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      Lying in wait outside the main conference hall was a scene that conjured the same shadows and dark thoughts as nightmares from my childhood. Fighting a shiver of revulsion, I navigated the glittery disorder spoiling the marble expanse of the otherwise minimalist hotel lobby.

      A twelve-foot noble fir, draped in platinum ribbon and handblown glass ornaments, hanging from the boughs like grenades, hovered menacingly near the huge rotating glass doors, suffocating the main artery into and out of the hotel. Garlands of preserved eucalyptus and white roses slithered up each column, choking the natural stone.

      Worse, at the reception desk, a collection of antique, silver, life-sized reindeer figurines glinted with deranged opulence, heads and widened eyes forever frozen as though horrifically trapped in the headlights of an approaching murder truck on an unmarked stretch of highway.

      Unexpectedly, the staff had desecrated the sanctity of the lobby all in one day while the conference attendees had been innocently participating in breakout sessions and panels.

      Thanksgiving was still over a week away. Did these people have no shame?

      I affixed my gaze to the carpet, telling myself not to sprint past the creepy gnome-like statues surrounding the candy-cane enclosure which, to me, resembled a prison rather than a forest. But as I approached the restaurant, I was met with a similar garish display: ghostly crystal snowflakes suspended from invisible wires above and champagne flutes rimmed with sugar that sparkled like shards of broken glass beneath the otherwise tasteful amber lighting. I sighed, telling myself to ignore the signs of the season.

      But the faint, insidious trickle of instrumental Christmas music piped in from some unknown source, muffled by the quality carpet and the way the front desk staff modulated their voices below the hum of the light fixtures, completed the omnipresent, oppressive ambiance of maniacal holiday cheer.

      Therefore, I did the only thing I could to escape the discomfort. I focused on more practical matters. Such as how incredibly wasteful Christmas decorations were in general. Someone—likely several someones—had plotted each of the seasonal displays. Another group of someones had set them up, and a third group of someones would need to take down, label, and store the items, just to repeat the process over and over, year after year.

      How many hours were spent on such ridiculous and inane frivolity? And to what purpose? What an enormously inefficient use of resources.

      At 4:30 in the afternoon, the restaurant and bar were mostly empty except for a table of day-drunk executives, a few inconspicuously armed security guards, and a family of wealthy tourists whose children had commandeered the restaurant’s ornamental fountain. I cut left through a bank of tables and made straight for the long bar, sliding onto a stool, positioning my back to the lobby (and therefore, the worst of the Christmas-related debris).

      The bartender stood several feet away and appeared to be mid-thirties, male, with impeccable posture and features that probably read as handsome to a certain type of business traveler, but which would’ve given me trouble in a police lineup if I’d had to pick him out of a group of six white men.

      Admittedly, I’m bad with faces. I’m even worse with names. And people. And that was fine. In my opinion, people are overrated.

      The bartender waited for me to actually sit and settle while also openly conducting a full appraisal of my appearance. I knew what he saw: fast-fashion black blazer, gray button-up shirt, hair pulled tight, zero makeup, thick-rimmed glasses that mostly obscured my eyes. Nothing about me meant to attract attention, but not necessarily designed to strongly repel it either.

      When he approached, I didn’t waste time with chitchat. “Vodka, neat.”

      He raised his eyebrows a smidge. “Any specific brand?”

      I fished one of the drink vouchers that came free with conference attendance out of my blazer’s inside pocket and slid it onto the counter between us. “As long as this voucher covers the cost, whatever vodka is fine.”

      He studied the voucher, then me, handling the slip of paper with the kind of careful indifference reserved for things that would end up in the trash.

      In my opinion, the organizers should’ve given us all QR codes for the vouchers, reduce the paper waste, the printing cost, and therefore the price of attendance. But what did I care about the incompetence of the organizers? Based on my reported tax bracket, I received a need-based scholarship to attend this conference every year, thus these drink vouchers were free for me.

      Whatever. Not my monkey, not my circus, as my mom used to say.

      Drink ordered, questions answered, the bartender left and I sat more comfortably on my barstool, content to wait for the vodka.

      The North American Investment Executive Opportunities Convention (NA-IEOC, pronounced Nay-Ee-Ock in the community) occupied most of the downtown Chicagian Hotel this week. I’d skipped today’s final keynote so I could cash in my drink vouchers and head home before the herd of other attendees descended on the bar for their tipsy networking.

      On the rare occasion I drank alcohol, it was always for free, always as a means to warm up before venturing outside during a Chicago winter, and always ideally in peace. Even though I generally refrained from consuming alcohol, I wasn’t against drinking for pleasure on principle, but I was against paying for it. On principle.

      While I waited for the vodka, I checked my phone. The market had closed flat, tech down, energy up, nothing interesting. I scrolled half-heartedly through a digest of the day’s industry news until I became aware, at the edge of my vision, of someone claiming the stool beside mine. I glanced left, ready to dismiss whoever it was with the flat glare of unfriendliness that always worked. But then my mind caught up to my vision and my thumb paused mid-scroll.

      Who the what the⁠—

      “Alaric Weston.” The words left me on an exhaled breath, tumbling from my brain, chest, and lips in unison.

      The small, inviting smile he wore slipped a little. “Alaric Jordan,” he corrected, rotating his body a deliberate twenty degrees in my direction. “It’s really good to see you, Alison.”

      I barely heard him because my brain was otherwise occupied taking involuntary inventory of the man. I couldn’t help it. We hadn’t been this close to each other since high school and his sudden proximity had caught me completely off guard. Granted, I’d spotted him from afar earlier in the day and several times yesterday, always surrounded by his legion of admirers, but I’d never expected to talk to him. Or be near him. Ever again.

      Dark brown hair, shorter than last year’s conference but still perfectly groomed. Baby blue shirt and navy suit, the tie a fraction of a shade brighter than the shirt, which—probably not coincidentally—matched the color of his eyes. His jawline was sharp and clean-shaven; the fullness of his face from adolescence had resolved into something taut and geometric. Except his lips. Those were still just as they’d been, generous and soft and gorgeous.

      Another change, he now had wrinkles, laugh lines, pleasant creases bracketing his wide mouth and beneath his eyes. But it was the intelligence in those eyes, which had visibly refined over the years, that held me entranced.

      Alaric’s grin spread wider the longer I stared, his gaze twinkled and warmed. At my continued gaping silence, he leaned a fraction of an inch closer. “It’s been a long time. How are you?”

      The sound of his velvety voice and mild West Texas accent brought me back to myself. I blinked, redirecting my gaze, determined not to appear as flustered as I felt.

      “Fine,” I said, then cleared my throat.

      Pull yourself together, Alison. He’s just a man. And, for the record, he’s technically your stepbrother.

      In the past, reminding myself that Alaric was technically my stepbrother had usually done wonders to quash any flickers of inconvenient attraction and admiration. Yes, we hadn’t been raised together. Not at all. Not even a little.

      And yes, we’d barely spoken—not even at school—from the moment my biological father had abandoned my mother, me, and my sister for Alaric, his brother, and his mother when we’d both been in preschool.

      But still. Technically, we were related. In the eyes of the law. Kind of.

      Returning my attention to my phone screen, my brain randomly reminded me that Alaric had been a really good kisser eighteen years ago. Annoyingly, this memory of our one time kissing caused a pulse of warm interest in my stomach like a sudden hiccup. Even more annoying, I felt my neck grow hot.

      I never should’ve kissed him back under that mistletoe.

      If I’d known eighteen years ago how much the memory of that event would plague me even now, I never would’ve done it. Unfortunately, I’d been a reckless, perpetually furious teenager. Besides, he’d kissed me first, I’d kissed him second, and only because I couldn’t let him kiss me without punishing him for it. Which I did. By . . . kissing him.

      WHATEVER! Why are you still thinking about it?!

      Thankfully, the bartender returned at that moment, setting the vodka in front of me and asking Alaric, “What can I get you, sir?”

      I glanced up briefly at his use of the word sir. The bartender must’ve given Alaric the same type of once-over he’d given me when I first sat down and had decided that Alaric was deserving of more deference.

      Realizing my hand was shaking, I switched off my phone and slid it into my blazer’s pocket. Then I gripped my drink with both hands, working to suppress any and all involuntary hormonal shifts and tremors in my system. I would recover from the surprise of Alaric’s sudden appearance by focusing on the rational and practical.

      Our being here at the bar at the same time was simply a coincidence. After several years of attending the same conference, it was bound to happen sooner or later.

      Wait a minute . . .

      A niggling of suspicion made my chest pinch, and I sent him a furtive glance, my eyes lifting no higher than his neck.

      He doesn’t know about my plans for my biological father’s company and our hometown of Alenbach, does he?

      After a brief moment of consideration, I gave my head a subtle shake, dismissing the idea.

      “Do you have Beauton’s Single Barrel Bourbon?” Alaric’s question for the bartender cut through my musings.

      The sound of his voice didn’t elicit any new, odd discomfort in my body. I took this as a good sign. However, even though his question had obviously been for the bartender, I continued to sense the weight of Alaric’s stare pointed at my profile.

      I sensed the bartender hesitate before responding, “Yes. But you should know, it’s not covered by the drink vouchers provided by the conference.”

      Again, I glanced at Alaric. His gaze was on me. His shoulders rose and fell as his attention—radiating what appeared to be amusement—finally shifted to the bartender. Of course Alaric was amused. What was one bottle of expensive liquor to a billionaire?

      Alaric Jordan was not just famous in investment circles. He was the type of famous that had transcended the borders of our industry and placed him on the actually famous global stage. He’d been on the covers of mainstream magazines, a genius among venture capitalists and angel investors, with Hollywood good looks and more charms than a witch. A wunderkind at choosing the right projects with the right teams at the right times, making him billions and launching at least a dozen hugely successful companies in the process. Then he’d retired a few years ago, publicly pledging to donate all his wealth to charity.

      If the bartender recognized Alaric, he probably would’ve offered the bottle of bourbon for free.

      The bitter thought soured my tongue. I sipped my vodka, not tasting it but welcoming the burn. Alaric’s knee bumped mine with what I assumed was unintended contact. I shifted an inch to my right, giving him more room.

      “That’s fine,” he said. “You can bring a new bottle, we’ll take it with us.”

      The word us hung in the air, a minor chord. I didn’t outwardly react, but it did answer several questions I hadn’t given voice to. Furthermore, it settled my nerves back to baseline. As I suspected, the fact that Alaric had stumbled across me here and now was a complete coincidence.

      Ostensibly, he was here to procure a bottle of expensive liquor for his entourage. Alaric typically had a crowd of at least thirty around him during this conference, vying for his attention, hoping for his favor.

      Why he’d started attending a few years ago, I had no idea. The NA-IEOC was small peanuts compared to the exclusive invites he likely received. He had nothing to gain here, no one to meet, no networking or knowledge he didn’t already have access to at the snap of his fingers.

      Perhaps he only attended for social reasons? Maybe he liked all the fawning and attention? I frowned, because that explanation didn’t sit right. Growing up, Alaric had always been popular, and had always been friendly, but he’d never been the type to crave flattery or tolerate sycophants.

      “Retrieving the bottle will take a moment, sir,” the bartender said, still sounding uncertain.

      “That’s fine. Take your time.”

      The man again hesitated, then finally left, presumably to call a manager or a sommelier or whoever authorized the release of what was probably a four- or five-figure bottle of alcohol.

      What a ridiculous waste of money.

      I felt the exact moment Alaric’s gaze returned to my profile, but I ignored him in favor of inspecting my small serving of vodka.

      “What are you drinking?”

      Seeing no reason to withhold the information, I said, “Vodka.”

      “What brand?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t know which bottle the bartender had poured it from, but that didn’t matter to me. I’d never been one of those people who tried to taste notes and hints in liquors and wines.

      I lifted the glass to take another sip.

      Before the rim touched my lips, Alaric bumped me with his knee again. “So, how have you been?”

      My hand stalled halfway to my mouth at this new contact that was unmistakably purposeful. To cover my surprise, I glared at him from the corners of my eyes. He’d pivoted in his stool, facing me fully, an elbow resting on the bar top. At some point while we’d been sitting here, he must’ve removed his jacket and rolled his suit shirtsleeves up. If note, he still wore his tie.

      I felt myself frown. “You already asked me that and I said I was fine.”

      “No. I asked how you are and you said fine. And then I asked how you’ve been. Those are two different questions.” While he spoke, his pretty eyes traced a slow path from the top of my head to my chin.

      Setting my glass down, I faced him, certain I wore a hard look saturated with impatience. “What do you want, Alaric? Why are you even talking to me?”

      This question appeared to delight him, and he drew his bottom lip into his mouth, biting it lightly before answering, “I want to talk to you.”

      I felt my upper lip curl and hoped the full force of my disbelief and irritation registered on my face. “You want to talk to me? To me?”

      He nodded. I scoffed.

      The last time we’d spoken had been at our high school graduation ceremony where he’d been valedictorian and I’d been salutatorian. I hadn’t been kind to him that night, but that wasn’t anything unusual.

      He’d been raised safe and secure by my biological father and a fleet of nannies in a mansion, while I’d grown up in a rundown mobile home park with a younger sister and a single mother struggling to make ends meet, always one late rent payment away from eviction.

      Over the course of our teenage years, growing up in the same small town, when I wasn’t avoiding Alaric, I’d been pointedly rude to him.

      And now, after eighteen years of no contact, he wanted to talk to me?

      Once more, a niggling sense of doubt had me inspecting him. “What could we possibly have to talk about, Alaric?”

      Assuming he somehow miraculously knew about my plans to destroy Weston Industries, nothing would change my mind. Even if Alaric made me an offer to back off his stepfather’s company and our hometown, I’d turn him down.

      I waited for Alaric to reveal his hand, give me some hint as to his intentions for approaching me now. But Alaric only watched me, all focus, no trace of insincerity, just guileless warmth.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I can think of a few things we could talk about . . .” He propped his chin in his palm, a lazy pose that made his exposed forearm look like a sculpture.

      The same unwelcome hiccup of interest bloomed in my stomach at the sight. I sipped my drink to incinerate it. The vodka tasted like nothing, which was the point. I set it back down, carefully, not taking my eyes off him.

      Fine. If he wanted to talk at me while I drank my two vouchers’ worth of free liquor, whatever. I wouldn’t ask any follow-up questions. This whole encounter was already strange enough. I didn’t want to be curious about him, so I wouldn’t be.

      When I said nothing, he asked, “Do you like vodka?”

      I lifted the glass for another sip. “Not particularly.”

      He reached out and placed a hand over mine, gentle but with enough force to bring my hand and the vodka back to the bar top. “Then why are you drinking it?”

      Again, I was caught off guard. This time, by the warmth of his palm and how his hand held on, his thumb tracing the back of my knuckles. A shock traveled up my arm, warm and lovely and much more intoxicating than the hard liquor I’d been sipping.

      Momentarily paralyzed, I tried to recall the last time I’d been touched by another person. Maybe two weeks ago? A client handshake. Before that, a woman bumped into me on the L and patted my shoulder in apology.

      I managed a strangled, “It’s cold outside,” pulling my hand and glass away from the confusing contact.

      At my statement, his frown was immediate. “Are you leaving tonight?”

      I shrugged, mostly because I didn’t trust myself to speak. That hiccup of heat and interest had unexpectedly become something more forceful.

      Alaric inched closer. “You won’t be here for the conference tomorrow?”

      I shrugged again and lifted the glass for another sip. He didn’t try to stop me this time.

      But when I returned the glass to the counter, he plucked it from my grip, picked it up, and swirled it. Alaric’s eyebrows slowly drew together as he studied the liquid.

      Then, haltingly, he said, “Before you go . . . you should—you should try some of the bottle I just bought. Upstairs in my suite. With me.”
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      When his words finally registered, I flinched. “What?”

      His suggestion baffled me. He can’t mean he wants me to . . . join his entourage⁠—?

      Alaric lifted his eyes from the swirling liquid, our gazes colliding. None of his earlier amusement remained. “You’d definitely enjoy yourself. I’d make sure of it.”

      My lips parted, yet I didn’t know what to say. At a loss, I grabbed the glass from him and downed the vodka, finishing it in a single, clinical gulp. It burned more than expected, and I made a small, involuntary hissing sound so I wouldn’t cough.

      He smiled, close-lipped, eyes still persistently arresting mine. “Did you enjoy that?”

      I set the glass down, determined to meet his gaze head-on as I rasped out, “No. But enjoyment isn’t the point.”

      “Then what is the point, Alison?”

      “It was free,” I said stupidly because the way he’d just said my name flustered my already-rioting insides.

      Alaric exhaled a small, humorless laugh. “If something is free, you accept it?”

      “If it has any value, then of course.” Wait. What are we even talking about right now? Vodka?

      He leaned in, voice dropping. “I just offered you a free sample of a much better liquor and you turned me down.”

      The intimacy of his tone sent another lovely shiver through my body, which was probably why I responded so quickly with, “I didn’t turn you down.”

      He cocked his head, the corner of his mouth hitching. “Then you accept?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” I said, more honest than I meant to be. This was a joke, right? He’s joking? This had to be a joke.

      But, no.

      Alaric wasn’t inviting me to join his entourage. He was making a pass at me, and I knew it wasn’t a joke. Why would he joke? To toy with me? To what end? I was so far beneath his notice. Besides, he’d never been the type to be cruel.

      No. I’m the cruel one. He’s the kind one. I squirmed in my seat.

      Alaric entered the edge of my personal space, now more than close enough to erase any plausible deniability about the nature of this interaction or his intentions. “What can I do to encourage your acceptance? Should I remind you that you still owe me a few of your days?”

      The memory of an image, an IOU, my teenage handwriting, scrawled on a scrap of paper flashed before my mind’s eye.

      I gaped at him, shocked he’d remembered something that happened between us from so long ago, but forced myself to choke out, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Sure you do. I let you borrow my calculus notes our senior year and you still owe me four days and five nights of your time.”

      What?! “It was three days and three nights⁠—”

      He lifted a finger between us. “Ah-ha. You do remember.”

      Wrestling my eyes from his, I stared at my glass and did my best to shrug off the unintended admission. “Fine. I do remember. Don’t tell me you still have that IOU?”

      He waited until I looked at him again before responding. “Of course. It’s my most prized possession. I keep it in my safe on a velvet pillow. Sometimes, I take it out to look at it, but only on special occasions. Spend a night with me at my place outside of Alenbach and I’ll show it to you.” His eyes were all twinkly, and his voice had dropped again with the intimate invitation.

      I couldn’t decide whether he was telling the truth or if he was merely teasing me.

      “So, what do you say? Come upstairs with me. I know you want to try some of what I can offer.” He’d slathered his tone in suggestiveness, but it was inexplicably seductive rather than cheesy, and my stomach flip-flopped with longing.

      Oh my God. Am I considering this?

      I was considering this. And if I was seriously considering this, there were a few logistics that required additional clarity. “Do I have to share the drink with other people?”

      He blinked. “Pardon? Other people?” My question had obviously surprised him.

      “Yes. Who—who else will I be sharing this bottle with? What I mean is, is there someone else, maybe in a different city, who might feel sad that you’re sharing bottles in Chicago? Because I don’t like sharing other people’s, uh, liquor.” I wasn’t going to step foot in his hotel room if he had a girlfriend, nor would I continue this conversation. “Oh, and, just so you know, if there’s a third person you want to share the bottle with tonight, I’m not interested in that either.” The idea of a three-way stressed me out. So many fingers, so many holes, too many feelings.

      Alaric’s eyes pinned me for an exceedingly long moment and a ripple of something like disbelief or irritation passed behind them. “Alison—” he began darkly, but then stopped himself. I watched his chest rise and fall with a breath before he continued, “It’s just me. Just me and you. There is no one else for me but you. Is that clear enough?” Alaric tipped his head subtly to one side, as though examining me from a new angle as he added softly, “For my part, I’d say tonight is long overdue.”

      “Wait. Earlier, you were really buying that whole bottle just for yourself? Not for your entourage?” I whispered, trying to keep up.

      He nodded, his features completely sober and achingly earnest. “Just me. And, I hoped, you.”

      I stared at him, my heart suddenly in my throat. I couldn’t remember the last time my heart had been in my throat. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I thought about my heart.

      His hand plucked mine from the bar, his fingers enveloping mine. I watched, transfixed as he brought them to his lips for a gentle, grazing kiss. “Say yes,” he whispered, and it sounded like a plea.

      This was ridiculous.

      My eyes darted between his and where he held my hand captive, searching for . . . something. Never in a million years would I have ever imagined anything like this scenario, which is probably why I blurted, “Alaric Weston, are you really trying to hit on me right now?”

      I had to ask to be sure, right? This was too bizarre.

      He gave me a slow nod, squeezing my fingers. “The last name is Jordan, and yes.”

      “Since when?” I blurted.

      He tilted his head, mock philosophical, his lips pressing together, working to fight a smile. “Since when did I change my last name? Or since when have I been trying to hit on you?”

      I’d known for a while that he’d changed his last name sometime before graduating from college. Even so, I said, “Both.”

      He looked up at the ceiling, still battling that smile. “I changed my name when I turned eighteen, and I’ve been trying to get you to date me since . . . I guess since puberty.”

      I barked a laugh, so uninhibited and unexpected it startled me.

      It must’ve startled him too because he let lose the grin he’d been trying to suppress. “I can’t believe you just laughed. I can’t remember the last time I heard you laugh. Do it again.”

      My head was all over the place, spinning. “We haven’t spoken in ages. Of course you haven’t heard me laugh.” I glanced around the bar area, checking for bystanders or witnesses.

      The last thing I wanted or needed was to be linked to Alaric Jordan. If I was going to do this, it would be a one-time, one-hundred-percent selfish, wish-fulfillment thing, and I didn’t want any witnesses when we left the bar together tonight.

      “Because your laugh sounded rusty,” he said, but then quickly added, “But it was also extremely sexy.”

      Ugh. He’s so charming. And his eyes are so⁠—

      I looked away, blinking hard. Am I doing this? I also couldn’t remember the last time I did anything frivolous, just because it might be fun, or feel good. Certainly, it would be an impractical use of my time and energy. But that wasn’t my main concern right now.

      What if it wasn’t fun? What if it didn’t feel good? Then it would be a negative use of my time and energy, not just impractical. What if Alaric, like virtually everyone else I’d invested time and energy in thus far, turned out to be a disappointment?

      “What am I even doing?” I asked no one, not meaning to speak the question out loud.

      Even so, Alaric answered it. “Flirting with me. Hopefully, this will be the first of infinite similar occasions.”

      I chanced another peek at him, fully intending to vehemently deny his statement, but the look on his face—open, hopeful, and hungry—fascinated me.

      “I am not flirting with you.” My denial arrived weak.

      He grinned again, using his grip on my hand to tug me closer. “Why not? I’m flirting with you.”

      Heat crawled up my neck for the second time since he’d sat down and a traitorous little whisper of a thought echoed in the back of my head from someplace long buried.

      But what if Alaric doesn’t disappoint you? What if it does feel good? What if being with him is fun?

      Perhaps sensing my wavering resolve, Alaric leaned all the way in and whispered against my ear, “I doubt you’ll be surprised to know, I’ve thought about you a lot over the years. A lot. Haven’t you ever thought about me? Wondered about me?” I sensed his body shift, move closer, his legs now bracketing mine as he continued, “We can go slow or fast, you set the pace. Just . . . let me take you out. At least once. We can go anywhere. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

      Before I could think of a response to Alaric’s latest verbal assault or a way to delay what now felt inevitable, someone cleared their throat.

      Alaric’s sigh sounded frustrated as he leaned back and turned his face away. It took me a moment to realize, but the bartender had arrived with the bourbon Alaric had ordered, bundled in a black bag, and had placed it carefully on the bar in front of us.

      “Sir, your bottle is on the house, of course. And I apologize for not recognizing you earlier,” he said, and then backed away, his demeanor apologetic. Almost reverential.

      I glanced up at the man, then at the bag holding the ridiculously expensive bottle of alcohol. As though from a distance, I heard Alaric thank him—a quick but gracious expression of gratitude—while the bartender’s words and actions and their meaning registered slowly.

      When they finally did, it was like being woken up from a wonderful, but ultimately pointless, daydream. Just like that, the spell Alaric had been weaving shattered.

      My eyes fell shut and I exhaled a hot, sharp laugh. Eighteen years later and nothing had changed. Alaric was still everyone’s golden boy, getting everything he wanted for free without having to even ask for a discount. And here I was, still the one paying for bottom-shelf, bargain-basement goods with free drink vouchers.

      Experience and reality told me that one day, if I opened myself up to possibility, if I allowed myself to have hopes and expectations, if I ever actually wanted something from Alaric, he would disappoint me.

      People are overrated and I’m an idiot.

      Pulling my hand from his warm grip, I slowly swiveled the stool toward the bar and plunked my elbows on the counter, allowing my forehead to fall to my hands and whispering, “Idiot.”

      “Alison?”

      Straightening my back at the sound of his voice saying my name, I stood. So did he.

      “Hey. What⁠—”

      “Excuse me. I just remembered, I have somewhere else to be,” I said, suddenly feeling exhausted.

      “Wait—wait a minute. Alison. What just happened? Where are you going?”

      Having no items to gather, no belongings to collect, nothing to leave behind, I walked away from the bar and made a beeline for the bag and coat check, frustrated that the stupid noble fir with its handblown glass grenades stood in my way.

      No matter. I would simply walk around it and pretend it didn’t exist.

      Alaric didn’t follow me out of the bar, nor did I reprimand myself for the brief lapse into fantastical foolishness. My only regret as I stepped out into the wintery Chicago evening was that I’d neglected to exploit my second free drink voucher.

      It wasn’t yet Thanksgiving, and I was already so very, very cold.
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        * * *

      

      “Where did you save the land deeds for Alenbach? The ones from the Malcom estate? I don’t see them on the secure drive.”

      I waited several seconds but I received no answer to my shouted question, just the sound of Renee rustling a snack bag—likely pretzels—coming from somewhere outside my office, followed by a thud then a curse.

      She’s probably wearing her headphones . . .

      Renee wore headphones nearly everywhere but had an extrasensory talent for detecting when she was being spoken about in the third person.

      Thus, I said under my breath, “Renee Owens is a terrible assistant and I should probably fire her for incompetence.”

      Almost immediately, the door creaked and she poked her head in, hair arranged in what looked like an unlit bonfire. Three pens—that I could see—stuck out of her bun at unlikely angles.

      “Hey, boss. What do you need?” she asked, her tone solicitous.

      “Where are the land deeds for Alenbach from the Malcom estate?” I repeated my earlier question, giving her a flat smile.

      I’d known Renee since forever. We’d grown up together in Alenbach but had experienced somewhat of a reversal of fortunes since high school. Her homelife had been middle class and stable until her mom was diagnosed with a terminal illness after graduation. While I’d attended college in Chicago, Renee dropped out of community college to take care of her ailing mother. By the time her mother had passed away, Renee was left with nothing but funeral expenses and medical debt. Meanwhile, I’d graduated from business school in Boston and had already made my first million.

      “Did you try looking under the right year?” Renee ducked her head farther inside my office and pushed her glasses up with a finger that was inked blue to the second knuckle.

      “It’s not on the drive,” I said flatly. “If it was on the drive, I wouldn’t be asking.”

      “Oh! The Malcom deeds. Sorry. I haven’t saved those yet. We just received them. I can do that now.” Renee plucked a pen from her hair, jotted a note down on the pad she held, then stuck the pen back in place.

      “Please do,” I said, distracted by the LED triangle of blinking red from the phone sitting on my desk. “Wait. Who is that holding on line two? Is that the bank in Houston? Are we all set with the last of the loan documents?”

      “Oh. No. That’s your niece again.” Renee pulled a different pen from the collection on her head and wrote something else down on her notepad. “But that reminds me, I need to call back the bank in Houston.”

      “You haven’t done that yet?”

      Her nose wrinkled as she showed me all her teeth, an expression that definitely wasn’t a smile. “Sorry. I forgot.”

      I wanted to reprimand her for being so forgetful, but refrained because I was in a good mood. “Did she say what it’s about?”

      Renee’s eyebrows shot up. “The bank in Houston? I just said I haven’t called yet, but I’ll be calling about the third mortgage on the⁠—”

      “No, no, no.” I waved an impatient hand through the air. “Sawyer. Did my niece say what she’s calling about?”

      Renee shrugged. “No. But if you don’t pick up, I think she’ll just keep calling back. She’s already called four times today.”

      “Inform her you spoke to me this time and I said I was too busy today.” I turned back to my computer screen and the half-written acquisition summary. The cursor blinked, drawing me to the spot where I’d stopped earlier, mid-thought. I would have to add a placeholder for the reference numbers until Renee uploaded the land deeds.

      “I already told Sawyer you were too busy today, but she still insists on talking to you.” Renee’s voice was mild but carried that knowing undercurrent, the one that suggested I wasn’t being reasonable. Or perhaps I wasn’t being nice.

      Not bothering to mask my impatient exhale, I hit the unmute, picked up line two, and said, “What’s up?”

      The answering silence was too long. Then, “Hi, Aunt Alison. How are you? How was your Thanksgiving? I missed you, too. It is also good to hear your voice.”

      I tried counting to ten in my head but only made it to four. “I’m busy, kiddo. Tell me what’s up. We’re working against a deadline. Do you need money?”

      Yes, I’d been the one to set the deadline, but Sawyer didn’t need to know that.

      “No. I don’t need money.” Her voice was low, just above a whisper.

      “Then why are you calling?” I let my eyes flicker to the email window open in the background of my screen, to the subject line I’d typed excitedly last week when the news of the Malcom estate settlement arrived.

      I couldn’t believe how quickly I’d managed to acquire all of Duke Weston’s debts, both personal and business. Since the official initiation of this project, it had taken just four months. I thought we’d have to wait at least another year for all the many, many banks to come to terms and sign over the loans. But each one seemed just as anxious to rid themselves of Duke’s debt as I was to acquire it.

      “I want you to come over for Christmas this year.” Sawyer’s croaky request cut through my cheerful thoughts.

      “I’m—what?” I pressed the phone more firmly against my ear. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am serious. This is my first Christmas with Dad’s new wife Diane and all her kids. I need you here.”

      “You don’t need me.” My fingers drummed on the edge of the keyboard. I was anxious to get back to work. With the acquisition of the Malcom deeds, the Weston Company and all the land it resided on was now mine. Well, it belonged to Wingspan Private Equity. But Wingspan Private Equity belonged to me. My legal team would draw up the final papers on Monday and we would file them in Texas court Tuesday. But first, I needed to finish this summary, which meant I had no time for a sixteen-year-old’s irrational demands.

      “I don’t want to be alone.” Sawyer’s voice shifted, quieter again.

      I gritted my teeth rather than roll my eyes. She was being dramatic. “Kid, you won’t be alone. You just said your dad, new stepmom, and all her kids will be there.” I opened up the folder where Renee would eventually save the land deeds and hit refresh. Still nothing.

      There was a creak on the line, then I heard Sawyer sigh. Loudly. “Aunt Alison, you know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t.” I heard the hardness in my tone, the unmistakable boundary I’d just drawn, but I refused to be manipulated by a sixteen-year-old who should’ve been more resilient than this. Sawyer was lucky to get a Christmas at all, and now she was complaining about who she had to spend it with? “It’s been just you and your dad since Viv died, and you never insisted I come for any of those Christmases.”

      I’d spent the Christmas after my sister’s death with my niece and brother-in-law because Renee had insisted it would’ve been horrifically unfeeling for me to do anything else. Neither Sawyer nor my former brother-in-law, Paul, had seemed to notice my presence. In retrospect, it had been a complete waste of time.

      The unmistakable sound of voices in conversation filtered in from the reception area and I leaned around my giant computer screen to peer out my office door. I couldn’t see anything, but Renee was now talking to someone.

      Flicking open my calendar, I checked today’s schedule. No planned calls or meetings, which meant we had an unexpected visitor. My mood began to sour.

      I didn’t like surprises, even small ones. And I had no time for walk-ins when I needed everything ready for legal by Monday. I wanted to file all the paperwork by Tuesday so I could kick my father out of his mansion no later than Christmas Day.

      I needed that man to be without a home on Christmas. I needed the rug pulled out from under him and his life thrown into disarray, just like he’d done to my mom, sister, and me all those years ago.

      In a roundabout way, he was responsible for most of the stress my mother had shouldered, which had ultimately led to the heart attack that took her from us too early.

      But in a much more direct way, his lack of willingness to get tested as a bone marrow donor for Viv had basically killed my sister. And I couldn’t help but take that very personally.

      I needed all his employees to know just how badly he’d ruined the company he’d inherited, and I’d make sure they all knew Duke was the reason they had no job to return to after their Christmas break. I wanted him absolutely crushed. He would be the most despised man in Alenbach and I couldn’t wait. Friendless. Homeless. Penniless.

      My mood buoyed.

      “That’s because I wasn’t lonely when it was just dad and me.” Sawyer sounded ragged but the raw emotion in her voice frustrated me.

      “But you’re lonely now? Now that there will be more people? That makes no sense, kiddo. Look, I’ll buy you a puppy.” I hated the way it came out, peppered with sarcasm, but I couldn’t help it. She needed perspective, a wake-up call. Thus, I also couldn’t stop myself from adding, “When I was your age—and a lot younger—me, your mom, and your grandma, we never celebrated Christmas. There were no gifts. There was no fancy dinner. No cookies and caroling. Christmas was an opportunity to work a double shift because everyone else wanted the day off. I can’t believe you’re complaining about this.” Clearly, my sister and her hapless husband had spoiled their only child.

      Sawyer made a noise I’d never heard from her before, a cross between a laugh and a gasp, and I inwardly cringed, sensing I’d gone too far. Great. Now I would probably have to apologize.

      “Forget it. Forget I called.” My niece’s voice arrived choked and watery.

      Closing my eyes, I opened my mouth to respond but a soft click announced that she’d hung up.

      I replaced the receiver and made a mental note to text my former brother-in-law about this when I had time, probably after Christmas. I also made a mental note to send Sawyer whatever latest new generation of her phone had just released. It would be expensive, but I knew she’d like it.

      Refreshing the folder on the secure drive, I heaved another loud sigh when it was still lacking the land deeds. What the hell is Renee doing?

      “Renee! Did you save those Malcom land deeds yet?” Standing, I raised my voice. “I want Duke Weston out of his stupid mansion before Chris . . .”

      I stopped, the sentence trailing off, because Alaric Weston—I mean, Alaric Jordan—stood in the doorway holding a bouquet of big white and pink peonies. My favorite.
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      One shoulder leaned against the doorframe, large hands covered in leather gloves, his expensive camel-colored wool coat half-unbuttoned, Alaric radiated the kind of high-fashion casual that required a lot of work.

      He also wore a smile, just a ghost of one, and it curved his generous lips in a way that made it difficult for me to focus on anything else. I did, however, and I discovered his eyes weren’t smiling.

      “Malcom land deeds?” Alaric echoed the words I’d just shouted at Renee, his voice all business, devoid of the honeyed edge he used on me a few weeks ago at the hotel bar downtown.

      Crap. My stomach sunk. Obviously, he’d overheard me. Why is he here?

      Struggling to conceal my spike of alarm, I walked around the desk, not quite halfway to where he hovered just inside my office. “Alaric. What do you want?”

      He gave the space a quick inspection that felt clinical. Then he looked me over in the same way, gaze roving down and up. There was nothing personal about it. Today, he was tallying. Not admiring.

      “It’s good to see you, too.” His voice rang with hollow sincerity as he stepped fully inside my office, shutting the door behind him. “I’ve been well, thanks for asking.”

      He sounded like my teenage niece, and the realization irritated me. For some reason, it also caused a prickle of discomfort in my chest, something akin to guilt.

      Crossing my arms to hide my suddenly shaking hands, I lifted my chin, again demanding, “What do you want?”

      He smirked. It looked more like a tic of pain than real amusement. “Did you just move in here? Into this office space?”

      The direction of his question confused me, but I answered honestly. “No.”

      “Is it just you and Renee? Or where are the rest of your team?”

      “They work remote.”

      “Saving on overhead,” he supplied, nodding, like this made perfect sense, then added, “I suppose they’re all independent contractors?”

      I saw no reason to deny it, so I nodded.

      He pressed his lips together like he found my answer disappointing but not surprising. “That way you don’t have to pay into Social Security, Medicare, insurance, retirement, healthcare, et cetera. Right?”

      I glared at him. He watched me right back. Holding his gaze, I hoped he would be the one to look away.

      He didn’t, so I filled the silence. “Why would you ask whether we’d just moved in?”

      He shrugged, eyes darting away from me and trailing up to the ceiling tiles. Clearly, his mind was working, calculating, replaying what he’d heard me shout at Renee earlier. This discussion about my office and team was a stalling tactic while he considered what to do next.

      I could’ve kicked myself for my thoughtlessness, for shouting at Renee when I knew there was someone else in the office. If this slipup jeopardized my plans, if Alaric pieced things together and swooped in to save the Duke and the Weston Company and Alenbach before Tuesday, I would never forgive him.

      Or myself.

      “No reason. It’s just, uh, there’s no art on the walls and there’s not much furniture.” Alaric sounded distracted as his attention remained fixed on the corners, the exposed ductwork, the black cables running like arteries from ceiling to floor.
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