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{Chapter 1} — MAEVE
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Shit. 

Shit. 

Fucking shit. 

Today has been quite possibly one of the worst I have had in a long time. For years, I was a Field Agent for the government but as I progressed through my career, I began taking on more responsibilities, until six months ago, when my pay finally caught up to all the shit I do and I was promoted to CIA Director of Human Services.

Flying under the radar, my job is not officially “legal”. My team and I specialize in protecting victims of various crimes who can’t be safeguarded by traditional means. When WITSEC fails, we turn to the unlikeliest of allies- organized crime syndicates, gangs, and underworld networks. 

We walk a fine line and often have to break the law to offer these victims a new start, but the sighs of relief and whispers of gratitude help us sleep at night. 

I have a very small team with a very specialized skill set, including Cade Matthews, my right-hand man and occasionally impromptu bodyguard. He easily intimates the shit out of people with his size and tends to be taken more seriously than I am. We’ve become more family than co-workers, my life has depended on him more times than I can count and after all this time, I have come to enjoy his company, though some days more than others. 

We used to enjoy each other in a more intimate way. It’s very hard to meet people when you do the work we do, even harder to maintain any sort of relationship when your life is built on secrets. I wouldn’t say things ended on a bad note but the tension between us can be palpable. Which leads to the shitshow of a day I’ve had. 

I don’t typically sleep in. Hell, a lot of the time I just don’t sleep. Years of traveling the world at a moment’s notice, coupled with a good dose of PTSD and anxiety, does nothing to settle the relentless insomnia. Medication and daily runs help, but the sleepless nights continue to plague me. After days of running on fumes and caffeine, I crashed. I actually got a decent night’s sleep and woke up feeling somewhat refreshed. That was, until I realized it was daylight, I had missed my morning run and was late for work. 

Of all days to do so, it would be the one where I have a shit ton of meetings, and needed to be early and focused—none of the things I currently embody. 

The minute I walk into my office, I notice Cade leaning against the door frame with a look on his face that tells me he is anything less than happy. Bordering on 6’5”, built like a linebacker with broad shoulders and thick, powerful arms that stretch the fabric of just about every shirt he owns. He’s not one to smile, but when he does, it’s warm and strikingly full of charm.   

While I know his favorite way to spend any downtime is crocheting, you’d be hard pressed to argue he doesn’t spend an enormous amount of time in the gym. I am not small by any means. Thick thighs save lives and all, and while a good deal of that thickness is muscle, there is also a sizable portion that is pizza. My biggest asset (or concern, depending on the day) though? My mouth.   

“You’re late,” Cade says, his voice low, commanding attention without trying. 

“I was unaware.” I really do not need this today. 

“I took over your meeting this morning, on top of my own shit.”

I push past Cade and drop my bag on my desk, taking out my laptop because I am late, I do not currently have my shit together and I cannot miss my next meeting with federal attorneys to follow up on a case I’ve been dreading, mostly because it involves children. Cade isn’t typically like this, not that he’s a ball of fucking sunshine, but ninety-nine percent of the time, he’s at least pleasant, which would be beneficial in my current state. 

“I don’t appreciate you being a jackass just because I overslept.”

Firing up my laptop and settling in, I look up and notice the huge vase of flowers on the coffee table in the middle of the room. Having an office projects normalcy in my world of secrets and lies. I hate it, but I do understand the importance of perception, especially in a position where you are both working for, and against, the government. 

“I wouldn’t know how you sleep. I was never allowed to stay the night.”

Cade and I lock eyes, and I know exactly where this is headed. We’ve always skirted around the specifics of what we were. My understanding was we were friends with benefits, we both had needs, but the constraints of our job hampered our opportunities. I tried to enforce strict boundaries, like not staying the night, so lines didn’t get crossed. Cade, on the other hand, was interested in making our situation more permanent. The caveat being he also wanted to include others, multiple others, and I wasn’t even receptive of a monogamous relationship. 

“We are not having this discussion today.”

Cade sighs, a look of resignation coming over his face. 

“Way to deflect, as always.”

“Cade, it has been a rough couple of days; I’m in a mood and off my game. I’m sorry. I do appreciate the flowers, though.”

I look up sheepishly, hoping that with the compliment and a little eye-batting, Cade’s mood will lighten, but one look tells me between his facial expression and arm crossing, the exact opposite happened. 

“I didn’t buy them for you. Card says they came from Parker.”

~
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Relationships are built on trust, honesty, and communication—all things I cannot give someone, and it’s not fair of me to ask that in return. That’s not to say I don’t have needs. While I may not have them satisfied in the most conventional way, it’s worked.

I met Parker Johnson several years ago while on assignment. The timing was impeccable. Cade and I had ended our sexual relationship, the parameters of my job were changing, and I wasn’t looking for anything more than a casual hook-up, if I even had time for that. 

Parker was every romance novel lover’s dream- tall, dark and insanely handsome; the kind of man people notice when he enters a room, not just for his looks but the feeling of power and mystery that trails him. Clean-cut, precisely tailored suits, a glimmer of gold in his eyes and a British accent. God, I love a British accent. 

Cade has never been one of Parker’s biggest fans. He is well aware Parker owns several members-only sex clubs, which I think may have sparked a bit of jealousy as I would not allow a plus-one into bed with us but was off doing deviant things in a sex club, with the owner no less. 

My laptop pings with the start of my next meeting, and I’m sucked back into reality. 

The rest of the day is a shitstorm. One of my direct reports was arrested in Malta, when they weren’t supposed to be in fucking Malta. Hell, they weren’t even supposed to leave the damn country. Not only do I have to figure out how to get them back, but depending on the charges, I’m probably going to have to fire them. I hate firing people. 

Given the lack of moral compass required to do this job, I am on the brink of being short-staffed, which means I am going to have to backfill, and I hate interviewing people more than I hate firing them. I’ve been yelled at multiple times for not answering emails the minute they fucking popped on the screen, and in one call, someone had the balls to call me “sweetheart,” and it took everything in me to keep my mouth shut. 

By the time I’ve wrapped up, it’s getting dark. I have barely eaten, I have not showered or done anything other than put out fire after fire and am exhausted. As I walk to my car, I notice Cade leaning against the trunk, but at this point, I do not have the mental capacity to deal with anymore bullshit today. 

“I don’t understand why you are still fucking him.”

“Honestly, Cade, I don’t understand how who I fuck is any of your business.” Good job, Maeve, way to make things better. 

“You met him because one of his business partners tried to hire a hit on the Armenians and we had to intervene. Not to mention, some of this shit that goes down at his clubs, he’s probably a walking STD.”

Wow, we are just going all in. I turn on my heel, cross my arms and stare him down. 

“I don’t know why this is any of your concern, but I am going to fuck who I want, when I want and no one has a say in that, especially not you. You have been my best friend, hell, you are practically family, but as your boss, if this is how you are going to act, I will have no choice but to reassign or fire you.”

I can feel the sting of tears in my eyes. I am tired ... physically, mentally, and emotionally. I just want to go home and crawl into bed. Cade closes his eyes, lets out a long sigh and then turns, walking away without a word. The tears begin to roll down my face. This fucking day cannot get any worse. 

I get in the car and let the silence engulf me. Leaning my head back, I remind myself to take deep breaths before I completely lose my shit. Just as I feel myself starting to relax when my phone chimes. 

Parker: 

I hope the flowers are as gorgeous as you are, my love

Nope, not doing this right now. I put my phone in the passenger seat, screen down so I can pretend I didn’t see his message. We haven’t spoken in months. I can safely assume he’s not reaching out now for anything important. To me, at least. 

Parker: 

Call me. I do not like to be ignored, Maeve.


Fucking serious. 
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{Chapter 2} — MAEVE
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{2 YEARS EARLIER}

Parker’s office is exactly what I expected, given the rest of the building. Clean, orderly, white walls and barely any décor. A big black desk sits in the middle of the room, a wall of monitors behind it, covering every inch of the club. I had been taken to the office by the receptionist, no questions asked and left alone. 

Either they really trust me, or this office is a front and has nothing of value in it because it would take me seconds to hack the computer and rifle through the drawers. I take a seat at the desk and turn to the monitors. The club is closed and empty, save for a few employees, but nothing seems to go unnoticed. 

Parker Johnson is the owner of what could be referred to as “luxury gentlemen’s clubs,” meaning insanely nice strip clubs with a backdoor entrance to his member’s only sex clubs. Not technically legal, but also not my problem. To keep things fresh and growing, he has brought on investors, people with a lot of money and questionable morals. 

Which is why I am here today, sitting alone, waiting not so patiently for him to arrive. We’d been contacted by the head of the Armenian mafia after he learned of a hit placed on his sister. Nothing new on our end; we are used to running a bit of interference between rivals. 

The difference this time being a “civilian” with no mafia ties but was an investor in Parker’s business, ordered the hit on the sister of the mafia head after getting her pregnant and now wanted her out of the picture. Permanently. I have a fairly decent relationship with the Armenians. They are a crazy lot, but loyal to those they trust, and I happen to be one to easily look the other way when it comes to their business ventures. 

“Comfortable?”

“Jesus Christ! You scared me!” I felt Parker enter the room before he said anything, but illusions are an essential part of the job. 

“My apologies,” he says with a slight laugh. “I heard you had arrived and thought I would check in, make sure you have everything you need.”

“I think I’m good. Coffee, comfortable chair and...” I point to the wall of monitors, “access to every inch of your club.”

“Not every inch,” he smirks. 

“I am well aware of your top-secret sex club. As a government official, there’s probably some part of my job that requires me to report it.”

“And will you?”

“If anyone asks, I was kept in the dark about that particular side of your business.”

“It’s members-only and the NDAs are lock-tight,” he says, taking a seat on the edge of the desk. “Interesting that you seem to know about it.”

I shrug. “Occupational hazard.”

“Should I be concerned about what else you know?”

“You deal in real estate, mostly commercial, mostly strip clubs. I think it’s fair to say those probably have sex clubs as well, under the table of course. Your businesses are news-worthy, in the aspect that the community typically tries to fight you on it, but you mitigate their concerns by donating an ungodly amount of money to whatever their latest plight may be. Personal details are sparse, no known relationships, no mention of family. Kind of like you’ve spent a lot of money to keep it that way. Am I getting warm?”

“Scorching, actually.”

“Also, your investor couldn’t keep his mouth shut and told my partner all about the secret sex club during their initial meeting, which kind of negates your NDA.”

“It would appear so. My turn?”

Oh, this should be good. “Have at it.”

“Hmm ... no-nonsense, you probably have a five—and ten—year plan that you refuse to deviate from. You’re by the book, straight-laced, you’ve probably never had so much as a speeding ticket. College graduate, maybe a higher degree. Only child, close to your parents. Single, sex-deprived, and thinking about what I look like naked.”

“I’m honestly impressed you got one thing right out of all that.”

“So, you are sex deprived and dying for me to rip off your clothes and fuck you on the desk.”

I dramatically roll my eyes. “I’d like to amend my previous assessment to add ‘incredibly full of himself.’”

“Then what did I get correct, Ms. James?”

“I have a master’s degree. Other than that, I’m the youngest of five, have never been considered a law-abiding citizen, am single by choice but have an active sex life and all clothes are to remain on.”

“Define active.”

“No.”

“Are you hooking up with the mountain of a man you call your partner?”

“No.”

“But you have.”

“Cade and I have very similar sexual preferences.”

“Interesting,” he says, raising an eyebrow. “So, why have you chosen to be single?”

“This is starting to feel like an interrogation.” I cross my arms and squint my eyes at him, imagining lasers shooting from them and in his direction.

“Just small talk, Love, that’s all.”

“You may call me Agent James or Ms. James; you will not call me Love.”

“You have not answered my question, Ms. James.”

“My life is complicated. My job is complicated. Relationships are complicated. Being single is the one thing in my life that is not complicated. 

The way Parker is looking at me, I can’t decide if he looks intrigued or saddened by what I said. 

“What about you?” I ask, trying to ease the tension. “I’m sure you have a healthy set of options.”

“Single,” he says, “but I won’t say by choice. My business ventures create a certain perception. Also, I like to be in control, both personally and professionally. I have no problems fucking any of the girls here, but I don’t want to see them in the morning, and I pay them enough to ensure that is not an issue. I do miss the companionship of a partner; however, I have yet to find someone who is willing to accept me as a whole.”

All smug and polished on the outside, yet I am beginning to feel like I may have rushed to judge Parker. 

“You said that much more eloquently than I did.”

“We appear to have much in common, Ms. James.”

“Fucked up with trust issues?”

“Not exactly how I was going to describe it, but yes. And I think we can use that to our advantage.”

“How so?”

Parker smirks, and my gut tells me I’m in trouble. “I have a proposition for you.”

{Present Day}

Arriving home from work, finally showered, warmed my dinner, and sat on the couch. I didn’t bother turning the TV on, the chaos of the day still buzzing through my body. I have ignored all of Parker’s calls and texts, but I know the longer I let this go, the worse it will end. 

Ever the entrepreneur, Parker’s proposal was a partnership, a mix of business and pleasure. 

My role was the “loving and supportive fake girlfriend.” Hold hands, spark jealousy and secure contracts. In return, Parker was the “boyfriend with benefits,” sex being a bonus, not a requirement, but indulging in all of the normal couple activities, going on dates, dinner and all-around support. No rules or commitments, just being respectful of each other. 

In the beginning, I assumed this would be a fun couple of weeks, maybe several months, and then end once we got our fill. I did not think we would still be doing this almost two years later. 

My determination to avoid Parker has more to do with the current state of our situationship than anything else. Two years of companionship have turned into only talking or seeing each other only when it’s convenient for him. While I never had an issue with his controlling tactics, knowing they were mostly a façade, or going extended periods without contact, I have come to the point of being very much over this. 

I plug in my phone and crawl into bed, closing my eyes, focusing on deep breaths, and relaxing when my phone pings with a text. 

Parker: 

Ignoring me violates the terms of our relationship.

Maeve: 

Is this a relationship now? I thought we agreed on a partnership. Though I use partnership loosely as it’s only benefiting you. 

Parker: 

I’m going to let the attitude slide for now. I need your expertise.

Maeve: 

What expertise?

––––––––
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Parker:

I have a friend who is having issues with his sister. 

Maeve:

I’m not playing therapist to your imaginary friend. 

I wait for a reply, but Parker has not responded for several minutes, leading me to assume I’ve pissed him off enough to keep quiet. Just as I am putting my phone back on the nightstand, it rings, and his name appears on the screen. 

“Good evening, Mr. Johnson. To what do I owe the pleasure of your phone call tonight?” I realize I’m egging him on, but I’m in a mood, and I might as well add fuel to the fire. 

“You aren’t being funny.”

“I happen to find it very funny that you think you have a friend. Though circling back to the therapist, you may want to consider that option for yourself.”

“I don’t have time for your bullshit, Maeve. I have known Hunter most of my career. He’s as much a friend as a business partner. Apparently, he has a sister who has been into some sketchy shit, and he’s concerned she is in danger.”

“’Apparently he has a sister?’ As in, apparently this man is also your friend? Is he at least single and hot? Hell, I’ll concede to him just being hot as long as he’s human.”

“Why are you being such an ass right now?”

“I don’t know, Parker. I’ve had a shit day. I’m not in a good mood. Then you decide to pull an attitude because you conveniently need something while otherwise ignoring me.”

“I have not been ignoring you.”

“We haven’t talked in months. What would you call it?”

“Busy.” Oh. My. God. Seriously?

“I’ve been fucking busy too. The point of this was to have someone by our side without the stress and commitment of a relationship. Somehow, it turned into an actual relationship, a pretty shitty one at the moment. Seems like a good time to pull the plug.”

Parker is silent for a moment. “Is that really what you want, Maeve?”

“I believe this is a choice you have already made, Parker. All I’m doing is making it official.”

“I’m sorry, truly. I honestly don’t want this to end, but I respect your decision.”

“Thank you, even though I feel a ‘but’ coming on.”

“I’d still like to ask the favor. Hunter is one of the toughest men I know. He may have the emotional range of a brick wall and look like he could kill you without an ounce of regret, but he’s a good guy. We met to discuss a building I’m looking at; we’ve never talked about anything in our personal lives, but he mentioned not being able to contact his sister, and your services came to mind..”

“Let me guess, you were suddenly so overcome with emotion that you wanted to jump right in and help?”

Silence. 

“Why me?” I ask.

“You have a gift for understanding people.”

That is a very PC way of putting things. “Right now, it feels more like a curse. She’s probably an addict or something, and I’m not really in the business of saving those who don’t want to be saved.”  

“Maeve...”

“How about this—I will talk to your friend and see if there is anything I can do so long as it ends this conversation. No promises, strictly off the books in case this involves drugs or something illegal, but I’ll see if the sister can get help and avoid jail time.”

“I owe you one.”

I sigh. “Goodbye, Parker.”

I hang up and toss my phone on the bed, making my way out to the kitchen. There is no way I’m going to sleep right now. I’m not exactly heartbroken at the end of my non-relationship with my non-boyfriend, but I’m not completely heartless. Nothing a little Ben and Jerry’s (okay, a whole pint) can’t fix. 
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{Chapter 3} — MAEVE
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Everyone has a weak spot. When you can find that and push hard enough, eventually they will break. This has made me successful in my career but has unfortunately followed me into my personal life. 

My weak spot is a catch-22 as it also happens to be my source of strength—my family. 

Nolan James, my father, was a big city doctor who came to Willowbrooke, Wyoming, on a whim and never left. He worked out of Denver, about an hour’s drive south, and enjoyed the chaos of the big city but, as he put it, was happier surrounded by nature. He drove back and forth every day when I was little, though as I got older or if the weather didn’t allow, he would spend nights at the hospital. He missed a lot of my life, and I held that against him for the longest time, but as I’ve matured, I’ve come to understand the significance of the lives he was saving. 

The residents of Willowbrooke could have cared less that he was a highly regarded oncologist, saving children’s lives, a published author, or even just a father. What intrigued them were the perceived sins he had committed; five children with three different women but has never been married. He says he doesn’t need a piece of paper to prove his loyalty and commitment to a partner, which to the close-minded townsfolk, meant he was fucking anyone who would spread their legs. Yet somehow, this never managed to stop any of the women in town from throwing themselves at him. 

I never knew my mom. She got sick after I was born and was unable to recover. There has been plenty of gossip over the years—she died of a broken heart after learning of my dad’s infidelities. She killed herself because she wanted more than he was willing to give her. Even that he killed her because she threatened to expose the “monstrous truth” about him, whatever the hell that means. In reality, she had an undiagnosed heart condition and probably should not have gotten pregnant. 

My dad worked to provide a good life for us, but without my mom, it kind of came down to Christian and Roman, my oldest two brothers, and their mom, Laura, to take care of me. Laura stepped in when my mom passed and has never treated me as anything less than her own. Jude and Colin, the youngest of my older brothers, are the ones I have the best relationships with. 

Roman and Colin caused the problems in school and were the ones I was compared to the most. Christian and Jude were the good kids, studious and always followed the rules. They were the ones I was compared to the least, because what’s the fun in that?

By the time I was set to graduate, I was both top of my class and constantly in trouble for something. If I wasn’t picking a fight, I was sitting at home, alone, minding my own business. I didn’t have friends. I skipped prom, mostly because no one asked me to go. Willowbrooke born and raised, yet labeled an outcast from my first breath. 

I needed out of town, to experience life out from under the shadows of my brothers and the judgmental eyes of Willowbrooke’s residents. My brothers stayed within an hour of the area. Christian and Roman own a brewpub in Fort Collins—to which I also have ownership in after investing during a time they were struggling. Jude followed in our father’s footsteps, becoming a doctor at the same hospital in Denver. My dad has retired from his medical life and now spends his days doing God knows what, but he manages to stay out of trouble. 

Colin is serving a life sentence, so there’s that. 

I hadn’t decided what I wanted to do with my life, other than to get out of Willowbrooke. One chance encounter while helping at the brewpub and I ended up being recruited into a small fraction of the CIA. I was trained to be an odd combination of profiler/hacker/therapist/ninja to a very small and dark corner of the world. 

Which is how I circle back to the sister. It takes all of five seconds on the internet to learn Hunter’s life story.     

As I scan through the photos, Parker’s “emotional range of a brick wall” pops into my head, and I laugh because I can see it. Hunter is tall, easily over six feet, broad shoulders with a powerfully built frame that fills his suits like they were sewn directly on him. 

Dark hair, slightly tousled as if all he did was run a hand through it. A short, well-groomed beard traces along his strong jawline. 

Not one picture of him smiling. Not even a hint of a smile. The man looks like he’s been sentenced to a life of standing in line at the DMV. Everything you need to know about him is visible in his eyes: dark, watchful, enigmatic.

Hunter owns a variety of successful businesses- real estate, a couple of luxury hotels and upscale restaurants in multiple vacation destinations. He inherited his father’s retail ventures and is now in the process of acquiring a cybersecurity company which he invested in during its infancy. 

He has an appropriate social media profile, enough to show he has an active presence and successful businesses without dipping into his private life. Reading some of the interviews he’s done, he’s very careful to dodge questions about his personal life. No mention of a wife or girlfriend, very little about his family, save for a couple local articles about his parents, who died in a car accident. No mention of a sister. 

That part isn’t overly surprising. If she has gotten in with the wrong crowd, she’s probably been kept out of the public eye so that her life does not impact Hunter’s businesses, though it’s likely the two have now intersected and he needs her dealt with. This isn’t my first rodeo, but also not my actual line of work.

I find Hunter’s email address on one of his company websites and shoot off a quick message, crossing my fingers it hits a filter and disappears so I can move on, knowing I held up my end of the bargain. 

From: Maeve James

To: Hunter Thomas

Mr. Thomas,

I have been contacted by Parker Johnson; he has requested I speak to you regarding an urgent matter. If you would like to discuss more, please reach out and I will see if I can be of assistance. 

Maeve James

Simple and to the point. I leave my contact information at the bottom and close my laptop. For once, I am giving myself a break by taking the weekend off. A nice long run tomorrow, maybe even a hike. Hell, I might even take myself shopping. I am about to hop in the shower when my phone pings. 

Unknown: 

My office, tomorrow, 8am. 

Maeve: 

New phone, who dis?

Unknown: 

Hunter Thomas. 

Maeve: 

Hello Hunter Thomas. I am Maeve James. Let’s try this again, with a 

proper introduction and use of the word please. 

Hunter: 

My office, tomorrow, 8am. 

Maeve: 

Yes, yes. I can read, and you can copy/paste. How about your office, 

Monday, 9am. Let’s try to make this meeting more pleasant than your texts. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

{Chapter 4} — HUNTER
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The disrespect in Maeve’s text is something I refuse to tolerate. I am not known to be patient or understanding, and those who do try to cross me never get a chance to do it again. It must be the combination of stress and exhaustion that has left me void of argument. Maybe I am just getting soft in my old age. Any other thirty-nine-year-old would be out looking for a warm body to fill the night, yet here I am arguing with a complete stranger, through texts no less. Also, I know the people Parker Johnson tends to associate himself with, and Maeve is either a club girl or a trained assassin. I am too tired to press my luck tonight. 

I undress and get into bed, lying back and staring at the ceiling, willing sleep that doesn’t seem to want to come. Parker and I came to an agreement years ago when he started flipping some of his strip clubs into private sex clubs. I’d help him with the buildings and contractors in exchange for sending a little help my way when I get into another self-inflicted dry spell. I try not to make it a habit, but I see it as a positive that these girls get a better lay than him. 

Parker knows I like my girls submissive. This one sounds like she is going to be a problem. 

~
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By Monday morning, I am even more irritated, both from the flippant responses received and the fact that it’s been almost a month since my last hook-up. I spent hours in the gym over the weekend, followed by long, cold showers that did nothing more than force me to jerk off once I warmed up. I require control, especially over my own body and hate when its more animalistic tendencies take over on their own. 

Thomas Holdings began as a small residential real estate venture after college. Initially, my father pushed to invest so that the company began on solid ground, but I wanted to experience the growing pains myself; I wanted to know what worked, what didn’t and how to make this a successful, thriving company. 

Once we expanded into commercial real estate, I took him up on his offer, using the money to purchase new offices and bring on more consultants. In recent years, I have put together a team to work exclusively with our growing number of high-profile buyers. Add to that an increasing number of luxury hotels, a slew of five-star restaurants and a handful of designer retail boutiques and my little pet project looks more like a billion-dollar empire. 

I work, I occasionally play, but I cannot say I have any sort of a personal life. I have found that in my world, women either want sex or money, sometimes both, never more. While I would have once dreamed of finding a long-term partner, one who wanted more than just access to my name or bank account, I have found myself settling for hand-delivered one-night stands. 

Just shy of nine, I hear Dot, my receptionist, talking to someone, and I can only assume Maeve has arrived. 

Adjusting my suit as I walk to the front desk, I catch sight of my visitor and am stopped dead in my tracks. The woman talking to Dot is not at all who I was expecting. Parker likes to stock his clubs with blonde bombshells, sporting their newest set of implants, an excessive amount of make-up and the ability to perform as if they are auditioning for their big break in the porn industry. 

This woman is the exact opposite. Average height, I’d guess in the range of 5’6”; athletic build where she is not stick thin, with thighs that suggest she runs the trails Colorado is known for, but curves that scream powerful but soft. Chestnut brown hair pulled back, piercing green eyes, wearing jeans and a t-shirt, paired with a worn set of tennis shoes. 

Breathtakingly gorgeous, the kind of beauty that is natural and effortless while exuding the type of confidence that only comes from a woman comfortable in her own skin.

“Hunter, apparently you have a nine o’clock appointment with Ms. James?” Dot asks. Dorothy, Dot for short, is not just my receptionist; she was my mother’s best friend and, after my parents’ death, the only person keeping my sister, Lucy, and I from completely losing our shit. 

“I do,” I reply. “My apologies, Dot. It was last minute, and I forgot to update my calendar. Ms. James, my office.”

Maeve thanks Dot and proceeds to my office. She brushes past me, just barely touching, but close enough to get a hint of vanilla in the air. A light scent, subtle enough to pick up a hint but not pronounced enough to fill the room like some of the women who have walked through my door. Warmth rushes through my chest as I realize it reminds me of the times I spent baking with my mother. I glance up at Dot, who mouths “be nice” before turning and closing the door.

“What are you doing?” I ask, noticing she has taken a seat in a chair near my desk, not the sofa per my very detailed instructions given to each girl sent here. 

“I am sitting, in a chair, because it’s a chair, and you sit in it.”

Great, her smart mouth extends past her texts. 

“Ms. James, I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. There are rules for these encounters, which I’m sure Mr. Johnson and his staff have gone over in great detail. You will be where I tell you when I tell you, and you will not argue. I set the rules, you obey them.”

“Wow. I’m both speechless and have questions. The first being, what the actual fuck?”

I close my eyes, pinch the bridge of my nose and sigh. 

“I don’t have time for this. I’m sure you do well in the clubs...”

Maeve starts laughing, a little too hard for my taste. I’m beginning to think this was a setup. 

“I’m sorry,” she says, taking a deep breath. “You really think I’m one of Parker’s club girls? The ones he loans out to his friends in desperate need of a lay but can’t get it on their own? I don’t know how to feel about this. Flattered? Insulted? This is all so new.”

I can feel the heat rising in my face and the anger burning in my chest. I sit down in my chair at the desk, contemplating how quickly I can get this woman out of my office and get across town to kick the literal shit out of Parker. 

“If you are not, then why the fuck are you here?”

“You tell me, Mr. Thomas. Judging by the hard-on when I walked in, I don’t think we are on the same page to the kind of assistance you are seeking.”

“Exactly how do you know Parker?”

“We’re besties, just like you two. Crazy we’ve never crossed paths before.”

I think I loathe sarcasm more than the sharpness in her tone. “You know him outside of his clubs?”

“This conversation is just getting more painful the longer it continues. Parker and I are friends.”

Interesting. I’ve never met anyone who knows Parker and would willingly call him a friend. 

“You aren’t a stripper?”

“Do I look like a stripper to you?”

No, she does not. She looks like the woman you want to settle down and grow old with. Who you can talk to for hours on end and never be bored. She looks like the kind of woman who needs to be as far away from Parker Johnson as physically possible. 

She waves a hand at me before I get the chance to dig a deeper hole for myself. “You know what, don’t answer that. I thought I was doing one last good deed, but I think we are both wasting each other’s time.”

“Why did Parker want you to contact me?”

Maeve throws her hands in the air. “I don’t know! I’m not even sure I care! At this point, I’ve been in your office all of eight minutes and the only thing that makes sense is this was set-up by that fuckwad thinking that if I were here long enough, we’d kill each other, and he’d be rid of us both. Two birds, one stone and all.”

At first, it catches me off guard, the warm pressure rising, then spilling from my chest, quickly becoming a genuine laugh; a feeling I have not had in a long time.

I take a moment to pause and assess the situation at hand when an idea sparks and the words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. 

“Would you like to get coffee?”  

“I’m sorry, what?” She looks at me, confusion etched across her face. 

“There is a coffee shop across the street. Great pastries as well.”

“The multiple personalities are giving me whiplash. First, you thought I was here for sex. Then you turned me down for sex. Now you want to get coffee?”

“If we are being honest, I haven’t ruled out sex.”

“Oh, I have.”

To be determined. “We may have gotten off on the wrong foot, so let’s change the scenery. I’d prefer to continue this conversation away from my office and the prying ears of certain staff.”

A spark flashes across her eyes. “If I was one of Parker’s sex workers, you would have fucked me right here on the desk without a second thought, but you are concerned about people hearing a conversation that does not involve you being balls deep in some random girl?”

The audacity of her statement, to call me out in my own office, and yet something inside me feels challenged in a way I have not in a very, very long time. If ever. “This office is completely soundproof, though if you’d like to test that theory, I can have you bent over and screaming my name in a matter of minutes. Now, would you like coffee or not?”

I walk over and open the door, noticing Dot quickly scurry away, and motion for Maeve to follow. She does, though visibly reluctant. 

When we get to the coffee shop, I lead her to my usual table in the back, not before ordering us coffee and Danishes at the counter. It’s a small shop, never too busy, and today it’s dead given the time of the morning. 

“This place is cute,” Maeve states, taking in her surroundings. “Coffee is kind of my love language.”

“I’ve known the owners, George and Sylvie, for years, ever since I bought my building. Sylvie is the brains behind the goods, and when she’s trying new recipes, samples ‘mysteriously’ find their way to my office.”

“Everything is made with extra love, especially for you, Hunter,” Sylvie interrupts us and places our food on the table. “You’ve brought a date today.”

“Not a date, just a business meeting that needed away from Dot’s sonar ears and a touch of your magic.”

Sylvie waves her hand at me, turning to Maeve. “Take Hunter with a grain of salt, dear. He thinks he’s a big bad wolf when he’s really very sweet.” She abruptly turns back to me, pointing a finger in my face. “You. Be nice.” Then walks away. Why does everyone keep saying that today?

I lock eyes with Maeve, who is trying to suppress a laugh at my public scolding.

“You did not answer my question, Ms. James.”

“Which question was that?” She responds, raising an eyebrow at me. 

“Why did Parker want you to talk to me?

She thinks about this for a moment. “I’ll answer your question if you answer mine.”

“Deal.”

“He said your sister was in over her head, and I have a track record of helping people.”

Odd, I don’t remember ever mentioning Lucy to him. 

“Interesting. How do you really know Parker?”

“One,” Maeve laughs, holding up a finger. “You got one question.”

“And I’m asking two, but I’ll give you a question on the house to make up for it.”

“God, you’re infuriating. Fine, I work for the government, and I met Parker through an assignment I was part of. We got along until we didn’t.”

“Where do you work exactly?” Something tells me she’s not secretary material.

“Three strikes, buddy. My turn. Why am I here?”

I think on this for a minute. I don’t share my personal life with anyone, even the people I know and trust. Why do I feel I can tell her?

“For the record, I do not recall ever mentioning my sister to Parker, though I believe your half of this story. Years ago, my parents died...”

“The car accident.”

“Yes, the car accident. It was devastating, but Lucy took it a lot harder. She was eight when my parents took her in, twelve when they adopted her. She had just graduated high school. I tried to do what I could, but I had a lot working against me; we didn’t know each other well given the age difference. She comes around when she needs something, usually cash, and then is gone again.”

The look on Maeve’s face is soft, but sullen. 

“That has to be tough, losing one family then being adopted into another only to lose them as well. Finding her shouldn’t be an issue. It’s kind of pointless though if she doesn’t want the help.”

“There’s more, but it sounds crazy.”

She smiles. “Oh, hon, we passed crazy miles ago.”

Most people would describe me as cold, demeaning, and closed-off. A sharp tongue, cruel with questionable morals. Not many are comfortable in my presence, both my size and wealth being intimidating. Maeve is the complete opposite, unfazed by anything I’ve said, at ease sharing this space with me. Her casual nature refreshing, her confidence is almost seductive. 

“I have never been convinced it was an accident. The police said my parents blew a tire and ran off the road. Their final report is vague at best. The more I questioned, the less they answered, even when getting my lawyers involved. I was being told it was grief, I needed to get help and move on, be strong for my sister. 

“The last time I saw Lucy, she needed money. I told her not unless we had lunch so we could talk. She looked terrible, like she hadn’t been eating or sleeping. I asked her to move in with me, I’d get her back on her feet. It’s what my parents would have wanted. She got upset at the mention of them, stood up and left. I haven’t heard from her since.”

“What do you know about her life before the adoption?”

“Nothing. We barely lived under the same roof before I left for college.”

Maeve sighs. “I’m going to be honest; this is a bit outside of my area of expertise. I don’t know if I can be of any help, but I can contact some of my sources and see if they know anything.”

“I don’t share any of this lightly. I take my privacy, my family’s privacy, very seriously. I can’t have you running back to the FBI only to have people showing up on my doorstep.”

She scoffs. “Pfft, FBI. Technically, and I put this very loosely, I am CIA. Way cooler. And unlike Parker’s weak-ass NDAs, my lips are super-glued shut.”

“I am going to need to be apprised of your research.”

“That sounds like a very fancy way of saying you need to be in control, even when you’re not.”

Maeve is the perfect package: smart, professional, gorgeous, and witty. It has been a very long time since I have had a conversation with anyone this entertaining. I suddenly find myself mentally reviewing my calendar for the day to see what I can move and draw out our time together. I have never been one to put a woman before anything. Definitely not my business. 

“Hunter, you have my contact info, which is more than a lot of people are privy to. Send me anything on your sister or parents you think is relevant, and I’ll do some digging. Full disclosure, if you call me, I won’t answer. Text works best. I will reach out if I have something to share. Sound good?”

Two can play the negotiation game, Ms. James. 

“I’ll agree to this, for now.”

“And when you change your mind?”

The thoughts running through my head bring a smirk to my lips. “You’ll know.”  
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{Chapter 5} — MAEVE
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This past week has been uncharacteristically slow, to the point I decided to revisit a fairly cold case involving Ivan Petrov, a Russian-American spy who flew under the radar as a double agent, stealing some very important and extremely confidential information before taking asylum in Russia. Ivan made his way to me because of the sensitivity of information he sold to his Russian counterparts, and I happen to have reliable contacts with connections. Being in Russia puts him slightly outside my jurisdiction and hampers my ability to physically track him down, but that does not mean I don’t have eyes on him. 

Ivan was quite the asset for the government. That was until he met a woman and fathered a child, but then the two suddenly disappeared and he fled the country. 

The idyllic side of me hopes that the mother and daughter went into hiding, finding out what Ivan was involved in and getting away before something happened to them. The realistic side knows how many people want Ivan dead and likely went after his family first. Though there is a part of me that wonders if he played a role in their disappearance. 

For the most part, I know where Ivan is and what he is up to, but I’ve never found a trace of the wife and kid, which bothers me more than anything else related to him. 

I came home from my run Saturday morning and spotted my laptop on the counter as I was making my coffee. I saw Hunter had emailed me before I had even made it back to my office after our meeting, but I couldn’t bring myself to open it. As I sat on the couch, my mind wandered back to our conversation last week. 

Hunter was not at all what I expected. Knowing Parker, I assumed anyone dumb enough to claim him as a friend was also a clean-cut, suit-wearing control freak that everyone dropped to their knees to please, either for a chance to share their power and money, or a chance to share their bed. While Hunter did seem to fit into that category, there was an air of humanity to him. He wasn’t just nice to look at, I enjoyed talking to him. 

I’m not going to lie; I have thought about Hunter’s hard-on far too many times than probably acceptable. I’ve been going back and forth trying to determine if it was based on actual attraction or from the wild notion I was there to fuck him and be on my way.

I’ve also caught myself wondering what he looked like naked, how he would feel on top of me, tracing his muscles with my...

At this point, I have showered, folded a load of laundry and started cleaning the house- really anything to distract my mind from slipping further down this rabbit hole, reminding myself I am a professional and while off the record, this is like any other case. All I’m really doing is avoiding the inevitable.

After ten minutes of pacing, I finally cave and grab the laptop. I don’t know what I was expecting from Hunter’s email, but looking at what he sent, I am seriously unimpressed.

To: Maeve James

From: Hunter Thomas

Name: Lucy Thomas

Status: Missing

Current age: 28

DOB: Unknown

Address: Unknown

Last known location: Thomas Holdings Inc., Denver, Colorado

Pre-Adoption History: Unknown

Boulder Couple Dies in Fiery Car Crash

Michael and Lillian Thomas, of Boulder, were killed in a car accident Friday when their car left the road and caught fire. Police state they do not expect foul play as it appears the vehicle malfunctioned, causing the couple to lose control of the car, and the impact of the crash resulted in the fire. Preliminary autopsy reports do not suggest alcohol or drugs played a factor in the accident. Mr. and Mrs. Thomas leave behind two children, Hunter and Lucy. Funeral arraignments are pending. 
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