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      From award-winning author E.M. Shue comes the first book in the Suddenly Us series—where one look can spark forever…or set the world ablaze.

      One look. That’s all it takes for billionaire playboy Darrell Boseman to fall hard and without warning for Daphne Placer.

      He’s a love-them-and-leave-them type. But the moment the young aquarist steps out of the water, something shifts. The man who’s spent years keeping love at arm’s length can’t look away.

      Daphne just landed her dream job and refuses to risk it for anyone, especially not a man with a reputation. Her focus is her work, her future, and proving herself. Not Darrell. And definitely not the life he’s promising.

      But Darrell is not a man easily refused, and once he decides Daphne is his, walking away is not an option. He will tie her to him in every way.

      Wedding bells will ring, babies will be born, and he will win in the end. Except neither of them planned for the secret admirer watching from the shadows. When Daphne disappears without warning, Darrell will stop at nothing to get her back, even if it means tearing apart the whole world.

      

      Follow for upcoming releases: https://bit.ly/EMConsentforSuspense
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            Chapter One

          

          DAPHNE

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, babies, let’s get ready to go,” I holler through the condo.

      The quiet is broken by huffing, chuffing, and nails clicking against the laminate floor. Both of my English bulldogs come barreling toward me, bouncing at my feet.

      “Do my baby girls want to take Mommy for a walk before I drop you off at daycare?” I ask.

      The youngest, Buttercup, whines and barks in response.

      “Shh, Buttercup. Inside voice,” I order her, and she answers with a soft whimper.

      After clipping their leashes to their collars, I tighten my grip before opening the door. We step into the hallway and head for the elevator.

      My phone starts ringing from somewhere deep inside my oversized bag. I fish around for it, annoyed I didn’t put it in its usual pocket instead of tossing it in carelessly.

      “Well, shoot. Where is it?”

      Still digging, I don’t notice the elevator stopping on my floor. The doors slide open and Buttercup, not quite trained yet, makes a mad dash, jerking my arm with her.

      “Dang it,” I curse as my makeup bag falls to the floor. I bend down to grab it and shove my hip into the opening to keep the doors from closing.

      “You could wait for the next elevator, you know.” A pissy voice cuts through my frantic digging and trying to calm my dogs.

      “I’m sorry, just a moment.”

      I look up at the woman in the perfectly coiffed jacket dress. Her hair is smooth, makeup flawless. Heat creeps into my face as I straighten to my five-foot-three height.

      I’m in my work uniform of cargo khaki slacks and a long-sleeved button-up with the aquarium’s logo on the breast. Comfortable tennis shoes hug my feet, while this woman is perched in sky-high heels.

      As soon as the doors close and I have the girls sitting calmly at my feet, my phone starts ringing again. This time I ignore it. I don’t want to embarrass myself further.

      The woman turns her nose up at me. When she looks down at my babies snorting the way English Bulldogs do, she steps back like they might touch her or give her something. They won’t.

      Dori, two years older than Buttercup, sits perfectly at my feet. Her bright pink collar and bow on the leash stand out against her tri lilac merle coat. Her blue eyes look up at me, and I can almost hear her saying, “What’s up with this lady?”

      I barely hold in the snort.

      Buttercup isn’t so quiet. She huffs and chuffs her disagreement. She has a fawn-and-white coat and deep, soulful dark eyes. Like her sister, she has a bow, but all her colors are lavender.

      Both are my perfect little babies. My parents said I was crazy getting them while working full time and being single, but I needed the companionship. They think it’s a form of anxiety, this fear of being alone.

      I’ve always had someone around me. My twin sister was there with me in the womb, but when we chose to go our separate ways for college, I was lonely.

      Delphi is four minutes older than me. I’m the quiet, introverted one. She’s loud and puts herself out there. My mother says Delphi came into this world kicking and screaming and will go out the same way. I’m the wallflower, standing back, letting my sister lead the way.

      The elevator doors open, and I step out into the main lobby. I set my bag on a nearby table and rummage through it until I find my phone. Two missed calls from Delphi light up the screen. I call her back immediately.

      “Hey, Daphy, what took you so long?” Her voice comes through the line. I glance around to make sure the vapid woman is gone before I answer.

      “I was trying to get the girls out for a walk and couldn’t find my phone. Then this woman got upset with me for holding up the elevator.”

      “Did you tell her to fuck off?”

      “Well, no. But Dori was not impressed with her.”

      “Of course she wasn’t. How are my baby girls doing?”

      “Good. We miss you.”

      “I’ll be there in a couple weeks. I’m heading into a meeting, but I wanted to tell you good luck today. You’ve got this.”

      I’ve been with the aquarium here in Chattanooga for only a couple of weeks. Today I’m doing a dive in their 618,000-gallon saltwater tank. This is one of the main reasons I left Atlanta and moved here.

      I wanted more opportunities. I specialize in cephalopods, but here I’m being cross-trained to work with the river otters. At my last aquarium, the staff was so large you didn’t really get chances like this, and I was never high enough in the rotation to get into the big tank. Now that I’m a senior aquarist, I finally am.

      “I’m so excited.”

      “Good. Oh, by the way, I got a request to list myself as someone’s boyfriend on social media.”

      “You have a boyfriend? I thought you said you weren’t dating.”

      “It wasn’t for me. I love you, but sometimes you are so virginal.” I can picture her shaking her head. “It was some guy saying he’s your boyfriend. Is there something I should know?”

      “No.” I huff. “I don’t have a boyfriend at all.”

      “Okay. I’ll deny it for you.” She giggles. “Love you. Call me later. I have news. I’m taking a job in Nashville.”

      She hangs up before I can ask what she means.

      She currently works in Washington, DC, and Maryland. I slip my phone into the special pocket of my bag so I don’t lose it again.

      The girls and I walk along the trails in the park across the street from my building until they’ve done their business. Then I make my way to the building parking lot.

      I open the back of my white four-door Jeep Rubicon, then secure the girls into their kennels. I drop them off at the doggy daycare, where they stay while I’m at work.

      By the time I get to the aquarium, it’s already almost eight in the morning. My shift starts in a few minutes.

      I grab my bag with my lunch and water bottle in it, lock up my car, and head inside. There are a few more cars around than usual for this time of morning, but I’m in too much of a hurry to pay attention to them.
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      I’ve been on shift for a couple of hours when they make the call for those of us doing the dive. We’re needed to help guide a large green sea turtle into a side holding tank so the vet team can give him medical care.

      At my previous aquarium, not only did I never get the chance to dive in the huge tank, but they also made us wear logo gear and modest clothing at all times. Here, we can wear swimsuits under our wetsuits.

      I grabbed my basic black bikini. It covers enough of my butt, and the top is fairly modest. Nothing like my sister would wear.

      The only issue is my bosses haven’t seen all my tattoos. I have one on each arm and leg and one down my back. Every one of them is because of Delphi. She talked me into all of them. They aren’t bad. Most are just words, except for the magnolia flowers on my upper arm that I got for my grandmother.

      My sister wants us to get more, but I’m not sure I want to yet.

      I slip my wetsuit up to my waist and walk out of the locker room to the main tank platform. A crowd watches us, but I ignore them. We aren’t supposed to interact with guests, and that’s something I got used to at my last job.

      They filmed a reality show there that followed our daily lives working with the marine animals in our care. I was featured a few times, and I hated those days. Being the center of attention has never been my thing. That’s Delphi, not me.

      I tug up my wetsuit the rest of the way, self-conscious about my bikini and body. After pulling my hair back into a quick braid, I gear up with a full head cover before one of the guys helps me into my scuba pack. We have to cover our hair so we don’t introduce any products into the fragile ecosystem of the tank.

      Three of us are jumping in to assist the aquarist in charge of the sea turtle. My job is to help block him from heading back into the main exhibit.

      When I’m given the signal, I jump in and focus on the task at hand. I always have to stay on high alert with sharks and other animals around me.

      These are wild animals, not pets.
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        Darrell

      

      

      

      Normally I hate these days. I’m on the board of directors for the aquarium, just like my parents were before me. Boseman Unlimited is a major donor, so unfortunately this is part of my responsibilities.

      I also have to attend the Regents Gala next week. My assistant already sent the RSVP stating I’ll be attending solo. He’s good at making sure I don’t attend functions where I’m expected to bring a date. I gave up on taking one years ago.

      Most of the women who attended an event with me assumed they’d be accompanying me for the entire season or that we were somehow exclusive, no matter how many times I told them it was only one date. I don’t do relationships. More than a few pissed off women have chased after me when they saw another woman on my arm at the next event.

      It’s been several years since I’ve been in a serious relationship. Not since right after college, before law school. These days I focus on seeing my sister whenever I can, along with my niece and nephew. The rest of my time is spent working, hanging out with friends, or in the gym. That’s it. I don’t ask for much out of life. I don’t even have a fuck buddy right now because work has taken up too much of my attention lately.

      My sister moved to Nashville, and ever since I decided not to offer her husband a job at our new location there, he’s done everything he can to pull her away from me. Seeing me upsets him. I’ve talked to one of my friends from law school to see if he could make the problem disappear. Maybe one of Brock’s guys in the clandestine unit he runs could eliminate my brother-in-law, but I don’t want to hurt my sister like that.

      The aquarium tour continues to the back of the house. I follow along, replying to emails on my phone and barely paying attention. Movement catches my eye, and I look up to see a petite blonde. The second she turns her back to our group, I slip my phone into the inside pocket of my jacket and focus on her.

      She has a tattoo running down her spine, a flower with words forming the stem. The sudden urge to trace it with my tongue overwhelms me before she pulls her wetsuit up and covers her body. Her back is muscular, but not excessive, just the perfect amount to suggest she works out for fun and health rather than bulk.

      Lyla Mier, head of one of the departments, pulls my attention away as she explains why the team going into the tank is in full body scuba wetsuits.

      My gaze returns to my girl, and I watch her braid her multi-toned medium blond hair. The colors look like a blend of ash and gold under the bright lights of the platform. She slips her hood up, covering her hair after she has her mask on. I watch her move with confidence as a guy helps her get the scuba tank on.

      Again, I’m hit with a sudden emotion. Jealousy this time. I’ve never experienced this, not even with my ex. I want to rip the guy’s hands from his body for touching her.

      She walks to the edge of the tank and waits until she’s directed to drop in. Enchanted, I watch the real-life mermaid in front of me as she helps guide the sea turtle into another area of the tank.

      Moving through the crowd of board members, I step toward Lyla as the team emerges from the water. The same guy helps my girl out of her gear. Then she unzips her wetsuit, exposing her back again. When she turns, I finally get an unimpeded view of her front. She has the biggest grin on her sweet face. She’s a breathtaking beauty with a trim nose, narrow cheeks, and full lips. Her brows are darker than her hair, and her eyes are a bright green I can see even from this distance. She has more tattoos on her arms, and a flash of light catches a piercing in her belly button and another in her nose.

      The world completely stops around me. I’m focused on her as if she’s all that exists. My feet are planted in place as my eyes devour her. When she turns and catches me looking, she blushes and drops her gaze. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, and a complete submission to me.

      One word keeps repeating in my head.

      Mine.

      “May I ask who that is?” I point toward my beauty.

      Lyla follows my gesture, then looks back up at me with a smile.

      “Mr. Boseman, that is our newest employee and a member of my team. We brought her in from Atlanta, where they were unable to use Daphne to her full potential. I’ve just started cross-training her with our river otter team,” she says.

      It confirms what I already know deep down. She’s not only intelligent but hardworking.

      “Daphne,” I say her name like a prayer on my tongue. It fits the enchanting woman.

      “Yes. Daphne Placer.”

      “Thank you. She will be at the Regents Gala, correct?”

      “Well, usually senior aquarists don’t attend, but if you want, I’ll make sure she’s there. She’d be a perfect example of the direction we want to take with the aquarium.”

      “Perfect.” I pull out my phone and send a quick text to my assistant.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I want a deep dive on one Daphne Placer. Find out everything you can. If you need to, get a hold of my friends. I authorize their involvement.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’ll know who I mean.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jethro

      

      
        On it, sir. Financials?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Everything. Including personal relationships.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jethro

      

      
        Okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I slip my phone back into my pocket as Lyla introduces the board members to the team. I walk straight over to Daphne.

      “Hello, I’m Darrell Boseman.” I hold out my hand for her to take.

      She looks down at it before slipping her hand into mine. She gasps at the contact and tries to pull free, but I hold fast. A jolt runs up my arm and seizes my heart.

      I remember my father telling me years ago, before he died, that he knew the moment he saw my mom that she was his. It only took one touch for her fate to be sealed. And my little Daphne just did the same thing.

      She will be mine. I’ll take care of everything for her for the rest of our lives.

      “Um, please let my hand go, Mr. Boseman.” Daphne tries to pull away again, but I pull her closer to me.

      “Never,” I murmur, and her eyes flare wide.

      “I’m going to get you wet.” She tries to step back, but I keep a hold of her.

      I lean down into her space and whisper in her ear. “Baby, I want to get you wet for me.”

      She gasps, and I watch the flush spread down her body. The urge to shield her from view is so strong that I step in front of her, blocking her from sight.

      “Did I shock you?”

      “Please let me go.” She looks up at me through thick lashes.

      I fight the need to kiss her. If I get my lips on her, I won’t stop.

      “For now.” I let her hand go, but she doesn’t step back right away. She feels this connection too.

      “Daph, ready?” a woman asks her.

      Daphne still doesn’t break eye contact with me. Her little tongue peeks out, sliding against her full bottom lip before she presses it to the top one. I groan, and it breaks the connection.

      She steps back and turns away. I watch her head for the locker room, silently willing her to stop and turn back around. She glances over her shoulder with a soft grin, and I’m hooked, cooked, and ready for her.

      “Mr. Boseman, are you ready?” Lyla asks.

      I wait until Daphne is out of sight before turning my attention to Ms. Mier.

      “Now I’m ready,” I say, my voice carrying a hint of conceit.

      I’m a catch, I know it. I’m rich, good-looking, and plenty of other things women tend to want. But I know it’s going to take more than that to get Daphne’s attention.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DAPHNE

        

      

    

    
      As I pull up to my condo, my babies grumble in the back. They know we’re home and going for a walk soon.

      Leaning forward, I rest my forehead against the steering wheel. My body has been rioting all day.

      For the first time, a man has captured my attention. My nipples have been sensitive and hard all afternoon. My panties are damp, and my clit is throbbing. Darrell’s husky voice, telling me he wants to make me wet, keeps repeating in my head.

      The moment our eyes locked, before he even introduced himself, I was attracted to him. He’s about six feet tall, with dark wavy hair, spiked on top. His sky-blue eyes and the intense way he looked at me made my heart stop for a moment. I could barely form words when he finally walked over to me. The instant he touched me, I was lost. I could barely remember my own name.

      The only bad part about the whole encounter and made my day go downhill was when Lyla announced in front of everyone that I would be attending the Regents Gala. I tried to get out of it, telling her I don’t have anything formal enough for a black-tie event. She said one of the board members suggested it. I waited until later to confirm what I already suspected. Darrell requested me. After that, some of my coworkers were upset with me.

      Since I started, some of them have been against me, whispering behind my back that I only got my job because of the reality show. It’s not true. I told the aquarium I didn’t want any special considerations, and that I didn’t want to do another show, so if that was a factor, they shouldn’t hire me. I got this job on my own merits.

      Lyla said she wants to move away from the antiquated system of aquarists only specializing in one species. She wants cross-training so people can step in when others are out sick or there’s a loss of personnel. She said they realized during Covid that the current system wasn’t going to work for the future.

      I exit the Jeep and let my girls out. After the dive, I changed into khaki shorts and my work polo. I take my babies for a walk in the park. My mind wanders, trying to figure out what to do next. There’s no getting out of attending the gala.

      There is only one person who can help me with this.

      I dial my sister as we make our way back to the condo. The call goes to voicemail. I don’t leave a message. Instead, I send her a text to call me when she gets a chance.

      I also want her opinion on whether or not she thinks Darrell was flirting with me. I honestly don’t know. Fish and my studies have always been my focus. Guys weren’t even on my radar until today. Darrell is definitely on my mind.

      We enter the condo, and the girls run around while I slip into soft shorts, a matching cropped tank top, and a cardigan. I pull my hair up into a messy bun and head for the kitchen.

      I meal prep every weekend so I don’t have to spend time cooking on work nights. Working four tens can be exhausting. As I pull out the roasted chicken, steamed veggies, and couscous, I eye the bottle of wine that’s been in my fridge for a couple of days. I don’t normally drink much, but for some reason I thought the crisp white would be nice while sitting on my balcony at night. Reaching for a stemless wine glass, I pour a healthy amount, then take a small sip as my phone rings.

      “Hey, Daphy, what’s up?” Delphi says.

      “Well, first you can tell me what’s this about you moving to Tennessee?”

      “First of all, you’re in Tennessee, and I don’t want to pass up on this opportunity. You know I hate the practice here in Maryland. I’m tired of prissy women marrying and having children just for money. Or politicians cheating on their wives with their aids. Ugh.”

      Delphi is a family attorney. She’s been handling divorce cases for a while now, and I know she hates it. Even though she goes through men like she does socks, she still believes in true love. But working with these people is slowly hardening her heart.

      “There’s a practice in Nashville run by two sisters. I like them a lot. The cases they take on are meaningful. We met on a case where I was third chair, just doing research. They saw my potential and asked me to come work with them.”

      “That sounds good. Still family law?”

      “Yes. They deal with divorces, but they’re well known for being sharks, and I like that. I want to see some women win once in a while. They also handle divorces involving children, and their practice works with counselors and good custody investigators.”

      “Girl, I like that for you. But you know I’m in Chattanooga, not Nashville.”

      “I’ll only be two hours from you instead of almost nine.” She points out.

      “Okay, that’s much better.”

      “Now what did you need?”

      “Well, um.” I push the now warm food around the glass dish, unable to figure out how to ask her everything without embarrassing myself. “I have to attend the Regents Gala next weekend. I don’t have anything to wear. It’s black-tie.”

      “I can help with that. Isn’t tomorrow your next day off?”

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      “I’ll take an extended lunch and we can video chat. I’ll research some places for you to go and have them pull some dresses for you.” She pauses for a moment before speaking again. I can feel the wheels turning in her head. “So why are you attending the gala? What else is going on?”

      I chew on my lip, unsure how to explain it all to her.

      “My manager thought I would be a good representative after a board member requested I attend.”

      My phone starts ringing in my hand again, and I look down as the FaceTime comes up. I tap to answer, and my sister appears on screen. She’s sitting in her small office. Working late is another thing she hates about this practice.

      She leans back in her chair. Her long hair is up in a tight bun. Her makeup is over the top and beautiful. I can make out the upper part of the black dress she’s wearing. She’s got a red jacket draped over the back of her chair. Her bosses don’t like her tattoos, so she has to cover them up. They also don’t like her septum piercing, so she removes it when she’s at the office.

      “Okay, spit it out, Daphy. What’s going on?”

      I lift my wine glass and take a big gulp of liquid courage before taking a deep breath and spilling it all out.

      “How do you know if a man is flirting with you? Would he say he wants you to get wet for him instead of you getting him wet from the pool?” The words tumble out in a rush of word vomit.

      “Whoa, slow down. Who flirted? This guy from online? Wet? What the hell?” She leans forward with a huge grin on her face. “My baby sister is becoming a woman.”

      “Shut up.” I roll my eyes. “I don’t know what guy online you’re talking about. This man’s name is Darrell Boseman.”

      “Wait.” She shakes her head, holding up a hand. “The Darrell Boseman of Boseman Unlimited?”

      “I guess. I don’t know.”

      “Just a moment.” She clicks away on her phone as the window shrinks.

      My phone pings in my hand. I tap the messages open, and my breath wooshes from my body.

      “Oh no. No. No. No. I can’t be that. I won’t.” I shake my head, denying what I’m seeing.

      Images of Darrell fill my screen. Him with several different women at red carpet celebrity events. In the Hamptons. Some around Chattanooga and Nashville. One woman appears repeatedly, and I can tell these are older, maybe almost ten years back. He still looks handsome as ever, and the woman he’s with looks so much like him that I know in my heart she’s related to him. It’s the other women and the social settings that drive me heart rate up and start a panic attack.

      “The last one is from like five years ago, sis. He hasn’t been on social media since then.”

      “I can’t do that. I won’t be subjected to the online bullies again.”

      After appearing on an episode of the reality show, I was targeted online. People called me fat and ugly. I received marriage proposals, death threats, rape threats, all of it. It was awful. I won’t go through that again.

      “Calm down, Daphy. It’s going to be okay. It’s not a date. He just requested you be there, nothing more.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Don’t get in your head thinking it’s a date. Explain to me exactly what he said to you.”

      I tell her about meeting him and his “wet” comment. I don’t tell her about my reaction. As my twin, and because of our bond, she already knows. Since we were little, we could sense each other’s feelings. It’s not something mystical or supernatural. It’s real.

      “You like him,” she says.

      I look down, and my heart clenches.

      “Yeah. I thought he was different. My hand tingled when he touched me.”

      “Okay, for now, let’s focus on the event. If something more happens, then we’ll go from there. Got it?”

      “Yeah. Delly, I’m scared.”

      “It will be okay, Daphy. We can do this. I’ll come down and see you the Saturday after the event, and we can plan a bike trip. Then you can come up and help me find a new condo in Nashville, although I’m looking at a place out of town. Maybe it’s time to buy a house. We have the money from Granny I could use.”

      “Momma wanted me to buy instead of rent, but I wanted to see which areas I liked first.”

      We talk a moment longer before she needs to get back to work, or she’ll end up spending the night in the office again. I stand up, wobbling slightly from the wine, and feed the girls before grabbing my flashlight, taser, and their leashes to head out into the dark for a walk.
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        Darrell

      

      

      

      As soon as I got back to the office, I pored over Daphne’s file. She’s exactly what I thought she was, an innocent hidden beauty. She lives near the aquarium and is single.

      There are questions about whether she has social media, which Titan flagged. He found an account for a D. Placer, but the location lists DC instead of Tennessee. There are only a few pictures, and none of them show her face. The file does say she’s a twin, so this could be her sister.

      There are also some posts on Reddit about a reality show she was on that make my blood run cold. People were vicious, and the threats scare the shit out of me.

      “Cancel all my meetings for the evening.” I walk out of the office and head down to the parking garage.

      My driver is already waiting for me, but I shake my head at him. I had a dinner meeting planned with Brock, or Cronus as he’s called. He’s in town to discuss some contracts. I help him with legal matters anytime he needs it, and he does the same for me.

      “Sorry, Totten. I’m going to do this on my own. You can head to the property. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” Totten lives in a small cabin near my house, so he’s close by if I need him.

      “Yes, sir. Tell Cronus I said hello.”

      I don’t need a personal bodyguard all the time. I’m trained to fight and protect myself, but it’s still nice to have a driver and that option if I need it. Cronus found Totten for me about ten years ago when I had issues with a woman stalking me. She’s moved on now, and I kept Totten around.

      “Not going to see him either. I rescheduled for tomorrow. I have something more important to check on right now.”

      He gives me the look he usually does when he’s considering disobeying my wishes, but he knows better than to cross me when I’m in a mood. My girl is alone, and I’m going to check on her.

      I head to my personal Range Rover parked beside the one Totten is in. Climbing behind the wheel, I drop Daphne’s file onto the passenger seat and then make my way out of the parking garage. According to the schedule Titan sent me, she’s off work now.

      I pull up to her building and park near her Jeep. A bumper sticker on the back window says she likes her Bulldogs English. I notice the 4x4 package on the Jeep, and I pick the file up to look through it again.
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