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      FIONA

      

      “Fiona, can you come out to reception, please? The police are here to see you.”

      I frowned and glanced up from my computer. Stephanie, who worked at the front desk, was hovering in front of me, her face scrunched with apprehension—whether from interrupting me or because of the police’s presence, I wasn’t sure.

      “Is it Detective Lee?”

      My boss, Ronan King, the chief executive of King’s Security, often liaised with the Chicago police via Detective Joanna Lee.

      “No, it’s not Joanna. I would have just let her through. It’s a man and a woman I haven’t met before.” Stephanie grimaced. “I asked why they want to see you, but they said it’s confidential. Sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I stood and smoothed the front of my pencil skirt. “I suppose I’d better see what they’re here for.”

      Stephanie’s face softened with relief. “Thanks, Fi.”

      I sent her a reassuring smile. Dealing with the police could be intimidating. I didn’t have the best history with them, so it had been difficult for me when I started as Ronan’s assistant. Eventually, I’d gotten used to it, and Joanna was always good to deal with. Polite, professional, and only pushy when she felt it was warranted. Other cops still made me nervous.

      We strode down the corridor together. I held the door open for her and then followed her into the spacious reception area. High-end artwork hung on the walls and I took a moment to appreciate my favorite—an abstract painting of the ocean in shades of blue, purple, and green—before focusing on the police seated on the designer sofa. Even without uniforms, it was obvious who they were. There was just something about the way a cop dressed and carried themselves that gave them away. Stephanie returned to her seat behind the desk while I made my way to them.

      “Hello.” I greeted them with a smile. “What can I do for you?”

      They stood, and the woman brushed lint off her dark slacks.

      “Fiona Ryan?” she asked.

      “Yes.” I nodded, the back of my neck prickling. For some reason, I had a bad feeling about this. Perhaps it was the way she appraised me as if determining whether I was a flight risk.

      “I’m Detective Gloria Harrison and this is my partner, Detective Mark Goodwin. We’d like you to come down to the station so we can ask you some questions.”

      Internal alarms blared in my head. That wasn’t the usual protocol for dealings between King’s Security and the Metro P.D.

      I forced my expression to remain neutral. “Can I ask what this is about?”

      “We’d like to discuss an incident that occurred last night.” She glanced around. “We’d prefer not to get into detail until we’re somewhere more private.”

      “I can find a meeting room for us to use,” I suggested. My instincts were warning me that going with them wouldn’t be wise.

      The male cop, Goodwin, put his hand on his hip. “With all due respect, Miss Ryan, we’d prefer to talk to you at the station.”

      My mouth went dry. Something was definitely off about this. “Is this regarding a King’s Security matter? If so, you’d be better off speaking to one of the directors.”

      Harrison’s lips firmed. “It’s not.”

      That’s what I’d been afraid of.

      I drew in a slow, shaky breath. It seemed my past might be coming back to bite me in the ass. Again. “Can you call Detective Lee? I’d like to speak to her before I go anywhere.”

      Joanna was sensible. She knew me. Surely, she’d be able to help. But Harrison shook her head.

      “Detective Lee is homicide,” she said. “She’s not in our unit, and she isn’t relevant to this discussion.”

      My heart sped up. It felt as if it was pounding against the inside of my rib cage. A sense of déjà vu swept over me. Once again, the police had come for me, and once again, I was in the dark as to why. Last time, I’d lost my job, my reputation, my boyfriend, and all of my savings. I’d had to start over. Would this time be the same?

      No. It couldn’t. I had resources available to help me. I wouldn’t let history repeat itself.

      “I’ll come with you. Just let me notify my boss that I’m leaving the office.”

      Harrison nodded her assent. I went to the reception desk, her sharp eyes following me. I wouldn’t go and speak to Ronan in person because I feared they’d insist on accompanying me, and that would create a stir in the office. At least out here there were fewer people to witness my humiliation. I leaned over the desk and spoke softly.

      “Stephanie, can you please get Mr. King on the phone?”

      She nodded, her eyes wide. “Of course.” She dialed the extension for Ronan’s office and waited for a moment. “Mr. King? I have Fiona on the line for you.” Another pause. I could imagine Ronan would be confused. After all, I was usually the one patching calls through to him, not asking to be put through. “Yes, sir.” She handed me the phone.

      “Hi,” I said, glancing back at the cops and lowering my voice. “I hate to ask, but would you be able to do me a favor?”

      “What favor is that?” He sounded bemused.

      “Can you please call my attorney and ask her to get to the Metro Police Station as quickly as possible?” I carried on without giving him a chance to respond. “Her name is Ariadne Rodgers. She works at MacBeth and Travers.”

      “Of course.” I heard papers shuffling and hoped he was recording her details. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” I hesitated, then added, “It could be about those paintings. I don’t want to take any risks.”

      “Would you like me to come and speak to them?” His tone was brusque. “I’m sure we can clear this up.”

      “Just get Ariadne down to the police station ASAP.” It was nice to know Ronan had my back, but I didn’t want to cause a scene. Although I was fully prepared to do so later if things went downhill.

      “I will. And Fiona, if they make any accusations or ask questions you’re unsure how to answer, stay quiet. Silence is always best.”

      “Thanks, Ronan.” I’d learned that lesson myself as well—the hard way. When you don’t understand what’s going on, it’s easy to say things that can be used against you later, or to lose your temper and do or say something you regret. “Hopefully I’ll be back soon.”

      “Be careful,” he cautioned, and the phone disconnected. I passed it back to Stephanie and turned to face Detectives Harrison and Goodwin.

      “Okay,” I said, holding my head high. “Let me get my purse, and then we can go.”

      Thankfully, they didn’t make a production of removing me from the building. After I ducked back to my desk for my purse, we left calmly. I got into the back of their car. They didn’t speak during the drive—not to each other or to me—and when we arrived, I was ushered into an interview room.

      “Do you mind if I record this conversation?” Detective Harrison asked, placing a voice recorder on the center of the table between us.

      I cocked my head. “Do you need to read me my rights first?”

      “You’re not under arrest. I’d just like to be able to focus on our conversation now and take notes later.”

      “Okay,” I allowed. I didn’t intend on saying anything to incriminate myself, so surely it wouldn’t hurt.

      Harrison switched the device on, then leaned back in her chair and glanced at Goodwin, who rested his forearms on the table and watched me steadily.

      “Where is the Monet?” he asked.
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      ZEKE

      

      I was reviewing a report that Jonah had prepared on the communications between a prominent pharmaceutical mogul and his mistress when I noticed movement on the monitor for the camera feed connected to reception. A man and a woman were speaking with Fiona. Based on their appearance, I immediately picked them as cops. It wasn’t unusual for us to work with the Met P.D.

      I let my gaze linger, as it always did, on Fiona. My gut tightened. I’d wanted the sexy redhead from the moment she started working here, but nothing had happened between us for two reasons. First, she was one of our most valuable employees and Ronan would lose his shit if I did something to drive her away. Second, she didn’t want a damn thing to do with me. I had no idea why, but she’d taken one look at me, scowled, and muttered something under her breath. Nothing I’d said or done since seemed to have thawed her.

      I watched her stiffen as she spoke to the detective, and then cross to the front desk and talk on the phone for a minute or so. After she hung up, she left with them. I paused, rewound the footage, and zoomed in on her face. She looked anxious. I frowned. I couldn’t think of any good reason for the police to need Fiona to go with them. At least, not related to our work at King’s Security.

      I grabbed my mobile phone and called Joanna Lee, the detective we worked with most closely.

      “Detective Lee,” she answered briskly.

      “Jo, it’s Zeke Watts.” She’d probably already seen the Caller ID, but better safe than sorry. “Two of your detectives just left our office with Fiona Ryan. Do you have any idea what that’s about?”

      “It’s nothing to do with my unit,” she said. “I can’t give you any information.”

      “But do you know what they want with her?” I asked.

      She sighed. “I can’t tell you, Zeke. I’m sorry.”

      “Not even for a bottle of whiskey?”

      “No.” Her tone was firm. “But I’ll do you the courtesy of pretending you didn’t just try to bribe a police officer.”

      I grinned to myself. I’d known the offer wouldn’t get me anywhere, but Joanna was painfully straitlaced and it was fun to rile her. “Thanks anyway, Jo.”

      I hung up before she could instruct me to address her by her title, then I pushed my chair back and headed for Ronan’s office. He, Kade, and I were the directors and founders of King’s Security, but while we each held a stake in the business, Ronan was the chief executive because it had been his brainchild and he was best suited to the job.

      I knocked on his door and pushed it open. Usually, Fiona would be seated at her desk near the entrance, ready to grill me about why I wanted to interrupt her boss’s precious time, but of course she wasn’t there now.

      “Zeke.” Ronan was standing behind his massive wooden desk, a briefcase in his hand and his suit jacket folded neatly over his shoulder. “I wondered how long it would take for you to turn up.”

      “What’s happening?” I asked, knowing he’d know what I was talking about.

      “I’m not sure, but Fiona asked me to call her attorney and have her go to the police station. My best guess is it’s something to do with those paintings.”

      “But that was years ago.” Before Fiona started working for us, she’d lost her job as the assistant to the manager of an art gallery because they suspected she’d used her access to the gallery to steal three expensive paintings. She’d never been charged, but they’d put her through the wringer.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know what else it could be.” He stepped out from behind the desk. “I’m going down there too. She’ll need support.”

      I winked. “Will you throw your weight around?”

      Ronan’s name meant something in law enforcement circles and the ten zeros following the number on his bank balance didn’t hurt either.

      “For however much good it will do.”

      “I’ll have my guys see what they can dig up,” I said. “I’ll call you if I find anything.”

      “Thanks.”

      I returned to the quadrant of the office where my tech security superstars—AKA hackers who tried really hard to toe the line of what’s legal—were housed, while Ronan went the other way. I stopped in the center of the open-plan area and clapped to get my staff’s attention.

      “Urgent task,” I called. “The police just took Fiona Ryan in—potentially for questioning—and I want to know why. Put aside everything else until you’ve got me an answer. If any clients call, patch them through to Benson to take a message.”

      Benson was my personal assistant, as efficient as Fiona and just as sassy, but fortunately, unlike her, he didn’t hate my guts. There were several confused glances, and a few people’s eyes lit up—either because of the new challenge or the possibility of getting their hands on gossip. My guys were the best in their field, but they absolutely loved sticking their noses into other people’s business. It was part of what made them so good. Honestly, it was a trait that I shared.

      I strode past Benson into my office, and flopped onto my chair. I opened a new search bar on my computer and started with the obvious: articles about the missing paintings from four years ago. There was nothing new on that front, so I checked for any thefts or big news in the art world in general, but except for a missing idol from a museum in Cairo, all seemed quiet.

      I ran a few more searches, my frown deepening. The absence of information either meant the police were keeping a tight lid on whatever new information they had, or that they wanted to talk to Fiona about something else entirely. That seemed unlikely, but I knew from hard-earned experience that the obvious answer wasn’t always the right one, so I dug into Fiona instead.

      When Howard, one of my best former hackers, knocked on the door, I sat up straight at his expression.

      “What is it?” I demanded.

      “I think a Monet has been stolen.” The words tumbled from his mouth excitedly. “The Windy City Gallery was supposed to be opening an exhibition of impressionist paintings last night, with a work called Daisies by Monet as the centerpiece. The exhibition was canceled at the last minute and chatter on the dark net is that it’s because of a theft.”

      “Monet.” I rubbed my chin, my fingers rasping over stubble. “How much do you think the painting would be worth?”

      “Millions of dollars.” He came closer, a gleam in his dark eyes. “Maybe tens of millions.”

      “Shit. And you think this has something to do with Fiona?” My mind worked quickly. The paintings Fiona had been accused of stealing were worth significantly less than that. A paltry ten thousand dollars per item. It would be a stretch for the police to believe she’d gone from that to a multimillion-dollar heist, but if they thought they’d found a connection between the crimes, it was certainly within the realm of possibility that they’d take her in for questioning.

      “Find out as much as you can about it and email it to me,” I told him. “Get Jonah to see if he can find any electronic evidence to show where Fiona was last night in case we need an alibi for her.” I stood and grabbed my leather jacket. “I’m going to catch up with Ronan.”

      If this was about a stolen Monet, it was a hundred times more serious than we’d originally thought, and I needed to share as much information as I could with Ronan in person. I wanted to be there for Fiona too, even if it wouldn’t necessarily put her mind at ease. What kind of mess had that difficult woman gotten herself into?
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      FIONA

      

      “What Monet?” I demanded, looking from Detective Goodwin to Detective Harrison in confusion.

      “Don’t play dumb.” Goodwin leaned over the table, getting closer to me. He was obviously the bad cop in this scenario. “You stole a priceless Monet from the Windy City Gallery, and we want to know where it is.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You’re out of your minds.” I glanced at the voice recorder, reminding myself not to say anything they could consider verbal assault. “I didn’t steal a Monet.”

      Holy crap. What would I do with a Monet? I mean, I loved to study them, but it would hardly look at home on the wall of my small apartment. Not that I’d be able to display a stolen painting anywhere, and I had nowhere to hide one. I didn’t have any rented storage containers, just a closet with way too much already stuffed inside.

      “Where were you last night?” Harrison asked.

      “At home.” Even to my own ears, it sounded weak. “I left work at six, took the L home, and ate dinner while I watched Cupcake Contest.”

      “Uh-huh.” Harrison’s expression was skeptical. “Was anyone with you?”

      “No.”

      “What about during the day?” Goodwin asked.

      “I was at work.” I relaxed a little. At least that could be easily proved. “I didn’t leave the building, and we have good security camera coverage. I’m sure they’ll approve you reviewing the footage to confirm that I didn’t leave.”

      “Hmph.” Harrison shifted forward, mimicking Goodwin’s position. Elbows on the table. Jaw set. Expression hard. “And before that?”

      “I was at home, then got a coffee from Bean Bonanza and took the L to the office.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yes.” My teeth clenched. “Alone. Although I’m sure someone on the train would have seen me.”

      “Hmm.”

      I hated those stupid thinking noises. They were trying to unnerve me.

      “So, you spent the night alone, took the subway to the office, spent the day there, returned home via the L and spent the evening alone?” Goodwin clarified.

      “That’s right.” I felt like squirming but made myself be still. If I fidgeted, I’d look guilty, and I had nothing to hide. “Couldn’t you check my phone’s location history to show where I was? The GPS is enabled.” I knew Zeke, the arrogant and infuriating director of cybersecurity at King’s Security, would be able to have that data in minutes, so surely they could too.

      Goodwin shrugged one shoulder. “All that proves is where your phone was, not where you were. You could have left it behind or loaned it to someone else.”

      My chest tightened. He made a good point. People generally went everywhere with their phones, but someone who intended to commit a crime would probably make sure there was no means of electronically tracking them. If I was actually the mastermind behind the theft, I’d probably have arranged for someone to take my phone and my credit card and use them in a different area of town from where the crime was occurring, to give myself an alibi.

      “When was the last time you were inside the Windy City Gallery?” Harrison asked.

      I opened my mouth to answer but then closed it again and took a breath. “I won’t answer any more questions without my lawyer present.”

      They gave me matching looks that said they thought asking for an attorney looked guilty as hell, but last time I hadn’t and I’d ended up spending a night in a holding cell because they’d still thought I was guilty anyway. I had no intention of letting that happen again.

      Harrison pulled her phone out and checked the screen. “Looks like you’re about to get your wish.”

      A moment later, the door flew open and Ariadne stormed into the room, a little over five feet and 90 pounds of furious Harvard-educated woman. She pulled out the chair beside me and sat, crossing her legs and glaring at the detectives.

      “Have you been questioning my client?” she demanded.

      “Only informally,” Goodwin replied. “She isn’t under arrest.”

      Ariadne glanced at the voice recorder. “Looks official to me.”

      Harrison pocketed the device. “That’s just for my personal records. Miss Ryan gave permission.”

      “I did,” I admitted, my face flushing when Ariadne arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Well, permission is now revoked.” She reached into the bag she’d dropped beside her chair and withdrew a notebook and a pen, then opened the book to a fresh page. “On what grounds have you brought my client in for questioning?”

      Goodwin rolled his eyes. “It’s just a conversation.”

      “I suggested talking at the office,” I told Ariadne. “They refused.”

      “Uh-huh.” She made a note in shorthand. “So, detectives?”

      Harrison shifted on her seat, growing visibly nervous. “A Monet was discovered missing from the Windy City Gallery early yesterday evening. We’d like Miss Ryan to share any information she may have about that.”

      Ariadne pursed her lips. “And why do you believe Miss Ryan would have any relevant information?”

      Hesitating, Harrison exchanged a look with Goodwin, then moistened her lips. “The theft has certain similarities to the Black Swan case from four years ago.”

      My stomach dropped. I’d expected as much, considering they’d dragged me in, but hearing it was still a blow.

      “My client wasn’t charged for that crime,” Ariadne said.

      Goodwin scoffed. “We’ve seen the case file. It was solid.”

      “Yet the district attorney’s office decided there wasn’t enough evidence to press charges.”

      I felt a swell of satisfaction at their matching hangdog expressions. “Have you talked to Bergen?” I asked them.

      If the theft had similarities to the one that had upended my life four years ago, that’s who I’d be looking at.

      “We can’t discuss an ongoing investigation with you,” Harrison said.

      “Isn’t that exactly what you purport to be doing?” Ariadne asked. She folded her arms. “Do you intend to charge my client?”

      “No,” Harrison replied reluctantly.

      “Is she free to go?”

      “Yes,” Goodwin ground out. “We’re not holding her.” He turned to me. “But we’ll be at your door the instant we have enough evidence.”

      Ariadne stiffened. “Is that a threat?”

      “Of course not,” he said quickly.

      “Come on.” Ariadne stood, tucked her notebook back into her bag, and touched my shoulder. “We’re getting out of here.”

      I got to my feet, surprised by how shaky my legs were. Ariadne yanked the door open and waved me through, ignoring the angry mutterings behind us.

      “Thanks, Ari,” I murmured as she steered me down the corridor.

      In the waiting area, two men near the exit caught my attention. Zeke was slouching in a chair, looking at something on his phone. His black hair was messy, as if he’d run his hands through it, and he wore his ever-present leather jacket. He tapped his phone screen, his tattooed fingers moving agilely and light glinting off his chunky rings. Give him a cigar and he wouldn’t have looked out of place backstage at a rock concert.

      Part of me was surprised to see him there. It wasn’t as if we were friends. But another part of me had expected it. After all, he never had been any good at minding his own business. Ronan stood nearby, reading a poster attached to the wall.

      “Miss Ryan?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Detective Harrison, who’d called down the corridor. “Yes?”

      “Don’t leave town.”

      A gasp of indignation escaped me, but thankfully, it wasn’t loud enough for anyone other than Ariadne to hear.

      “Ignore them,” Ariadne whispered.

      “Easier said than done.” I cleared my throat, which was thick with emotion. “Thank you so much for coming.”

      “Anytime.” She flashed a tight smile at me. “Next time, don’t say a word until I get here.”

      “I won’t.”

      She glanced at the men by the door. “Are you okay if I leave you with them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Great.” She gave me a quick hug. “I’ll see you at our next spin class… if not sooner.”

      “See you there.” I watched her leave, noting that Zeke had looked up from the screen and his dark eyes followed her. He probably thought he’d found his next bed-warmer. He seemed to take it as a challenge to charm every woman he met. I was sure plenty of them ended up beneath him.

      “No orange jumpsuit?” he asked as I approached.

      I ignored him. “You didn’t have to come,” I said to Ronan.

      “Of course we did.” He smiled, and the expression softened his stern features. The man was gorgeous, although it had only been since he got together with his fiancée, Willow Lennox, that he’d smoothed over some of his rougher edges. “We’ll drive you home.”

      “No.” I said it so quickly they both seemed startled. I winced. “I mean, you should take me back to the office. I have plenty of time to do more work today.”

      Ronan considered this. “Don’t feel like you have to. You must need a bit of quiet to get your thoughts together.”

      That’s exactly what I don’t want.

      There was no one to distract me at home. I didn’t want to mull over everything that had gone wrong today, and the myriad ways this could mess up my life.

      “I’d rather be at work.”

      Zeke rose from the chair. “Let Fifi be a workaholic if that’s what she wants.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “My name isn’t ‘Fifi.’”

      “Fifi” sounded like a dog.

      He smirked. “Why not? It’s cute. You’re cute. It fits.”

      “Just no.”

      Ronan jerked his head toward the exit and we followed him out. It was a short walk to the car and I slumped onto the back seat, feeling more drained than I’d realized. When we arrived at King’s Security, Ronan indicated for us to join him in his office. He sat at the collaboration table, Zeke sat opposite him, and I claimed the seat at Ronan’s side, more out of habit than anything else. A good assistant was always at their boss’s right hand.

      “I’ll call Kade,” he said. A few minutes later, the last of the directors sauntered into the room, his broad shoulders nearly filling the doorway.

      He came over to me. “How are you doing?”

      I tried to look more put-together than I felt. “Been better, been worse.”

      He lowered his huge frame onto the chair closest to Zeke. “Run us through everything that’s happened.”

      I glanced between them, suddenly feeling intimidated. Except for Zeke, these men had never been anything but kind to me yet, for some reason, I hated the thought of unloading my baggage on them. I worked my ass off to be excellent at my job. Their respect meant something to me. I didn’t want to lose it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ZEKE

      

      Fiona was too pale. I didn’t like it.

      Even though she was a classic redhead, with richly colored hair and alabaster skin—except for the smattering of freckles across her nose—she always seemed vibrant. Now, she was wan, and it was wrong. Fiona should be filled with life, not slumped with defeat. I was tempted to tease her just to put some color back in her cheeks, but she’d had a tough day already. She didn’t need me to behave like an ass.

      “Go on,” I said gently.

      She looked at me with surprise but then nodded. “Um, so you all know the story behind what happened before I came to work here.”

      “You were accused of stealing three paintings from the gallery where you worked,” Ronan said. “The paintings were replaced with forged copies so no one could be sure exactly when they were taken, but yours was the only key card used outside of normal working hours, and your credit card had recently been used to buy canvases of that size, as well as paints and other supplies from a local store.”

      Fiona cleared her throat. “Yeah, that’s about it. I swear I didn’t do it, though.”

      “We know,” Ronan said. “Do you think I would have hired you if I thought you were a thief?”

      I noticed some of the tension ease from her shoulders.

      “So, what we need to know is, what actually happened?” Kade asked. “Ronan never pressed at the time he hired you. He was satisfied with the report by the private detective we hired, which concluded the same thing the police did: that there wasn’t enough evidence to press charges. Given the state of your finances and your lack of contact with any known fences, he thought it was unlikely you were behind the thefts.”

      Fiona’s cheeks flushed red, and I felt a pang of sympathy. It was never nice to talk about being broke—especially to people who had plenty of money in the bank.

      “It’s actually really simple,” she said, her voice unwavering. “My ex-boyfriend screwed me over.”

      My gut flipped. Whatever I’d expected her to say, it wasn’t that. My fingers curled into fists. “What did he do?”

      Her eyes flicked to me and then lowered to the tabletop as if it was easier to get the words out that way. “I was an artist in addition to being assistant to the gallery manager,” she said. “That’s why they were so suspicious of the purchases. They thought I could have painted the forgeries. I wasn’t that talented. Not that they believed me.” She intertwined her slender fingers and stared down at them. “My boyfriend was skilled enough to have forged them, though. I was financially supporting Bergen while he worked on his art. He was good, and I thought he had a chance of making it big one day.” She sighed. “Keep in mind that I don’t know any of this for certain, but my guess is that Bergen painted the forgeries, then took my key card while I was sleeping and swapped the forgeries out for the originals.” Her mouth curled downward. “All I know for sure is that when I got back from being questioned by the police, he was gone from the apartment, my credit cards had been maxed out, and he’d emptied our joint bank account.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Kade growled. The former soldier had a chip on his shoulder when it came to men hurting or taking advantage of women. Often, I teased him for having a white knight complex, but this time, I wholeheartedly agreed.

      “What the fuck kind of name is ‘Bergen’ anyway?” I asked.

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “I thought it was unique. I was stupid.”

      I wanted to argue that she hadn’t been stupid. I knew how much a betrayal could come out of the blue. I’d trusted my team at the secretive government agency I used to work for, first as a cyber specialist and then as an undercover operative, until I’d been set up to look like a traitor and subjected to their “advanced interrogation techniques”—AKA torture. For an instant, the memory made it difficult to draw a breath. My vision darkened and I inhaled sharply, but then, thankfully, the sensation stopped.

      “Did the police find any evidence to connect him to the theft?” I asked.

      “No.” She shook her head in disgust. “He supposedly had an alibi. He claimed to have been spending the nights with another woman. I don’t know who it was, but she backed him up. They both said he and I had already been broken up for a while and that I was trying to pin it on him out of spite because he left me for someone else.”

      My nostrils flared. “He thought a lot of himself, didn’t he?”

      I could tell from the way she looked like she’d tasted something sour that it pissed her off to have to admit this to us. I got it. Not only did it make her look like a vindictive ex-girlfriend, but a woman like Fiona wouldn’t be used to men leaving her. She was gorgeous, smart-mouthed, and intelligent. Hell, if I had a chance to taste her fire, I’d never let her get away.

      “They believed him,” she said. “They didn’t have enough to charge me, but I lost pretty much everything anyway.”
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      FIONA

      

      “That won’t happen again,” Kade said grimly. “We won’t let it.”

      A thread of hope curled in my gut. “You believe me?”

      “I sure as hell do.” He nodded toward Ronan. “You already know Ronan does. Even if I had any doubts, the fact that you came into work today would cinch it. What kind of person would show up to the office the day after stealing a priceless Monet?”

      I turned to Zeke. He’d always been the one who was more suspicious and cynical of people’s motives. “What about you?”

      His lips quirked. “I disagree with Kade on that last point. A great thief would go about their routine as normal regardless of what they’d been up to. What better way to look innocent than to act as though nothing had happened?”

      Angry heat simmered inside me and I narrowed my eyes at him. “But—”

      “You didn’t let me finish.” He smirked. Damn, I wanted to wipe that annoying expression off his face. “I don’t think you are a thief. I was just pointing out what the police’s perspective might be. Your being here today is a good bluff. That said, you obviously didn’t do it, and we can’t afford to lose the boss’s right-hand woman, so I guess we’ll just have to prove your innocence.”

      “W-what?” I couldn’t believe my ears. Surely Zeke, the most frustrating man I’d ever had the displeasure of working with, hadn’t just suggested coming to my rescue.

      “He’s right.” Ronan sighed and ran a hand over his tidy hair. “The best way to beat this is to be proactive. We need to either prove you can’t have done it by locking down your alibi, or find who actually stole the Monet.”

      I blinked at them in shock, momentarily speechless. “You’d do that for me?”

      “Of course we would,” Kade said gruffly.

      “But it shouldn’t be your problem. It’s not fair of me to expect you to help me clean up my own mess. Especially since you were already generous enough to give me this job despite my history.” Ronan had taken a chance on me when no one in my old circles would. I didn’t want to repay him by making his life more difficult.

      Ronan stacked his hands one on top of the other on the table. “You’re family to us, and we take care of our own. We’re helping you.”

      My lower lip wobbled. My throat constricted and I blinked rapidly to stop the tears that were welling in my eyes from spilling over. “Thank you.”

      “Great. That’s decided.” Zeke clasped his hands together. “Moving on. It seems to me that considering the nature of the crime, our best bet is to look for electronic evidence. I’ll take the lead.”

      My stomach fluttered. Zeke would be the one trying to clear my name? I didn’t know how to feel about that. On one hand, he was excellent at what he did, but on the other, he never seemed to take anything seriously. Did I really want to rely on him for something so important?

      “You’ll make this your top priority?” Ronan asked.

      “Sure. It’ll be like an electronic game of Clue. The guys will love it.”

      The fluttering turned into nausea.

      “Can’t you take something seriously for once?” I snapped. “This is my life.”

      Zeke’s crooked smile didn’t waver. “I take it very seriously, Fifi, and my team will too. They work harder when we make it fun or give them something to compete over. Trust me.”

      My stomach sank. That was the whole problem. I didn’t trust him.

      I had no particular reason not to. I knew his reputation as being the best in his field, and we had a long list of satisfied clients because of him. But I had a difficult time seeing him as an expert cyber specialist rather than as the devil-may-care flirt he’d become whenever we were in the same room. Beyond that, the truth was, I didn’t really trust anyone. After all, I’d trusted Bergen, and look where that had gotten me.

      “Surely we don’t need you and your team working on it,” I said, my thoughts again returning to the huge mountain of crap I’d dumped at my boss’s feet. “I don’t want to cause any issues with meeting deadlines for other projects. I could just work closely with one of your people.”

      Zeke’s grin widened. “Nice try, sweetheart, but you’re not getting out of working with me. You’re a V.I.P. That means you get the white glove service.”

      Despite my reservations, I warmed at the thought that Zeke considered me important. It had never occurred to me that he might see me as more than a challenge to his lady-killer reputation.

      I turned to Ronan. “Is that a good idea? I’d hate to be responsible for problems with paying clients.”

      I couldn’t afford to pay for their time. I knew the rates these guys charged out at and they weren’t even in my ballpark. The only reason I could afford Ariadne as my attorney was because I’d known her since school and she gave me a heavy discount.

      “Zeke knows what his team are and are not capable of,” Ronan said with a shrug. “If he thinks they can handle this without dropping any balls, then that’s his call.”

      I met Zeke’s eyes. They were so dark they were nearly black, but when I took the time to look past the attitude he wore like a shield, I saw a hint of real emotion in them. For whatever reason, he did care.

      “Thank you,” I said thickly. “Thank you all.”

      “It’s no problem.” Ronan pushed his chair back. “Call a temp to cover for you. You can focus on yourself until everything is cleared up.”

      I pressed my lips together. He was an amazing boss, and I’d never take it for granted. “Thank you.”

      Zeke rolled his eyes. “Stop thanking him and let’s get started. Come with me.”

      He stood and stretched, his shirt riding up to reveal an inch of tattooed abdomen. I tore my gaze away from that intriguing patch of skin just in time for him to notice. His expression turned smug but he didn’t mention it, instead sauntering out of the office as if he didn’t have a care in the world. I thanked Ronan and Kade again, excused myself, and placed a call to the temp agency we used. Once that was done, I went to Zeke’s office and knocked softly.

      He glanced up from his computer, a pair of glasses perched on the end of his nose that somehow only made him sexier. “You know, you didn’t have to manufacture this whole situation just to spend more time with me,” he teased. “You could have asked.”

      I snorted. Perfect. There was the reminder I needed about exactly who he was. Sarcastic. Flirtatious. Not the kind of man I should ever be attracted to.
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      ZEKE

      

      With balance restored, I open a search tab on my computer. For a few seconds there, Fiona had been looking at me in a way I didn’t understand, and I’d had to get us back on an even footing.

      “Grab a chair and pull it up,” I told her.

      The first order of business was to look into her asshole ex. A subtle floral scent tickled my nostrils as she parked a chair a couple of feet away and perched primly atop it, her thighs crossed and her skirt pulled tight across them. I forced myself not to stare. She made a tempting picture.

      “What’s Burger’s last name?” I asked.

      “Bergen,” she corrected. “It’s Cole.”

      “Bergen Cole,” I said, typing it into the search field. It was a unique enough name that I doubted I’d need to add many filters before I found who I was looking for. Sure enough, I found a social media account right away, along with a Wikipedia page for Bergen Cole, Artist. I skimmed the wiki page. It was basic, with a few sentences about his life and a list of his known works. I exited the page and opened the social media account. Images of landscape paintings filled the screen. Mountains, streams, skylines, and several of a flower garden. I didn’t have much of an eye for art, but I could tell he was reasonably talented.

      I scrolled down the page until I found a photograph of a person I assumed was Bergen. My hand froze on the mouse and my eyebrow popped up. The man in the photograph had dark, shaggy hair, brown eyes, harsh features, tattoos climbing the sides of his neck, and a cocky smirk. In short, he looked so similar to me that we could have been brothers.

      “Shit.” I whistled. “I’m totally your type.”

      “Are not,” she retorted.

      I glanced at the screen pointedly.

      Her cheeks turned pink. “Okay, so there’s a resemblance, but did you ever stop to think that maybe that’s exactly what makes you not my type?”

      I frowned and waited for her to elaborate.

      She huffed. “What person would want to go out with someone who reminded them of the worst time of their life?”

      Ouch. I rubbed my chest. Now that she said it, I could see her point. Being around me must be difficult sometimes. A constant reminder of what she’d been through. Was this why she’d disliked me on sight? If so, it would explain a lot. Still, it would be nice to be seen as my own person. I didn’t like being lumped in with someone else and paying for their sins.

      Also, what were the odds? When I left my job at the agency, half the reason I covered myself with tattoos and got damn near everything pierced was to make myself as recognizable as possible, so I could never be used as a nameless, faceless tool again. The chance of finding someone who resembled me so closely must be infinitesimal, but apparently, not impossible.
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