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For all the kickass fitness ladies on YouTube who make it possible for introverted homebodies to have fun getting fit right at home.
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QUICK INFORMATION GUIDE

(In case you are starting the series /with this book or have forgotten details from the previous books.)

 

 

The Family:

 

Father: Flavio Garza – Italian. Deceased. Used to be a famous poker tournament player. 

 

Mother: Monica Garza – Jamaican. Biological mother of Tripp and Tillie Garza. Adoptive mother of Trent and True Garza. 

 

Torin Garza – Oldest sibling. Born to a different mother in Colorado.

 

Trent and True Garza – Twins. Three years younger than Torin. 

 

Tripp Garza – Middle child. Four years younger than True and Trent.

 

Tillie Garza – Last child. Two years younger than Tripp.

 

All of the Garza siblings are half Italian, half Black. 

 

 

Red Cage Commando Security and Investigation Services: 

 

Red Cage is family governed, but founded and owned by Torin Garza. 

While Trent Garza, True Garza, and Tripp Garza are all vice presidents, Torin Garza has the last say.

 

Departments at Red Cage: 

 

PID – Private Investigations Division

PSD – Private Security Division 

SRD – Search and Rescue Division 

ISD – Intensive Surveillance Division 

CSD – Cyber Security Division 

COD – Commando Operations Division

 

Branches: 

 

Headquarters: Downtown LA.

Second Branch: Denver, Colorado 

Covert Offices: Boston, Mexicali, Chicago, Washington DC, Miami.

 

Repeat Side Characters: 

 

Reuben Grant - Vice President at Red Cage and right-hand man to Torin Garza. Pretty much considered a member of the Garza family.

 

Jules Grant – Reuben’s wife. Lyra’s best friend.

 

Guy – Head of Tech. The only man ever allowed in the room. The man who knows all and does all. 

 

Stefano and Lorenzo Castello – Also known as the “Twins of Vegas.” They are blood-related cousins of the Garzas, but this fact is kept secret because the Castellos are cold-blooded criminals. (Quick fact: Monica used to date their father before she left him and got married to his brother, Flavio Garza.)




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THEME SONG

 

Adore You by Harry Styles 


CHAPTER ONE

“Some things are better left buried.” 

 

Soleil

LOS ANGELES HEAT TRUMPS NEW York City heat. It’s the combination of dry and hot and cool all at once that seduces me.

New York’s heat is damp and miserable. Summers are suffocating, unbearable.

Then comes winter. Blisteringly cold.

Every cell, every tissue, every vein in my body rejects the gelidity of winter. They rebel by setting my skin on fire, burning like hot coals from the inside out all through those wet, white months.

New York is the city of my birth. Where I live, where I thrive. But it’s never felt like home. It’s the oddest thing—to feel like a stranger in the place that created you. To feel as though you’re always fighting to breathe, to belong.

Then, I’ll visit LA, and my heart, mind, body will come alive. Pulsing. Whispering, ‘This is it. This is you. This is where you should be.’

Suitcase in tow, I walk out of the terminal and smile up at the rich, blue sky. The glistening sun scorches my cheeks.

Glorious.

“I’m here, I’m here! Sunny!”

I whirl in the direction of her voice. Tillie Garza sprints along the pavement toward me with a sheet of paper in hand, her long, brown curls whipping behind her.

My smile morphs into a grin and I rush to her as fast as my suitcase allows.

“I wanted to be early,” she says as we crash into each other. Her arms lock tightly around me as mine do her. “But traffic sucked ass. Oh my god, it feels so good to hug you, biatch.”

Vibrating with excitement, I squeeze the life out of her. After thirteen months of not seeing each other in person, it feels good to hug her. “I love you, I love you.”

She breaks away and holds up the sheet of paper. “I wanted to be here on time so I could hold this up when you walk out.”

After reading the scribbled words, ‘Hottest piece of ass out of NYC’, I burst out laughing. “Well, I couldn’t be more thankful to LA traffic for saving me the embarrassment of this sign.”

She giggles. “My god, it’s so good to see you in the flesh.” She gives me another quick, tight hug. “If I knew you’d be out so fast, I wouldn’t have gone through all that parking mess. Hang tight. I’m gonna bring the car around.”

She jogs off, crossing the pedestrian walk, and I can’t stop smiling as I watch her go.

Tillie Garza is not just my best friend, she’s my only friend. Although we’re flung in opposite directions across the States, we connect every day, multiple times a day. Through lengthy phone calls, video calls, and text chats. We have a bond that’s utterly resistant to time and distance. And seeing her now, hugging her, is like sipping hot cocoa on a cold winter night.

“Quick change of plans,” she says some eighteen minutes later once we’re loaded up in her car and on the go. “We’re gonna have to stay at my brother’s for twenty-one business days.”

“That’s an oddly specific time frame,” I say with a laugh. “Why?”

“You remember those antique side tables you helped me pick out when I first got the house? Apparently, they were infested with bore beetles—or powder beetles, or whatever the hell. And now it has spread to my cabinets, floors, and other stuff in the house, leaving tiny holes and trails of powder everywhere. The house and furniture will be fumigated, and the damaged floors and kitchen cabinets will be sanded or replaced or something like that. I dunno, I only half-listened to the dude from the company I hired. But whatever they’re doing, it’s gonna take twenty-one business days.”

“Oh, yikes. That sucks.”

“I know, right? So annoying.”

“So, um, which of your brothers are we staying with again?”

Please don’t say Tripp. Please don’t say Tripp. Please don’t say Tripp.

“Tripp.”

Shit. “Why him, though? He’s so much farther out from downtown. Won’t traffic be a pain? Didn’t Trent and True recently move to Pasadena?”

“Because Trent and Lexi have a newborn. If we stay there, we won’t be getting any sleep. True’s relationship is sorta new but also sorta on the rocks, which means they’re always either fucking or fighting. They’re exhausting to be around. Tor and Lyra’s place is humongous enough that we can be there and never see or hear them, but there still won’t be any privacy with all the ‘hidden’ security around. You won’t see them, but you’ll feel them. It’s weird,” she explains. “Tripp is the only one who’s still single and normal. Trust me, I’m not swell about getting up extra early to beat the traffic from Venice either, but he’s our best bet. Plus, he’s away on a job, so we’re good.”

Oh, he’s not here. Good, good. “When will he be back?”

“No idea. He’s only been gone a couple days and his international jobs usually take weeks, sometimes months, so we might even be out well before he gets back.”

That makes me relax a little.

I don’t dislike Tripp Garza. Quite the opposite, actually. But Tripp Garza is, well, not a fan of mine. And, admittedly, not without reason.

On a sigh infected with anxiety, I stick my head out the window and yell to the wind, “LA, LA, oh how I’ve missethed thee!”

Tillie cackles, ups the volume on the stereo, and we sing, dance, and vibe all the way to Venice.

~

 

“WOW, HE’S MADE a lot of changes to the courtyard,” I mutter as we haul my luggage through Tripp’s front yard.

The handful of times Tillie dragged me here, either for a family gathering or a quick visit, this courtyard was as far as I got. The last time I was here was around two years ago.

It was nice then, but it’s stunning now. More upscale. Gorgeous landscaping, lush green plants, fancy outdoor lighting, luxury seating, a cabana, and even a marble-paved firepit.

“Eh, he’s always remodeling,” Tillie says as she stops outside the front door to key us in. “It’ll probably have an entirely different look the next time you visit.”

Tripp’s house is a three-bedroom, two-story, contemporary-style home. I’ve spent more time than I wish to admit wondering what it’s like inside his head, so I’m anxious to be inside his house. In his space. Where he lives, breathes, sleeps.

By the time Tillie clears the alarm and walks in, I’m all but dancing with anticipation, but do my best to act normal and not like an obsessed weirdo as I trail her through the clean, ultra-contemporary space and up the stairs. The entire house smells like sea breeze and fresh laundry.

“There’s a bunch of crap piled up in the other guest bedroom downstairs, so for the time being, you’ll have to stay in his bedroom up here,” Tillie informs me as she stops outside the door at the top of the short hall. “I’m taking the room at the other end of the hall.”

What? “Uh, say what now?”

“I’m not sleeping on the bed where my brother has sex. It’s gross.”

“Then why should I sleep in it? You’re like a sister to me, which makes him like a brother to me, too.”

She rolls her eyes.

“Tillie, your brother can barely stand me. He wouldn’t want me in his room.”

“All the more reason to go in there.” She shoos me. “Go on, dig around and find something to blackmail him with. ‘Be nice to me or else.’” She turns and heads down the hall. “I’m gonna fix us something to eat. Have fun snooping.”

“Oh, dear god,” I groan under my breath.

Tillie has no clue that I’ve had a crush on her brother since the first time she introduced me to him. How awkward it would be to confess that. Like, ‘Hey, you’re my bestie and all, but I have fantasies of sitting on your brother’s face. Have you ever accidentally seen his dick? How big is it?’

I stare at the door in front of me. It’s not that I don’t want to sleep in Tripp’s room. Inside, I’m itching to bust through this door and rub his sheets and clothes all over my skin.

But, knowing how I feel about him, how curious I am about him, it feels…wrong. Like an utter and complete invasion of privacy. Because I won’t be able to stop myself from looking in places I shouldn’t, touching things I shouldn’t.

Like I’d done that night in Costa Rica…

He was passed out on the pool deck, and I was tipsy—even though I wasn’t alcohol-legal. He’d looked so beautiful, so insolent, so tempting.

He’d looked…like mine.

After ensuring no one was around, I’d crouched down and quietly—wrongly—lowered my mouth toward his. My lips were a hairsbreadth from his when his golden eyes snapped open, and he stopped me with his hand around my throat and shoved me back.

He’s steered clear of me since. As if I was some kind of predator. Hell, maybe I am. But it’s been six years and he’s yet to rat me out to Tillie, so I show my gratitude by giving him a wide berth as well.

I did wrong. I attempted to violate him, to take something he wasn’t offering.

And now I’m about to do it all over again.

With a wince, I turn the doorknob and walk in.

I’m expecting it to be dark and masculine—like he is—but it isn’t. It’s large and airy, with white and teal-green accents, wide windows that allow an abundance of natural light. From the double glass doors that lead out to the balcony, I can see splashes of purple and orange across the sky as the sun slowly sets. And farther beyond is a peek of the blue horizon.

The view from here is nice.

What a room to wake up in. To leave the balcony doors open and let the cool evening breeze flow in.

I drift around the room, dragging my fingertips across the furniture, opening his drawers and smelling his clothes, brushing the material against my skin.

At twenty-six, I should’ve outgrown this fascination with Tripp Garza by now. But here I am, sniffing his things like a creep.

Get a grip, Soleil. Grow up.

Shaking it off, I park my suitcases in the walk-in closet, then take a shower in the en suite bathroom, get dressed, and head downstairs.

Tillie is in the kitchen making tacos.

“I didn’t snoop,” I state as I hoist onto a barstool at the island.

Her scoff is disbelieving. “Eh, I’ll allow you to have your secrets since you’ve allowed me to have mine about X.”

Ah, X. The faceless on-again, off-again boyfriend she’s been in a secret sorta-kinda-maybe relationship with for the past six years. Or is it seven? I’ve lost track.

Although I know a lot of details about their relationship since I’m who she gushes or cries to about him, I have no clue who the mystery man is. At first, I was worried she was having an affair with a married man, but she’s sworn that’s not the case and I believe her. My girl is a bombshell; she’s not that desperate or treacherous.

“How long do you intend on keeping that sorta-kinda-maybe relationship a secret?”

“It’s…tricky.” She turns to the fridge. “What do you wanna drink?”

“What’s there?”

“Girl, we’re in Tripp’s house. The host in our family. Which means ‘what’s there’ is everything. Notice there are two fridges in here?”

“Wha—” I shift my gaze from one end of the kitchen to the next. Sure enough, there are two stainless-steel, double-door refrigerators. “What single man with no kids needs two refrigerators?”

“He likes to entertain,” Tillie says with a shrug. “Have you seen his pantry? It’s bigger than the guest room.”

“Your family never fails to surprise me,” I mutter through a laugh. “I’ll have a coconut water, then.”

She fetches a bottle and we eat tasty tacos and gab until darkness falls. There’s nothing we’re missing out on in each other’s lives because we yak like this every single day. Only now we get to do it in person.

We’ve never been able to visit each other for longer than a couple of days. But she’s been tagging me along on the Garzas’ annual family vacations in the Caribbean since I hit eighteen and no longer needed permission to travel. Those vacation trips would last about two weeks, so that’s usually the longest we spend together in person.

After we’re stuffed with tacos and tipsy on some pretty blue alcoholic beverage we found, Tillie sobers and places her hand over mine on the counter. “Babe, are you sure you want to go ahead with this? I know that finding out what you did must be confusing, but you’re at a solid place in your life right now. You’re your own boss. Your channel is booming. Got your own collection with JoiFit…”

Concern clouds her amber eyes as she sighs and continues, “As the sister of a bunch of macho men who make a living finding and unearthing truths, from what I’ve seen, nothing good ever comes from digging up the past. I strongly believe some things are better left buried.”

I have considered letting sleeping dogs lie. Long and hard. But what was confusing to me at first, soon became…relief.

Relief, because for so long I’ve felt like I didn’t know or understand me. Like I was a lost soul trapped in someone else’s body, living someone else’s life. And now I understand why. “I have to do this, T.”

Six months ago, my life was rocked to its core. Everything I thought I knew about myself turned out to be a lie. So my visit to the sunny city is different this time. I’m not here for a vacation or to paint the town red with my bestie.

This time, I’m here for longer. How long? As long as I need to be. For as long as it will take me to uncover the truth.






CHAPTER TWO

“What’s your name again?” 



Soleil

“…THOUGHT YOU WERE DONE HOOKING up.”

Heat wakes me. A familiar heat. A heat that spikes my own.

A hand glides up my bare thigh, igniting sparks of embers under my skin.

“But I don’t even care ’cause I’m wound up as fuck right now…”

The heat thrusts behind me, and I barely keep in a gasp from the rockhardness that presses against my ass.

A familiar scent of late-night sea breeze, clean linen, and dew-damp grass envelops me. An amalgamated scent unique to only one being. A scent I’ve always wished I could bottle and take home with me.

Tripp is back. Much earlier than we anticipated.

And I’m in his bed.

And his hands are on me, caressing me, his teeth nipping into my skin.

Who does he think I am?

“You smell different…” He pauses for several beats. “Like…watermelon?”

Why yes, that would be my watermelon-bubblegum moisturizer.

I don’t speak, though, because I don’t want him to stop touching me. It’s wrong, I know, but I’ve spent too long fantasizing about having his hands on me to not seize the opportunity of this faux pas. Because I know it won’t ever happen again. Not in the light. He already thinks I’m a wrongdoer. What’s one more wicked offense?

With a low groan, he shifts behind me and presses a hand to my shoulder, urging me onto my back. Nudges my thighs apart with one knee and settles between them. When his erection grinds against me, I sink my teeth into my lip to keep in the moan that wants out.

He feels so good against me.

“Want you wet and ready for me, Maggie,” he mumbles as he slips his hand up my shirt and cups my breast, fondling my nipple between two fingers while he continues to grind his erection against me.

Pleasure crescendos in me, my blood hot. Unable to help it, I rock my hips upward, meeting each grind of his hips.

“Hmm…someone’s fully ’wake now…” He moves a hand down between us and drags two fingers along the seat of my panties. “And really fucking ready.”

Not uttering a sound is probably one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. My poor bottom lip is bearing the brunt of this feat.

His fingers pet me over the soaked material before he pushes up on his elbow and reaches across to the nightstand. “Lemme get—”

On impulse, I cup his face, his stubble scratchy against my palms, and pull his face down to mine. Our lips meet, and he goes rigid.

Shit. How could I have forgotten? Another violation.

Tripp Garza doesn’t kiss. The real Maggie would’ve known that.

My heart thumps in my chest. One, two, three beats…

He rips away from me and in half a second, we’re bathed in the yellow glow of the night lamp.

“What the—” He rears back, stumbling off the bed.

My stomach is in knots, even as lust and desire remain pulsing under my skin, my chest rising and falling.

“Who the fuck—what’re you doing in my bed?”

I drink in the glory of him. His forehead might be creased with bewilderment, but he’s still the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever seen. I like to think of him as a golden god. Carved meticulously to perfection. Especially as he stands now, in the golden glow of the night light in nothing but a pair of boxers, every cut of his defined muscles in shadowed highlights. From his broad, ropey shoulders to his strong calves.

So. Maddeningly. Perfect.

When my shamelessly ogling gaze makes it back to his face however, I wince.

He’s pissed.

With a curse under his breath, he turns and heads for the door. Not to leave the room—no, my faking ass won’t get off that easily—but to flip the switch by the door, flooding the room with light.

The suddenness of it has me squinting, shielding my eyes like it’s the sun.

I’ve dreamed this dream a million times. Except this time it’s not a dream, it’s real.

“You gonna fucking answer me?”

In my dreams, he never glowered or cursed; he gave me pleasure and whispered sweet words to me.

Did he ask me a question? “I-I, um, I—”

“Wait…” Eyes narrowing, he takes a single step closer. “You’re Tillie’s friend.”

Seriously? It irks me when he does this; acts like I’m some unmemorable stranger or refers to me as ‘Tillie’s friend’ when he damn well knows my name. He’s such a headfuck. “Yes. Soleil.”

“So fucking confused right now.” His gaze travels over me, where the tee is bunched up around my abdomen, and my legs are still spread in phantom accommodation of him. “Fuck.” He jerks around, giving me his back. “Cover yourself.”

There goes my chance of him pouncing on me anyway even though I’m not his ‘Maggie.’

As he picks up a pair of discarded jeans from the floor and hauls them on, I sit up with my back against the headboard and pull the sheets up around me.

“I’m guessing you weren’t told I’d be using your room…”

“No shit,” he bites out, turning around. “I just had my… Jesus.”

“You didn’t know we’d be staying here at all, did you?”

“Fucking Tillie,” he mutters under his breath.

Fucking Tillie indeed.

Tillie is the baby of the family who does whatever she wants and pisses off her brothers for fun, so I probably should’ve known she didn’t have the go-ahead to move us in here. Or maybe a part of me knew but didn’t care because, well, it’s Tripp’s house.

“I’m sorry, I thought we had permission…” I flip the covers back and climb out of bed. “I’ll get my things and—”

“No, no. Stay. I’ll sleep downstairs. And deal with my sister in the morning.”

He keeps his gaze on my face, and I want to run up to him, grab his face, and force him to look at my body. Because I have a smoking hot body, dammit.

But all I do is mutter, “Okay. Thank you.”

He starts for the door again. Opens it, pauses, jerks back around, and asks with a hint of perplexity, “Is that my shirt?”

Shit. Yep, I’m indeed wearing one of his tees. A soft, worn, gray tee with a faded graphic of the sun half over the ocean horizon, with the words “where the sun rises.” It’s the only piece of garment that smelled of him the most, as if he’d worn it but it hadn’t been dirty enough to warrant a wash. So I snagged it and have been sleeping in it.

“Um… I, uh, didn’t get to unpack,” I lie.

“Ah, okay.” He doesn’t sound convinced. “What’s your name again?”

Such a headfuck! “Soleil.”

“Oh, yeah,” he says. “Sorry about…all that. Thought you were someone else.”

I don’t want you to be sorry. I want you to want me. “It’s fine.”

He frowns in thought but then shakes his head and leaves.

Whoever Maggie is, I really wish I could’ve been her tonight.






CHAPTER THREE

“You can’t afford us.”



Soleil

BY THE TIME I MAKE it downstairs the following morning, Tillie has already left for work. I’ve been up for a while but spent almost two hours pacing and dawdling in Tripp’s room, building up the courage to face…however this morning will play out.

Last night was a beautiful mess. But I can’t hide forever. Not when there’s business to take care of.

I’ve been here a week and landing a meeting with Red Cage has been more difficult than anticipated. I get it. I’m not Red Cage client material. I can’t afford them. Sure, I’m a successful fitness influencer with 8.9 million subscribers, who rakes in anywhere from fifteen to thirty thousand dollars a month—barring sponsorships and endorsements—but it’s still not Red Cage hirable money. Their meeting fee alone is fifty-five hundred dollars. Almost as if it’s a test—If you can’t afford to get in the meeting room, you can’t afford our services.

The only reason they’re even deigning to entertain me is Tillie.

Red Cage is known to be the best, and I’ve dumped almost three hundred thousand dollars on three different P.I. firms in the last five months for zero results. So I need help from the best.

As I quietly trek to the kitchen, I spy a shirtless Tripp jumping ropes through the glass doors that offer an unobstructed view of the courtyard. His sweat-sheen skin glistens under the bright morning sun, gray sweat-shorts dangerously low on his hips.

I swallow. Hard. Because…wow. Tripp Garza has got to be the sexiest man alive. Looking like he does, walking around breathing in women’s vicinity should be illegal.

When he finally stops, wipes his forehead with the back of his hand, and makes as if he’s about to look in my direction, I jolt from my lust-stricken stupor and continue into the kitchen.

There’s a sticky note on the fridge from Tillie, saying she’s left breakfast in the oven for me. I get it out, a hearty breakfast spread. Oh, how she spoils me.

I’m an all-right cook, but hardly ever in the mood to cook. Just one of those things I’m lazy about. For Tillie, cooking is tantamount to breathing. She’s never not in the mood to whip up a meal, no matter the hour. She’s who I learned from.

My dad—er, James, was terrible at cooking, so at fourteen, I turned to YouTube to learn and found Tillie. She was the same age as me, yet so skilled and knowledgeable about food. I’d follow along and make some of the tastiest dishes. Sometimes her mom would join in on her videos, giving tips and tricks on how to make the dishes better. I was her biggest fan.

We connected and chatted daily. She inspired and encouraged me to start my own channel. And at sixteen, I did. We met in person for the first time at an influencer conference. We’ve been best friends ever since.

While Tillie abandoned her channel after she started culinary school, I invested more and more time in mine, as fitness is the only thing that keeps me sane and makes me feel alive. My channel flourished.

While I’m here, though, I won’t be filming much. In anticipation of this trip, I spent two months producing a twelve-week program. My subscribers love programs and challenges, guidance and structure in their routine, so that’s where I put my focus. Whenever I shoot a long-running program, I’m always guaranteed a significant increase in new subscribers and income.

With the videos set for automated release, it will give me some reprieve from filming for a while, seeing as I have no clue how anything’s going to turn out with the path I’m on here.

I pour a cup of coffee, hike up onto one of the barstools, and dig into my breakfast. From here, I have a nice peripheral view of Tripp. If I keep my head angled down with a slight tilt, he won’t know I’m stealing peeks.

He’s doing intervals of triceps push-ups along with the jump-roping now.

There’s a small “gym” area in his detached garage that I’ve been making use of this last week. But it’s cramped, hot, and not well ventilated, so I understand why he would prefer to exercise out in the courtyard instead.

As I eat and sneak peeks, I wonder what the living arrangement will be now that he’s back. I doubt he’ll allow me to take over his room until Tillie’s house is livable again.

My initial plan was to snag a short-term rental apartment, but Tillie bullied me into lodging with her instead. Now here we are because she hadn’t even bothered to tell me about the infestation issue when she found out.

My plate is almost cleared when Tripp walks into the house, skin damp with sweat.

He throws me a chin jerk as he heads for the fridge. Casual and blasé as always. All while my heart is restless in my chest.

“Hey.” My attempt to sound just as casual is an epic fail. How can I be casual when I’d been one mistake away from having him inside me last night? If only I’d remembered that he doesn’t kiss.

He fetches a bottled water, unscrews the cap, and gulps it all down, that strong throat working.

Fuck, he’s hot.

When the bottle is empty, he crumples it like a piece of paper and dumps it in the bin. Then his attention is on me. “Need my room back.”

Figured. “I already moved my things out.”

“Would’ve made more sense for you two to get a room at Barefoot Runaway. It’s less than ten minutes from her workplace. Dunno why she would come all the way out here.”

Barefoot Runaway is a booming bed and breakfast in Pasadena, owned by Lexi and True Garza. It’s also where Monica—Mama Garza—resides, in a separate three-bedroom condo. “Maybe there weren’t any rooms available.”

“There’s always room in Mom’s condo.”

That’s true. But if Tillie chose here despite the traffic and commute, she has her reasons. Might be the same reason we don’t share a room—her secret relationship with X.

“It’s fine. I’ll check into a hotel and try to find a short-term rental in the meantime.”

“I’m not kicking you out,” he says. “Why can’t you share a room with T?”

“Because we’re two grown women who need our space?”

I’m sure to stress the “grown women” so he gets that I’m a woman now and not just “Tillie’s friend.”

“Hm,” he grunts and strides out of the kitchen.

That grunt could’ve very well been “whatever.”

I’ve just finished washing up the dishes when my phone rings. I dry my hands and grab it from the island. It’s Tillie.

“Hello?”

“Sunny, get to Red Cage ASAP,” she says over the sounds of clanging pots and pans. “A client is gonna cancel a meeting that’s supposed to happen in roughly ninety minutes. I need you to get there before the cancellation so you can just slide into that slot.”

“Uh, okay. But how do you know a client is going to cancel? And how do you—”

“I have my ways. Just make sure you’re there before ten.”

“Okay, I’ll leave now.”

“Good. Luv ya, boo.”

Hanging up, I rush upstairs to Tillie’s room where I relocated my stuff and quickly change clothes. With LA’s traffic, getting there in under ninety minutes isn’t likely. But here’s to hoping.

 

 

 

 

 

HEAD DOWN, I’M pulling up the car service app on my phone as I power-walk through the front door when I crash right into someone. I glance up at the same time he jerks around, one brow arched at me.

Tripp. Of course.

Fresh-faced and now fully dressed in jeans, tee, and a biker jacket. Late-night sea breeze, clean linen, dew-damp grass.

“Sorry,” I mutter. “Are you leaving? Should I lock up?”

He continues to stare down at me as if he doesn’t understand me.

“I have Tillie’s keys,” I explain.

More staring. It’s unnerving. Plus, I really need to go. “It’s fine,” he replies at last. “I’ll lock up.”

“Okay, thanks.” I step around him while he turns back to the house.

I scroll the app for a driver that’s close, but the shortest wait time is twenty minutes. It’ll make more sense to foot it to the taxi stand that’s an eight-minute walk from this neighborhood. So I unlock the front gate and start speed-walking.

Four minutes later, the loud zing of a motorcycle prompts me to step up on the sidewalk. I wait for it to pass so I can get back on the street since I walk faster that way, but it only seems to slow down behind me.

A honk gets me to glance over my shoulder. The matte-black bike pulls up next to me.

Recognizing the outfit and the golden locs that are only half covered by the helmet, I stop.

One leather-gloved hand lifts to flip up the visor, and eyes as gold as his hair zone in on me. “Where you heading?”

“To the taxi stand on the main.”

“To go where?”

“Downtown…” I frown as a thought occurs. He’s a Garza—a vice president at Red Cage. And he’s back. Why didn’t this click before? “Are you going to be at the meeting?”

“What meeting?”

“The ten-thirty meeting at Red Cage.”

There’s surprise in his voice when he asks, “You’ve got a meeting with Red Cage?”

“Yes…well, maybe.”

He kicks down the stand and lifts off his helmet, as if he somehow needs to see me better. “Maybe?”

“Well…Tillie’s handling it.”

“Of course,” he mumbles, shaking his head. “Why do you want a meeting with Red Cage?”

“Why else? Services.”

“What kind of services?”

“You’re a VP. If I get the meeting, I’m sure you’ll know the details by day’s end.”

“You can’t afford us.”

Asshole. “What the fuck do you know about me and what I can afford?”

His golden gaze drifts all over my face as he studies me. Then he shoves the helmet at me. “Put this on and hop on.”

I look at the helmet, then at him. “Why?”

“I’ll drop you at the office.”

“No need. I can take a—”

“If I know my sister, she’s gonna pull some stunt—that’ll undoubtedly piss Trent off—to get you in a meeting. You’ll want to be there much earlier than expected. Get on.”

“I—”

“Get on, Sunny.”

Sunny. Only Tillie calls me that. He doesn’t have the right. Still, it’s better than “Tillie’s friend.” My heart stutters. Just a tiny bit. This feels like progress.

Still, I say, “It’s Soleil for you.”

There’s an almost imperceptible twitch of his lips.

Yep, he’s a headfuck.

I jerk on the helmet, then climb onto the back of the bike. When I lean forward and wrap my arms around his middle, he tenses.

Did he not think about this part when he invited me on? That I’d have to cling to him the entire ride?

Hmm. I bite back a victorious smile as I rest my cheek against his broad back.

Maybe he’s not as blasé about last night as he’s been pretending to be.






CHAPTER FOUR

“He came in behind you.”



Soleil

BEING ON THE BACK OF A motorcycle isn’t new for me. Howie, my on-again, off-again fling back home, owns one. In the city, however, the streets are too congested for high speed, too many jaywalkers and traffic dawdlers.

Going at the speed of light is an entirely different experience for me. Here, Tripp owns the wind. He zips and zags between cars and swerves defiantly along the shoulders. A thrill rushes under my skin even as I hang on for dear life.

We arrive at Red Cage way too soon. I don’t want to let go, but I do. Because I’m in LA for important reasons, not Tripp HeadFuck Garza.

I dismount and remove the helmet.

“That was fun,” I say with an idiotic grin as I hand the helmet back to him. “Thanks for the ride.”

“No prob.”

As he dons the helmet, I ask, “Aren’t you going in?”

“Not my scene.”

Huh? “Isn’t this your place of work?”

A light chuff sounds behind the helmet. “Go inside.”

I should. I should be sprinting to the building right now. But instead, I shift on one leg. “Can I ask you something?”

“No.”

Before I can get another word out, he revs the bike around me and zips right off the lot, leaving me in a cloud of exhaust.

So rude.

Turning, I jog to the imposing building. I’m about to hit the buzzer when I hear the zing of a motorcycle. Thinking it’s Tripp, I pause and turn. But it’s not him. This biker, cloaked in all-black on a green bike, cruises in alongside an old, paint-chipped van. It seems a bit out of place among all the sleek, expensive vehicles on the lot. But what do I know? It’s not like I can afford to be here, either.

A few seconds later, I’m buzzed in.

The modelesque receptionist at the desk smiles at me, but I make the universal “give me a minute” gesture, then fetch my phone and call Tillie.

“Yeah, babe?”

“Okay, I’m at Red Cage. What do I do now?”

“Stay put. He’ll be there soon.”

She hangs up before I can ask who “he” is. “I’m just waiting for my partner,” I tell the receptionist. “They’re on the way.”

She gestures to an area left of the lobby with plush, red armchairs, a large book carousel, and a coffee machine. “Please take a seat.”

There are two burly men on either side of the lobby. Both are tracking me. Fair enough. This is my fourth time here in one week. They’re either sick of me or suspicious of me.

I use the time to check my analytics and answer subscriber questions.

A buzz echoes through the lobby some twenty minutes later. When the person is granted access, I almost choke on air.

Is that Chase Davis? Mega-famous movie star Chase Davis?

I’m at Red Cage, of course that’s Chase freaking Davis.

Yet the smile the receptionist gives him is no different from the one she gave me. This must be normal for her, all kinds of rich and famous walking through that door.

Chase sweeps his fingers back through his lush blond hair as he glances around the lobby. His gaze lands on me, narrows slightly, then he nods once and saunters over to me.

Me.

Around a brilliant white smile, he asks, “You’re Soleil, right?”

“Y-Yes.”

“I’m Chase.” He offers his hand. “Tillie sent me.”

“Oh…” Well, that makes sense. Or…doesn’t? “Wow. She never fails to surprise me.”

“Yep, she’s a gem, isn’t she?” He winks. “Let’s get you that meeting.”

We go to the receptionist, and, with that unchanging smile, she speaks before we can. “It is always a pleasure to have you, Mr. Davis. Your ten-thirty meeting with executive vice president Trent Garza and senior vice president Reuben Grant is confirmed.”

“You will be attending the meeting together, Miss Stratton?”

I clear my throat. “Yes.”

“Very well.”

She seals elegant gold bracelets around our wrists. Visitors pass with embedded trackers, she informs me, which can only be removed by a specific device. They’re also programmed for access to a specific floor, and once we enter the elevator, it will scan the bracelet and give us access to that floor only.

“Please take the elevator up. From there, Daniel will escort you to the meeting room.”

We head to the elevator, and once it seals us in, Chase—tall, blond, and beautiful—turns to me with a crooked grin. “I thought you looked familiar even in the pic Tillie showed me, but now that I’ve heard your voice, I’m sure it’s you. Shit, even the braids. You’re that fitness YouTuber.”

Still starstruck, I blink up at him. “You…watch my channel?”

“My sisters,” he replies. “They do your workouts religiously. Every morning. You have a new program going now, right?”

“A twelve-week program, yes.”

He nods, still grinning. “They’re excited about it. They love you, but I’ve also heard them call you some pretty colorful names. ‘Cruel bitch’ and ‘evil sadist’ are the kindest.”

That has me cackling. But ohmygod, I’m in an elevator with Chase freaking Davis. “Good. That means I’m doing it right.”

The elevator spits us out on the third floor, and as Daniel escorts us to the meeting room, I whisper to Chase, “So, what’s the plan here?”

“The meeting is yours,” is all he says.

Does he intend to be in the room with me? Because that won’t work. This is about my personal life.

Daniel knocks on the door, then pokes his head inside. Muffled masculine rumbles are exchanged before he steps back and gestures for us to enter.

Three men wait inside. Trent Garza and Reuben Grant stand in greeting. But one remains seated. Dark hair, sharp, angular jaw, and screamingly handsome. I’ve never seen him before, but based on the Clark Kent glasses, bow tie, and suspenders pulled over a crisp white shirt, glimpses of ink beneath his cuffs, he fits Tillie’s description of the CTO who goes only by “Guy.”

Trent frowns at me, even as he leans forward and shakes Chase’s hand, exchanging pleasantries.

“Thank you for meeting me,” Chase tells them as he pulls out a chair for me.

Uncertain, I sit.

As do Trent and Reuben.

Guy’s attention is fixed on his laptop, but his jaw is set so alarmingly hard I’m worried it might break. What’s his deal?

As Chase is about to sit in the chair beside me, his phone rings. “Hello? … You gotta be kidding me. Now? … No, no, hang tight, I’ll be there in ten.”

Hanging up, he tells the room, “Gentlemen, I’m really sorry, but I have to reschedule.” He rests his hand on my shoulder. “However, my friend Soleil here told me she needed a meeting with a VP, and they’re two of you here so…” He flashes his mega-watt smile.

Trent’s dark eyes narrow to a glare.

Unapologetic, Chase starts to leave but then pivots and dips down to ask me, “Can I get a pic with you? For my sisters.”

A big-time movie star is asking me for a picture. Holy crapolina. “S-Sure. Of course.”

He presses his cheek to mine and snaps a picture. “Thanks, and good luck.”

Then he’s out the door.

Reuben is chuckling lightly behind his fist, Guy’s jaw is granite, and Trent is glowering.

“So…” I start cautiously.

Someone’s phone rings.

Trent holds up a finger to pause me, then glances down at his phone and sighs before answering, “Chase Davis. Soleil. This your doing?”

Yikes. That must be Tillie.

“What did I tell you about wasting my fucking time, T? … What? … And I said no. … She doesn’t need commando service for a fucking background check. Hell, we’ll tell her all we know for free. You think we wouldn’t have checked her out before allowing you to go visit her in New York? … How so? … I don’t—”

An earsplitting BOOM! blasts outside the building.

“The fuck was that?” Reuben springs up from his chair and rushes over to the floor-to-ceiling window.

Trent follows suit.

Guy straightens, too, but less hurried. Pausing, he studies me for several beats, eyes cold behind those spectacles. Then, calmly, he walks over to the window.

As I’m up and moving to the window, Trent and Reuben brush past me and out the door. When I finally see the source of the commotion, I gasp.

Down in the parking lot, in the exact spot Tripp dropped me off earlier, is a van engulfed in flames. Someone blew up a freaking van on Red Cage’s lot.

Beside me, Guy quietly asks, “Is this your doing, too?”

“Seriously?” I whip my head to him. “Why the hell would I blow up a car? How would I even… Seriously?”

He merely shrugs. “He came in behind you.”

What on earth is he talking about? “He who?”

He studies me for a beat, then turns with all the calmness in the world, walks back to his seat, and resumes working on his laptop.

No, for real, what’s up with this man?

As Red Cage staff begin gathering down in the parking lot, I jog from the room and head downstairs. I’d rather be next to a burning car than alone in a room with that unnerving man.

By the time I make it outside, they’ve doused the van with a thick, foamy substance from large cylinder bottles. Something akin to fire extinguishers, but not quite. Because in no time, the foamy substance has crystallized and molded around the van.

Talk about containment.

Across the parking lot, I spot Chase Davis being hastily ushered by two bodyguards into a Bentley. Our gazes connect just as he’s about to dip into the car and he grins at me with wide eyes, then mouths, “So cool!”

Of course someone like him would think this is cool.

A few feet ahead of me, Trent is growling into his phone, while two men circle the van, examining the perimeters.

“Got something!” one of the men announces, emerging from the other side holding a backpack with a grabber tool.

It’s taken to Reuben, and hushed words are exchanged before he orders everyone to get back to work.

Most of the staff have already wandered back inside the building.

I scuttle backward.

Reuben sets the backpack on the ground, then slowly unzips it with the grabber tool.

Is he not going to protect himself? What if it’s a bomb?

He waits a while, then crouches down, while one of the men approaches with one of those large cylinders at the ready.

Reuben parts the flaps of the backpack and peers inside.

One beat… Two beats… Three beats…

“Trent,” he calls without looking up.

Phone still pressed to his ear, Trent walks up to them.

Words are exchanged.

Then, in unison, all four men turn their heads and look right at me.






CHAPTER FIVE

“What’s in it?”



Soleil

“WELL, YOU’VE GOT OUR ATTENTION.”

Trent, Reuben, and Guy stare at me from across the large table in the meeting room.

“I didn’t do that,” I feel the need to reiterate.

That they even suspect me is beyond ridiculous. To go that far just to land a meeting? They must be trolling me at this point.

“We’ll know for certain soon enough.”

What was found in the backpack was a metal box with ‘Soleil Stratton’ etched into it. They’ve sent it off to be “safely opened and examined,” so I have no clue what’s inside.

The entire thing is bizarre and terrifying, and once again I’m spun into a dither of confusion.

This is why I’m here, why I need their help.

“Go on,” Trent prompts. “Start talking.”

Lest he change his mind, I don’t hesitate. “As you might already know, my father—James, died six months ago. But first, let me preface that I have no recollection of my life before thirteen. For me, that’s the start of my life as I know it.”

Reuben frowns. “What do you mean?”

“I’m getting to that,” I reply. “After James passed, he left the building to me. Three stories—his gym on the ground floor, and two lofts on the second and third. Lance, who I’d known only as James’s long-time friend and the operations manager of the gym, was extremely upset that the building was left to me.

“That’s when he chose to come clean that he and James weren’t just close friends, they’d been lovers for eighteen years, and they started EdgeLift Gym together. He went on to divulge that James was entirely gay and not my real father.”

Trent and Reuben exchange a look.

While Reuben seems more patient and willing to listen, Trent’s distrust is palpable.

“It didn’t take much for me to believe him because, as I said, I have no memory of my past. And I’ve always felt…it’s hard to explain, but I’ve always felt wrong…like I was living someone else’s life. When I pressed Lance for more information, he got skittish and closed off. So I offered to transfer the building to him in exchange for the truth.

“That got him to go back to the beginning of me. They’d been struggling financially, the gym wasn’t doing well, and James was on the verge of losing the building. Then one morning, they went downstairs to open up the gym and found an unconscious thirteen-year-old me in the boxing ring, along with a manila envelope. Inside was a birth certificate, a passport, and a proposal.”

Trent grunts and stands. He strolls over to the small wet bar.

“It’s fine, continue,” Reuben tells me.

“Um, yeah, so, basically, whoever left me there proposed that if James agreed to assume the role of my father, they would pay off the mortgage on his building and provide a yearly stipend for support. Lance claimed he was strongly against it, that it freaked him out. But James was the one in debt, so he agreed.

“Within a week, the mortgage was paid off and he owned the building outright. And on the second of April each year—my date of birth according to the papers—one hundred and fifty thousand dollars would be deposited into James’s account as promised. Lance said he always felt like they were being watched and was desperate for me to turn eighteen so they could finally get rid of me.”

Trent rounds the table with a small tray and sets it down before me. Coffee, bottled water, and a small pack of pistachios.

“T-Thanks,” I mutter, caught off-guard. He’s such a difficult man to read.

I twist the cap off the water bottle and quaff down a much-needed gulp before continuing. “By the time I hit eighteen, James had grown to care for me like a father and couldn’t bring himself to just abandon me, so he gave me a job at the gym and allowed me to move into the loft on the top floor. This apparently caused a lot of arguments between them. Lance thought they were being watched because of me, and James thought he was being paranoid.

“Anyway, we made plans to meet with a lawyer to execute the transfer of the building—it really wasn’t mine to inherit. However, Lance never showed up to the meeting. Nor did he show up at work. His phone went straight to voicemail. Days passed and no one, friends nor family, saw or heard from him. Lance just…disappeared.

“Since then, I’ve hired three different private investigation firms to find…me. The truth about me. But they all came back with nothing. Apparently, the only proof of my existence out there are the certificate listing James Stratton and a ‘deceased’ Maria Gonzales as my parents, and my passport. Nothing on schooling either—James had me home-schooled. So, that’s why I came here. I figured, at this point, if Red Cage can’t find the truth, then no one else can.”

Trent rubs his fist under his chin as he regards me. “What do you remember? What were you told?”

I think back to how cold and confused I’d felt when I came to consciousness. “I remember waking up disoriented, scared. There was nothing but desolate darkness in my head. Nothing was familiar. Not the man who was trying to get me to calm down as I cried and screamed. Not my own face when I looked in the mirror.

“Once James managed to calm me down, he explained that he was my father. That my mother and I had been in a car accident two years prior, that she died and I suffered a head injury, causing retrograde amnesia. That every couple of months I would randomly wake up with full-on amnesia and have those ‘episodes.’ He’d seemed so distraught that it was impossible not to believe him. Now I know it was all a lie. No medical or police records of an ‘accident’ with me even exist.”
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