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Aaron Hawthorne

SEATTLE | WASHINGTON

Present Day

THE AUTOMATIC DOORS of Thomas Hawthorne Hospital slid open, and the moment my Italian shoes hit the impeccably waxed floor, the smell of antiseptic and coffee hit me.

“Call Hargrove and—”

“What!?” Kate, my assistant, asked as if I’d just said the most absurd thing in the world.

I stopped and stared at her. Had my CEO gone on vacation... or died?

“Is there a problem?”

“Other than the fact we’re at the hospital for your cousin’s babies being born and you want to make a call that could take hours?”

“This labor thing takes time, and Summer’s having two babies, so it’s going to take a long time. Just call him.”

I turned on my heel and, in the next second, a body collided with mine. A sharp shriek echoed through the hospital lobby.

“Fuck!” I swore, irritated, but the anger evaporated when I saw it was a child. A little girl.

She landed on her butt on the floor. Her face twisted into a grimace of pain.

I crouched down.

“Are you hurt?”

She stared at the floor and hiccupped, clearly trying to hold back tears.

“Hey, did you hear me? I asked if you’re hurt.”

“She must be deaf. What kind of parents leave a deaf little girl alone?” Kate muttered behind me.

I shot her a disapproving look, and Kate fell silent immediately.

“I’m not deaf,” the girl said.

“Then why didn’t you answer me?”

She stared at her own hands.

“My mommy said I can’t talk to strangers... and I don’t know you. And if she sees me talking to you, she’ll get mad...” She paused, frowning, “...madder, because she’s already mad at me... ‘cause I hurt my knee. Look!” She pointed to two scraped knees. “Mommy said I couldn’t play on the big kids’ playground... but I really wanted to... and now my knee is owie and Mommy’s mad, ‘cause I’m disobedient.”

Without meaning to, the corners of my mouth twitched into a smile at her attempt to say “disobedient.”

“For someone who doesn’t talk to strangers, you talk a lot.”

“Don’t tell Mommy,” she pleaded, finally looking at me with those eyes that looked like two enormous jabuticaba berries. Two blue jabuticaba berries.

As my gaze fixed on her face, a chill ran down the back of my neck. She was hypnotizing in a way that made me uncomfortable. Inexplicably, I couldn’t look away from the little girl in front of me.

She couldn’t have been more than five, with fair skin, short dark hair, a messy fringe that made her even cuter and... familiar.

She tilted her head to the side, studying me with curiosity. Suddenly, her eyes went wide.

“Daddy!” she shouted, throwing herself into my lap and wrapping her arms around my neck.

She said... daddy? I froze.
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Aaron Hawthorne

Five Years Earlier

LAS VEGAS | NEVADA

THE MOMENT MY FEET hit the floor of the Goldman Empire casino’s private lounge, a woman’s voice cut through the blaring music:

“You think just because you’re short I’m gonna go easy on you, you pervert?!”

Before I could process what was happening, something smacked the back of my head.

“Fuck!” My hand flew to my neck.

“What’s wrong?” Evan asked, my younger brother and the reason I was there in the first place.

There were few things I hated more than parties and casinos, but my idiot brother had managed to drag me to a party in a casino. And literally less than a minute after arriving, I already regretted coming.

“Something just hit me.” Another reason to hate parties.

I spun on my heel to see what the hell it was and thought I must be dreaming. Not because I saw a woman so beautiful she seemed conjured from my imagination, but because the scene unfolding before me was so absurd it felt like one of those dreams you spend hours trying to decipher after you wake up. Nothing, absolutely nothing, made sense. Before my eyes, a princess—or rather, a woman dressed as one—was beating up a little person, while others tried to restrain her.

At just over five feet tall, she looked like a giant among them. It was like a scene from one of those bad King Kong or Godzilla movies. At least her fury was perfectly compatible with a monster’s.

The most surreal part wasn’t that this was happening in one of the country’s most luxurious casinos, but that it was at an adult woman’s birthday party. Why the hell had Evan’s friend hired a princess and little people? How old was she turning? Fifteen?

“Am I crazy, or are you also seeing a bunch of little people getting their asses kicked by a very angry princess?” Evan looked as bewildered as I was by the spectacle.

“I’m gonna teach you to never put your hands on a woman again!” she bellowed.

The little man took off running, but she was determined. She yanked off her own shoe and, with the aim of a sniper, nailed him in the head. He went down. The other little people rushed to help their friend while the woman geared up to go after him, but security finally got ahold of her.

The scene was simply surreal.

Several people watched, caught between shock and amusement.

“Let me go! I know where the exit is!” she shouted, wrenching herself free from the security guards.

She grabbed the hem of her dress and marched toward the exit.

I laughed watching her stomp away like a petulant child, and my laughter only grew when I realized she was barefoot.

“Crazy,” I muttered, picking up what had hit my head. A size five shoe, but it had struck my skull like a size ten.

I chuckled, thinking the woman had found a novel way to get my attention.

The music stopped.

“That goddamn princess!”

I turned and saw the woman who must be Evan’s friend. She was dressed as a princess too, but unlike the other one, her outfit looked more like a sex costume than anything else. In fact, I wasn’t even sure it was a princess costume; I only reached that conclusion because of the tiara on her head.

“She ruined my birthday!” she complained, stamping her foot like a spoiled child.

“Bye,” I said to Evan.

“What?! You’re leaving?”

There wasn’t a chance in hell I was staying, especially after seeing other people in costume too. Besides, something far more interesting was waiting for me outside the casino.

Emily Sinclair

“EMILY, HE SAYS HE’S gonna file a complaint if you don’t apologize,” Zack said, the guy playing Grumpy, as he followed me.

“I don’t give a damn! I want to strangle that sleazy little creep.”

“You’re the one who looks Grumpy right now,” he grumbled.

I kept walking.

“Stop!” he pleaded, and when I turned, I saw him with his hands on his knees, nearly breathless. “My chest is burning.”

He caught his breath and glared at me.

“For such a tiny woman, you’ve got some long legs.”

“Are you seriously calling me short?”

“Even as a little person, I can call you short, no problem. If you were about four inches shorter, you’d be one too.”

“Are you serious? A little person who’s prejudiced against short people?” I huffed. “Look, Zack, I like you a lot. You’ve always been kind and polite, but that son of a—”

“I know what he did was wrong, but he’s got a lump on his head and he’s shouting to anyone who’ll listen that he’s gonna report you.”

“Let him report me! I’m not apologizing to that creep who put his hand on a part of my body that only me and my gynecologist touch.”

I left him and walked on, feeling my feet ache.

“Little bastard!”

That pair of shoes cost fifty dollars. Fifty dollars down the drain, because now I didn’t have a pair to wear.

“A princess shouldn’t have such a dirty mouth.”

At the sound of the seductive voice, anger bubbled up inside me.

“Look, I’m not in the mood for cute remarks!” I snapped, irritated, and came face-to-face with an Olympian god.

The man standing before me was exactly how myths described the gods. Tall, imposing, with broad shoulders that looked sculpted by divine hands and a face so perfectly symmetrical it bordered on unreal. Eyes blue like the sky before a storm held a mix of arrogance and curiosity. A strong, stubbled jaw reinforced the aura of danger. He looked like he could destroy or save the world with a snap of his fingers.

He wore a dark suit that hugged his body as if it had been molded onto him. Every detail, from the wristwatch to the impeccable haircut, screamed power. But what really made me speechless was the way he was looking at me, as if he were just as captivated as I was, though the arched eyebrow betrayed his contained amusement.

“You left your shoe behind, Cinderella. Shoes, I mean.”

He was holding both of my shoes.

“Thank—” I reached for them, but he pulled back. “You know what, I don’t need that shoe.”

Actually, I really did.

I turned on my heel to walk away, but he caught my wrist and pulled me, making me collide with his chest.

“You really are a little spitfire.”

“If you don’t let me go, you’ll see me even angrier. Just because you’re a bit bigger than that handsy little creep doesn’t mean I won’t hit you too!”

He threw his head back and let out a deep laugh, the kind that shakes your whole body. Since we were pressed together, I felt every tremor run through him and spread into me.

It was a peculiarly intimate moment with a complete stranger.

When he looked at me again, his eyes were shining.

“I’m a lot more than a bit bigger than the guy you hit, Cinderella.”

My brain got stuck on: “a lot more than a bit bigger.”

“Snow White,” I said, forcing myself to stop thinking about that.

He looked confused.

“I don’t know if you noticed, but I was surrounded by little people. I’m Snow White, not Cinderella.”

Although Cinderella was pretty apt, given I’d left my shoes behind.

“I don’t know my princess fairy tales very well.”

“It’s a fairy tale,” I corrected, rolling my eyes. “And do me a favor and let me go or I’ll—”

“Or you’ll what? Throw your shoe at my head again?”

I was released, and I missed the feel of his strong, warm body against mine. His arms were a great place to be.

“Again?” I asked, confused.

“The first shoe hit my head.”

My face flushed with shame. Any hope I had of keeping my job evaporated. I’d hit a coworker and a guest; my boss would fire me without even giving me a chance to explain.

Suddenly, the man knelt down in front of me.

“What do you think you’re doing?!”

“Relax, it’s not a marriage proposal.”

I huffed.

“I didn’t think it was.”

“May I?” he asked, holding the shoe.

Maybe the shock of seeing this beautiful man kneeling at my feet short-circuited my brain, because I held my dress and lifted it just enough for him to put the shoe on.

His hand wrapped firmly around my ankle, and without hurry, he slipped on one shoe and then the other.

It was disconcerting to have a man this handsome kneeling at my feet.

“Thank you,” I said, dazed, and lowered my dress. “Goodnight.”

I turned and walked away, but a few steps later I realized he was following me.

“Why are you following me?”

“Because you left before I could ask you out, Cinderella.”

“It’s Snow White. And the answer is no.”

“But I haven’t asked you yet, Cinderella.”

Was he trying to piss me off?

“Don’t even waste your time, the ans—”

“Is no.”

“Yes. And for the last time, it’s Snow White!”

He laughed, irritating me. Why was he laughing? He shouldn’t laugh. I liked seeing him laugh, and that was bad.

I turned my back on him, wondering why the hell I’d said no. The man was gorgeous, clearly rich, and above all, out of my league. We were from completely different worlds. While he frequented hotel-casinos like the Goldman Empire, where a single night cost the equivalent of a year of my salary, I dressed as a princess at adult parties and still had to deal with coworkers with wandering hands.

“I’m not the kind of man who gives up easily. Especially not the kind who takes no for an answer, Cinderella.”

I huffed, trying not to laugh. His insistence on calling me Cinderella was insufferable. The problem? It didn’t make him any less attractive; quite the opposite.

“And what are you gonna do?” I faced him, crossing my arms. “Follow me around until I agree to go out with you? In case you haven’t noticed, my day’s been shit. I got harassed, I lost my job, and as if that wasn’t enough, I’m at risk of that sleazy little creep reporting me for assault! And now I’m gonna have some six-foot stranger stalking me?”

“Six-foot-five. And no. I’m not going to stalk you. But I’m not giving up either.”

I had no idea what he meant by that, and frankly, I didn’t want to know. I turned my back and started walking away.

“See you soon, Cinderella.”

“We’re never going to see each other again!” I called, without looking back.

“Oh, we will.”

I shouldn’t have, but I smiled.
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Aaron Hawthorne

I WATCHED THE WOMAN walk away for a few seconds before I started moving.

After a few more steps, she stopped suddenly and turned around.

“I’ll put a hole in that six-pack of yours if you keep following me!”

I didn’t know whether to laugh at the “six-pack” or worry about the pocket knife she was pointing at me.

I put my hands in my pockets, unable to suppress a laugh. That woman was really something.

“I’m not following you.”

“That’s exactly what you’re doing! Or are you going to pretend you’re going to the same place I am?”

“If you’re going to the parking lot, then yes, I am going to the same place as you.”

She gave a weak smile and lowered the hand holding the knife.

“Yeah... sorry. I thought...”

“That I was following you.”

“Right.”

“Can I ask where you pulled that knife from?”

My gaze went, inevitably, to her tight neckline.

“If you don’t take your eyes off my tits, I’ll be forced to...”

“Given how many threats you make, and considering you assaulted a man half your size, you must have quite the rap sheet.”

“I’m not a criminal! He deserved it. And a lot more, for harassing me.”

“He did what!?”

Now it was me who wanted to go back there and beat the little shit to a pulp, and I’m sure I let that show in my voice.

“He just tried to get a little too fresh with me. But I bet he won’t try any more funny business.”

Ah, he really wouldn’t.

“Well, I’m gonna... I’m gonna go.”

Emily Sinclair

I WAS DYING OF EMBARRASSMENT. And the worst part: it wasn’t even because I was acting like a crazy person, but because I was being crazy with the man I was clearly attracted to. But honestly, how could I not be? Any woman... hell, any person who was into men would feel the same way.

He was simply perfect. He looked like a Calvin Klein underwear model. In fact, I was almost certain if I looked through their campaigns I’d find him. He must be a model; if he wasn’t, the world was missing out.

The dark, slightly wavy hair, the eyes of an intense blue, with a gaze as firm and provocative as if he knew exactly the effect he had. And he had that strong jawline, which was my weakness. But on him, everything seemed to be my weakness, from his telephone pole height right down to the damn dimple in his chin.

If my grandmother were alive, she’d say everything about him was good to look at, a feast for the eyes. And she’d be 100% right.

When I finally reached my scooter, I put on the helmet that made me look like an underpaid astronaut or that big-headed bee from Bee Movie, depending on the angle. I tied a firm knot in the hem of my dress and got on the bike, but before I took off, I gave in to the urge to look back. He was leaning against a luxury car, hands in his pockets, staring at me. I should have been afraid—after all, a stranger was watching me—but I just bit my lip to hold back a smile and ignored the flutter in my stomach.
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Aaron Hawthorne

“SCHEDULE A MEETING with Lang as soon as possible,” I told my assistant. “I want to get out of here.”

“I’ll do it right now. Anything else, sir?” she asked as we stepped out of the elevator.

“Yes, find someone to replace Cooper.”

Cooper was the regional director for Bright, the Hawthorne Group’s energy company, and the reason I was here—or rather, his incompetence was. Bright needed to expand, but he’d managed to lose a crucial contract that would have kicked the whole thing off.

“Yes, sir.”

Kate went to her desk and I walked into my office.

The moment I sat down, a single thought took over my mind, so I called Blake.

“To what do I owe the honor of a call from a Hawthorne?” Blake, known as the King of Vegas, asked as soon as he picked up.

“I need a favor.”

I swiveled my chair, watching the street through the office’s panoramic view.

“Of course you do.”

“There was a woman at your casino last night. I need to know her name.”

The line went silent, and I checked to see if the call had dropped.

“Blake, you there?”

“Let me get this straight: you want me to check security footage to find a woman and get her name?”

“Yes.”

“You have any idea how many people walk through my casino every day? I’m not pulling my guys off their jobs to look for some woman you want to fuck.”

“I don’t—”

“I know you, Aaron. If you needed this woman’s info for business, your secretary would have called mine.”

“She’ll be easy to spot,” I said, knowing it was pointless to try and bullshit him. “She was dressed as a princess.”

The line went dead again, but before I could check if he was still there, Blake came back on.

“Dressed as a princess?” he asked, confused.

“Yeah, she was in a costume, with some little people. She hit one with her shoe...”

“What kind of weird fucking fetish is that? You know what? I don’t want to know what strange shit you’re into. I’ll send you what you need.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. You’ll owe me one.”

That wasn’t how favors usually worked, but it was exactly how they worked with Blake Goldman Cox, and I’d known that before I even made the call.

[image: ]

I WAS WORKING WHEN a call came in from Evan.

I stood up and answered, watching the people moving along the street below.

“What do you want?”

“Is that any way to answer your favorite brother?”

“Just tell me what you want.”

He huffed.

“I don’t want anything. I called to tell you something.”

Something caught my eye. Down on the street, a pack of dogs was practically dragging a woman who was trying to walk them. It was her. The crazy, aggressive Cinderella.

“Aren’t you going to ask what it is?”

“I have to go.”

“Wha—”

I hung up and headed down, but when I got outside, she was gone.

“Did you see a woman walking dogs?” I asked the security guards.

“No,” one of them answered.

“I saw one heading that way, sir.”

I ran to the end of the street, but no sign of her. Which was kind of funny, since she could barely walk with that herd of dogs, and suddenly she’d moved so fast I couldn’t find her. Maybe the dogs had dragged her off—not a difficult task, given her size.

I turned on my heel, and as I passed the alley where the dumpsters were, a scene grabbed my attention.

“Stop! Your owners are going to kill me!”

She was trying, unsuccessfully, to pull the animals away from the trash. The mutts looked like starving strays.

She had five dogs: one of those yellow ones everyone has... the breed... Marley? There was also a Doberman, a Beagle, a Great Dane that looked a lot like Evan’s, and finally... the ugliest fucking dog I’d ever seen in my life. The thing only had fur on its head, paws, and tail. I couldn’t tell if it was the result of a failed science experiment or an alien.

“You can’t eat garbage.” She pulled on their leashes, but they didn’t budge.

She took a step back, tripped over the Marley, and landed hard on her ass.

“Ahh!” she yelled, wincing in pain.

The dogs spooked and took off running.

As they shot past me, I only managed to grab the ugly little mutt.

Emily Sinclair

AS I’D EXPECTED, I was fired. My ex-boss said the company didn’t condone violence between colleagues, and when I explained why I’d hit him, he just shook his head and said I’d lost my mind. In the end, the birthday girl demanded that the “idiot princess”—that would be me—be fired for ruining her party.

I wasn’t one to “cry over spilled milk,” so I went looking for another job. After walking all over the city all morning, I finally landed work as a dog walker, or, as I affectionately dubbed it, a doggy nanny.

I just had to pick up the dogs from their owners’ houses and walk them. It was a very easy job. Well, at least that’s what I thought when I took it.

“Need some help, Cinderella?”

I looked up and couldn’t believe it. The hot guy from last night was standing there, holding out a hand to me with Angel in his arms.

“What are you doing here?”

“The correct answer would be, ‘thank you for the help,’” he said, taking my hand and helping me up.

“Are you following me?”

“Believe it or not, no.”

I should have screamed for help. After all, in a huge city like Las Vegas, it wasn’t a coincidence to run into the same stranger twice in such a short time. But instead, I said:

“Give me Angel.”

I snatched the Chinese Crested from his hands, trying to ignore how fast my heart was racing. In the daylight, he was even more stunningly handsome. It was almost disconcerting to look at him, but the man didn’t seem the least bit disconcerted to be staring at me. On the contrary, he looked at me steadily, not caring how flustered and irritated it was making me.

“This thing is named Angel?”

I ignored the clear jab at the dog’s appearance, since I’d already judged the poor thing for being ugly myself. I had bigger problems than him following me. To be exact, four furry problems now loose on the streets of Las Vegas. And besides, I desperately wanted to keep my distance from that man. The only good reason to keep my distance was the fact that he was too handsome... and I was dangerously attracted to him. It was terrifying. He could be a pervert, a murderer, even a mobster, but all my mind could think about was how attractive he was. I was turning into one of those stupid heroines from the novels I read, who could only think about his looks.
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Aaron Hawthorne

“AH!” SOMEONE SHOUTED at the exact moment a dog barked.

“Damn it, I’m going to lose this job too!” Cinderella said when she saw one of the dogs barking at a person passing on the street.

She ran toward the dog, leaving me alone in the alley that reeked of garbage.

“Peanut Butter, no!”

Hearing her, the dog took off running.

I wanted to laugh. It seemed like everything involving the beautiful—and possibly crazy—brunette was, at the very least, unusual: dwarves, a princess costume, exotic dogs with cute names that didn’t match their appearance at all, and food names.

Who in their right mind names a dog Peanut Butter?

She tried to grab the dog, but he ran as if the whole thing were just a game to him.

“Can you hold him for me?”

She didn’t wait for my answer, simply shoved the strange dog into my lap before walking away.

The creature tried to lick my cheek; I dodged.

“If you lick me, I swear I’ll throw you in that dumpster, you weird thing.”

The dog whimpered, almost making me feel sorry for him. And as I kept staring at that creature, the pity only grew. The poor thing was truly hideous.

I looked away from the dog and focused again on the brunette, who, for the second time, tried to catch the dog, and, for the second time, he ran away.

“Come here, please!” she begged the dog, but he just ran farther off.

Genuine desperation took over her beautiful face.

Giving up on catching the dog, she went after the slender German Shepherd, but when she managed to grab his leash, the dog got spooked and ran, nearly taking her with him.

“Little, be a good boy!” she shouted, drawing the attention of people passing on the street.

She was looking like a crazy person, and she didn’t seem to care one bit about the stares.

“The German Shepherd’s name is Little?”

“Yes, the owner must have thought it was funny to call a dog as big as a horse ‘Little.’”

I smiled and moved closer.

“Take your... Is that even a dog?”

It could be some kind of rat. Who knows, people were getting more and more exotic animals as pets.

“Of course it’s a dog.”

I wasn’t so sure.

I handed the so-called Angel to her.

“Can’t you even help me?” she asked, with a desperate look.

“I’ll help you, Cinderella.”

“Stop calling me that! I have a name.”

“And what would that be?”

“I’m not telling my name to a stranger.”

“We’re not strangers anymore. This is already our second meeting.”

“This isn’t a mee... I can’t stand here arguing with you, the dogs...”

“I’ll get them for you.”

“I doubt you can catch them. Hold Angel and I...”

“What is this? A challenge?”

“It’s just the truth. You don’t look like someone who knows how to handle dogs...”

“Apparently, you don’t either.”

She opened her mouth and closed it, proving me right.

“Let’s do this: I catch all four and you go out with me.”

Emily Sinclair

“YOU MUST BE JOKING. You don’t even know my name.”

“You’ll tell me on our date.”

I huffed, watching him walk away. He was so full of himself.

“I didn’t say I agreed!”

He seemed not to care about what I said and walked toward Peanut Butter.

“I’m going to need to look for another job,” I said, staring at the dog in my lap, and when I looked in the direction the hottie had gone, I saw him walk right past Peanut Butter. “This is what you get for trusting a stranger.”

I huffed. Of course he wasn’t going to help me.

If there were a world prize for the person who lost a job the fastest in history, I’d probably be the champion if I didn’t manage to catch the dogs.

I took a step to go get the dogs and my jaw dropped when I saw the hottie call Little and, obediently, the dog obey.

“Good boy,” he said, petting the dog’s head.

A car horn caught my attention and I saw Nutella, the Doberman, crossing the street. I ran to try to catch him.

I was about to grab his collar when a man in a black suit snatched it.

“Thank you for catching him...” I thanked him, trying to pull the leash.

“Sorry, miss, I received orders from Mr. Hawthorne to retrieve the animal.”

“Mr. Hawthorne? I don’t know who that man is, but this dog isn’t...”

“I got these two.” A male voice came from behind me, and when I turned, I came face-to-face with another man in a suit holding two dogs.

“Look, I appreciate you catching them, but these dogs belong to me. So you can hand them over.”

“Sorry, miss, but they can’t...”

“You can hand over the dogs.”

I spun on my heels at the sound of the hottie’s voice and came face-to-face with him holding Little’s leash. But that wasn’t what made me catch my breath. His hair was messy, as if he’d been running, and his suit jacket was in his hand. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, and he’d undone the top buttons in a way so casual, so ordinary, but that, for some unknown reason, was indecently sexy. The kind of sexy that should be banned from public, where anyone could see. And he was still tall, huge, like a...

“My God, you look like a refrigerator.”

“What?!” he asked, confused.

Damn it! I really was sounding like a silly girl.

I cleared my throat.

“You managed to catch him.”

“All of them.” He smiled. “I think we have a date, Cinderella.”

Open-mouthed, I looked at the men and understood what he had done.

“Anything else, Mr. Hawthorne?”

“No, you can get back to work,” he agreed, taking the dogs from the men.

“You sent your employees to catch the dogs?”

Instead of answering, he just smiled.

“What time can I pick you up for dinner?”

“I don’t...”

“You know I’m not going to give up. So just accept it. And if you don’t like our date...”

“You stop following me.”

“I’m not following you. I’d say it’s the opposite, since you’re the one who showed up here.”

I wanted to huff, he might be the most beautiful man in the world, but I would never follow him.

“If you don’t like our date, I promise I’ll try harder on the next one until you do.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, refusing to smile.

“You’re really not going to give up, are you?”

“Do I look like the kind of man who gives up on something he wants?”

Definitely not.

He stopped petting Little’s head and with a loud bark the dog jumped on him, almost knocking him over.

“Oh, my God!”

I tried to pull the dog off, but he was huge. Standing, he was almost as tall as the hottie. The dog probably weighed more than I did.

“Sorry, I don’t know what got into him.” I grabbed the dog by the “waist,” trying to pull him off.

“It’s fine. He does this all the time.”

I stopped when I heard him and stared at him with my head tilted and my forehead furrowed.

“All the time?”

“Little, down!”

The dog obeyed immediately.

“You just have to be firm with him, and if that doesn’t work, just say ‘treat.’”

Hearing him, the dog sat and stared as if waiting for something.

“Do you have a treat there?”

A bit lost, I nodded and gave a treat to Little and the others.

“How? How...”

“He’s my brother’s.”

I looked at the dog, remembering his owner.

“You’re Mr. Evan’s brother?”

Little was the last dog I picked up. I remembered the owner perfectly and now I understood why he looked familiar.

He laughed.

“That’s the first time I’ve heard anyone call him ‘mister.’”

His phone rang, but he ignored it.

“You still haven’t answered me. What time can I pick you up?”

“How about 5 p.m.,” I heard myself say.

“What’s your address?”

“I’m not giving you my address! We’ll meet... where exactly are we going?”

He looked at me as if I were crazy. Maybe I was, but at least I wasn’t stupid. Was he drop-dead gorgeous? Yes. But he could also very well be a psychopath, and I wasn’t going to be the idiot who handed my address on a silver platter to a maniac just because he was sexy.
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CHAPTER 5
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Emily Sinclair

I DIDN’T KNOW WHY I’D agreed to go out with him, or why I’d tried on my entire wardrobe before finally settling on an outfit.

Who agreed to go out with a man whose first name she didn’t even know? Apparently, I did. I only knew his last name.

I parked my scooter a little way down from the entrance to the restaurant where we’d arranged to meet.

As I got off the bike, my eyes went straight to the imposing Bright Energy building next to the restaurant. Then, to the Mirage, one of the fanciest, most expensive restaurants in Las Vegas.

A very elegant woman got out of a car and walked inside. Instinctively, I looked down at myself and knew for sure: I was nowhere near dressed for that place.

I wasn’t a dress person, so I’d put on the best pants I owned, a pair of black faux-leather ones. I paired them with a long-sleeved top, tight-fitting. It had a sheer panel that made me look sexy but still classy. And, since it was a dinner, I wore the only pair of heels I owned: my Snow White pumps.

“I shouldn’t have come.”

Decided to leave, I climbed back onto my scooter and when I turned the key... nothing happened.

“Start, you goddamn bike!” I cursed, right at the moment it sputtered to life, then died. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“You really are crazy.”

“Ah!” I yelped in surprise and saw the Calvin Klein underwear model staring at me, hands in his pockets and a smile that could melt your panties.

Where had he come from?

“You scared me.”

“Wasn’t my intention.”

“And what was your intention, sneaking up and just starting to talk?”

“For someone so suspicious, you should be more aware of your surroundings.”

I huffed.

“You weren’t leaving, were you?”

“What?! Why would you think that?”

“Because that’s exactly what it looks like.”

“No, I was just going to park it better, but I’ll leave it. I won’t make you wait.”

I got off the bike feeling a nervousness I hadn’t felt in a long time.

With absurd slowness, I stowed my helmet, trying to think of a way to leave, but I couldn’t come up with anything.

“Shall we go, Miss...?”

He extended his arm and just stared at me, waiting for me to say my name.

“I still don’t know your name.”

“Aaron. Aaron Hawthorne. And you?”

“Emily.”

“Just Emily?”

“I’m not telling a stranger my full name.”

He laughed.

“You’re very suspicious, Cinderella.”

“How many times do I have to say I was Snow White? And now you know my name, use it.”

“And miss you getting all riled up?”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re annoying?”

“To both your and my surprise, no. That’s a privilege entirely yours,” he said as if shocked, which made me smile. “Shall we?”

I linked my arm through his and frowned when he guided me in the opposite direction of the restaurant.

“Where are you going? The restaurant entrance is that way.”

“We’re going to a different restaurant.”

“A different one? Then why meet here?”

“Because you wouldn’t give me your address and I thought it was suitable, since I was working late.”

He stopped beside a luxury car and opened the door for me.

“Where are we going?”

“What? Worried about being trapped in a car with a stranger?”

“No, I was just curious.”

He smiled.

“I thought you’d say if I tried anything funny, you’d put a hole in my six-pack.”

A laugh escaped my lips before I could stop it.

“You have a beautiful smile,” he said, looking straight into my eyes.

I bit my lip and got in the car. As soon as he closed the door, a goddamn smile bloomed on my lips that I simply couldn’t contain.
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A FEW MINUTES LATER, he pulled up in front of one of Las Vegas’s most iconic landmarks, the Stratosphere. On the top floor of the building was the revolving restaurant with a privileged view of the entire city.

“You’re not thinking of eating here, are you?”

“Don’t you like the food here?”

I laughed.

“I’ve never even set foot in this place, and not for lack of wanting to, but because if I want to dine somewhere like this, I can’t pay my rent.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not splitting the bill with you.”

I laughed at that.

“I’m not dressed appropriately.”

His gaze traveled over my body with such intensity I felt every inch of my skin heat up.

“You’re perfectly appropriate for me.”

I smiled and looked away; it was disconcerting to stare back.

He got out of the car and opened my door.

“Shall we?” he asked, hand extended.

I took his hand, but something was bothering me.

“I think those two cars followed us.”

He laughed.

“Don’t worry, they’re my security.”

Security? Why did he need security?

“Who are you? A sheikh?”

“Sheikh?” He arched an eyebrow, almost laughing. “I’m American.”

Even though my curiosity about why he had security persisted, I swallowed the urge to ask.

We entered the building and he pressed the button for the restaurant floor.

As soon as the doors opened, we were greeted by a hostess with a wide, welcoming smile.

“Good evening, welcome. Please, follow me.”

We followed her, but I frowned upon noticing the place was completely empty. I looked at Aaron, suspicious.

“Why is it empty?”

He gave a half-smile, as if he’d been expecting the question.

“Well, since you’re so suspicious and don’t trust strangers, I thought it best to reserve the entire restaurant. That way you don’t have to worry about throwing a shoe at some stranger’s head.”

I stopped walking and stared at him, trying not to laugh.

“You... reserved the entire restaurant?”

“I don’t want anyone to ruin our dinner,” he replied matter-of-factly, as if it were the most obvious, normal thing in the world. “Including you.”

A laugh escaped me.

I looked around and saw a man playing the piano, the soft melody filling the space. A few staff members waited discreetly to attend to us.

“You’re insane.” I smiled like an idiot. No one had ever done anything remotely like this for me.

He smiled as if I’d just given him the world’s greatest compliment and guided me to the table, positioned before the immense panoramic window. From there, Las Vegas stretched out at our feet, lit up like a carpet of stars.

I stopped a few steps from the table, feeling my pulse quicken.

“Can we sit at another table?” I asked hesitantly.

“Don’t you like the spot? If you want, we can...”

“It’s not that.”

He looked confused.

“Don’t laugh at me,” I pleaded. “It’s just... I’m afraid of heights. So... can we not sit so close to the window?”

Instead of laughing, he just nodded and asked the hostess to arrange another table.

“Thank you,” I murmured, relieved.

Like a perfect gentleman, he guided me to the new table and pulled out the chair for me.

“I’ll leave the menus for you...” the hostess began.

“No need,” Aaron interrupted. “Bring us the best wine in the house and one of each dish.”

The woman blinked, surprised.

“One of each?”

“Yes.” He didn’t even hesitate. “My guest has never been here, and I want her to try everything.”

“Yes, sir.” The woman nodded and walked away.

I stared at him, still in shock.

“You really are insane.”

“Says the woman who attacked a dwarf with a shoe and walks around with a pocketknife, threatening half the world.”

“Touché.”

A waiter approached with the wine.

“You can leave it, I’ll serve us,” Aaron said, and then poured our glasses.

“Thank you.”

I brought the glass to my lips, and as soon as my taste buds made contact with the wine, my eyes went wide.

“My God, this is delicious! It’s like it’s dancing in my mouth.”

Aaron laughed.

I took another sip and was sure—I’d drink the whole bottle if I could.

“It’s definitely better than any boxed wine I’ve ever had.”

“Boxed?”

“Yeah. You’ve never had boxed wine?” I laughed at my own question. “Of course you’ve never had boxed wine. And after tasting this, I strongly advise you not to try it.”

“I won’t.”

I looked around, admiring the view.

“The city is beautiful from here. The view is still perfect.”

“It is.”

I looked at Aaron and found him staring at me. I swallowed dryly and took another sip, finding the alcohol very welcome.

I almost thanked the waiter when he approached.

“This is our Lobster Bisque, a velvety lobster cream with hints of cognac and fresh cream,” he announced, carefully placing the dish on the table. “And this is the Spring Pea Ravioli...”

He went on to describe the next ten dishes, and with each one, my eyes grew wider.

“Wow... This could feed a small village.”

Aaron laughed.

“I don’t even know where to start, everything looks delicious.”

“May I suggest?” Aaron arched an eyebrow.

I nodded, and he balanced a small portion of the Prime Beef Tartare Surf & Turf on his fork before extending it toward me.

“Open your mouth.”

His words were clearly an order. I should have been annoyed, but instead, I shivered.

I cleared my throat.

“I don’t want to seem rude, but... I prefer my meat cooked,” I said, hesitating as I eyed the raw meat.

A fancy place like this and they couldn’t cook the food?

“I promise you’ll like it. I’m trying to make you enjoy our date, remember?”

I smiled. It couldn’t hurt to try, and with him looking at me like that, refusing was practically impossible. I opened my mouth, ready to spit it inelegantly into the napkin, but as soon as the mixture of tender meat, truffle aioli, and the crunch of sweet potato exploded in my mouth, I closed my eyes.

“My God... How can raw meat be this good?” I murmured, savoring it.

We tried the other dishes, one by one, and it seemed like each new flavor surpassed the last.

Then, the pianist began to play I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing by Aerosmith.

I smiled without even realizing it.

“I love this song.”

“Then let’s dance,” he invited, already standing and extending his hand to me.

I let him lead me to the middle of the room. When his hand touched my waist, the heat of his palm spread through my body like electricity. A shiver ran down my spine.

His hand slid slowly to the base of my spine. He pulled me, pressing our bodies together, and for a second, I forgot how to breathe. The heat of his body seemed to spread through mine in slow waves.

I lifted my chin, our gazes met, and for a moment, it was as if time had stopped. He said nothing. Just looked at me.

Without breaking eye contact, he began to lead me around the floor.

“You’re tense.”

“I think I drank too much wine,” I claimed, but it had nothing to do with the wine. It was him. The way he held my body, as if he already knew it. The woody scent that enveloped me. The heat rising on my skin, even with the air conditioning running perfectly.

“Relax, Cinderella,” he murmured, his voice husky, against my ear.

His voice had an immediate effect on my body, making me fumble my steps. I stumbled.

Aaron steadied his hand on my waist, preventing me from falling.

“I definitely drank too much,” I lied, feeling my face grow hot, and it had nothing to do with the lie I’d just told. “We should stop... or I’ll end up falling flat on my face.”

I tried to pull away, but he didn’t let go. His arm remained firmly around me.

“You won’t fall. I won’t let you.” He squeezed my waist gently.

I swallowed dryly.

“Yeah... but I might end up stomping on your foot.”

“I’m not the least bit worried about my foot,” he said without looking away.

I loved to dance and considered myself at least a reasonable dancer. But I ended up stepping on his foot, and I couldn’t even blame the alcohol. It was his goddamn gaze, which was having a devastating effect on me.

“I’m going to end up crushing your toes.”

He held my waist firmly and lifted me off the floor.

“There. My feet are safe.”

And before I could muster any reaction, he spun me in the air. The only response I could manage was a surprised laugh. And when he didn’t put me back down, I instinctively wrapped my arms around his neck, which left us dangerously close.

Our faces were inches apart. He stopped dancing, and I stretched my feet, touching my toes to the floor, but he didn’t let go.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered.

“What don’t you understand?” he asked without looking away.

“Why did you do all this? Reserve the entire restaurant...”

“Because I wanted to go out with you.”

I bit my lip, hesitating.

“Why me?”

He frowned slightly, confused. I wanted to laugh; he really seemed to have no idea what I was talking about.

“Look at you... at this whole place... the wine I’m almost afraid to find out how much it costs... And then there’s your appearance...”

“My appearance?”

I huffed.

“You don’t seem the modest type, you must know exactly how good-looking you are. And besides, you’re clearly rich, you can have any woman you want. So, why me?”

He stared at me with that disconcerting intensity.

“Because I want you. Because the moment I laid eyes on you, everyone else became irrelevant.”

I swallowed dryly and did the only thing I could, the thing I’d desperately wanted to do since the instant he wrapped his arm around my waist: I kissed him.

When my lips touched his, I lost all control. Aaron took command, deepening the kiss with a controlled hunger, as if he wanted to savor me slowly but couldn’t contain the urgency. His hand slid up my back, pulling me even closer to him, as if we weren’t already close enough.

The world around us disappeared. There was no music, no restaurant, not even the lit-up Las Vegas through the panoramic windows. There was only us, lost in that kiss.

My heart was beating so fast it hurt. I was on fire, and it was all his fault. His touch, his taste, the way his fingers pressed into my waist as if he wanted to keep me there forever.

The moment he finally pulled his lips from mine, it took me a few seconds to remember how to breathe.

We stared at each other. Aaron stroked my cheek, his hand sliding slowly down my neck, causing shivers. When he cupped the back of my neck, my heart raced with anticipation. He pulled me closer, pressing our lips together in a kiss much hungrier than the first. His fingers dug into my skin, as if wanting to keep me there. I just matched his urgency.

His free hand slid down my back, leaving a trail of heat and shivers, until it tangled in my hair. The pressure was gentle but firm enough to draw an involuntary moan from me. My body responded before I could even think, molding itself to his, craving more.

We deepened the kiss, and everything became more intense. My hands slid over his chest and gripped his shirt tightly; I urgently needed something to hold onto. My legs felt like jelly.

The first kiss had been good. But this one... this one was different. It wasn’t gentle at all. It was voracious and, at the same time, sweet.

When he finally pulled his mouth away, he kept his forehead pressed to mine. His breathing was as ragged as mine.

“What time can I pick you up tomorrow?”

I smiled when I heard him, because we were definitely having another date.
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CHAPTER 6
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Aaron Hawthorne

MY PHONE RANG, AND I answered when I saw Blake’s number, watching Emily turn the corner on her red scooter.

“Hey.”

“The woman’s name is Emily Sinclair, daughter of Adeline Sinclair and—”

“I already found her.”

He let out a sharp breath.

“You could’ve said something. Would’ve saved me some time. Oh, and you still owe me a favor.”

“Fine. Have a good night, Goldman.”

“Looks like you’re the one having the good night. You’re practically cheerful.”

I ended the call and turned around to find my brother standing there.

“You’re so obsessed with this Emily girl you called in a favor from Blake, but you let her go home alone? I thought you were more of a gentleman.”

I frowned.

“How do you know her name?”

“If you ever answered your phone, you’d know I hired her to walk Little.”

“Oh, is that why you called?” He nodded. “You should hire a trainer. That dog is huge, not like one of those tiny purse-dogs anyone can hold. If he wants to, he could drag a person down the street.”

Evan stared at me, confused.

“Why are you so worried about whether my dog is trained? You know what, forget it. Just tell me why you didn’t take Emily home.”

“I offered to pick her up and drop her off, but she doesn’t like strangers knowing where she lives,” I said, amused by the memory of her words when I’d made the offer.

Just because we went out today and we’re going out again doesn’t mean I’m going to let you know where I live. You’re still a stranger to me.

Evan laughed.

“What’s so funny, you asshole?”

“Aaron Hawthorne got shot down.”

“Who says I got shot down?”

“Didn’t you?”

The surprise in his question annoyed me.

“No.”

Emily Sinclair

I RANG THE DOORBELL for the owner of Nutella and Peanut Butter.

“Good aft—”

“What are you doing here?” she cut me off.

“I came to pick up the dogs for their walk.”

“The other girl already picked up my babies.”

“Other girl?” I asked, as she was already starting to close the door.

“Apparently that incompetent boss of yours didn’t tell you, but I know everything.”

Know everything about what? I thought, completely bewildered.

“Did you really think I’d trust my babies to a complete stranger? I monitored the tracking collars and saw they got separated. I requested the security footage from the area and saw you lost them, young lady! If anything had happened to them, I would have killed you.”

She slammed the door in my face.

Anxious, unsure whether to call my boss or not, I decided to go to Angel’s house instead. When I got there, the owner greeted me with confusion, saying another woman had already picked up the dog.

Steeling myself, I called my boss just to confirm what I already suspected.

“You lost the dogs. Do you have any idea how much these people pay to have their pets wandering around loose out there?”

“Sir, it was an accident—”

“Come by to collect your pay for the day.”

“What?!”

“You’re fired!”

“But wha—”

He hung up on me.

“Unemployed again,” I muttered. But I didn’t even have time to wallow in self-pity. I collected my day’s pay and started looking for another job, with no success.

I was already heading home, resolved to get ready for my date with Aaron, when my eyes landed on a green dress in a shop window. Thin straps, fitted at the waist, a side slit that showed more leg than I was comfortable with... but with a length that made it both sexy and respectable at the same time.

I didn’t usually wear dresses, but this one was beautiful. And I had a date with a beautiful man, so maybe...

“Want to try it on?” the saleswoman asked.

“N—”

“Come on, it’ll be perfect on you.”

Before I could refuse, the woman practically dragged me into the fitting room.

As soon as I put the dress on and looked at myself in the mirror, I smiled. I looked so feminine. I gathered my hair into a makeshift bun and the smile widened. I didn’t usually dress up much, preferring not to draw attention. But in that dress... I loved myself in a way I couldn’t explain. And more than that, I wanted Aaron to see me that same way.

“How much is it?”

“Three hundred.”

“That much?! For this basic dress?”

“Yes, but it’s perfect on you. You have to take it.”

No. I didn’t have to. I definitely did not need a three-hundred-dollar dress.
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CHAPTER 7
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Aaron Hawthorne

“EXCUSE ME.” MY SECRETARY stepped into my office.

“Make it quick.”

“I’ve managed to schedule the meeting with Lang. He said he has an opening in an hour. If you can close the deal, I can book your return to New York for this evening.”

“I have another commitment at that time.”

“A commitment? I checked your calendar, sir, you have nothing scheduled...”

“I said I can’t make it. Lang must have another slot.”

“Yes, but not until next week...”

“Then schedule it for next week.”

“I thought you wanted to return to New York as soon as possible.”

“I don’t mind spending another week in the city.” Not one bit.

Emily Sinclair

I CHECKED MY PHONE for the thousandth time. Nothing. No message, no call from Aaron. I tried calling him, but it didn’t even ring, so I waited a little longer, but he never showed.

“Well, looks like he’s not coming.”

I shrugged, seeing that forty minutes had already passed since the time we’d agreed on.

I walked toward my scooter, but my reflection in a window made me stop. I ran my hands over my waist, thinking I looked pretty for a moment as I saw myself in the dress I’d bought just to go out with him, but then my throat tightened. I looked ridiculous. That dress wasn’t me, I shouldn’t have even bought it.

I pulled out the clip holding my hair and tossed it away.

Just as I sat on my scooter, something caught my eye. I got off and walked to the entrance of the Mirage restaurant.

My eyes lit up reading the sign.

“Are you still hiring waitresses?” I asked the valet.

“I don’t know, miss. If you want information, ask that lady over there by the door.”

“Thanks.”

I went to the woman he’d pointed out.

“Thomas, take the young lady’s helmet, please,” she said to the valet who’d helped me.

After he took my helmet, she asked me to follow her.

Once inside, I couldn’t help but take in every detail. The place was extremely luxurious, unlike anything I’d ever seen. In the center of the restaurant was a lush circular garden, filled with different species of cacti, carefully illuminated. Above it, a large skylight revealed the Las Vegas night sky, creating a magical, sophisticated atmosphere.

“You can go into the second door on the right and wait. Our manager will be with you shortly.”

I nodded and went to the indicated room, but as soon as I opened the door, I startled.

“Sorry, I think I’m in the wrong place...”

“Emily?” the man called out before I could leave the room.

I stared at him, recognizing him immediately.

“Evan, right?”

It was impossible not to think of Aaron. A little voice whispered impatiently: ask why his idiot brother stood you up.

“That’s me. What are you doing here?”

I wanted to ask him the same thing.

“I came about the waitress position.”

“What a coincidence. Our paths just keep crossing. But tell me... Why are you job hunting if you already have one?”

“Oh... I got fired.”

“Fired? Why?”

“I let the dogs get out.”

Instead of getting angry hearing me admit I’d let his dog escape, he smiled.

“I imagine my brother had a hand in that.”

“Yes.”

Aaron must have told him.

“Now I understand why I need to train Little.” He laughed, leaving me confused.

“Hello... Mr. Hawthorne, I didn’t know you were here,” the woman I assumed was the manager said.

“I was just leaving. Only came to pick something up.”

He turned back to me:

“Goodbye, Emily.”

“Bye.”

He was almost at the door but stopped and looked at the woman.

“Give her the job.”

“But I haven’t even interviewed her, sir...”

“That was an order, Miss...” He squinted to read her name tag. “Lauren.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you,” I said, genuinely surprised and a little shocked.

As soon as we were alone, the woman looked at me without a trace of warmth.

“Well, it seems the job is yours. Be here tomorrow at 9 a.m.” Her gaze traveled down my body. “Wear something more appropriate.”

I shrugged and agreed.
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CHAPTER 8
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Aaron Hawthorne

Hours Earlier

I WAS GETTING READY to go meet Emily when Evan barged into my office.

“Whatever it is, the answer is no. I’m on my way out,” I said, pulling on my suit jacket.

“Mark’s trial has been scheduled.”

Hearing that bastard’s name froze me in place, a rage I’d carried for years flaring back to life.

“When?”

“I don’t know. I heard the news from Ingrid.”

“Ingrid?”

She was our grandmother’s housekeeper, had worked for the Hawthornes for decades. But she was more than that to me, my cousin, and my brothers. Ingrid sang “Happy Birthday” to us, nursed us every time we were sick, raised us, went to parent-teacher conferences, covered for our mistakes. She was like a mother to us after we lost our parents.

“Yeah, seems it was scheduled last week...”

“What?! How did I not know about this?”

“Grandmother found a way to keep it quiet. She doesn’t want the media all over it.”

“We’re not the fucking media!”

Our grandmother was always finding a way to do what she thought was best for us, and as usual, she was wrong.

I typed into my laptop, pulling up the Mark Prescott file. I’d read every line a thousand more times if I had to, to make sure Mark paid for his crimes.

“You don’t seem happy about the news.”

I stared at my brother, my jaw tight.

“I’ll only be happy when that bastard is convicted.”

Evan walked over and closed the laptop.

“Our lawyers are handling everything.”

The fact that I couldn’t go to court as a prosecutor against Mark infuriated me.

“You spent the last year hunting down and closing every possible loophole in the case. There’s not the slightest chance he walks.”

I stared at my brother, hoping he was right.
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EVAN LEFT, AND I STAYED in the office with the deaths of my parents and my aunt and uncle replaying in my mind on a loop until my head throbbed.

“Fuck!” I swept everything off my desk onto the floor.

Kate walked in, her eyes wide.

“S-sir...”

“You can go.”

“Sir...” She fell silent when I looked at her, and finally left me alone.

I ran my hands through my hair, feeling as gutted as the day I learned the plane carrying my parents and my aunt and uncle had gone down with no survivors. I had to make sure Mark paid for what he did.

Emily Sinclair

I WOKE WITH A START, thinking I’d overslept, but breathed a sigh of relief when I saw I still had ten minutes before the alarm. My head ached, and I knew it was because I’d slept so little. I’d stayed up late staring at my phone, hoping Aaron would call or at least send a message. But nothing.

I got up to pick out an outfit, but saw the green dress on top of the dresser and an irrational anger washed over me. I grabbed it and threw it in the trash.

“Why are you throwing your brand-new dress in the garbage?” Tina, my roommate and one of my few friends—actually, the only one—asked.

“Because I looked ridiculous in it.”

I turned my back and went to find something to wear for my first day at the restaurant.

“Okay. Tell me what happened.”

“Tell you what?”

I picked up a blouse, and before I could pretend to be undecided between my only pair of dress pants and half a dozen jeans, Tina grabbed my arm, forcing me to look at her.

“Don’t play dumb.” She was holding the dress in her other hand. “You bought this dress to go out with the underwear model and came home early. What did that gorgeous asshole do?”

“Nothing.”

I pulled away from her and walked to the bathroom. Proving herself the most intrusive person on the planet, Tina followed me in.

“What? You want to watch me shower?”

“I’m not leaving until you tell me what happened.”

I shrugged and started taking off my clothes, startling when the lunatic sat on the toilet and stared at me.
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