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      “The doctors gave me a year to live,” Simon said as he sat at the head of the conference room table.

      Myself and my four-cofounders instantly quieted as we stared at the old man. Our first investor. Our college professor. Majority owner of our billion-dollar company, MyHome, a personalized home finding app that took users needs and lifestyle into account before presenting tailored options. Surely, we’d misheard him.

      “That’s a bad joke, even for you,” Jude, our chief executive officer, teased. The playful smile at his lips didn’t meet his blue-green eyes, though. There was a tightness there, matching the nervous clench of my gut.

      Simon’s lips didn’t even twitch. “I’m not joking.”

      Grief. Shock. Fear. So many emotions plowed through me as I stared at Simon, the man who made my business possible with his investment. He’d invested in MyHome when no other investors would even give it a second glance. Now it was a billion-dollar company and he owned thirty percent of the shares.

      I looked around at my four co-founders, some of my best friends from college, seeing my own emotions reflected on their faces.

      Aaric, our chief operating officer leaned forward, blond hair falling from his bun. “Surely it’s not over yet, Simon. We can afford the best medicine there is.” His light Norwegian accent was full of gentle compassion for our mentor.

      But Simon stiffly shook his head. “Congestive heart failure can’t be reversed. I’ve been dealing with it for years, but my doctors tell me I’m in the final stage.” He cleared his throat, making it wobble. “I wouldn’t trouble you with it, but it is important to future operations here.” He laced his weathered hands on the table, the Rolex on his wrist catching the overhead light.

      My brows drew together, and I looked at the guys again for any hint that they knew this was coming. Quentin, our chief financial officer, typically was unreadable, but even his lips were parted in shock. And Cruz, our constantly joking chief marketing officer, wore a serious frown for perhaps the first time in his life.

      Simon plowed ahead, pragmatic as ever, despite the bomb he’d just dropped in the middle of the conference room. “When I pass, my will assigns my shares to Aleyna, Damien, and Jasper. Ten percent of the company to each of them.”

      The breath squeezed from my lungs, making it impossible to speak. When I woke up this morning, the last thing I expected was to be told that thirty percent of MyHome would go to Simon’s degenerate adult children.

      “Over my dead body,” Jude said forcefully with his blue-green eyes narrowed. Despite the tension in the room, I was relieved he was speaking up. He was the sharpest of us, always the one who pushed us ahead and knew what to do when our backs were against the wall. Like right now.

      Because Simon’s children? They weren’t just fuckups; they were famous fuckups that could tank MyHome faster than my new computer’s processing speed.

      Aleyna made her money on a reality show where she caused drama and headaches for the rest of the world. And Damien? A B-list model-slash-actor with more stints in rehab than he had magazine covers—and that was saying something. Jasper was the worst of them all, spearheading a cult dedicated to worshiping... the sun.

      How Simon, a storied financial advisor, raised children like that, I’d never understand.

      Simon let out a heavy breath. “I don’t want MyHome going to my kids any more than you all do.” The ache in his voice was as palpable as my own relief.

      I could feel my shoulders relax, and across the table, Aaric let out an audible sigh of relief. Quentin, the chief financial officer, was more skeptical than the rest of us though. He eyed Simon suspiciously, dark brown hands clasped on the table, and said, “There’s a ‘but’ coming. What is it?”

      Simon’s lips pressed into a grim line. “Learning that your time is coming to an end puts things into perspective. My biggest regret in life is not guiding my children as I should have. But I still have a chance to help you all live the best lives you can.”

      I tilted my head, feeling sympathy for my mentor. “What do you want us to learn?” I asked. “I’m sure we’d all be happy to. Not just because of the business, but because we respect you so much. Right, guys?”

      They all nodded their agreement.

      Simon’s features softened a bit, his wrinkles seeming a little less deep than before. “Thanks for that, Bryce.”

      I dipped my head in acknowledgement.

      Summoning up his strength, Simon pressed up from the table. He paced in front of the blank whiteboard at the front of the room like he usually did when solving a problem. Must be all those years as a professor. “I will sell my shares to you prior to my passing as long as you follow these conditions. They’re each backed by peer-reviewed research to make for a good life."

      Jude let out a sigh so quiet I could only hear it because I was sitting next to him. He always thought Simon could have made his lectures a little more succinct. Even now, fifteen years past college graduation, some things remained the same.

      My lips twitched, only for a moment, as Simon uncapped a dry erase marker and started writing.

      1. Work with a personal trainer and nutritionist.

      Aaric seemed relieved as he said, “That’s a good one. Bryce is the only one who doesn’t have a trainer.”

      “Because I grew up working on a farm and my older brother was a professional athlete,” I protested. “I know how to stay fit.”

      Simon ignored us both, writing out his next point.

      

      2. Take quarterly leadership retreats. 3+ Days

      “Quarterly?” Cruz muttered. “I’ll be home less than I already am.”

      The marker made soft pounding sounds as Simon continued writing. His body hid the words though, so we all had to wait until he finished.

      Jude leaned in closer to me, whispering, “This oughta be good.”

      Despite myself, I smirked. It took me back to our sophomore year when we moved in as roommates and signed up for as many of the same classes as possible.

      

      3. Take two weeks of vacation a year.

      Jude frowned deeply. “Two weeks? That’s not practical.”

      But Simon kept writing.

      

      4. You must get married within the year and sign a prenuptial agreement guaranteeing your wife 50% of your shares upon divorce.

      And that’s when the chaos began.
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      “You’ve gotta be shitting me,” I said, staring from the words to Simon like I’d read them wrong.

      He capped the marker, putting it back in the tray, then stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I can assure you, I’m not shitting you.”

      Aaric said, “Are you thinking clearly, Simon? Does this condition affect your mind?”

      Jude stood up next to me, hands balled into fists like this was a physical fight. “This isn’t legal. It’s extortion.”

      “Sue me,” Simon said with a shrug. “Then all the shares will be tied up in the courts. We all know the government will make great choices with my assets.”

      Quentin got up and paced along the wall of windows, brow furrowed. He has to be coming up with something, I hoped. My mind had been wiped clean by Simon’s last request.

      Cruz said, “We’re already prepping to launch the new software arm of the app. Isn’t that enough to deal with without being forced to find a wife too?”

      Aaric nodded quickly. “Simon, isn’t there another way? Surely you don’t want us marrying for money.”

      We all waited for his answer, and Simon stepped closer to the conference table, bending at the waist and resting his hands against it.

      “The research spanned multiple countries and cultures. Whether it was an arranged marriage or a love marriage, the results were the same: Life improves for married men.” The conviction was clear in his tone, but a softness, too, as he added, “You boys are like my children. I can’t fail you like I’ve failed them.”

      Cruz spread his hands wide, his watch scraping over the conference room table. “We’re doing great, Simon. That’s all thanks to you. There’s no need for this extra stuff.”

      “Don’t blow smoke up my ass,” Simon said, aiming a long, hard look at Cruz, then the rest of us. “You boys have a successful company. What else do you have to show for it?”

      He gestured at Aaric. “That stupid self-driving electric car?”

      Aaric frowned. “It’s good for the environment,” he muttered. But Simon’s gaze was already on Quentin. “You own a football team? Congratulations on watching people throw a ball around.”

      Quentin scowled in return.

      Then Simon said to Jude, “You have a hospital named after you? Whoopie.”

      “I didn’t do that,” Jude retorted.

      Simon gestured to Cruz. “That family compound of yours is pretty cool, and yeah, Bryce, you hired some help for your old man on the farm. But you boys all work more hours than you don’t. You don’t have lives.”

      Now the room fell silent, because Simon was right. Work was our life. Had been for years.

      “Pretty soon you’re gonna be old men like me,” Simon continued. “Given months to live only to realize that you’re missing everything that really matters in life.” He looked at the ground, blinking back the mist from his pale-blue eyes. “I’m having my lawyer draw up the prenuptial agreements for all of you, and he’ll have the paperwork for the sale ready for me to sign as soon as I see your completed marriage certificates.”

      Jude arched an eyebrow, “What if we don’t all get married? Will you sell the shares to some of us?”

      It was a fair question—and could keep Simon’s children from having a majority stake in the company. For the first time since Simon started writing his list, I felt hopeful.

      He shook his head like he saw right through Jude’s question. “It’s all of you with rings on your fingers or nothing.” Like we really were his kids and he’d had enough of our arguing, he said, “My decision is final.”

      Silence echoed through the room, suffocating with its weight.

      After letting his words sink in, Simon left the conference room. The five of us founders were alone. Jude and I standing with arms folded over our chests, Quentin pacing, like wearing a hole in the flooring could solve our problems, and Cruz and Aaric slumped in their chairs as if there was no hope in the world.

      “There has to be a solution,” Jude said, tugging on his blazer from where it lay on the back of his chair.

      I gave him a curious look. “What are you thinking?” Simon was like a stubborn mule—once he set his feet, he wasn’t moving no matter how hard you pushed or pulled.

      “Easy,” Jude said. “Simon’s kids understand one language: money. I’ll go see if I can preemptively buy them out of their shares.”

      Aaric looked confused. “Isn’t Damien in some Himalayan rehab? He must be hard to get to.”

      “I’ll find him,” Jude said. “We’ll start there, and then it should be easy to convince Aleyna once he’s on board.” His confidence gave me some relief. “Jasper will be happy to have money to build another yurt in the desert.”

      “Good,” I said. Because I couldn’t get married like this. If there was one thing my family had taught me growing up, it was that marriage was sacred. Not a business transaction or some temporary arrangement to get out of when life got hard.

      When I married, it would be forever. And considering there wasn’t a woman romantically involved in my life... I shook my head at the thought of promising forever to some stranger who only wanted me for my money. “Make it happen,” I said to Jude. “Whatever it takes.”

      He nodded, then spoke to me. “You’ll act as CEO while I’m out.”

      Quentin spoke to me, “Let me know if you need me to pick up any slack.”

      “I will,” I agreed. Serving as the chief technology officer and CEO would add some extra challenges, but my assistant was a lifesaver, and my team was the best.

      “We’ll figure this out,” Jude assured us all.

      But Quentin didn’t look so sure. He warned, “This company under the wrong hands won’t last long. Especially since they’ll have unlimited access to intel. They could sell our information for a fortune.”

      Aaric replied, “We could sue.”

      Cruz looked hopeless as he countered, “Sue them while they’re off in some country without an extradition agreement? It would be too little, too late.”

      My chest felt tight with every word, especially considering my team was currently developing a new software add-on that would change the moving game, making it  cheaper and easier for end users. Shame wracked through me. I had been naive to never consider what would happen in the event of Simon’s passing. “Why didn’t I plan for something like this?”

      “Our legal counsel should have prepared us,” Jude said with a stormy look crossing his face. “Stop beating yourself up. We can’t go back, so we need to move forward.”

      I nodded, knowing he was right.

      Cruz said, “Stop blaming yourself–you need to spend your time finding a wifey.” He cracked a smile. “Might have to find myself two.”

      The joke fell flat, but I forced my lips up for a moment at least. My mind was running ragged as I left the conference room. Maya, my executive assistant, walked beside me, keeping pace at my side in her sky-high heels.

      She handed me a manila folder. “The new daycare provider is demanding a meeting with the CEO. Which means you as of five seconds ago. She’ll be up in fifteen minutes.”

      I grunted. Jude briefed us just a week ago on the new employee daycare center on the ground floor of The Tower. It was supposed to boost employee retention and save us millions in the long run. “What’s going on?”

      “She... has some concerns,” Maya said.

      I raised my eyebrows. “About?”

      “She’s demanding to talk to the man in charge about it.”

      I cringed. This was part of why Jude made an effective CEO; he was good at disappointing people while somehow making them feel like he’d done them a favor. It was like magic watching him in action.

      But Jude wasn’t here, so when I reached my office, I tugged back the frosted glass door letting us inside. It was a massive suite with floor-to-ceiling windows, a desk large enough for all three of my monitors, bookshelves, a small meeting table, and an exceptionally comfortable couch along the wall. I’d spent more nights there than at home lately.

      Maya continued, “Also, Grandpa said to tell you he and Aggie are coming to the city this weekend and wants us to go to lunch with them—and not talk business.”

      “Ironic, considering we’re not supposed to talk about family at work,” I reminded my niece. At first, I’d been nervous to hire family, but she was scrappy as hell and worked just as hard as any of the founders, despite being fresh out of college. “Add it to my calendar,” I finally said. “I’ll be there.”

      A firm knock sounded at the door, and I looked up to see the most beautiful Black woman with glowing umber-toned skin standing in the open doorway. Even dressed modestly in all-black clothing, her curves caught my attention, along with the determination showing in her deep brown eyes.

      “Looks like she’s early,” Maya said.
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      I stared into the curious blue eyes of the man inside the office, adrenaline racing through my system. No amount of talking with contractors or complaining to assistants had helped; I was done being pushed off. I needed to talk to the man in charge. The daycare owner wouldn’t do it, so I was handling this myself.

      Maya, a tall, willowy woman without any hints of wrinkles, said, “Our acting CEO just arrived.”

      “Good,” I replied, stepping into the office because you couldn’t fix things without having a seat at the table. “Let’s sit.”

      Bryce Madigan didn’t seem bothered by my intrusion. Instead, he wore an amused look in his blue eyes as he gestured toward the table in his office. He stood at least three inches taller than me, which was incredible considering I was an inch over six feet tall.

      I forced my gaze away from him as I went to the table and felt dizzy at the view from his office windows. I could see all of Dallas from up here, and I wondered if he liked looking down on the people below like ants, if it made him feel like a big man.

      “Look, we’ve got a problem,” I said, deciding not to sit. I folded my arms across my chest. He followed my lead, standing across from me, but his hands stayed loose at his sides like nothing could rattle him.

      “Fill me in,” he replied calmly. “I’m sure there’s a solution.”

      I took a breath and pressed on, refusing to be placated into submission. “There’s construction happening above the daycare. It’s loud, and it’s upsetting the children. They can’t nap, which makes afternoons exponentially harder for them and the staff. Everyone I’ve talked to in this building has given me excuse after excuse.” I held my fingers up, counting them off. “‘The work will be done shortly.’ ‘They’ll see what they can do about rescheduling the louder work.’ ‘Let me talk to my supervisor.’ On and on.”

      A frown tilted his lips down. “The noise is keeping the kids awake?”

      I nodded and braced myself for him to tell me it wasn’t that big of a deal if the kids missed a midday snooze. Of course he wouldn’t understand—he was a single guy in his thirties, no wedding ring in sight.

      “I’m sure their parents love picking up grumpy kids after work,” he replied, surprising me. While I stood dumbfounded, he walked to his desk and pushed a button on the phone. “Maya, can you get the construction supervisor on the phone?”

      “Yes,” came the voice made to sound mechanical by the speakers.

      Then Bryce lifted the phone to his ear, asking me, “When is naptime?”

      “Noon to two,” I replied.

      He nodded, a look of focus on his face as he waited. After a moment, he said, “Rob? This is Bryce Madigan, acting CEO. Yes, we’ll need your workers to pause construction from noon to two every day.”

      After a moment, he asked, “How much more?” He nodded. “I’ll sign off on it... Yes, start today.” Bryce hung up and looked at me. “Done.”

      My eyebrows drew together. I’d spent two weeks dealing with the noise and waiting for phone calls to be returned. “They’ll stop?” I asked. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” he replied lightly.

      “Must have been expensive,” I commented.

      A small smile lifted his full lips. “Good thing I have money.”

      Damn. Him solving my problems so quickly was hot. But after having to work so hard for everything in my life, I was suspicious of anything that came too easily. “What’s the catch?”

      “Get a drink with me after work today?” The confidence of his stance and how effortlessly he asked me out had missing puzzle pieces falling into place. Bryce Madigan was used to getting what he wanted. No doubt that was part of what made him so successful. Maybe I was just feeling spicy, but I didn’t want to be another one of his accomplishments.

      “After dealing with all that noise, I have a headache,” I retorted, turning to leave the office.

      He called after me. “Think you’ll feel better tomorrow night at seven?”

      I smirked to myself. “Hard to tell.”

      The door to his office closed behind me, and his assistant said, “Was that helpful?”

      I nodded. “Very.”

      Bryce’s voice came through the speakers. “See if you can get her number before she leaves.”

      He must have thought I’d be at the elevators by now. Maya smirked at me, looking like she was holding back laughter. “Care to respond?”

      A small smile touched my lips. I leaned over her desk, making sure she was pushing the button that connected the phone to his office. “You know where I work.”

      Maya chuckled as I walked out of the reception area to the hallway with a row of elevators. Soon after I pressed the singular button for down, one dinged open and I stepped inside the empty, mirrored square. In a few floors it would begin filling up. But right now, I was at the top of The Tower, all by myself.

      The elevator whirred, making my stomach bottom out. I hated how fast these things went. I had to put my hand against the wall to keep myself from spilling my guts on the marble tile. At least I felt a little better when we hit the ground floor.

      The bottom floor of The Tower was just trendy and functional—not quite as opulent as the top floor. Half of it was occupied by a two-story cafeteria area open to the floor below. The other half had been renovated to become a windowed childcare center with an indoor-outdoor park.

      When I reached the center, I used my keycard to unlock the first set of doors. The director of the childcare center, my boss, was in the nursery, watching the little babies for me while I took this meeting.

      After setting four-month-old Jack down in his crib, she gave me a sad look. “Told you they wouldn’t care,” she whispered. “The suits never do.”

      Feeling successful that I’d done what even my boss couldn’t do, I whispered back, “This one was different.”
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      As I walked up to Simon’s Spanish-style mansion, I thought, This is all his fault.

      Simon had put the idea of marriage in my head. That’s why I couldn’t get Jada out of my mind. Then again, maybe it was her voluptuous body, her pretty eyes, and the fire that clearly burned within her capturing my thoughts. Or maybe it was because she’d so blatantly turned me down.

      The last time a woman had shut me down was in college, when I was just another tech nerd in the computer science program. Since then, I’d grown a couple inches, filled out, and had a professional stylist who put me in something other than Wranglers and T-shirts that came in a three-pack. The first time I had a haircut from the in-house barber and saw the bill, I nearly shit my pants.

      But I looked good, vastly improved from walking into the bargain bin barber by the grocery store.

      Knocking on Simon’s massive front door, I shook those thoughts aside. In fact, with each rap of the iron knocker, my stomach sank. Simon still seemed so full of life. This diagnosis couldn’t be right.

      My phone chimed in the group text, and I released the knocker to check it.

      
        
        Jude: Got a lead for a rehab in Tibet. Taking off in an hour. Will keep you updated.

      

      

      I let out a groan. It was over a day’s flight to that part of the world. And each second this scheme went on felt like hours. September in Dallas had me sweating just as much as Simon’s commands. So I loosened my tie until it came apart, and I shoved the damn thing in my pocket.

      Iris, Simon’s house manager, opened the door.  She still spoke with a slight Chinese accent, and her hair was cut at a sharp angle across her cheeks to match her personality. “Bryce. You’re the third to come by today.”

      The tips of my ears felt hot under her withering stare, but I said, “I’m not here to cause trouble, Ms. Iris.”

      She gave me an assessing stare, then nodded for me to follow her.

      A little relieved, I kept pace behind her through the lavish foyer lined with paintings worth more than the house I grew up in. Glittering crystal vases filled with fresh, fragrant flowers decorated the tables along the walls.

      Our feet echoed over the terra-cotta floor until we reached a library tucked at the back of the house with windows overlooking the meticulously landscaped yard. Simon sat in the leather wingback chair, feet resting on a matching ottoman. Even in his green velvet robe and slippers, he looked regal, poring over the pages of a hardcover book.

      “Reading for business or pleasure?” I asked him.

      His eyes continued scanning the page until he finally put a tasseled bookmark between the pages and closed the edition. “Is there a difference?” he asked.

      My lips tipped slightly as I slid into the wingback chair beside his own.

      “If you’ve come to plead your case, you’ll be the third to fail today,” he warned me.

      Simon had been in his late sixties when I first met him as a freshman in college. He was a professor emeritus who kept coming back even after retiring. Even so, he’d never seemed old to me.

      Today? That changed. I noticed the redness in his eyes, the extra slouch to his shoulders, papery wrinkles cracking over his skin. I wondered if he’d changed or my perspective had. Maybe both.

      “I came to check on you,” I said earnestly. “I know you have everything money can buy, but you’re missing some things money can’t touch.”

      He lifted his eyebrows, forehead wrinkles deepening. “And what would that be?”

      “I thought we both knew,” I replied. It was the reason for his proposal earlier. I leaned forward on the chair, resting my elbows on my knees. “People aren’t meant to go through something like this with employees or strangers at their side, Simon. Let me be here for you, as your friend, as your son.”

      His already watery eyes seemed to glisten. “You’re a good man, Bryce.”

      My chest tightened painfully. “You are too,” I told him. Deep down, I knew it to be true, even if he was misguided sometimes.

      “So who are your marriage prospects?” he asked, changing the subject. And for the first time since coming in here tonight, I saw his posture lift. It hit me–the thought of us founders getting married? It was giving him hope. Knowing his prognosis, I couldn’t deny him that gift.

      “I’m not dating anyone,” I answered. “Never had ‘the one that got away.’”

      He seemed to sag.

      “But there was a woman earlier today...”

      His features brightened again. The old bastard was a romantic underneath it all. “Tell me about her,” he said.

      My lips twisted to the side as I pictured Jada’s features going from determined to relieved to annoyed in under ten minutes. “She’s intriguing.”

      He grinned wryly. “All the good ones are.”

      “She’s determined too.” I knew that at least. She would do whatever it took for the kids under her care—even banging down the door of the acting CEO. And when I looked her up in the company directory, I learned she wasn’t even the daycare’s director. She’d been hired on as a care provider just a few months ago.

      “Good,” Simon said. “A billionaire doesn’t need a weak woman at his side.”

      I hadn’t considered a woman at my side much at all, to tell the truth. That always seemed to be on the back burner, waiting for a better time. “I’m not sure she’ll be at my side,” I admitted. “She turned me down.”

      Simon said, “You must not have had a very good pitch.”

      “Pitch?” I chuckled, shifting the throw pillow from behind my back so I could lean against the chair. “You make this sound like a business proposition.”

      He gave me an exasperated look. “Have I taught you nothing? Everything in life is a business proposition, whether we care to admit it or not.”

      “Even love?” I asked. I’d heard all my life from the man I admired most—my own father—that marriage wasn’t a contract but a chance to lay down everything you have for another person and build a life together. It’s not about what you can get, my dad always said. It’s what you can give.

      But Simon seemed to think differently. He said, “No one gets married expecting nothing out of the deal. You get married for companionship, loyalty, wealth, to build a family. The reasons are never truly altruistic.” Looking me over, he chuckled. “Looks like you just found out Santa isn’t real.”

      I shook my head at the old man, frustrated at his cynicism. “Is that why you want us to sign away half our shares to our brides then? To make a more appealing pitch?”

      He shook his head slightly. “You don’t want your wife staying for the money. You want her staying for what money can’t buy.” Done with the conversation, he picked up his book and started reading again.

      “This way,” Iris said, and I jumped. Where had she come from? Hadn’t she left earlier?

      But she pinned me with an impatient gaze that had me standing up from the cushy leather chair and following her into the hallway.

      I felt sadder than when I walked into Simon’s place because I realized he wasn’t just trying to get us to fare better than his children; he wanted us to have a better life than him.

      But that didn’t mean I agreed with his methods. In fact, as I went out to my car, I hoped even harder that Jude would have a solution, because marriage shouldn’t be about money; it should be about love.

      Maybe to Simon, they were one and the same.
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      I stepped down the stairs from the company’s private jet in Tibet. The air was much cooler here than in Dallas, and I stifled a shiver.

      Never let them see you weak.

      That’s what my dad always said.

      My assistant, Owen, followed behind me, carrying our luggage. Not ten yards away, a black SUV approached to collect us. The driver got out, opening the door for me with a nod. I slid inside, checking my phone for messages. Quentin had last month’s P&L in my inbox, and I pulled it up to review the data.

      Just as I finished reading the top line, a phone call came across my phone screen, and my blood ran cold.

      My father.

      While Owen got in the car and gave directions to the driver, I sat back against the firm leather seat and drew my phone to my ear. “Yes, sir?”

      “Where are you?” he demanded, in the brusque way of his.

      “Tibet, for work.”

      “Your mother isn’t pleased you’re missing dinner.”

      My stomach clenched, but I maintained my posture, not wanting Owen to see me squirm. “My assistant has flowers on the way to Mother already,” I said, giving Owen a meaningful look. He instantly got on his phone, tapping on the screen.

      “The Robinsons, they’re taken care of.”

      My eyebrows rose, an uneasy feeling making it hard to breathe. Or maybe that was the altitude. “Taken care of?”

      “Last week, you mentioned they were attempting a competing software.”

      An icy cold feeling traveled down my spine, making my back stiffen. I’d gotten too lax last week in the stress of work and overshared. I wouldn’t do that again. “Thank you, sir.” The words felt like acid on my tongue.

      “Anything for my son,” he replied. “I’ll see you next week.”

      The line went silent.

      I lowered my phone slowly to my lap, the P&L long forgotten. My fingers shook as I tapped Robinson Inc. in the search bar. The headline came across the screen.

      FIRE DESTROYS MULTI-MILLION-DOLLAR SERVER AT ROBINSON INC.

      My stomach churned. Frantically, I pressed the window button, needing air. It sliced through the two-inch gap, and I took careful sips.

      “Jude?” Owen said.

      I glanced his way. “Please turn on the AC. It’s stuffy in here.”

      He hurried to adjust the thermostat, and I waited until the nausea passed to roll the window back up.

      Outside, craggy foothills blurred past. The first time I came to Tibet and drove on this road, I was a young teen. My dad took Mom and me along on a business trip. She had gone to a spa day, leaving me to explore on my own with a paid driver and an unlimited credit card. Used to the time alone, I asked the driver to take me somewhere cool.

      He dropped me off at the Sera Monastery. At first, I’d thought it was a weird choice. But I wandered the quiet grounds feeling strangely at peace for the first time in my life outside of the soccer field.

      I might have been the first thirteen-year-old boy to dream of being a professional-soccer-playing monk.

      My father never would have allowed either path unless I was Cristiano Ronaldo. Domination was the only option.

      The driver slowed, and I glanced out the window, noticing the change in our surroundings. We were approaching a security gate. The vehicle stopped, I assumed for the driver to exchange words with security. My feet tapped silently on the floorboards—the only nervous habit I allowed myself—while Owen’s eyes tracked his phone screen.

      The gate slid open, and we continued driving again for a short distance over carefully kept grounds that would impress even my mother. Through the darkened windows, I could see winding gravel paths lined with delicately flowering shrubs. Birds hopped from one tree to another while clients walked the grounds like they were posing for a brochure.

      We stopped in the circular drive in front of the building, and soon, our door was opened by our driver. I noted an older Asian man wearing a perfectly crisp white uniform waiting by the front door. He approached, a constant crinkle to the corners of his eyes. “Gentlemen. I’m Mr. Wei, program director. We are so pleased to have you here.”

      I shook his hand, and Owen followed suit.

      “Let me take you to Mr. Church’s room.”

      I nodded curtly, ready to have this over with. I slept like shit on the plane, and I knew I wouldn’t rest until we had a way to thwart Simon’s plan.

      I’d do whatever it took to protect MyHome. Because the guys who built it with me? They were the only family that mattered to me.

      Mr. Wei led us over a cobblestone breezeway between what seemed to be the admin building and the residential area. A few of the rooms had open doors showing grand chambers with decadent furnishings and expansive views of the mountain range.

      Forget rehab. This was a full-blown resort.

      Mine and Owen’s dress shoes echoed off the cobbled floor until Mr. Wei stopped ahead of us. He lifted his hand to the knocker above Door 149 and sharply cracked metal over metal three times.

      The sound drove right through my skull. But I didn’t wince. Didn’t move.

      A moment later, Simon’s son, the younger, degenerate version of him, opened the door in a khaki-colored uniform similar to Mr. Wei’s. Stubble grew over his jawline, and his dirty-blond hair was tousled above his head. Yet his smile was cool and calculated; he’d been expecting to see me. How?

      “So,” he drawled, “you heard my father’s dying.”
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      I put the phone down on the receiver and dropped my head to the table in the small employee lounge, resting my forehead on the back of my hands. My eyes stung just as bad as my thumb ring stabbing into my eyebrow.

      Nine hundred dollars a month for insurance with a four-figure deductible.

      I couldn’t afford that—it was more than half my paycheck, which barely covered expenses now.

      A soft knock sounded on the open door, and I straightened in my chair, sniffing back unshed tears. “Sorry,” I said, once I had regained my composure.

      My boss, Esther, peeked her head in, blond curly hair barely tamed by a bejeweled headband. “Got a minute?”

      “Sure,” I replied.

      She came in, holding a stack of papers. She opened her mouth to speak and then seemed to think better of it. “Everything okay?”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “I’m having trouble getting insurance I can afford.” Since this was a small center with just a few employees, she didn’t have to cover it for us. Probably wasn’t making enough money to cover it either.

      Her expression fell even further. “The Marketplace didn’t work?” Most daycare employees used the online Marketplace set up by the state government to shop for health insurance plans, which is why I thought it would work for me.

      Leaning back in my chair, I rubbed my throbbing temples. “It gave me options. I can choose between an ‘expensive’ option with a sky-high deductible and super high co-pays. Or the ‘arm and a leg’ option with a decent deductible and zero-dollar copays, but it costs nine hundred a month and my first-born child. I can’t afford it.” My eyes stung, but I blinked back the emotions. “I’ve just felt off for months now. Nausea, headaches, and I know it’s probably allergies or something to do with my endometriosis or blood sugar but I can’t get into a doctor to tell me what’s going on for sure.”

      Her lips pinched, and in her leopard print romper, she looked kind of like a Furby doll. “I’m so sorry, Jada. Should we move to Canada?”

      “I’m tempted,” I admitted. “But I could never move away from Glamma.”

      “She’d lasso you with her pearls and drag you back home,” Esther agreed, humor squinting her eyes. She used to work with my grandma before getting a contract to operate this childcare center, which is why I got the job in the first place.

      I shook my head and shrugged. “I’ll be okay. What’s up?”

      She needed me to read through an additional training on incident reports and sign off on it. The material should have been a nice distraction, but I still felt the weight of a decision hanging over my head. Maybe I was just being a hypochondriac. After all, the doctors did my labs six months ago. Some markers were elevated, but it wasn’t like I was dying. At least not yet. I could push it off for the day.

      When I finished the training, I brought the completed papers to Esther’s desk. Then I returned to the infant room, trading places with the person who filled in for me on my lunch break. We had four babies in the room, anywhere from three months to eleven months old.

      “Are they all ready for naps?” I asked my coworker, an older woman named Etta. The babies typically ate when I was on my break, and I did naptime when I came back.

      “They are. And it’s quiet now,” Etta said.  “Let’s see how long that lasts.”

      I was so used to the construction I hadn’t even noticed... the noise was gone.

      Bryce kept his word.

      A small smile touched my lips as I reached for a squishy little baby named Jack and held him to my chest. “We should have a couple hours,” I told Etta.

      She seemed unsure, but I was right. The afternoon went smoother than usual, and I could tell the other workers were relieved too. We worked seamlessly through pickups, did our end-of-shift cleaning, and got the place ready for tomorrow.

      I was feeling lighter than usual as I clocked out from the childcare center into the spacious lobby. With most people finished with work for the day, the area was quieter than it had been earlier at shift change. I could clearly hear my soft sneakers against the marble floors.

      My friend, Rei, stuck out like a sore thumb without anyone around to block her yellow cleaning cart and light-blue uniform. She was on her hands and knees by the cart, scrubbing at something on the tile in front of the sticky-note wall.

      The company had a wall where you could post how you’d made a difference in someone’s life that day. Anything from helping a user with a support query to helping a colleague on their day off was fair game.

      As I got closer, I realized Rei was scraping away at a promotional MyHome sticker from the floor. Her silky black hair fell over her forehead, always slipping from her hair tie.

      “Need a break?” I asked.

      She let the razor blade she was using slide shut and looked up at me with exasperation in her wide-set, dark-brown eyes. “How about a dirty martini?”

      Chuckling, I reached my hand out to help her up. “What about the finest dirty chai the café has to offer?”

      She grabbed onto my hand, and once she was standing, she said, “Deal.”

      We each got a couple pumps of hand sanitizer from her cart and then walked together toward the circular café in the middle of the lobby. Several people ate or drank at the bistro tables, grabbing a bite after their shifts or perhaps fueling up to work a late night.

      While most MyHome employees clocked out at five, there were round-the-clock shifts for certain positions.

      As we reached the counter, the barista, Dom, shot Rei a flirty look. He was cute in that bad-boy twenties kind of way—messy blond ponytail, tattoos on every spare bit of skin, and a twinkle in his eyes that begged for trouble. His nose was pierced, along with his right eyebrow. Even his name tag had little devil horns etched around his name. “What can I get you, mama?” he asked Rei. He didn’t seem as interested in me.

      Rei leveled a no-nonsense look at him. “What’s the hardest thing you’ve got?”

      Seeing his smirk, I quickly said, “How about two dirty chais. Double shots of espresso.” I knew it was bad to drink caffeine this late in the day, but I needed a pick-me-up, and it looked like Rei did too.

      Rei sighed. “Guess that works too.”

      “Two dirty chais for two dirty girls,” Dom said, tapping our order into the computer.

      Rei rolled her eyes while I scanned my employee badge to “pay” for the items. Everything was free, but they wanted to make sure stuff was going to actual employees or contractors and not people wandering in off the streets.

      We went to a table toward the window with a view of the small courtyard between this building and the next. A mom sat on a bench while her son hopped from one landscaping boulder to the next.

      “Long day?” I asked Rei, needing a distraction.

      Her nose scrunched up. “There was another sticky note stuck by the supply room today.”

      My eyebrows rose. It was like something out of a movie—Rei got a new sticky note almost every day with a flirtatious message, always written in Sharpie, and always with the same neat handwriting.

      She reached into her pocket and unfolded the plain yellow paper.

      You’re doing a great job.

      I looked up just in time to see her blow her bangs out of her face. “I don’t mind the compliments, but how generic can a person get?”

      “What’s he supposed to say? ‘I love how you get the floors clean enough for me to see the reflection of your pretty eyes in them’?”

      Rei bent over, snorting with laughter. “Okay, that would be worse. Way worse.”

      “Maybe I’m not good at flirting with people,” I admitted, only half joking. It had been a long time since I’d had a real relationship, not just a one-night stand to blow off steam.

      A shadow formed over our table for a moment before I heard a familiar voice reply, “Want to practice flirting with me?”
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      If I thought Jada was beautiful when she was determined, she was even prettier laughing with her friend in the café. Even more so when she looked up at me with those surprised brown eyes, full lips slightly parted.

      “You want to practice flirting with me?” Jada asked, confused.

      “Perhaps during dinner,” I suggested, hands open at my sides.

      Jada’s friend looked like she was eating this up, but then the barista called out an order of dirty chais. Letting out a disappointed sigh, Rei got up. “Fine, I’ll give you two some privacy,” she said before sauntering over to the coffee counter.

      Standing this close to Jada made it hard to focus on anything else. Like how that kid outside had done a literal front flip off the rock while his mom was reading from a pamphlet of some kind.

      Instead of responding to my offer, Jada said, “No construction at naptime today. Thank you.”

      I smiled. “Why yes, I will accept a meal with you as a token of your gratitude.”

      Her eyes narrowed while a playful smile formed on her lips. “Is that what I said?”

      “With your eyes,” I replied, shrugging. “Has anyone told you I’m an excellent eye-reader?”

      A snort sounded from behind me, and when I turned, I noted Jada’s friend trying to look anywhere else while she sat at another table with two paper cups.

      My cheeks felt hot, but damn it, I was thirty-five years old, founder of a billion-dollar company, and I was not getting embarrassed around women... right?

      Jada said, “You can come over, Rei.”

      Rei walked over, setting the cups at the table before pulling up an extra chair. She spoke to Jada, saying, “Why don’t you let him take you out? A nice dinner could be fun. And a dirty martini.”

      “You and your martinis.” Jada shook her head. “It’s not about dinner. I kind of like seeing him squirm, you know?”

      “Hey,” I said. “Still here.”

      Rei ignored me, saying, “He is kind of cute.”

      Now my neck felt hot all over again. “I’m your boss... kind of.” Technically we contracted the cleaning company, but that was neither here nor there.

      Jada said, “He’s also kind of my boss.”

      “The daycare is also contracted by the company,” I butted in.

      Rei gestured at me. “See? You don’t report to him.” Then a wicked smile crossed her lips. “Although that could be kind of fun, if you catch my drift.”

      Jada nudged her friend under the table with her sensible black sneakers. “I’m going to put so many stickers on the floor,” she hissed.

      Rei gasped. “Don’t you dare.”

      I cleared my throat. “Maya made reservations at the Skylight Lounge in...” I glanced at my watch. “Half an hour. Care to join me, Jada?”

      Both of their mouths fell open, and Rei said, “Same day rezzy at Skylight? Who did you blow?”

      I chuckled. “I assure you, there were no ‘blows’ exchanged.” That place was impossible to get into. For most people. But I wasn’t most people.

      Rei gave her friend a look that said, You have to go now.

      But Jada examined her cuticles. “I’m allergic to shellfish, and considering the main offering is lobster...”

      “Really?” I kicked myself. I should have had Maya see if Jada had allergies before making a reservation. As I thought of what to do next, Simon’s words flashed through my mind. You haven’t made a good enough pitch.

      As chief marketing officer, Cruz was usually the one who made pitches around here. I wracked my brain for tips he’d dropped here or there. And then I remembered how extensively his team researched before each presentation. I didn’t know enough about Jada to know what impressed her. But her best friend was right here...

      “Hey, Rei?” I said.

      She blinked up at me. “Hey, Bryce?”

      I put on a charming smile. “I have a... what did you call it? ‘Same day rezzy’ at Skylight Lounge. Care to join me?”

      Rei looked to her friend for permission, and Jada threw up her hands, an exasperated smile on her full lips. “Get your shellfish on, girl.”

      Rei hopped up from the table, saying, “I’m going to change real fast! BRB!”

      As I watched her rush away, I said, “Did she just say ‘BRB’?”

      “She sure did.” There was a smile that tilted across Jada’s face and lingered in her eyes when I looked back at her.

      “It’s going to take more than a reservation to impress you, isn’t it?” I asked.

      Jada shrugged, standing up from the table, paper cup in hand. “Who says I can be impressed?”

      I bit my bottom lip, eyeing the masterpiece of a woman in front of me. “My lack of good sense?”

      She let out a laugh, the sound music to my ears. “You’re funny, Bryce Madigan.”

      “Does that mean you’ll say yes?”

      “To what?” she asked, walking backward now.

      Forever? I thought. That would solve my Simon problem. But instead, I said, “How about a date?”

      She shrugged. “I’ll think about it while you’re at Skylight Lounge.”

      I was about to reply when my phone started ringing. Shaking my head to clear it of the encounter, I glanced at the screen. Jude. When I looked back up, Jada had already turned away, going toward the exit.

      With a sigh, I quickly held my phone to my ear. “Tell me you have good news.” All the levity from moments ago had evaporated like foam on a cappuccino.

      Jude’s voice was practically a growl as he said, “No wonder Simon wants us to turn out differently from that no good son of a bitch.” I could hear the car door slam, and the background noise of wind quieted.

      I cringed, asking, “What happened?”

      “Smug motherfucker sat on his bed like a goddamned king and said he’d die before giving up his shares. Says we’re stupid if we think he’ll turn down a cash cow for a gallon of milk.”

      I mean, he had a good point, but no way I’d say that to Jude right now. “How long does he think it’ll be a cash cow with him and his siblings at the helm?”

      “Too stupid to consider that they’d fuck everything up in a quarter,” Jude grunted. “Probably less.”

      Getting up from the table, I started back toward the elevators. “We just need two of the three to sell to us, right? Then we’d have the majority, if the founders all stayed on the same page.”

      The background noise on the phone picked up again, and Jude mumbled something I didn’t quite catch.

      “Where are you?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” Jude said over the growing background noise. “I’m staying the night in Tibet. Blowing off some steam at a bar.”

      “Sounds like you need it,” I replied. “Just don’t give up. We still have Aleyna and Jasper to talk to.”

      Jude sighed. “We both know Aleyna blows like the wind. Jasper’s a fucking freak.”

      He was right, but I didn’t want to think about what that would mean for the company—for my future—if we couldn’t convince them to sell.

      Heels clashed over the tile, and Rei sang, “I’m reaaadddy.”

      I turned to take in her long black dress and strappy silver sandals. “Uh, Jude, I’ll have to call you back.”
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