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      “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

      Lucas Rutherford grinned at his younger sister as they strode across the pier leading to a makeshift tent in front of Stargazer, the luxury yacht docked in Galveston, Texas. “Should be…interesting.” Much better to spend New Year’s Eve among friends than all alone, watching the clock, counting his regrets, like he had the last two years.

      The moment he and Lyla neared the entrance, a smiling hostess greeted them. “Good afternoon, sir.”

      Off to the side stood a serious-looking woman wearing a windbreaker emblazoned with a Hawkeye Security patch. Despite the fact she was petite, Lucas had no doubt she could kick his ass from one side of the Gulf of Mexico to the other.

      Lucas fished the invite—it was hand lettered and actually arrived in the mail—from the pocket of his blazer. “Lucas Rutherford. My plus-one is my sister, Lyla.”

      The hostess scanned for his name on an electronic pad. “We’re glad to have you. Enjoy your evening.” With a practiced, professional smile, she indicated they could continue on.

      “Fancy,” Lyla said.

      Which he’d expected.

      Lucas’s friend, Rafe Sterling, had rented the craft for a New Year’s Eve celebration with some of his closest friends. Because he was in the hospitality industry, owner of some of the world’s most renowned properties, he never did anything by half measures.

      They strode up the gangplank toward the boat…if that was the correct term for something this enormous.

      Once they were aboard, the captain greeted them by name. No doubt the hostess had radioed ahead, but it was still a nice touch.

      Within moments, they had champagne flutes in hand.

      For the last day in December, the day was unseasonably warm, in the low seventies, with a light southerly breeze. Perfect for the cruise into Galveston Bay and up to Kemah for the midnight firework display.

      “I was so ready for this.”

      By unspoken accord, he and his little sister walked to the railing. The early winter sunshine cast its rays on the water, making it shimmer and glisten.

      Lyla sighed. “For someone who lives here, I don’t spend enough time on the water.”

      His only sibling was a painter whose efforts had been dismissed—and worse, discouraged—by their parents. When she received the first part of her inheritance, she’d started an artists’ community on the island. Each year, she offered several residencies that included studio space, a one-bedroom apartment, along with a small stipend to others whose talent needed a place to thrive. Running it consumed her.

      Ironic, he mused.

      In an effort to find the freedom to pursue her dreams and set her own schedule, she put in at least as many hours as Lucas and their father. “You work too hard.”

      Feathering back her hair, she turned to him. “Hello? Are you listening to yourself?”

      He grimaced.

      “When was your last vacation?”

      Damned if he could remember.

      “Your honeymoon? I mean, the first one. You didn’t go on one after the second marriage if I recall.”

      Fuck. His little sister knew where all of his vulnerabilities were buried. Just like when they’d been kids, she wasn’t afraid to poke at them. “Going for the jugular today?”

      Rather than pursuing the conversation further, he sipped from his glass. Delighted by the explosion of citrus acidity on his tongue, he raised an eyebrow. Whiskey was his poison of choice, but for bubbly, this stuff wasn’t bad.

      “I’m being serious.”

      Had he really expected that she’d give up and move on? “Like you, I have a business to build.” Also like her, he planned to avoid joining the family business for as many years as possible.

      “Idle hands are the devil’s workshop.” Lyla parroted their mother’s oft-repeated mantra.

      Maybe he’d heard it so much that he actually believed it.

      “This reminds me there’s more to life.”

      “Especially for an artist. You need the inspiration.”

      “We all need to get away and clear our minds. I think we’d be sharper.” She took a sip from her glass. “Maybe happier.”

      Whatever that meant. Responsibility came before anything. He was expected to honor his parents and the obligations that came along with being among the first families to settle in Texas. Many of their forebearers had served in the state legislature, and service to the community was an expectation.

      “Mom told me Dad’s blood pressure is still high. Medication isn’t controlling it as they hoped it would.”

      Lucas exhaled. Because he was always at the helm of Rutherford Enterprises, Lawrence didn’t take care of himself. If he slept five hours a night, he called himself lazy. When he bothered to eat at all, he paid no attention to what he consumed. Exercise was for those with extra time.

      “I thought I’d give you a fair warning. When we get together with them tomorrow, they want to talk to you about taking a larger role in the company.”

      No chance. To avoid his instinctive answer, he took a second drink.

      “Which means they want you to get married.” She grinned. “Again.”

      Which was part of the truth. They expected him to produce an heir and a spare—and they needed to be legitimate to avoid being thrust into an unsavory spotlight. His parents had done their part to continue the lineage. Now it was up to him. He wouldn’t allow the Rutherford name to end as a footnote in some history book. Or rather as a forgotten notation on the internet. Perish the thought.

      “I’m not looking forward to it. Not that I ever do.”

      New Year’s Day at the family’s River Oaks estate in Houston was a time-honored tradition that had to be preserved. His mother cooked black-eyed peas, or so she claimed, for good luck. But since it was the only command performance each year, both he and Lyla attended. And they grabbed a drink together afterward. That was the biggest reason he showed up.

      “Thanks for letting me tag along. This was a surprise.”

      It had been to him as well.

      When he’d seen Rafe at a recent holiday party, he’d mentioned he had a business prospect to discuss. The next morning the invitation had arrived. No doubt there was a correlation. Chartering the Stargazer was clearly not an inexpensive proposition, so whatever Rafe had going on had to be big. And Lucas was intrigued.

      Further conversation was prevented by the arrival of Hope Malone, Rafe’s beautiful fiancée, and unfortunately for him, a professional matchmaker who’d made it clear she’d welcome him as a client.

      “Happy New Year!” She lifted onto her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

      “Hope. Beautiful as always.”

      “And you are a silver-tongued devil.” She smiled. Then she looked at his sister. “You must be Lyla. I’m Hope Malone. We’re so glad you could join us.”

      “Thanks for the invite.” As she laughed a little, Lyla shook Hope’s hand. “Well, not that you did actually. I’m just tagging along since my brother has no one else who’ll go anywhere with him.”

      Hope grinned. “I’m hoping to remedy that.”

      “Moving on.” Lucas shook his head.

      “How’s that?” Obviously interested, Lyla leaned forward.

      “Hope is a matchmaker.”

      “Seriously?”

      “We specialize in finding the perfect person for even the most discerning individual.”

      “Oh. Never mind. For a minute there, I had some hope. But my brother’s not your ideal client.”

      In warning, he growled at his little sister.

      Undaunted, she went on. “Clearly he’s not discerning enough about the women he chooses.”

      He winced as her barb found its mark.

      “I like you already, Lyla.” Hope laughed. “At any rate, I’m delighted to finally meet you. Your portfolio is inspiring, Ms. Rutherford.”

      Lyla gave Hope a wide-eyed stare. “You looked me up?”

      “Absolutely. And I’ll admit, there’s a work I’m interested in buying.”

      “Are you…?” Lyla looked at Lucas as if to see if he arranged this.

      He lifted a shoulder. “I haven’t said a word about who you are or your extraordinary talent.”

      “I like to know something about all of our guests, so I did a little research before you arrived. If it’s still for sale, I’m interested in purchasing Soul Searching.”

      Her knowledge and enthusiasm impressed Lucas. Though his sister did well, her works were not for everyone. One critic had called them dark, filled with slashes of bold color choices that evoked emotion. Because Lucas was probably one of the closest people to her, he knew they represented the angst she’d buried deep inside her psyche.

      “A print?”

      “The original, of course. Assuming it’s available.”

      Evidently rendered speechless, Lyla just nodded.

      “I’ll be in touch soon,” Hope promised. “If you’ll excuse me, I see that Braden and Elizabeth have arrived. You can find Rafe inside the rear cockpit lounge whenever you’re ready.”

      Evidently sensing his confusion, she clarified her comment. “It’s on this deck.”

      They said a quick goodbye, and moments later Lyla shook her head. “Did that really happen? Or am I dreaming?”

      “You’ve sold a lot of paintings over the years.”

      “But not to someone like Hope.”

      He knew what Lyla meant. A woman of great influence. A Titan. Hope had recently been inducted into the Zetas, a secret society. Every generation of the Rutherfords had belonged, almost from the beginning in the 1800s. Though Lyla was eligible for membership because of their family’s legacy support of the organization, she hadn’t pursued the opportunity. “Not everyone who belongs is a stuffy old person who wants to run the world that they’re totally out of touch with.”

      While he grinned, she groaned. As she should, Lyla recognized the words. She uttered them often enough, mostly to annoy their parents, he surmised.

      “This could really be a boost to my career.”

      One she should have been enjoying for years. “And maybe allow you to do more fundraising.”

      “I’d rather talk about your marriage prospects.”

      Or lack of them. Although he hadn’t followed up with Hope when she’d pitched her services to him, he had to admit he wasn’t doing much better by himself.

      “When was the last time you went on a date?”

      Rather than answer, he placed his empty glass on the tray of a passing server. “We should say hello to Rafe.”

      They found Rafe and the rest of the guests who’d already arrived in the lounge, as promised.

      Appetizers were arranged on a table, and a bartender was on duty.

      The space, as with everything else on the yacht, was spectacular. All furnishings were high end, stainless steel was polished to a bright glow, chandeliers splashed bright welcoming light everywhere, and after four, Lucas lost count of the variety of stone he counted.

      When Rafe saw them, he excused himself and made his way over. Instead of saying hello to Lucas, Rafe greeted Lyla with the same enthusiasm his soon-to-be wife had shown.

      “Do you have a card?”

      She shook her head. “I wasn’t planning to do any work while I was here.”

      “In that case, be sure to get our contact information from Lucas.”

      Lucas’s response was dry. “Didn’t know if you realized I was here.”

      “Hello, Lucas.” Rafe responded in a similar deadpan manner. “Been here long?”

      The two shook hands and exchanged good-natured banter. “Nice boat.” Maybe the largest pleasure vessel ever docked in Galveston, according to Lyla.

      “Turns out the owner has bought himself another yacht. He outgrew this one.”

      “I see.” Lucas didn’t know how else to respond. How did someone outgrow a boat this size?

      “He wants to keep it but offload some of the expense.”

      “Seems prudent.” Keeping the crew employed had to cost a fortune. Not that he didn’t know plenty of people who could afford it. Lucas just tended to be much more risk averse. He preferred to make money than to spend it. And he made a living capitalizing on others’ poor fiscal decisions.

      “Elizabeth suggested we add it to our amenities.”

      Elizabeth Ryan was his friend Braden’s fiancée, and Rafe’s VP of Premier Concierge Services. She catered to the most elite members of his chain’s rewards program by arranging for experiences all over the world. From islands with a master chef and massage therapy experiences, to Antarctic treks.

      “I wasn’t sure about it, so she convinced the owner to let us enjoy the experience for ourselves.”

      “Win all around.” Lucas grinned. It was exactly the kind of deal he would have made, so he appreciated Elizabeth’s strategic move.

      Lyla accepted another glass of bubbly. “I’m a fortunate recipient of her brilliance.”

      Lucas glanced around. He recognized every person in the room. Some of them had hired him to turnaround their businesses. A quick calculation of net worth was over a hundred billion dollars. “Going to give any hints why you’ve gathered us all here?”

      Rafe shrugged. “Fireworks over the water are always an exceptional way to welcome a New Year.”

      If there was a more tightlipped person, Lucas hadn’t met him. No doubt the evening would be memorable.

      “Help yourselves to food, but don’t fill up too much. We’re having dinner at seven in the dining room.” Rafe moved off to visit with other friends.

      Which left a few hours to enjoy the venue—a movie in the media room, conversation in the lounge or outside, a tour of the bridge, games on one deck, the swimming pool on another. As for Lucas, it wasn’t nearly warm enough for him to consider stripping off his clothes and jumping in.

      They chatted with a few people, and then Elizabeth and Braden joined them on the back deck.

      Soon Lyla was chatting about the artist community, and Elizabeth’s eyes lit up. “That’s the exact kind of experience our Premier members would love.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Are you interested in expanding the program?”

      Mouth open, Lyla looked at Lucas. He shrugged. He was glad she’d come with him.

      “Will you excuse us?” Elizabeth asked before the two ladies moved to one side of the lounge.

      Braden watched his bride-to-be walk away.

      “You have any idea why Rafe invited us all? Besides trying out the Stargazer?”

      “Second-round fundraising.”

      He was intrigued. “For…?”

      “A top-secret project. The person would like to remain anonymous for now.”

      Lucas had a guess, however. It had to be someone everyone knew. Or had at least heard of. Only a few names came to mind.

      “We’ll be discussing it after dinner.”

      Lucas nodded. Braden was no fool. Of course the big reveal would be after everyone had socialized, eaten, and had been loosened up by a couple of drinks.

      From the far side of the room, Elizabeth looked over at Braden. Their gazes met, and they both smiled. Elizabeth flushed scarlet before returning her attention to Lyla.

      How the mighty had fallen. At one point Braden’s name had regularly appeared on gossip sites. He’d been referred to the “Scandalous Billionaire” for his numerous affairs. Until his housekeeper’s daughter had brought him to his knees.

      With a smoothness Lucas didn’t expect, Stargazer departed from the pier.

      For the next hour, while Lyla joined a group who’d gathered to watch the latest blockbuster film, Lucas caught up with other friends and discussed far too much business, even though it was interspersed with talk of college and professional football. Jaxon Mills and his new wife, Willow, had box seats for the Super Bowl and invited Lucas to join them. “You can bring a date.”

      Except he couldn’t because he didn’t have a girlfriend. Maybe he could bring Rykker, a friend with no more prospects than Lucas had. Barring that, maybe Zane Kentwood. He too was a member of the Works too Much and Sucks at Love Club.

      “Hey, Lucas,” Jaxon shouted from the back of the lounge. “I need a partner for cornhole. On the aft deck. Can’t let the judge and Elizabeth beat us.”

      Though he’d never played the game, the challenge sparked his competitive instincts.

      He joined the small group outside and familiarized himself with the few rules of the beanbag-toss game. Then he took a couple of practice shots. After all, winning was more important than anything.

      When the sun set and the air on the open water turned a little chillier, the judge suggested they stop the game. Naturally since he and Elizabeth were up by a point.

      Lucas shook his head. “Only if get a rematch at a later date.”

      “Ah hell no.” The judge grinned.

      Laughing, they meandered back inside.

      An hour and a half later, Hope made her rounds to invite them to be seated for dinner.

      His watch said it was precisely the top of the hour when servers presented menus to each person and filled one of two waiting glasses with a dry white wine.

      Across the table, Lyla met his gaze. Whatever was going on was going to be interesting.

      But even if he’d been placing bets, he wouldn’t have put money on the fact that a helicopter would land on the back of the Stargazer.

      And he sure as hell wouldn’t have guessed who would emerge from beneath the rotors.
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      Damn, he was gorgeous. No matter how hard she tried, Wynter couldn’t look away from the picture she was staring at on her phone. None other than asshole billionaire Lucas Rutherford.

      His gray eyes were stormy, and a reflection made it appear as if bolts of lightning were striking in their depths. He didn’t smile for the headshot, and in fact his features radiated the impatience he was known for, in his personal life as well as his business.

      He was among the Prestige Group’s high-profile clients she’d be meeting this evening in this elegant executive reception room at Houston’s newest five-star hotel, the Sterling Uptown.

      Since Wynter had been hired more than a month ago, she’d spent hours studying their clients’ images and selection criteria in order to earn the respect of her boss, Hope Malone. Hope’s matchmaking firm almost exclusively catered to the world’s richest and most powerful people: rock stars, A-list actors, politicians, royalty, and business magnates.

      Recently a whole new avenue had opened up to Hope through her mentor. The fact she was marrying Rafe was an added bonus.

      Rutherford was a Titan, a member of the exclusive Zeta Society.

      Like the rest of Prestige’s clientele, they were as discerning as they were demanding. But only Rutherford completely captivated her.

      Which made no sense at all.

      The man—whom Prestige had been courting for months—was the exact opposite of the kind of man Wynter was attracted to.

      Shaking her head to clear it of his searing image, she switched to his profile.

      Rutherford was from the upper echelons of American society, a direct descendent of the first man to make his fortune from oil. Some online paparazzi sites referred to him as an American prince.

      In his criteria for a partner, Rutherford noted he preferred a woman who was interested in having two children, though one was acceptable. As he had the means to hire nannies and tutors, his wife was free to live her own life or pursue her career. Divorce wouldn’t be an option unless all children were in college or if there were no children at all within the first five years of their marriage.

      Any marriage would be a business arrangement. Nothing more.

      His requirements were as cold-hearted as his eyes.

      Which meant he was the exact type of man Wynter had no interest in.

      Like him, she was from a family of means. But that’s where the resemblance ended.

      After everything she’d gone through, she would never be satisfied with a sterile relationship drawn up by lawyers on some piece of paper.

      No matter what, she’d hold out for everything. Romance. A home filled with laughter and memories, homework and first dances, puppies and chaos. Happiness.

      “Trying to wow the boss?”

      “Always.” Jolted out of her reverie by her mentor, Skyler, Wynter grinned and closed the app she’d been studying.

      Tonight was her first big event—Prestige’s Spring Fling. Their most important clients had been invited, along with potential dates for each.

      As the firm’s newest and most junior matchmaker, Wynter’s nerves were on edge. Not only did she want to do an excellent job, she had something to prove.

      “Sorry.” Wynter slid her phone into her dress pocket. “I didn’t see you come over.”

      “Work or pleasure?”

      Wynter scoffed. “What do you think?” Outside of work, neither of them had much of a life.

      “Figured.” Skyler sighed. “I was hoping you had a beau of your own.”

      “Where would I have found one? In all of my spare time?”

      “Coffee shop? Or yoga class. Maybe while you’re out for a run along Buffalo Bayou.”

      She laughed. Skyler had her pegged. She’d just named the few places Wynter ever went, besides her mom and stepfather’s house. And there, chaos reigned. She had one sister, two stepsiblings, and four half-siblings. Honestly there was nowhere she’d rather hang out.

      “We need to have a girls’ night. Or spa day.”

      “That I could go for.” Wynter had recently spent so much time at her desk, hunched over a computer screen, that pampering sounded good.

      “I’ll figure it out. Maybe Hope would like to go with us.”

      “That would be great.” She adored her boss and was glad to have been hired on, despite her lack of experience. Not that there were a lot of college courses in matchmaking. Still, Hope had liked the fact Wynter was an attorney and could be persuasive.

      “So…” As always, Skyler was persistent. “Who were you looking at?”

      “Everyone on the list, honestly.”

      “Mmm hmm.” Skyler was too perceptive to let that pass. “You were pretty intent.”

      “Lucas Rutherford.”

      “Ah. He’s the biggest—” She clamped her mouth shut.

      They had a rule not to speak badly about their clients. People had their personal reasons for wanting specific characteristics in a spouse—all of them valid. Serving that niche made the Prestige Group successful.

      Skyler grinned. “I meant to say he’s focused.”

      Calculating was more like it. Over the years, Wynter had heard plenty of rumors about him.

      He had two divorces behind him, though the details of the dissolutions were clouded in mystery. Neither of his exes had spoken to the press. No doubt due to an excellent nondisclosure agreement and an iron-clad prenuptial arrangement.

      His professional life, however, was a different story.

      In an interview with Scandalicious, a favorite online gossip magazine, he’d referred to himself as a Takeover Specialist.

      At the polite, ridiculous term, she’d rolled her eyes.

      Others called him a plundering bastard.

      That description fit him much better.

      Business magazines said he was a ferocious private equity investor. He acquired companies, ruthlessly stripped them down, restructured debt, streamlined operations—codeword: fired most of the employees—then resold the downsized company at a significant profit. Along the way, he’d made plenty of enemies.

      According to what she’d read this afternoon, his father was demanding Lucas bring his company under the corporate umbrella and take his rightful place in the family business. Which meant he needed an heir.

      And it was Wynter’s job to find the mother of his child.

      “Mr. Rutherford spoke to Hope today. He wants to be married this year. If he hasn’t gone on any dates by the middle of May, he’s pulling his contract with us. Evidently he doesn’t want to take his sister as his plus-one to Hope’s wedding.”

      “What?” Since it was already April, Wynter blinked. “That’s only a few weeks. Are you serious?”

      “Evidently a smaller company is trying to poach him. That’s why I was looking for you. Hope wants you to introduce him to his potentials.”

      “Me? No. No, no, no.” Skyler couldn’t be serious. Wynter was not ready for that kind of responsibility.

      “Tony and I both have a full roster tonight. Hope promised Mr. Rutherford personal attention. She’ll be there, but she has to act as the hostess. You know how much everyone wants a piece of her attention.”

      That was true. As a Titan in her own right, she was a powerful force.

      But until this moment, Wynter’s only job was to mingle with all the attendees, smiling, being courteous and helpful, something her upbringing ensured she did well. But taking on Rutherford by herself…? “What if I work with your clients and you can deal with⁠—”

      “Look, Wynter, you’ve been trained by the best.” Widening her eyes, Skyler pointed to herself. “Am I right? Or am I right?”

      Wynter couldn’t help but laugh. “You’ve got a point.”

      “You won’t feel totally confident for your first few events. None of us did. But we need your help.”

      Which was why she’d been hired.

      After Hope had gotten engaged to hotel magnate Rafe Sterling, her business had boomed. Prestige had expanded to a larger office space. Hope had also promoted Skyler and her associate, Tony, hired several part-time employees, and crowned Miriam as executive administrator, though she deserved the title of Prestige goddess.

      After brushing back her long hair that sported pink stripes tonight, Skyler checked her watch. “You’ve got about ten more minutes to prep. He’ll have five potentials here tonight.”
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