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Summary

A	tragic	family	history,	a	brutal	breakup,	and	a	licentious	new	coworker	can’t	keep	Perla	Fae	down.		She’s	had	to	pick	up	the	pieces	of	her
shattered	life	enough	times;	it’s	become	second	nature	to	guard	her	heart	at	all	costs.		Jax	Maddox	has	other	plans,	but	it’s	not	her	heart	he’s
after.		He	doesn’t	do	feelings	or	complications,	at	least	not	in	his	sex	life.		Perla	will	give	Jax	the	chase	of	his	life	until	hers	is	at	stake	when
she	must	face	her	worst	fears	and	the	monster	from	her	horrific	past.

	
In	this	adult,	mystery	romance,	it’s	more	than	just	the	Dallas	summer	getting	hot	and	steamy.
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PROLOGUE

	
Three	Months	Ago

	
I	was	getting	turned	on	just	thinking	about	the	night	ahead	of	me.		Grayson	wasn’t	expecting	me,	much	less
the	bottle	of	Asti	or	the	box	of	chocolate-dipped	strawberries	I	held	as	I	climbed	the	stairs	to	his	third-
floor	 apartment.	 	He	 especially	wasn’t	 expecting	 the	 hot	 little	 negligee	 I	wore	 beneath	my	knee-length
bandage	dress,	though	the	stiletto	heels	were	an	everyday	accessory	he	never	failed	to	appreciate.

I	had	been	planning	my	surprise	attack	all	day,	knowing	my	night	class	had	been	cancelled	for	that
evening,	and	the	anticipation	had	my	panties	wet	before	I	even	arrived	to	his	front	door.

Pulling	his	key	from	my	shoulder	bag,	I	unlocked	the	door	and	slinked	in	quietly.		The	living	room
was	dark,	so	I	sashayed	past	the	foyer	and	into	the	hallway	toward	his	bedroom.

Maybe	he	was	in	the	shower.		Mmm,	I	could	just	picture	the	droplets	of	water	trailing	down	his
bare,	chiseled,	masterfully	conditioned	physique.		It	didn’t	hurt	my	feelings	one	bit	that	I	wouldn’t	have
the	pleasure	of	ridding	his	delicious	body	of	clothing.		It	was	easier	access,	as	far	as	I	was	concerned.

As	I	approached	his	closed	bedroom	door,	I	could	hear	sounds	of	a	woman	moaning	in	pleasure.	
Watching	 porn	 without	 me?	 	 Why,	 Grayson,	 you	 naughty,	 naughty	 boy,	 I	 thought,	 as	 a

mischievous	smile	spread	involuntarily	across	my	face.	 	He	would	be	primed	and	ready	for	me	when	I
pounced.		Even	better.

I	balanced	the	box	of	strawberries	on	the	arm	that	held	the	champagne	as	I	reached	my	free	hand
for	the	knob.

“Ah,	yes,”		I	heard	Grayson	moan	in	pleasure.
The	thought	of	him	lying	on	his	bed	with	his	hand	on	his	cock,	eyes	closed,	head	thrown	back	in

ecstasy	while	pleasuring	himself	set	my	core	on	fire.	
My	timing	was	exquisite.		I	was	fully	prepared	to	step	right	in	and	take	over,	and	the	thought	alone

made	my	innermost	muscles	tighten	with	anticipation.
I	pushed	the	door	open	and	peeked	my	head	in,	knowing	how	pleased	my	man	would	be	to	see	me.
What	I	wasn’t	prepared	for	was	what	truly	awaited	me	on	the	other	side	of	that	door.
The	contents	I	previously	held	fell	haphazardly	to	the	floor,	strawberries	scattering	across	the	rug

and	champagne	bottle	shattering	into	wet	shards	as	I	backed	out	the	way	I	had	come.		I	shook	my	head	in
disbelief,	as	though	the	physical	act	of	shaking	it	would	somehow	put	me	back	into	reality.		This	could	not
be	happening.

“Oh,	fuck.		Perla!”		I	could	hear	him	spit	out	in	panic.
I	didn’t	care.		I	had	to	get	out	of	there.
I	rushed	back	to	the	front	door,	my	hands	trembling,	as	I	reached	to	turn	the	knob,	thankful	for	my

escape	as	I	wanted	nothing	but	distance	between	me	and	the	life-shattering	scene	I	had	just	witnessed	with
my	own	two	eyes.		That’s	when	two	hands	grabbed	me	from	behind.

“Take	your	hands	off	me!”	I	screamed	in	maddening	desperation	as	I	turned	to	face	him,	violently
yanking	my	arms	away	and	out	of	his	reach.

His	hands	went	up	to	indicate	his	cooperation.		“Perla,	wait.		It’s	not	what	you	think,”	he	tried	to



reason.
Futile.
Not	what	I	think?		I	just	saw	you	fucking	another	woman!
I	said	nothing	as	I	stood	facing	him,	waiting	for	his	explanation.		My	chest	heaved	with	my	labored

breathing,	and	I	seethed,	knowing	if	I	said	even	one	word	I	would	explode	with	rage.
Well?
Grayson	 stood	 facing	me	without	 a	 shred	of	 clothing,	panic	of	being	caught	 still	 clinging	 to	his

features,	not	knowing	what	to	say	next.
That’s	what	I	thought.
I	turned,	daring	him	to	stop	me	this	time,	and	made	my	escape	out	the	door,	closing	it	behind	me.		I

stopped	two	steps	down	the	stairs,	pulling	his	key	out	of	my	bag.	 	I	clumsily	twisted	it	off	 the	ring	and
chunked	it	so	hard	at	the	door,	I	was	sure	it	would	have	made	Nolan	Ryan	jealous.

It	wasn’t	until	I	had	made	it	to	the	bus	stop	two	blocks	down	the	street	that	the	power	of	my	anger
subsided,	leaving	me	with	nothing	but	despair.

No	one	dared	ask	what	was	wrong,	but	the	pitiful	glances	from	the	other	passengers	didn’t	escape
my	notice	through	my	intermittent	sobs	as	the	bus	pulled	slowly	away,	leaving	my	life,	as	I	knew,	it	behind
me.

Again.



ONE

	
New	Beginnings

	
New	apartment:	check.		New	job:	check.		New	friends:	hopeful.		New	love	interest:	sigh…	one	can	only
dream.

Stuffing	my	erotic,	romance	novel	in	my	shoulder-bag,	I	stepped	off	the	DART	bus	and	stared	up
at	the	amazing	architecture	of	Maddox	Tower.		After	the	second-most-agonizing	three	months	of	my	life,	I
could	hardly	believe	that	this	beautiful	place	would	be	my	new	home	away	from	home.		Yet,	here	I	was,
starting	my	new	job	as	a	legal	assistant	in	an	established	law	firm	housed	on	the	seventeenth	floor	of	the
elegantly	structured,	fifty-two-floor	building	in	Downtown	Dallas.	

Escaping	 the	 stifling,	 humid,	 July	 heat,	 the	 kind	 that	made	 the	 clothing	 stick	 to	my	 skin	 and	 the
sweat	to	lightly	moisten	the	hair	at	my	nape,	I	walked	into	the	entrance	beneath	an	ornamental	awning	that
welcomed	the	building’s	employees	and	patrons.	I	noticed	as	I	strolled	across	the	atrium	floor	toward	the
elevators	that	the	inside	of	the	building	was	no	less	impressive,	with	its	refined	but	understated	décor.

I	stood	with	several	others	who	awaited	an	elevator	to	take	us	to	our	higher	destinations.		I	took
the	opportunity,	staring	at	my	own	reflection,	to	smooth	my	chocolate,	shoulder-length	bob	and	straighten
my	cream-colored,	silk	blouse	–	courtesy	of	TJ	Maxx	–	before	the	doors	opened	to	allow	us	entrance.

My	nerves	finally	kicked	in	as	the	elevator	doors	eased	their	way	open	on	the	seventeenth	floor,
and	I	creeped	out	slowly,	cautiously,	like	a	fawn	treading	dangerously	into	an	open	field	during	hunting
season.

I	approached	the	front	desk,	behind	which	sat	a	thin,	young	girl	with	a	short,	blonde,	pixie	cut.		In
her	ears	was	a	set	of	earbuds.		At	first,	she	didn’t	look	up	at	me,	so	I	stood	patiently	for	several	moments
before	clearing	my	throat	to	get	her	attention.

	“Can	I	help	you?”	she	asked,	annoyed	by	the	interruption.		The	girl	was	obviously	not	in	a	great
mood	that	day.	

“Hello,	I’m	Perla	Fae.		I’m	the	new	legal	assistant	for	Mr.	Vandergild.”	I	announced	myself	with
an	exaggerated	smile.		Jonathan	Vandergild	was	a	senior	partner	of	Fitzgerald,	Vandergild,	and	Morrison,
Attorneys	at	Law.

At	first,	the	young	woman	eyed	me	with	a	thoughtful,	although	antagonistic,	expression.		“I	guess
someone	should	have	told	you.		I	hate	to	be	the	bearer	of	bad	news,	but	they	decided	to	go	in	a	different
direction	with	that	position.		Sorry	for	your	time.”		I	got	the	impression	she	wasn’t	sorry	and	didn’t	mind
being	the	bearer	of	the	bad	news.

A	panic	began	to	well	up	in	my	chest.		This	could	not	be	happening.		It	had	taken	me	three	months
to	 land	 this	 job,	 three	months	 that	 could	 have	 easily	 rated	 among	my	 top-five	 list	 of	 the	 longest,	most
terrible	 periods	of	 time	 in	my	 life.	 	 I	 had	 too	much	 at	 stake	 to	 lose	 this	 job	now,	before	 I	 even	had	 a
chance	to	prove	myself.

“But	I…	C-could	you	just	check	again?		Please?”		I	stammered	like	a	desperate	fool.
The	girl	rolled	her	eyes	in	annoyance	and	then	glared	at	me	in	disgust.		She	looked	back	down	at

her	computer	screen.		“First	desk	on	the	left,”	she	mumbled	dismissively.
Confused	by	the	brusque	display,	but	mostly	just	so	relieved	I	still	had	a	job,	I	turned	and	made	my



way	to	the	desk	the	girl	had	indicated	to	be	mine.		It	was	stationed	just	outside	an	office	with	a	plaque	on
the	door	that	read	Jonathan	Vandergild.		I	guessed	this	was	it.

Feeling	a	little	discouraged,	I	sat	quietly	for	a	while	until	I	saw	another	girl	come	in	and	sit	at	a
desk	diagonally	across	the	hall	from	mine.		This	girl	was	humming	quietly	to	herself,	which	I	took	as	a
good	sign,	but	I	remained	cautious.		I	half-expected	another	surly	response,	so	I	treaded	lightly.		The	last
thing	I	wanted	was	to	get	on	everyone’s	bad	side	the	first	day.

“Hi,	I’m	Perla.		It’s	my	first	day…	Mr.	Vandergild’s	new	legal	assistant.”		I	gave	a	sheepish	smile.
“Hi	Perla,	 I’m	Amelie,”	 she	greeted	warmly	 as	 she	 stood	 and	walked	over	 to	 shake	my	hand.	

“I’m	Taylor	Morrison’s	assistant.		Welcome	to	the	firm.”
Amelie	 looked	 like	 she	 was	 a	 couple	 of	 years	 older	 than	me,	 I	 guessed	 about	 twenty-six,	 but

carried	 herself	more	maturely.	 	 She	was	 pretty	with	 long,	 jet-black	 hair	 that	 fell	 straight	 down	 to	 the
middle	of	her	back.	 	Her	light,	amber	eyes	stood	out	against	the	olive	tone	of	her	skin,	and	I	wondered
what	her	family	heritage	might	be,	although	she	didn’t	seem	to	have	any	kind	of	unusual	accent.

Above	 all,	 she	 was	 friendly	 and	 helped	me	 get	 set	 up,	 teaching	me	 where	 to	 access	 common
forms,	the	file	database,	and	case	management	software.		Afterwards,	she	gave	me	a	tour	of	the	office.	

The	firm	took	up	the	entire	seventeenth	floor,	with	the	offices	being	on	one	side,	an	in-house	law
library	and	the	staff	lounge	area	on	the	other.		The	hallway	just	outside	the	partners’	offices,	a	wide,	open
area,	 contained	 the	 work	 stations	 for	 each	 of	 the	 legal	 assistants.	 	 There	 were	 several	 meeting	 and
conference	 rooms,	 as	well.	 	 The	 elevator	 opened	 up	 to	 the	 lobby	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the	 floor	where	 the
receptionist’s	desk	sat	to	greet	any	clients	as	they	entered.

Once	I	got	back	to	my	desk,	I	went	in	to	meet	with	Mr.	Vandergild,	a	middle-aged	gentleman	with
salt-and-pepper	hair,	and	took	notes	on	some	current	cases	he	was	working	on.		By	the	time	our	meeting
ended,	I	had	a	long	list	of	tasks	to	get	started	on.

As	I	walked	out	of	his	office,	Mr.	Vandergild	followed	me.		Once	he	got	to	the	doorway,	he	poked
his	head	out	and	yelled	to	someone	outside	the	door	in	a	stern	voice.

“Lisette,	I	need	you	to	work	with	Perla	today.		Show	her	where	to	access	the	files	on	the	Berryman
case,	and	help	her	get	a	request	for	discovery	typed	up	to	send	over	to	opposing	counsel	this	afternoon.”	
Mr.	Vandergild	didn’t	wait	for	Lisette	to	reply	before	moving	back	inside	his	office	and	closing	the	door
behind	him.

I	 looked	 in	 the	 direction	 he	 had	 barked	 his	 order	 in	 to	 see	who	Lisette	might	 be.	 	As	my	 luck
would	have	 it,	Lisette	was	 the	receptionist	 I	had	encountered	upon	my	arrival	 that	morning.	 	 I	 stifled	a
groan,	expecting	this	would	not	be	a	pleasant	learning	experience.	

As	our	eyes	met,	Lisette	gave	me	a	poisonous	glare	before	rolling	her	eyes	once	again.		She	made
no	attempt	to	hide	a	sigh	of	irritation.		She	stood	and	walked	grudgingly	to	my	desk.

“Didn’t	Amelie	already	show	you	where	to	find	the	forms?”	she	asked	with	impatience,	her	arms
folded	across	her	chest.

“Uh,	y-yes,”	I	stammered,	looking	over	to	Amelie’s	empty	chair.
“Good.		Then	you	shouldn’t	need	my	help.”		At	that,	Lisette	turned	abruptly	and	stalked	back	to	her

desk	across	the	lobby.		She	sat	and	went	to	work	filing	her	fingernails.
Well,	that	was	fun.
I	wondered	if	Lisette	was	always	so	pleasant,	or	if	I	had	just	caught	her	on	a	bad	day.		I	couldn’t

imagine	 what	 she	 could	 possibly	 have	 had	 against	 me	 at	 this	 point,	 but	 it	 was	 hard	 not	 to	 take	 it
personally.

No	matter,	I	decided.		Failing	at	this	job	was	not	an	option	for	me,	circumstances	being	what	they
were,	and	I	was	determined	to	prove	I	could	do	it,	with	or	without	Lisette’s	help.	

It	 took	me	a	 few	minutes	 to	 remember	where	 to	 locate	 the	common	 forms,	 and	 then	 I	 located	a
template	for	a	discovery	request.		I	had	already	been	familiar	with	what	they	looked	like,	both	from	the



couple	of	years	I	spent	court-reporting	in	the	Dallas	County	court	system,	and	from	the	night	classes	I	took
for	my	paralegal	certification.	

Once	I	found	the	right	form,	I	accessed	the	Berryman	file	in	the	database	to	locate	the	court	and
cause	numbers	and	names	of	parties	to	the	case,	and	set	to	work	getting	the	order	typed	up.

I	hit	print	just	as	Mr.	Vandergild	came	out	of	his	office.		“Perla,	do	you	have	that	discovery	request
ready	 for	me?”	he	 asked.	 	He	 trailed	off	 down	 the	hall	 toward	 another	partner’s	office	before	 I	 had	 a
chance	to	answer,	so	I	hurried	to	get	the	form	off	of	the	printer.

Lisette	came	strolling	over	to	me	as	I	took	the	papers	off	the	tray.		She	grabbed	the	form	out	of	my
hands	to	look	it	over,	a	cup	of	coffee	in	one	hand,	the	smell	of	which	made	me	cringe.		I	could	tell	she	was
hoping	to	find	an	error	and	was	seething	when	she	got	to	the	end	of	the	document,	having	found	none.		She
handed	it	back	to	me	and	then	turned	around	to	walk	away.

Abruptly,	 she	 stopped	 and	 turned	 back	 toward	me.	 	 “Oh,	 by	 the	way,”	 she	 began,	 as	 the	 hand
holding	her	coffee	lifted	and	swung	in	my	direction.	

Oh,	no.
The	hot	liquid	splashed	out	of	the	cup,	covering	the	Berryman	discovery	request	and	most	of	my

cream-colored	 blouse.	 	 I	 gasped	 in	 surprise,	 but	 there	 was	 not	 enough	 time	 to	 dodge	 the	 hot	 liquid.	
Covered	 in	 coffee,	 I	 stooped	 forward	 to	 allow	 gravity	 to	 pull	my	 blouse	 away	 from	my	 burning	 skin,
trying	not	to	drop	the	papers	I	held	all	over	the	floor,	but	they	were	ruined	at	that	point	anyway.

“Oops,”	Lisette	said	sarcastically	as	she	held	her	empty	hand	in	front	of	her	mouth	for	emphasis.	
“You	might	want	to	clean	that	up.”		Then	she	turned	and	sauntered	away	back	to	her	desk.

Are	you	freaking	kidding	me?
I	rushed	over	to	my	desk	to	print	another	copy	of	the	form.		Once	I	got	there,	all	of	the	screens	I

had	 opened	 that	 I	 had	 been	 working	 out	 of	 were	 gone.	 	 I	 knew	 I	 hadn’t	 saved	 the	 file	 yet,	 and	Mr.
Vandergild	was	on	his	way	out	of	the	office	he	had	previously	walked	into.		He	was	heading	toward	me	to
pick	up	the	form	that	was	now	dripping	and	stained	brown.

As	Mr.	Vandergild	 approached	my	 desk,	 he	 silently	 eyed	my	 now	 coffee-stained	 blouse.	 	 “Uh,
Perla?	 	Can	I	get	 that	discovery	request?	 	I’m	on	my	way	to	 the	court	house	now	so	I	can	have	it	 filed
while	I’m	there.”

“I’m	so	sorry,	sir.		I	had	it	ready	for	you,	but	I	had	a	mishap,	and	somehow	it	didn’t	save	to	my
computer	to	reprint	another	copy.		It	will	just	take	me	a	couple	of	minutes	to	get	this	typed	up	again.”		I
began	 clicking	 the	 forms	 and	 accessing	 the	 database	 information,	 wasting	 no	 time.	 	 I	 was	 absolutely
mortified.

Mr.	Vandergild	gave	me	a	raised	eyebrow	of	consternation.		“I’ll	go	grab	another	cup	of	coffee.	
Try	to	have	it	ready	once	I	return.”

At	that,	he	turned	toward	the	lounge	and	left	me	to	work	in	peace.		It	took	me	less	time	to	get	the
form	done	the	second	time	around,	and	I	made	sure	to	save	the	form	in	the	case	record	this	time	before
leaving	my	chair	to	retrieve	the	new	copies.

It	was	printed	and	ready	when	Mr.	Vandergild	returned.		He	looked	it	over,	and	I	felt	a	wave	of
relief	as	he	nodded	his	head	in	approval.		“Very	good,”	he	commended.

I	released	a	breath	I	hadn’t	realized	I	was	holding.
Once	Mr.	Vandergild	left,	I	went	to	the	restroom	to	try	to	salvage	my	blouse.		My	attempts	were

unsuccessful,	so	I	was	resigned	to	walk	around	in	a	stained	shirt	for	the	rest	of	my	first	day	on	the	job.	
I	was	also	growing	more	and	more	furious	at	Lisette’s	blatant	attempts	at	setting	me	up	 to	 fail.	

What	in	the	world	was	her	problem?		I	just	couldn’t	figure	out	why	she	seemed	to	already	have	it	out	for
me.

When	I	got	back	to	my	desk,	I	noticed	Amelie	had	returned	and	was	sitting	at	hers.		I	gave	her	a
timid	wave,	and	when	she	noticed,	she	walked	over.



“What	in	the	world	happened	to	your	shirt?”	she	asked.
I	contemplated	whether	I	should	tell	the	truth,	in	case	she	and	Lisette	were	close.		I	decided	the

truth	couldn’t	hurt,	and	even	if	they	were	friends,	maybe	she	could	give	me	some	insight	on	how	to	handle
the	girl	going	 forward.	 	 “Honestly,	Lisette	happened.	 	 I’m	not	 sure	 if	 she’s	having	a	 rough	morning,	or
what,	but	I	get	the	feeling	she	doesn’t	like	me,”	I	admitted.

Amelie	 gave	me	 a	 knowing	 look.	 	 “Don’t	 let	 her	 get	 to	 you.	 	 She’s	 just	mad	 because	 she	was
demoted	last	month	from	legal	assistant	to	office	receptionist,	and	they	hired	you	to	fill	her	position.”

“Well,	that	certainly	would	explain	it,”	I	said,	nodding	in	understanding.	
“I’m	sorry	about	your	shirt,”	said	Amelie.		“I	hope	that	stain	will	come	out.		I	usually	have	some

Shout	wipes	in	my	desk,	but	I	gave	Mr.	Morrison	my	last	one	the	other	day.”		I	could	see	that	Amelie	was
the	mama-bear	type.	

“It’s	okay.		I’m	sure	there	are	worse	things	that	could	happen	on	someone’s	first	day	than	walking
around	with	a	giant	coffee	stain	on	your	shirt,”	I	reasoned,	trying	to	keep	a	positive	attitude.

“You	want	to	go	grab	some	lunch?”	she	offered.
Smiling,	I	accepted,	 thankful	for	at	 least	one	friendly	person	in	my	new	work	setting.	 	Certainly

everything	else	had	gone	less-than-stellar	so	far.
	

* * *
	
That	afternoon,	Amelie	introduced	me	to	the	one	other	legal	assistant	on	the	floor,	Jerry,	and	to	the

other	attorneys	as	they	arrived.		Everyone,	except	for	Lisette,	was	at	least	pleasant.		I	hoped	she	would
come	around,	but	I	knew	that	I	would	have	to	watch	my	back	in	the	meantime.

Once	I	returned	after	lunch,	I	had	a	chance	to	arrange	my	desk	and	get	my	things	set	up.		I	pulled
out	the	framed	picture	I	had	tucked	inside	my	bag	alongside	my	romance	novel.		I	sat	the	frame	on	the	desk
next	 to	my	 computer,	 proudly	 displaying	my	 younger	 sister,	 Jada,	my	Uncle	Dante,	 and	myself	 from	 a
charity	event	we	had	attended	last	year.	

The	picture	showed	us	standing	closely	together,	smiling,	Jada	and	I	dressed	in	beautiful	evening
gowns	and	jewelry	we	had	pulled	out	just	for	the	occasion,	and	Uncle	Dante	in	his	black,	Armani	suit.

The	rest	of	the	afternoon	passed	with	a	few	challenges	of	its	own.		I	had	called	some	clients	for
Mr.	Vandergild	 to	 schedule	meetings	with	 them,	but	had	 to	call	 them	back	 to	 reschedule	after	 realizing
they	had	been	double-booked.	

Just	about	the	time	I	started	questioning	my	own	competency,	it	was	finally	time	for	everyone	to
clock	out	and	go	home	for	the	day.		I	stayed	after,	finishing	up	a	few	of	the	minor	tasks	that	Mr.	Vandergild
had	assigned	to	me.		I	wanted	to	get	a	head-start	for	the	following	day,	since	I	knew	it	would	take	some
time	to	build	up	the	speed	that	would	come	with	being	familiar	with	the	job.

At	 nearly	 six	 o’clock	 that	 evening,	 feeling	 tired	 and	 a	 little	 crestfallen,	 I	 grabbed	my	 bag	 and
headed	for	 the	elevator.	 	 I	made	it	all	 the	way	down	to	the	ground-floor	before	I	realized	I	had	left	my
phone	in	my	desk.

Could	my	day	possibly	get	any	worse?
I	headed	back	up	 the	elevator	 to	get	 it.	 	 It	was	quiet	on	 the	way	back	up,	and	 I	 thought	 that	 the

building	must	have	been	full	of	nine-to-fivers.		Only	a	few	people	remained,	even	in	the	lobby,	and	no	one
was	on	the	seventeenth	floor	when	I	got	back	up	there	to	retrieve	my	forgotten	item.

After	grabbing	my	phone	and	heading	back	to	leave,	the	elevator	transported	me	down	once	again
as	 I	 admired	 the	 craftsmanship	 from	 inside	 the	 spacious	 car.	 	 Whoever	 designed	 the	 interior	 of	 this
building	had	some	serious	skills,	I	thought.

Once	the	doors	opened,	I	began	my	trek	across	the	atrium	toward	the	exit	while	I	absentmindedly
checked	 for	 any	messages	 I	might	 have	missed	on	my	phone.	 	Abruptly,	 I	 ran	 into	 a	 solid	 figure	 in	 an



expensive	suit.
“Excuse	me,	I’m	so	sorry,	sir!”		Flustered,	I	looked	up	at	the	face	of	a	tall,	powerhouse	of	a	man,

and	 suddenly	 it	 felt	 like	 the	 ground	 fell	 out	 from	 beneath	me.	 	 This	 had	 to	 be	 the	most	 painstakingly
beautiful	man	I	thought	I	had	ever	seen.

At	first	glance,	he	was	gorgeous.		The	square	of	his	jaw,	the	clean-cut	but	perfectly	messy	hair,	the
broad	 chest	 and	 shoulders,	 and	 flat	 stomach	 beneath	 an	 expensive	 suit,	 all	 came	 together	 to	 create	 a
picture-perfect	human.

He	did	not	say	a	word,	but	smiled	down	at	me	with	dark,	mysterious,	blue-green	eyes,	his	mouth
slightly	open	as	if	he	were	amused,	or	maybe	assessing	my	thoughtlessness.

“I…	 I’m	 terribly	 sorry.	 	 I	 should	 have	 been	 looking	 where	 I	 was	 going.	 	 Please,	 accept	 my
apology,”	I	stammered.

“Apology	accepted,	Miss…”		He	was	asking	for	my	name.
“Fae.		Perla	Fae,”	I	answered,	feeling	the	heat	rise	to	my	face,	sure	that	I	was	blushing	profusely.	

I	didn’t	even	reach	out	my	hand	to	him	for	a	handshake.		My	thoughts	were	so	muddled,	I	was	surprised	I
even	remembered	my	own	name.

“Well,	Miss	Fae,	 I	hope	you	 find	where	you	were	going,”	he	said,	his	eyes	 intense	as	his	 stare
burned	through	me.		He	stood	there	confidently	with	a	smirk	of	amusement.

Mortified,	 I	 remembered	 the	 stain	 so	 conspicuously	 evident	 on	my	blouse,	 and	 realized	what	 a
complete	 and	 utter,	 clumsy	 fool	 I	must	 have	 looked	 like.	 	My	 flight	 response	 took	 over.	 	 I	 turned	 and
briskly	walked	away	in	the	direction	of	the	exit	without	another	word	to	the	stunning	Adonis	of	a	man.

Once	I	got	outside	and	down	to	the	bus	stop,	I	allowed	myself	to	pause	and	take	a	deep	breath.	
What	was	that	back	there?		Since	when	did	I	lose	all	common	sense	around	a	man?	

I	would	blame	the	humiliation	on	my	thoughtlessness	of	not	looking	where	I	was	going	and	running
right	into	someone,	but	the	moment	I	had	looked	up	into	his	masculine	features,	it	was	like	I	had	become	a
blithering	idiot.

Sure,	it	had	been	months	since	I’d	felt	the	touch	of	a	man,	and	there	was	an	undeniable	physical
attraction	to	the	guy	that	I	hadn’t	experienced	in	as	much	time	or,	to	that	extent,	ever.		But	it	didn’t	matter.	
I	could	 tell	he	was	 the	 rich	sort,	which	 I	was	not	 impressed	with,	and	 for	good	 reason.	 	 I	held	a	 fiery
resentment	toward	wealth	and	the	elite,	and	this	man	was	the	epitome	of	both.

The	 fact	was,	 Jada	 and	 I	 had	 a	 sizable	 trust	 fund	 from	 our	 parents’	 estate,	 but	 because	 of	 our
vehemence	of	that	money	and	what	it	represented	to	us,	we	both	only	used	enough	of	it	to	get	by	on,	opting
instead	for	a	modest	 lifestyle.	 	 It	paid	for	our	apartment	 in	a	safe,	monitored	building,	and	we	donated
large	sums	each	year	to	charities,	since	Uncle	Dante	was	against	us	donating	it	all,	but	everything	else,	we
earned	for	ourselves.

Needless	to	say,	our	lives	could	have	been	very	different	under	better	circumstances.		However,
with	circumstances	as	they	were,	we	made	the	choice	to	make	it	on	our	own.		We	made	it	work,	because
we	wanted	nothing	to	do	with	the	blood	money	collecting	dust	and	interest	in	a	bank	downtown.

In	 a	 roundabout	 way,	 these	 choices,	 among	 other	 things,	 had	 led	 me	 to	 this	 job	 here	 with
Fitzgerald,	 Vandergild,	 and	Morrison,	 Attorneys	 at	 Law,	 located	 in	 the	 beautifully	 and	 architecturally
ornate	Maddox	Tower	in	Downtown	Dallas.	 	It	was	a	modest	position,	but	an	honest	one,	and	it	would
allow	me	 to	work	with	 families	who	might	be	going	 through	 situations	 similar	 to	what	 Jada	 and	 I	had
experienced.	

It	was	at	least	a	far	reach	from	the	upper-class	society	my	parents	were	a	part	of.	 	Uncle	Dante
still	 rubbed	 elbows	with	 that	 crowd,	which	meant	 that	 Jada	 and	 I	were	 still	 subjected	 at	 times	 to	 the
people	who	never	failed	to	mention	our	parents	at	the	few	functions	we	still	attended.		Those	reminders,	I
also	resented	with	a	fiery	passion	and	could	do	without.

At	any	rate,	I	had	no	doubt	that	the	man	I	had	stumbled	into	was	one	who	fell	into	that	upper-class



society.	 	 If	 the	 fine	quality	 fabric	or	 tailored	fit	of	his	suit	didn’t	give	 it	away,	or	 the	subtle	accents	of
masculine	jewelry	he	wore	–	cufflinks,	Cartier	watch,	or	the	platinum	ring	on	his	right	hand	ring	finger	–
wasn’t	 an	 indication,	 it	 would	 still	 have	 been	 evident	 in	 the	 confident	 and	 powerful	 way	 he	 carried
himself.

Sure,	 I	would	 admit	 he	was	 one	 fine	 specimen	 of	 a	man,	 and	 it	was	 no	 secret	 that	 I	was	 long
overdue	for	a	 little	 romance.	 	Any	other	 time,	 I’d	have	been	a	 total	 sucker	 for	 that	stunning	face,	 those
enthralling	eyes,	and	his	oh-so-kissable	 lips.	 	 If	 I	had	met	him	out	at,	 say,	a	Ranger’s	game,	wearing	a
faded	pair	of	jeans	and	a	baseball	tee-shirt,	I’d	be	all	over	that.

As	it	was,	the	money	sign	on	his	forehead	was	like	a	red,	flashing,	warning	signal.	No	matter	how
devastatingly	beautiful	the	man	was,	or	how	he	affected	my	heart-rate	and	befuddled	my	mind	at	just	the
sight	and	proximity	of	him,	I	wanted	nothing	to	do	with	him.		No	matter	what	my	treacherous	body	might
have	had	to	say.		



TWO

	
Sticky	Situation

	
Jada	and	I	shared	a	two	bedroom	apartment	in	a	high-rise	apartment-building	just	a	short	bus	ride	away
from	Maddox	Tower.		When	I	got	home	that	evening,	I	greeted	Alex,	the	night	clerk	who	manned	the	front
desk	on	the	ground-floor,	before	taking	the	elevator	up	to	my	twelfth-floor	home-sweet-home.	

“Perly-girly!”		Jada	greeted	me	with	a	smile	as	soon	as	I	entered.		It	had	been	her	nickname	for	me
since	we	were	kids.		I	observed	her	cooking	a	nice	dinner	for	us.	

“Jada-Lou,”	 I	 replied	 morosely.	 	 Her	 middle	 name	 was	 really	 Marie,	 but	 it	 was	 my	 typical
response	to	Perly-girly.

“So?	 	 How	 was	 the	 first	 day?”	 Jada	 inquired	 as	 she	 suspiciously	 eyed	 the	 huge	 coffee-stain
covering	my	blouse.

I	 sighed	as	 I	kicked	off	my	heels.	 	 “Well,	not	everyone	was	 terrible,”	 I	 told	her	as	 I	grabbed	a
glass	 from	 the	 cabinet	 that	 I	 poured	Riesling	 into	 before	 sitting	down	 in	 a	 chair	 at	 our	modestly-sized
kitchen	table.	

“That	sounds	promising.”		Jada	was	always	so	optimistic	and	polite.		She	wasn’t	going	to	bring	up
the	reason	I	needed	a	new	job	to	begin	with.

“It’s	a	fresh	start.	 	If	nothing	else,	we	both	know	I	needed	at	least	that	much.”		I	tried	to	stifle	a
sigh	as	the	dull	ache	in	my	chest	throbbed	at	the	thought	of	what	I	was	trying	to	leave	behind.

New	beginnings	meant	that	something	else	had	come	to	an	end,	and	I’d	certainly	had	my	fair	share
of	new	beginnings	over	the	past	several	years.		This	round	stemmed	from	the	disaster	of	a	break-up	with
Grayson	Mitchell.	

Grayson	and	I	had	met	while	working	together	at	my	previous	job.		I	had	been	a	court	reporter	for
the	 Dallas	 County	 District	 Court	 while	 taking	 night	 classes	 to	 become	 a	 paralegal.	 	 Grayson	 was	 a
sheriff’s	deputy	who	served	as	a	bailiff	in	the	same	courtroom	once	or	twice	a	week.		Even	on	days	he
didn’t	bailiff,	I	would	see	him	around	the	courthouse.		Grayson	had	played	a	key	role	in	getting	me	to	go
after	my	dream	of	becoming	a	lawyer	someday,	and	I	had	started	out	trying	to	get	my	foot	in	the	door	by
taking	night	classes	as	a	paralegal.

We	 had	 been	 together	 for	 the	 better	 part	 of	 a	 year,	 prior	 to	 our	 split.	 	 When	 I	 thought	 our
relationship	was	moving	in	a	more	serious	direction,	he	was	moving	in	a	whole	other	direction	with	some
big-boobed	coffee	shop	barista.		It	was	a	stain	on	my	memory	to	go	with	the	one	presently	on	my	shirt.	
God,	I	hated	coffee.

We	had	been	so	happy	up	to	that	point.		I	hadn’t	seen	it	coming	until	I	had	walked	in	on	them.
Needless	 to	 say,	 I	 had	been	devastated.	 	 I	 could	not	 take	going	 to	work	 and	having	 to	 see	 him

every	day	after	that.		It	hurt	so	much	seeing	him	at	every	turn,	constantly	being	reminded	of	his	betrayal
and	our	future	that	had	vanished	in	a	cloud	of	smoke.		It	was	time	for	a	change.	

I	had	applied	to	just	about	every	place	in	Dallas	that	would	consider	my	experience,	but	whether
it	was	the	timing,	the	lagging	economy,	or	just	my	poor	luck,	no	job	offers	were	coming	in.		Every	month
that	had	passed	before	I	had	finally	been	hired	on	at	Fitzgerald,	Vandergild,	and	Morrison	was	killing	off
a	part	of	my	soul,	every	time	I	had	to	share	a	courtroom	with	him	or	pass	him	in	a	hallway.		There	was	no



way	I	could	go	back	to	my	old	job	and	have	to	keep	facing	Grayson.		For	that,	I	could	put	up	with	Lisette
and	whatever	rigmarole	she	could	throw	at	me.

Jada	 and	 I	 ate	 her	 delicious	 dinner	while	we	 talked	 about	 our	 day.	 	 She	 loved	 to	 cook,	which
worked	out	well	for	me,	since	I	loved	to	eat.		Afterwards,	we	cleared	our	dishes	and	let	our	food	settle.	
Then	we	both	walked	down	to	the	ground-floor	fitness	center	to	do	a	workout.

When	I	turned	in	for	the	evening,	I	lay	in	my	bed	unable	to	sleep,	recalling	the	events	of	the	day.	
Between	Lisette’s	lousy	attitude	and	my	own	incompetence	and	clumsiness,	I	found	myself	dreading	what
tomorrow	had	in	store.

Then	my	thoughts	turned	to	Amelie	and	her	friendly	helpfulness.	 	Mr.	Vandergild	wasn’t	so	bad,
either.	

I	could	do	this,	I	thought.		Starting	over	was	hard,	and	doing	it	alone	with	just	Jada	and	me	was
even	harder.		Yes,	we	were	kind	of	broke,	but	this	was	a	choice	we	had	made.		And	yes,	I	was	more	than
a	little	bit	lonely,	but	God	only	knew	it	wasn’t	the	first	time	in	my	life	I	had	felt	alone	in	the	world.	

I	was	determined	to	make	it,	come	hell	or	high	water.
	

* * *
	
The	next	morning,	I	arrived	to	work	about	a	half-hour	early	in	an	attempt	to	avoid	Lisette.		I	went

to	make	the	coffee	in	our	adequately-stocked	lounge	area.	 	I	refused	to	drink	the	stuff,	but	it	was	a	nice
gesture	for	my	coworkers.		I	grabbed	a	bagel	and	some	hot	tea	with	honey,	instead,	and	took	it	back	to	my
desk.

Of	course,	Lisette	was	 the	next	 in	 the	office	 to	 arrive,	 so	my	avoidance	was	 futile.	 	 I	 thought	 I
would	try	to	start	things	off	right	with	her	that	morning,	so	I	decided	I’d	greet	her.

“Good	morning,”	I	called	to	her	from	my	desk.
She	looked	up	and	made	eye	contact	with	me,	then	gave	me	a	scowl	before	looking	back	down	at

her	phone.
All	right,	then.
Soon,	the	others	came	trickling	in	one	by	one,	grabbing	their	coffee	and	pastries	before	heading	to

their	offices	and	workstations.	 	 It	appeared	that	Amelie	hadn’t	made	it	 in	 that	day,	and	Jerry	confirmed
that	 she	had	called	 in	 sick	 that	morning.	 	At	 that	news,	 I	 felt	my	mood	 fall,	 knowing	 she	was	 the	only
buffer	I	had	between	Lisette	and	her	snide	looks	and	comments.		I’d	just	have	to	suck	it	up	and	put	my	big-
girl	panties	on.

I	went	in	to	greet	Mr.	Vandergild	and	get	a	list	of	the	tasks	he	wanted	me	to	work	on	for	that	day.		I
was	chugging	along	when	about	midway	through	the	morning,	he	came	rushing	out	of	his	office	in	a	panic.

“Perla,	 I	need	you	 to	call	 a	meeting	 for	 the	O’Malley-Gallagher	case	 for	 this	 afternoon.	 	Get	 a
proposal	typed	up.		Here	are	my	notes,”	he	slammed	a	piece	of	paper	down	on	my	desk.		“I	need	this	by
one	o’clock	today	to	review	it	before	the	meeting.”		At	that,	he	was	off	and	headed	toward	the	elevator.

I	 looked	down	at	his	notes,	barely	being	able	to	read	his	writing.	 	I	wracked	my	brain	trying	to
remember	how	to	draft	a	proposal.		I	called	Mr.	O’Malley	and	the	attorney	representing	Ms.	Gallagher,
scheduling	them	as	Mr.	Vandergild	had	requested.		Then	I	set	to	work	on	drafting	the	document	as	best	I
could.

By	 lunchtime,	 I	was	starving,	but	 I	still	had	a	significant	amount	 left	 to	 finish	on	 the	form	I	had
prepared.		I	knew	I	wouldn’t	have	time	to	take	a	full	lunch	that	day,	so	I	decided	instead	to	take	a	short
break	to	run	down	to	the	first	floor	and	grab	some	food.		I	could	bring	it	back	to	my	desk	and	eat	while	I
continued	to	work.

Once	on	the	first	floor,	I	went	to	a	little	sandwich	shop	set	near	an	exit	leading	out	to	a	courtyard
area.		I	ordered	a	cup	of	soup	and	a	half	sandwich,	to	go.	



Heading	back	to	the	elevator,	I	pressed	the	call	button	and	waited.		Once	it	opened,	I	began	to	inch
forward	to	enter	when	a	man	came	barreling	out,	running	into	me.		I	gasped	as	the	hot,	red	soup	splattered
across	the	front	of	my	dress,	and	the	remainder	of	my	food	went	sprawling	to	the	floor.

Great.		Just	great!
Pulling	my	dress	away	from	my	skin	as	best	I	could,	I	looked	up	to	see	who	had	bowled	into	to

me.		There,	in	all	his	glory,	stood	the	handsome	stranger	I	had	run	into	just	the	evening	before.	
“My	 God,	 I’m	 terribly	 sorry.	 	 Please,	 let	 me	 help	 you	 with	 that.”	 	 His	 voice	 was	 deep	 and

masculine.		He	pulled	the	colored	cloth	from	his	suit	pocket	and	handed	it	to	me.
Seriously?		I	needed	a	little	more	than	a	flimsy	little	handkerchief	to	clean	this	mess	off	of	me,	and

I	was	livid	that	I	had	yet	another	huge	stain	across	the	front	of	my	clothes	for	the	second	day	in	a	row.		It
was	only	my	second	day	on	the	job,	for	goodness’	sake!

“Thanks,”	 I	 grumbled	 as	 I	 walked	 past	 him	 to	 escape.	 	 I	 moved	 forward	 just	 in	 time	 for	 the
elevator	doors	to	close	in	my	face	and	take	off	without	me.

Heaving	a	sigh,	I	pressed	the	elevator	button	again	before	turning	back	around.	
“I’m	really	sorry,	but…”		He	paused.		“I	really	have	somewhere	I	need	to	be,”	he	explained.
I	lifted	my	hand	in	the	direction	of	the	exit,	giving	him	my	permission	to	take	his	leave.		Could	this

be	any	more	humiliating?	 	At	 that	moment,	 the	second	elevator	door	opened,	and	Lisette	came	walking
out.	 	 She	 looked	 me	 up	 and	 down,	 noticing	 the	 soup	 stain	 that	 discolored	 my	 clothes,	 and	 gave	 a
malevolent	laugh	before	continuing	on	her	way.

I	looked	from	Lisette	to	the	stranger	who	still	stood	frozen	in	place	with	a	confused	expression.		It
was	like	he	was	watching	a	train-wreck.		Humiliation	colored	my	cheeks,	and	before	the	elevator	could
get	away	from	me	a	second	time,	I	quickly	walked	inside,	holding	the	Door	Close	button	and	praying	for	a
quick	escape.

I	wasn’t	alone	in	the	elevator,	but	I	didn’t	turn	around	to	see	if	the	other	passengers	were	staring	at
me.		I	could	feel	their	eyes	boring	into	the	back	of	my	head.		It	had	to	be	the	longest	elevator	ride	in	the
history	 of	 elevators	 as	 it	 stopped	 on	 twelve	 of	 the	 sixteen	 floors	 between	 my	 humiliation	 and	 the
consolation	of	my	desk.

It	wasn’t	until	I	got	to	the	seventeenth	floor	restroom	to	clean	myself	up	that	I	noticed	I	still	held
the	handkerchief	the	handsome	stranger	had	handed	me.		I	hoped	he	wasn’t	too	attached	to	that.

Fuming,	I	wiped	my	clothes	off	with	a	damp	paper	towel	before	quickly	getting	back	to	my	desk	to
finish	 the	 documents	Mr.	 Vandergild	 would	 soon	 be	 requesting	 from	me.	 	 Trying	 to	 focus	 was	 nearly
impossible	at	that	point,	and	it	took	every	ounce	of	willpower	I	had	to	center	my	attention.

After	about	thirty	minutes,	I	heard	the	elevator	ding	that	indicated	someone	was	coming	onto	the
floor.		I	still	had	about	fifteen	minutes	before	Mr.	Vandergild	was	expected	to	return,	and	I	silently	prayed
it	wasn’t	him	yet.

I	looked	up	to	see	a	young	woman	walking	in	my	direction	carrying	a	garment	bag	and	a	food	tray.	
My	eyes	were	wide	as	she	approached	my	desk.

“Are	you	Miss	Fae?”	she	asked	politely.
“Y-yes.		Can	I	help	you?”	I	stuttered,	confused.
“These	are	for	you,	compliments	of	Maddox	Industries.”		She	sat	the	tray	on	the	desk	in	front	of

me	and	handed	me	the	garment	bag.
Confused,	I	took	the	hangers	from	her,	but	began	to	protest.		“I	don’t	understand.”		I	shook	my	head

and	tried	to	hand	it	back	to	her.		“Thank	you,	but	I	can’t	accept	this.”
She	began	backing	away,	her	hands	up	defensively,	and	nodded.		“I’m	just	the	messenger.		Have	a

nice	day,	Miss.”		At	that,	the	girl	turned	and	left	the	way	she	had	come.
What	in	the	world,	I	thought,	as	I	eyed	the	garment	bag	and	the	tray	of	food.		It	was	the	same	meal

I	had	ordered	for	myself,	a	cup	of	soup	and	a	half	sandwich.		It	had	to	be	from	the	stranger	I	had	run	into,



again.	
Apparently	 he	was	 associated	with	Maddox	 Industries	 somehow,	 since	 the	 girl	 had	 said	 these

were	compliments	of	them.	
I	took	another	glance	at	the	garment	bag	in	my	hands,	then	down	at	my	stained	clothing.		I	didn’t

feel	comfortable	accepting	this,	but	I	couldn’t	very	well	walk	around	for	the	second	day	in	a	row	at	my
brand	new	job	wearing	clothing	with	huge	stains	all	over	them.

I	went	back	 into	 the	 restroom	and	slowly	unzipped	 the	garment	bag.	 	 I	was	horrified	 to	 see	 the
designer	outfit	with	a	hefty	price	tag	inside.	 	Wow!		How	was	I	going	to	repay	this?		I	would	never	be
able	to	work	enough	hours	to	afford	these	clothes.	

Conflicted,	I	weighed	the	options	I	had	at	that	moment.		Wear	the	clothes,	if	they	even	fit	me,	or
continue	wearing	my	dirty,	stained	clothing.	 	The	memory	of	Lisette’s	malicious	laugh	as	she	passed	by
me	from	the	elevator	made	 the	decision	easier,	and	I	begrudgingly	pulled	 the	outfit	 from	the	bag	 to	put
them	on.

They	fit	perfectly.
I	would	have	 to	dip	 into	 the	 trust	 fund	money	 to	be	able	 to	afford	 to	pay	back	whoever	had	so

generously	footed	the	bill.		It	made	me	uncomfortable,	but	at	the	same	time	I	was	grateful	to	have	a	fresh,
clean	 set	 of	 clothing	 to	 wear	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 day.	 	 I’d	 have	 to	 put	 my	 feelings	 aside	 this	 once,	 I
reasoned,	as	much	as	I	didn’t	like	it.

I	 rushed	back	 to	my	desk	 to	 try	 to	 finish	 the	documents	 for	Mr.	Vandergild,	 and	had	 to	 explain
when	he	returned	that,	once	again,	they	weren’t	quite	ready	yet.		To	my	shame	and	mortification,	I	could
tell	he	wasn’t	happy	with	the	delay.		It	didn’t	escape	Lisette’s	notice,	either,	who	happened	to	be	back	at
her	desk	by	then.		She	snorted	a	laugh,	glaring	in	my	direction	after	Vandergild	walked	into	his	office.

I	was	able	to	keep	my	head	down	and	stayed	busy	for	the	rest	of	the	day,	effectively	avoiding	any
gibes	from	Lisette.		I	sat	in	on	the	O’Malley-Gallagher	meeting	and	took	notes.

Once	 I	 got	 home	 that	 evening,	 Jada	met	me	at	 the	 apartment	building	 entrance	 and	we	 rode	 the
elevator	up	together.

“Nice	outfit,	Perly-Girly,”	she	commented	as	she	pulled	at	the	back	of	my	collar	to	get	a	look	at
the	designer	tag.		“When	did	you	get	it?”

I	swatted	her	away.		“It’s	a	long	story,”	I	answered.
“I’ve	 got	 time,”	 she	 said.	 	 The	 elevator	 arrived	 at	 our	 floor	 and	we	 strolled	 out	 and	 into	 our

apartment.
“I	had	another	mishap	today	and	my	lunch	ended	up	all	over	me,”	I	told	her	as	we	went	through

turning	lights	on	and	heading	into	the	kitchen	to	start	on	dinner.
I	gave	Jada	a	play-by-play	of	the	events	as	they	occurred,	from	the	handsome	stranger,	to	Lisette’s

evil	laugh,	to	the	courier	who	delivered	the	goods.
Jada	seemed	intrigued,	honing	in	on	the	part	about	the	handsome	stranger.	 	“Tell	me	more	about

this	guy.	 	What’s	he	like?	 	Maybe	you	could	go	out	with	him	sometime,”	Jada	suggested	from	the	stove
where	she	browned	some	ground	turkey	meat	with	chopped	onions	for	tacos.

I	gave	a	silent,	internal	groan	as	I	shredded	the	lettuce,	standing	beside	her	at	the	counter.		“He’s
not	really	my	type.”		I	shrugged.	

“Maybe,	 but	 he	 could	 be	 fun	 while	 you	 wait	 on	 your	 type	 to	 come	 around,”	 she	 suggested,
elbowing	me	in	the	side.

“You’re	just	a	hopeless	romantic,	Jada-Lou,”	I	teased.
“When	 are	 you	 going	 to	 get	 back	 out	 there?	 	 It’s	 been	 months	 since	 Gr-,	 since	 you’ve	 dated

anyone.”		Jada	caught	herself	before	she	said	Grayson’s	name.		“Don’t	you	want	to	be	swept	off	your	feet
by	somebody	who	sets	your	panties	on	fire?”

We	both	laughed.



“I	do,”	I	admitted.		“And	I	will,	soon,	just	not	this	guy.		Maybe	with	someone	a	little	more	down-
to-earth.”

Jada	drained	the	taco	meat	and	added	the	seasoning	while	I	grabbed	the	shredded	cheese	out	of	the
refrigerator.	

“How	do	you	know	this	guy	isn’t	down-to-earth?”	she	asked.
“I	don’t	know.		Maybe	I’m	judging	the	book	by	its	cover.		But	I	do	know	he’s	probably	filthy	rich.	

I	just	don’t	want	to	get	wrapped	up	in	that	world.”
She	nodded	in	understanding,	and	finally	changed	the	subject	as	we	sat	down	to	eat	our	dinner.		I

asked	her	about	the	various	guys	she	was	seeing	at	the	moment,	none	of	them	being	serious.		Jada	was	still
in	the	college-dating	mindset,	being	in	her	final	year	of	school.

Before	we	finished	eating,	she	asked	me	about	Lisette.		“What’s	that	girl’s	problem,	anyway?		Do
I	need	to	come	defend	you,	sis?”	she	joked	as	she	pounded	one	fist	into	her	other	hand	in	a	mock	threat.

I	laughed.		“No,	I	think	I	can	handle	her.		Right	now	I’m	the	newbie.		I	need	to	establish	myself	as
a	credible	and	trustworthy	employee	before	I	start	making	waves.		For	now,	I’ll	just	have	to	tough	it	out.”

“I	say	you	get	some	dirt	on	her.		Find	out	why	she	was	demoted	or	something.		Then	you	can	use	it
as	leverage	to	put	her	in	her	place,”	Jada	suggested.

“Remind	me	never	to	get	on	your	bad	side,”	I	teased	as	we	began	clearing	the	table	and	cleaning
up	the	kitchen.

It	wasn’t	a	bad	idea,	I	thought.	 	Maybe	I	would	try	to	find	out	why	Lisette	was	demoted.		If	she
was	set	on	establishing	herself	as	my	enemy,	it	was	only	appropriate	that	I	know	my	opponent.

After	dinner,	we	sat	on	the	sofa	in	our	pajamas	watching	comedy	sitcoms	on	local	television,	and
Jada	told	me	about	her	day	during	the	commercial	breaks.

At	around	a	quarter	past	eight	o’clock,	my	cell	phone	rang	and	I	answered	with	a	smile.
“Hi,	Uncle	Dante.		To	what	do	we	owe	the	pleasure?”		I	put	him	on	speakerphone	so	that	Jada	and

I	could	both	hear	the	conversation	after	muting	the	television.
“I	was	calling	to	check	in	on	my	beautiful	nieces.		How	do	you	like	your	new	job	so	far,	Perla?”

he	asked.
“It’s	great,”	 I	 told	him.	 	 “The	people	 there	have	been	very	nice	 and	welcoming	 so	 far.”	 	Some

more	than	others,	I	thought.		“I	think	it’ll	be	a	great	job	overall.		Definitely	worth	the	change,”	I	added,
thinking	of	the	drama	and	grief	I	had	left	behind.

“Jada,	did	the	new	software	come	in	today	I’ve	been	waiting	on?”	asked	Uncle	Dante.		Jada	was
working	 a	paid	 internship	 at	 his	 Information	Technology	Company,	Orion	Technologies,	 since	 she	was
nearing	the	end	of	her	business	degree	in	the	coming	year.

“Not	yet.		I	expect	it	to	be	here	before	the	week	is	out,	but	maybe	not	until	Thursday	or	Friday,”
Jada	answered.

“Girls,	while	I	have	you	both	on	the	phone,	I	wanted	to	let	you	know	that	I’ll	be	attending	a	charity
dinner	this	Friday	evening	and	I’d	like	for	you	both	to	attend	with	me,”	he	told	us.		“I’m	sorry	for	the	late
notice,	but	I	had	expected	to	be	out	of	town,	and	I	had	to	postpone	my	trip.”

Jada	and	I	looked	at	each	other,	neither	of	us	seeming	to	have	any	conflict	in	scheduling	for	that
night,	so	we	agreed	to	be	ready	by	seven.		He	would	pick	us	up	in	his	town	car.

We	said	our	goodbyes	and	let	Uncle	Dante	go.		At	that,	we	set	off	to	bed	where	I	began	plotting
how	I	would	get	dirt	on	Lisette	without	drawing	any	unwanted	attention	to	myself.		The	last	thing	I	needed
was	for	my	plan	to	backfire	and	get	me	canned.



THREE

	
Indecent	Proposal

	

I	 arrived	 to	work	with	 a	 renewed	excitement	Wednesday	morning.	 	 I	was	getting	better	 at	 learning	 the
duties	of	my	job,	feeling	more	confident	in	my	new	role,	and	I	had	a	plan	to	hopefully	disarm	Lisette	and
her	bullying	tactics.

When	 I	 got	 to	 my	 work	 desk,	 my	 attention	 was	 drawn	 to	 a	 single	 red	 rose	 lying	 across	 the
keyboard	of	my	computer.	 	It	was	wrapped	in	brown	paper	with	a	red	ribbon	tied	around	it	to	hold	the
wrapping	in	place.

Lifting	 the	beautiful,	 yet	 simple,	 flower	 to	my	nose,	 I	 inhaled	 the	 sweet	 scent	 and	 looked	 for	 a
card.		Pleased,	I	assumed	it	was	a	welcome	gift	from	my	new	coworkers	here	in	the	law	firm	office.

The	card	read:
	
Miss	Fae,
Pleasure	to	keep	running	into	you.		I	hope	to	do	it	again	soon.
	
J.M.
	
There	 was	 a	Maddox	 Industries	 logo	 on	 the	 card,	 and	 I	 wondered	 if	 there	 was	 a	 floral	 shop

somewhere	in	the	vast	building.	 	I	wouldn’t	be	surprised,	although	I	couldn’t	 imagine	there	being	some
random	floral	shop	on	any	floor	but	the	ground	level,	and	I	didn’t	recall	seeing	anything	of	the	sort	in	my
limited	explorations	of	the	building	so	far.

Furthermore,	who	was	J.M.?		I	hadn’t	the	slightest	clue.		Maybe	it	was	Jerry,	the	legal	assistant	for
Mr.	Fitzgerald,	though	I	didn’t	recall	ever	getting	his	last	name.

A	faint	memory	 teased	 the	edges	of	my	mind,	but	was	quickly	chased	away	by	 the	sound	of	 the
elevator	doors	opening.		Amelie	came	breezing	out,	a	big,	cheerful	smile	on	her	face	as	she	greeted	me
hello.

I	sat	the	rose	off	to	the	side	and	quickly	forgot	about	it	as	I	joined	Amelie,	happy	that	she	was	back
today	and	 feeling	better.	 	We	walked	 into	 the	 lounge	area	where	 she	poured	herself	 some	coffee	and	 I
some	Earl	Grey	tea.

Amelie	mentioned	a	stage	play	production	that	she	was	planning	to	attend	next	Tuesday	evening
and	asked	if	I	wanted	to	go	with	her.		Excited,	I	agreed	to	go,	since	I	loved	the	theatre	and	was	always
down	for	a	stage	play.

It	 was	 another	 busy	morning,	 as	 Vandergild	 had	 another	 long	 list	 of	 tasks	 he	 needed	 from	me
today.		I	set	to	work,	feeling	confident	in	my	output	as	well	as	the	pace	that	I	was	getting	it	done	at.

About	mid-morning,	 a	 note	was	 delivered	 to	my	 desk	 through	 an	 inter-office	mail	 courier	 in	 a
small,	sealed	envelope.		Curious,	I	opened	it	to	see	what	it	said.

It	was	a	typed	note	on	plain,	white	paper.
Ms.	Fae,	Your	presence	is	requested	in	the	office	of	Maddox	Industries	on	the	52nd	floor	during



your	lunch	hour	today.		Respectfully,	Norma	Johnson
I	had	no	idea	who	Norma	was	or	what	business	I	would	have	with	anyone	at	Maddox	Industries.		I

thought	back	 to	 the	handsome	stranger	who	 I	had	guessed	worked	 there	 in	 some	capacity,	 since	he	had
bumped	into	me,	and	subsequently	a	clean	set	of	clothing	and	tray	of	food	had	shown	up	for	me,	courtesy
of	Maddox	Industries.		Maybe	they	needed	to	arrange	for	repayment.

“Only	one	way	to	find	out,”	I	answered	aloud	to	myself	as	I	tucked	the	note	in	my	desk	drawer.
When	lunch	time	rolled	around,	I	checked	the	clock	before	standing	to	leave	my	desk.		I	grabbed	a

notepad	and	pen,	just	in	case,	and	headed	up	to	the	top	floor.
Once	I	arrived,	my	nerves	hit	me	as	I	walked	out	of	the	elevator	and	up	to	the	reception	desk,	the

front	of	which	held	a	large,	ornate	plaque	that	read	Maddox	Industries.
“Hello.		Perla	Fae	reporting	as	requested.”		I	wasn’t	sure	how	formal	I	needed	to	be,	so	I	erred	on

the	side	of	caution	as	I	announced	myself.
The	receptionist,	a	middle-aged	woman	with	a	pristine	appearance,	looked	up	at	me	and	a	sort	of

recognition	lit	her	face.		“Yes,	Miss	Fae.		Let	me	notify	Mr.	Maddox	you	have	arrived.”
Norma,	as	 the	name	on	her	desk	plate	read,	pressed	a	button	on	her	phone,	and	indicated	 to	 the

person	who	picked	up	the	other	end	that	I	was	there	to	see	him.		So	this	was	Norma	Johnson,	I	thought.
“Have	her	sign	the	form,	and	send	her	in,”	I	heard	a	deep,	masculine	voice	reply.
Norma	nodded	in	understanding	as	she	released	the	phone	line.		She	turned	in	her	chair	to	open	the

drawer	of	a	filing	cabinet	beside	her	before	pulling	out	a	piece	of	paper	that	she	sat	on	the	desk	between
us.

“I’ll	ask	that	you	sign	this	form	prior	to	your	meeting	with	Mr.	Maddox.”
I	scanned	the	form	to	see	what	it	was.		A	Non-Disclosure	Agreement?	
“What	is	this	about?”	I	asked.
“It’s	standard	procedure	in	Mr.	Maddox’s	dealings.		I’m	sure	you	understand,”	she	explained	with

a	nonchalant	shrug.
Unsure	 of	what	 business	 I	 could	 possibly	 have	with	Mr.	Maddox	 other	 than	 repayment	 for	 the

clothes,	I	knew	that	I	had	no	intention	of	leaking	any	trade	secrets	I	might	learn	from	him	at	this	juncture.		I
willingly	signed	the	form	and	pushed	it	back	across	the	desk	to	Norma.

Once	she	filed	it	away,	she	stood	and	raised	her	hand	out	to	indicate	the	direction	she	wanted	me
to	walk.		“Right	this	way,	dear.”

I	followed	all	the	way	to	a	closed	office	door,	and	hoped	that	Norma	would	walk	inside	with	me,
but	instead,	she	ushered	me	to	go	inside	alone.		I	reached	for	the	knob	and	reluctantly	pushed	my	way	into
the	room,	peeking	my	head	in	first	before	entering	the	large	office.		My	eyes	widened	at	the	first	thing	I
noticed,	which	was	the	amazing	view	of	the	Dallas	skyline,	from	where	I	stood	in	the	doorway.	 	There
was	no	chance	of	missing	that	view	with	the	floor-to-ceiling	windows	that	stretched	the	entirety	of	two
sides	of	the	room.

“I	see	you	enjoy	my	view,	Miss	Fae.		I	must	admit,	I’m	enjoying	mine	now,	as	well.”		The	deep,
masculine	voice	suddenly	materialized,	and	I	couldn’t	believe	who	I	saw.	

My	heart	began	racing	as	the	adrenaline	sprinted	through	my	veins	at	lightning	speed.		Recognition
filled	me	and	rendered	me	speechless	as	my	mouth	gaped	open	in	disbelief.		It	was	him!		The	handsome
stranger	I	had	literally	kept	running	into.

“I	haven’t	had	the	opportunity	to	properly	introduce	myself.		I’m	Jax	Maddox.		May	I	offer	you	a
drink,	Miss	 Fae?”	 	 Jax	 began	 closing	 the	 distance	 between	 us,	 a	mischievous	 grin	 gracing	 his	 perfect
features.		Leave	it	to	me	to	be	the	one	to	run	head-first	into	the	owner	of	the	building,	not	to	mention	half
of	the	real	estate	in	Dallas.		Not	just	once,	but	twice,	I	thought.		Just	my	luck.

“N-No,	thank	you,”	I	stammered,	unable	to	hide	my	uncertainty	of	the	situation.		Jax	Maddox,	ruler
of	the	Maddox	Empire.		Just	as	I	had	suspected,	he	was,	in	fact,	filthy-freaking-rich.		He	had	to	be	kidding



me.
“Did	you	receive	my	gift?”	he	asked,	now	close	enough	to	reach	out	and	touch	me,	although	his

hands	stayed,	for	the	moment,	comfortably	at	his	sides.
He	 appeared	 so	 relaxed	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 tension	paralyzing	my	 entire	 body.	 	 I	 thought	 I	might

break	into	pieces	if	I	tried	to	move.
“Yes,	I	did,	sir.		Thank	you.		I	fully	intend	to	pay	you	back	for	the	outfit,”	I	replied	with	gratitude.
He	nodded.		“Ah,	yes,	the	clothes.		I	do	hope	my	assistant	picked	out	something	that	agreed	with

you,	 though	 the	 notion	 of	 paying	 me	 back	 is	 not	 something	 I’m	 willing	 to	 entertain.	 	 I	 was	 actually
referring	to	the	rose.”

The	realization	hit	me	right	at	 that	moment,	my	face	likely	turning	ten	shades	of	red.	 	The	rose!	
J.M.	was	Jax	Maddox.	

“Please,	sit.”	 	Jax	gestured	to	a	decorative,	upholstered	sofa	that	sat	 in	the	middle	of	the	room.	
Just	 behind	 it	 stood	 a	 long,	 slender	 table	 that	 held	 a	 decanter	 of	 amber	 liquid	 next	 to	 a	 row	 of	 clear
tumbler	glasses.

I	did	as	I	was	told,	still	unsure	of	what	this	was	about	and	still	clutching	the	pad	of	paper	and	pen
in	my	hand.		Jax	sat	beside	me	several	inches	away,	facing	me	and	draping	his	left	arm	across	the	back	of
the	 sofa.	 	 It	 looked	 to	 be	 a	 sort	 of	 posturing	 to	 assert	 his	 dominance	 by	 taking	 up	 as	much	 space	 as
possible.

“Is	there	something	I	can	be	of	service	to	you	with,	sir?”	I	asked,	hoping	to	get	to	the	point	and
solve	 the	mystery	 of	 why	 I	 was	 here,	 if	 not	 to	 repay	 him	 for	 the	 clothing.	 	 I	 still	 intended	 to	 do	 so,
regardless	of	his	willingness	to	entertain	the	idea	or	not.

“Of	 service…”	The	 corner	 of	 one	 side	 of	 his	mouth	 upturned	 in	 a	 suggestive	 half-smile	 as	 he
continued	to	watch	me.		“That	has	a	nice	ring	to	it,	I	must	say.”

Was	this	man	coming	on	to	me?		His	proximity	to	me	was	causing	an	involuntary	spike	in	my	heart
rate	once	again,	and	 I	was	beginning	 to	build	up	anger	 toward	myself	 for	allowing	him	 to	have	such	a
compelling	effect	on	me.

He	moved	closer	and	continued.		“I	find	you	to	be	a	most	appealing	woman,	Miss	Fae.		I’d	like	to
make	a	proposition	to	you.”

“A	proposition,	sir?”		He	was	definitely	coming	on	to	me,	I	realized.
“Yes.		A	proposition.		You	see,	I	would	very	much	like	to	fuck	you,	Miss	Fae.”	The	abrupt	words

sent	a	jolt	 through	me	and	my	traitorous	body	reacted	involuntarily.	 	I	began	to	feel	a	pressure	growing
between	my	legs,	despite	my	brain	telling	me	how	utterly	inappropriate	this	was.	

Damn	me	and	my	dry	spell.
“Excuse	me?”		I	blinked	in	disbelief.		Surely	I	misheard.
“I’m	a	man	of	certain	tastes,”	he	began.		“You	got	my	attention	when	you	bumped	into	me	Monday

evening.		From	that	moment,	I	knew	I	had	to	have	you.		You’re	a	very	beautiful	woman.”		He	stared	me
down	without	even	a	hint	of	humor.

I	sat	speechless	and	dumbfounded,	still	unable	to	believe	I	had	just	heard	him	say	what	I	thought
he	said.		The	seconds	ticked	by	until	he	spoke	again.

“I	assure	you,	it	will	be	a	pleasurable	exchange,	should	you	choose	to	accept.”		He	lifted	his	hand
and	placed	it	on	my	knee	where	the	bottom	of	my	skirt	met	the	bare	skin	of	my	leg.		The	warmth	of	his
touch	sent	shocks	through	me,	straight	to	my	loins.

His	hand	began	to	wander	seductively	up	my	thigh,	bringing	my	dark	gray	pencil	skirt	up	with	it,
and	I	could	feel	my	core	tighten	in	anticipation.		Angry	with	myself	that	a	part	of	me	was	enjoying	all	of
this	entirely	too	much,	and	wanting	him	to	keep	going	at	the	same	time	I	wanted	him	to	take	his	perverse
hands	off	me,	I	mustered	up	the	will	to	protest,	albeit	somewhat	unconvincingly.

“While	 I,	 um,	 appreciate	 the	offer,	Mr.	Maddox,	 I’m	afraid	 I	must	decline.	 	Now	 if	 you	would



please	excuse	me,	I	really	need	to	get	back	to	work.”		I	stood	straightening	my	skirt	and	turned	toward	the
door	to	leave.		Most	of	me	was	repulsed	by	such	crass	behavior.	

What	a	stupid	move	for	a	man	who	had	the	brains	to	effectively	run	an	empire.		Was	he	looking	for
a	sexual	harassment	 lawsuit?	 	What	kind	of	man	did	or	said	 things	 like	 that	 to	a	woman	he	didn’t	even
know?		Especially	a	woman	who	worked	for	an	attorney’s	office;	granted,	they	only	practiced	family-law,
but	still.

A	man	who	always	gets	what	he	wants	and	has	never	experienced	rejection	a	day	in	his	 life.	
My	brain	answered	its	own	question.		Not	to	mention,	I	had	signed	a	NDA	on	my	way	in.

Just	before	I	reached	the	door,	Jax	caught	my	left	hand	with	his	right.		Just	my	hand,	but	it	sent	a
shiver	through	my	entire	body.		I	should	have	pulled	away,	but	I	didn’t.

“Perla…”	he	said	as	he	looked	down	into	my	eyes,	standing	only	inches	away	from	me	now.		The
sound	of	my	name	on	his	 lips	 had	yet	 another	 undesired	 effect	 on	my	nervous	 system.	 	Before	 I	 could
respond,	he	planted	two	pliant,	sinfully	soft	lips	to	mine.

It	wasn’t	a	hard	or	rushed	kiss,	but	the	kind	a	woman	dreams	about	or	reads	about	in	really	good
love-making	scenes	of	romance	novels.	 	His	hand	still	held	mine	 in	his	own	but	he	made	no	attempt	 to
move	his	body	closer,	and	my	pad	of	paper	and	pen	in	the	other	hand	dropped	unnoticed	to	the	floor.

Before	I	knew	what	I	was	doing,	I	heard	a	SMACK,	and	I	realized	that	I	had	slapped	him,	in	full
force,	across	the	face.	

This	 effectively	 broke	 the	 kiss,	 and	 then	 I	was	 off.	 	 I	 bolted	 out	 of	 the	 door,	 past	Norma	who
looked	 up	 at	me	with	 a	 curious	 glance	 but	 said	 not	 a	word.	 	Unwilling	 to	 stand	 there	waiting	 for	 the
elevator,	 I	 found	 the	 door	 to	 the	 stairwell.	 	 From	 there,	 I	 hurried	 down	 several	 flights	 of	 stairs	 in	my
stiletto	heels	before	exiting	to	a	floor	to	catch	the	elevator	back	down	the	rest	of	the	way.

Was	 this	man	serious?	 	The	gorgeous	bastard	had	me	 tied	up	 in	knots,	completely	frazzled,	as	 I
tried	to	pull	myself	together	before	the	elevator	dropped	me	off	on	the	seventeenth	floor,	just	as	my	lunch
break	ended.		Nobody	was	the	wiser,	and	I	intended	to	keep	it	that	way.	

For	now.
	
	

JAX
	
That	was	unexpected.
I	had	somehow	pictured	things	going	much	differently,	I	thought	to	myself,	as	I	rubbed	the	side	of

my	face.		I	definitely	hadn’t	seen	the	slap	coming,	especially	when	I	had	felt	how	her	body	had	responded
when	my	lips	pressed	to	hers.

I	 couldn’t	 contain	 a	 chuckle	 as	 I	 closed	 my	 office	 door	 and	 went	 to	 pour	 myself	 a	 splash	 of
cognac.		I	didn’t	normally	drink	during	the	day	unless	I	had	meetings	with	big	investors,	but	the	day’s	most
recent	events	called	for	a	drink,	I	reasoned.

This	woman	was	maddening.	
She	was	proving	to	be	much	more	challenging	than	I	had	anticipated,	but	if	there	was	one	thing	I

could	take	on,	it	was	a	challenge.
The	moment	I	had	laid	eyes	on	her	angelic	face,	the	threads	of	gold	in	her	soft,	light-green	eyes,

and	the	luscious	curves	of	her	decadent	body,	I	knew	I	wanted	her	 in	my	bed	and	those	full,	pouty	lips
wrapped	around	my	cock.

All	I	had	was	her	name,	but	 that	was	all	I	needed	to	find	her	again.	 	 I	had	Holden,	my	Head	of
Security	 and	most	 trusted	 confidante,	 run	 it	 through	 the	 building	personnel	 files	 to	 discover	where	 she
worked.

Sure,	she	was	a	risk.		There	was	always	the	possibility	of	women	developing	feelings	and	making



things	complicated.		If	there	were	two	things	I	didn’t	deal	with,	they	were	feelings	and	complicated.
Correction,	 I	 was	 exceptionally	 skilled	 at	 handling	 complicated.	 	 In	 business,	 I	 hadn’t	 gotten

where	 I	was	 today,	 taking	my	 father’s	multi-million	dollar	company	and	 tripling	profits	within	 the	 five
years	 since	 I	 had	 taken	 over	 when	 the	 old	 man	 retired,	 without	 being	 able	 to	 dominate	 through
complications.		In	business,	I	was	master	of	complicated.

Even	 in	my	 personal	 life,	 I	 could	 handle	 complicated.	 	Growing	 up	with	Walter	Maddox	 as	 a
father	should	be	listed	in	the	dictionary	as	the	very	definition	of	complicated.		Walter	was	55	years	old
when	he	married	my	mother,	a	19-year-old	trophy	wife	who	had	become	pregnant	with	me	shortly	after
they	began	their	courtship.		Now,	he	was	living	out	his	days	in	one	of	his	retirement	homes,	sipping	mai-
tais	on	a	beach,	living	it	up	Hugh	Hefner	style,	while	my	mother	continued	to	run	a	philanthropic	branch	of
the	company	here	in	Dallas.

When	Walter	had	handed	his	company	over	to	me	five	years	ago,	he	was	eighty	years	old.		I	was
only	twenty-five	at	the	time,	and	it	went	without	saying	that	he	didn’t	agree	with	some	of	the	directions	I’d
taken	the	company	in	the	past	five	years	since.		It	was	a	good	thing	I	was	as	stubborn	as	my	old	man	and
did	what	I	wanted	anyway.

Yes,	I	had	enough	complicated	to	deal	with	between	my	work	and	family	life.		Adding	to	that	in
my	sex	life	was	not	something	I	cared	to	do.	 	Sex	was	what	I	did	to	escape	my	complicated	life,	and	I
planned	to	keep	it	that	way.

What	 I	 avoided	 at	 all	 costs	was	 feelings.	 	 Feelings	were	 for	 the	weak,	 and	 I	 had	 no	 room	 for
weakness	 in	my	 life.	 	 I	 built	 the	Maddox	Empire	 into	what	 it	was	 today	 by	making	 sound	 decisions.	
Feelings	had	no	place	in	good	business	decisions.

I	enjoyed	my	work,	and	 likewise,	 I	 thoroughly	enjoyed	my	play.	 	Keeping	emotions	out	of	both
were	how	I	kept	them	running	smoothly.

Perla	certainly	was	presenting	me	with	a	complication	now.		I	had	felt	the	chills	rise	on	her	skin,
seen	her	cheeks	blush	when	I	pressed	my	hands	up	her	 leg.	 	 I	could	only	 imagine	what	her	 face	would
look	like	in	the	throes	of	ecstasy.

It	was	surprising	how	thrilling	it	had	been	when	she	had	slapped	me	across	the	face.		I	hadn’t	seen
that	coming.		I	had	to	hand	it	to	her,	I	liked	her	zeal.	

I	would	have	to	step	up	my	game,	I	thought.
	
	

PERLA
	
Once	I	returned	to	my	desk,	breathless,	I	sat	in	my	chair.		My	attention	was	immediately	drawn	to

the	rose	I	had	absentmindedly	tossed	to	the	side	earlier	that	morning.
What	I	had	initially	perceived	as	a	symbol	of	camaraderie,	a	token	of	welcoming	and	acceptance,

now	represented	something	dark	and	illicit.		My	heart	began	pounding	at	the	mere	sight	of	the	dark-red,
tightly	bound	bud.	

I	could	still	feel	the	heat	his	kiss	had	left	on	my	lips,	and	my	fingers	reached	up	to	trace	them	in	an
effort	to	discreetly	douse	the	fire.

What	 a	 self-entitled	 bastard.	 	Who	 did	 he	 think	 he	was,	 coming	 on	 to	me	 like	 that?	 	He	 knew
nothing	of	me	or	who	I	was,	and	it	occurred	to	me	that	he	didn’t	care.		It	did	not	matter	to	him	who	I	was;
just	the	shell	of	me	in	his	bed	would	do.

Well,	Perla	Fae	was	not	 just	 some	man’s	 toy	 to	play	with,	and	 I	 sure	as	hell	was	no	 fool.	 	His
money	and	status	did	not	impress	me	in	the	slightest,	 thank	you	very	much.	 	 I	was	sure	he	was	used	to
women	falling	at	his	feet,	begging	for	any	little	morsel	of	attention	he	might	deign	to	throw	their	way,	but
not	me.



I	wasn’t	 sure	what	angered	me	more,	 the	man’s	unwelcome	advances,	or	 the	way	my	body	had
responded,	even	still,	long	after	the	moment	had	gone	and	his	hands	had	taken	leave	from	my	flesh.	

	
* * *

	
That	night	as	I	stood	at	the	kitchen	counter	helping	Jada	with	dinner,	my	thoughts	wandered	to	Jax

Maddox.		I	absentmindedly	chopped	carrots,	red	onions,	and	radishes	to	go	in	the	side	salad	as	I	replayed
the	memory	of	his	hand	caressing	my	thigh.	

Jada	 steamed	 some	 seasoned	 tilapia	 fillets	 and	 had	 brown	 rice	 boiling	 on	 the	 stove.	 	 “You’re
awfully	quiet	this	evening,	Perly-girl.		Anything	on	your	mind?”	she	asked.

“Just	work	stuff.		Nothing	crazy.”		I	considered	it	a	white	lie.		I	wasn’t	sure	why	I	wasn’t	ready	to
tell	anyone,	even	Jada,	about	what	had	happened	with	Jax	Maddox	that	day,	but	NDA	aside,	I	decided	it
was	best	to	keep	it	to	myself	for	the	moment.	

I	just	needed	time	to	sort	the	whole	thing	out.		Mostly,	why	it	kept	encroaching	on	my	thoughts	if
all	I	wanted	to	do	was	just	forget	the	whole	thing	happened	and	move	on.	

Working	out	that	night	after	dinner	didn’t	do	much	to	help	clear	my	thoughts,	but	it	did	help	me	feel
less	tense	and	stressed.		Afterwards,	I	showered	and	climbed	in	bed.

Lying	 in	 the	quiet	darkness,	my	 thoughts	 involuntarily	 turned	 to	 Jax	once	again.	 	Undeniably,	he
was	a	powerhouse.	 	Not	 to	mention,	he	was	one	gorgeous	son-of-a-bitch.	 	 I	knew	nearly	nothing	about
him,	other	than	the	fact	that	he	owned	the	building	I	now	worked	in,	among	some	other	business	ventures.

I	did	know	one	other	thing	at	that	point.		The	man	knew	how	to	touch	a	woman	in	a	way	that	set
every	nerve-ending	in	her	body	on	fire.		I	recalled	the	sensations	I	had	felt	as	his	hand	had	pressed	firmly
on	the	bare	skin	of	my	leg,	making	its	expedition	north	to	more	secluded	regions.

Not	to	mention	that	kiss.		My	God.		Again,	I	pressed	my	fingers	to	my	lips,	remembering	the	feel	of
his	lips	as	they	pressed	softly,	yet	boldly,	to	mine.			I	felt	that	familiar	tightening	sensation	in	my	core	as	I
relived	those	moments	and	the	conflicting	emotions	I	felt	when	I	had	initially	experienced	them.

The	fantasy	of	entertaining	his	request	was	hot,	sure.		Even	I	could	admit	that.		After	all,	I	was	a
hot-blooded	woman	who	enjoyed	sex	as	much	as	the	next	girl.		Who	was	I	trying	to	kid?		I	really	enjoyed
sex.	

But	 in	 reality,	 after	 all	 I	 had	 been	 through,	 I	 had	 a	 responsibility	 to	 protect	 my	 heart.	 	 How
vulnerable	was	I	really	willing	to	allow	myself	to	be?



A	Note	From	the	Author
	

Thank	 you	 for	 checking	 out	 Tragedy	 and	 Desire.	 	 I	 hope	 you	 like	 what	 you	 see	 so	 far!	 	 If	 so,	 please	 hop	 on	 over	 to
https://books.pronoun.com/tragedy-and-desire/	where	you	can	find	the	full	text	at	the	retailer	of	your	choice.

	
Thank	you!
	
Nicole	R.	Locker
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