybe I don’t say anything because I can’t.” Agitation had painted Adam’s features for a moment before fading behind apathy. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t care.” 
James drained the rest of his whisky as movement shifted in his peripheral vision, and he glanced at the door. 
Mrs. Le hovered just outside the door to the sitting room. 
His father’s elderly housekeeper shot James a worried glance, but he shook his head subtly. 
Normally, his dad was more restrained at family dinners, but finding out about Geller …
To say Charles Tian was unhappy would be to put a positive spin on the situation. 
James pulled out his phone, zoning in on the words Luc texted him. 
You won’t believe who I met 


James tuned out his dad completely. 
Who?

Remember how I said there was that woman with the Joseph’s cup at my meeting this morning? I just gave her and her friend a ride to their place 


The cute one? What was her name again? I don’t think you mentioned 

Her friend was cuter. But don’t encourage me. You already asked her out this morning


James’s fingers froze over his keyboard.
The chances were a million and one, but somehow, Luc seized them all. 
Luc sent another message. 
She told me after she saw your coffee cup in my car you slob


A small smile graced James’s lips as he tapped in a response. 
It’s your car. It’s not my fault you don’t clean it


“What are you smiling about?”  
The smile slid off James’s face as he looked at his dad.
He sneered at his son, contempt painting an ugly portrait. “Is it your little art business?” 
James didn’t tell his dad that his “little art business” closed a multimillion-dollar deal that morning, or that they were on the verge of another exorbitant deal with Marco Russo, one of the city’s wealthiest residents. 
“Nothing.” Rising from his seat, he adjusted his shirt. “Is dinner ready?” 

      [image: image-placeholder]James examined his fork, thinking of the different ways he could kill himself with it. 
His dad talked around a mouthful of steak about the losses Tian Corporation sustained that month. “It’s ridiculous! We’ll need to—James, are you listening?” 
James speared a piece of asparagus. “I thought you didn’t want me anywhere near the company anymore.” 
His dad squinted. “No, I don’t. But you still need to listen to me.” 
The words aimed to hurt, but James hardly cared, and the guilt fell short. 
“Word of advice, Jamie,” his brother said. “As COO, I’ve learned you always need to have your head in the game. That means being present for everything. Even if you don’t think it’s important, it is.” 
James frowned. Does he not think I know that? 
But before he could say something to that condescending son-of-a-bitch, his dad cut in. 
“As a soon-to-be CEO, Adam, I expected you to catch the significant drops in productivity this quarter, especially since most of it was in Boston. And yet …”  
A bright red flush coated his brother’s cheeks, and James smirked.
Even his father’s favorite son wasn’t immune to Charles Tian’s criticisms. 
“Anyhow, James,” his dad said. “Aside from Geller, how is Lotus doing? A for-sale sign isn’t in the future, is it?” 
Heated fury flooded James’s chest. “It’s going well. Really well, actually.” 
His dad raised a brow. “Enlighten us.” 
Dammit. 
James hadn’t thought his dad would start questioning him, but he should’ve expected it. 
Everything was a game, and every dinner was another move across the chessboard. 
Ever since his dad lost his queen, he paid even more attention to his pawns. 
“Well, I … we sold two paintings,” James began. “At face value, for four million. Each.” 
His dad raised a brow. “Would I know the buyer?” 
“You might.” James gritted his teeth. “It’s George Delacroix.” 
Adam choked on his wine, covering his spluttering mouth with his napkin. “Shit, Jamie.” 
And … Check.
George Delacroix was one of the most prominent figures in the business world. He owned fifteen different law firms in New York alone, half of which were in Manhattan. He was also a long-time investor in Tian Corporation, and James took advantage of having heard he wanted to decorate his new business.
“First Declan, now George,” his dad lamented. “You’re really determined to steal my investors out from under me, aren’t you?” 
James stabbed a bite of steak. “It’s not stealing, it’s business.” 
For the first time in a long time, his dad’s face looked mildly impressed. 


      [image: image-placeholder]James wasn’t delusional—Charles Tian might’ve included his youngest in talks of Tian Corporation. Still, the tidbit of news starring Delacroix wasn’t enough to get his dad to come around completely. James doubted anything ever would. 
Backing into one of the parking spaces in the garage under his building, he got out of his car. 
The elevator slid open into the foyer of his penthouse, and he slipped off his shoes, glimpsing Philip’s already next to the shoe rack. 
“Hey. Did the game start?” James called. 
He made his way to the living room and sat on the couch, taking off his tie and undoing another button on his shirt. 
Philip emerged from behind the kitchen island with an armful of snacks. “No. By the way, you’re out of barbeque chips.”
He grabbed two beers from the fridge. “How was dinner?” 
James opened his beer and took a sip, flicking on the TV to ESPN. “Same-old, same-old. Where’s Luc? He’s late.” 
Philip didn’t reply, and James looked over. 
The former stared at his phone, his brows furrowed, and his tongue poking 
into his cheek. 
James reached for a bag of chips. “What is it?” 
“Hm? Oh, it’s Mariana. Last night, I said something I shouldn't have, and she hasn't responded to any messages until now.” Philip frowned. “I'm going to go call her.” 
He moved off the couch and disappeared into James’s office, shutting the door. 
James’s phone vibrated, but he ignored it and reached for his beer.
It was probably another news alert or notification from his C-Suite group chat. He had been getting them all night, but after dinner, he didn’t have the energy to look. 
The elevator pinged, and Luc rounded the corner. 
“I brought alcohol.” He brandished the paper bag he held in the air and removed a few Soju bottles. 
He sat, running a hand through his short, cropped dark hair. “Where’s Pip?” 
James grabbed the chip bag he’d opened. “Calling Mariana.” 
He explained the situation to Luc, who grimaced. “Man, that guy better not fuck this up. He’s so lucky to have her.” 
James nodded. 
Philip had always been an amazing boyfriend to the few men and women he’d dated, but he wasn’t devoid of mistakes, and it’d be a shame for him to lose Mariana.
“By the way, Sophie asked me to give you this.” Luc passed his phone over.
A page lay open on the Notes app with a phone number and a smiley face typed after it. 
Oh, God. I didn’t even realize … 
He sent the number to himself, then tossed the phone back to Luc. “Thanks.” 
Opening a new message, he typed in a text,
Hey. It’s James 


The blue bubble floated in the empty thread before he clicked his phone off. 
There was no use in staring at the device like a sap. It wouldn’t make her respond any faster, and yet … something made him unlock his phone again. He stared at the message, waiting for a reply. 
“You should see your face.” Luc rolled his eyes, a small smile adorning his lips. “Avoir un coup de foudre, non?” 
James chuckled and flipped Luc off. 
But … yes, he was right. James had been walking on air since first laying eyes on Sophie, and every time they crossed paths, it just got better. 
Exquisite curves, dark eyes framed with midnight lashes, cheekbones, and a jawline that cut you and left you begging for more. Her raven hair flowed in loose waves past her shoulders, her full lips parted ever so slightly, and … shit. 
“Hey.” 
James jumped as the voice launched him from his thoughts. 
Philip lingered at the edge of the carpet, eyes a bit too wide. 
“Uh … have you looked at the group chat, or any news reports?” 
James hesitated. “No … why?” 
“I … You should see for yourself.” 
He swallowed, swiping open his news app. 
But before the first headline loaded, his phone pulsed. 
Hey. Sorry I didn’t get your number before  

Don’t worry about it


James replied, resisting the urge to check the fifteen other message notifications. He told himself to leave it there and not come off as too desperate. But he couldn’t stop himself. 
So for Friday, I’d recommend a nice outfit for dinner. The place I had in mind is pretty upscale.

Damn, you really foiled my sweats plan 


The corners of his mouth kicked up. 
I’ll pick you up. What’s your address?


His phone shook with an incoming call, and he frowned. 
His executive assistant’s contact slid down from the top of the screen. But she never called after hours unless …
He stood. “Uh. I’ll be back.” 
Luc frowned. “Everything okay?” 
James shrugged. “Yeah, I think. I—one sec.” 
He strode toward his office, shutting the door. Taking a seat at his desk, he put the phone on speaker. 
“Jackie?” he asked. “What happened?” 
“Sorry to bother you at home, but … have you seen any of the headlines from the past few hours?” Her words bumped into each other in her rush to get them out. 
“Philip asked the same thing, and the answer’s still no. I’ve been busy. What happened?” 
She didn’t deign to answer. “Is he there with you?” 
“Yes, but wh—”
“Get him on the line while I rope in the others.” 
James blanched and shouted for Philip. 
A second later, Philip poked his head in the office, brow raised. “You’re missing the game, cabrón.”
James swallowed. “I don’t think that matters right now.” 
He might not understand what was going on, but urgency limned Jackie’s words. 
Philip frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
James gestured at his phone.
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