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      This is my twenty-fifth novel. That seems pretty crazy to me. This one is for my husband—and most importantly my partner—who brings me coffee in bed every morning and supports me unconditionally (even if he doesn’t quite get what I do).
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      “You need to steal the Rembrandt forgeries in the next two weeks before Christmas.”

      Ayesha Brown’s heart stopped. She had spent the night at her grandparent’s townhouse in their tony neighborhood after having a late dinner with her Gramps.

      She paused at the base of the stairs, shamelessly eavesdropping on the conversation taking place around the corner in the library.

      She didn’t recognize the voice of the man who just spoke. He continued, “They’re slated to be donated by the end of the year. You are the lead candidate to do the appraisal. I’m going to make sure they request you. Have the paintings disappear in transit or however you want as long as the theft isn’t tied to me.”

      “I don’t do that anymore.” Gramps’s voice quavered with tiredness and a hint of defiance.

      “I don’t care.”

      Who was this haughty fucker?

      “You realize I’m too old for this?”

      “You may be too old, but you’ve got to have contacts who can do it for you. You were pretty old last time and managed to make it happen.”

      The voice was strong, imperious, and made Ayesha want to punch the guy, whoever he was, in the face. She took a quick peek around the corner and catalogued what she could.

      White. Mid-fifties. Graying hair but styled and in perfect place. He had that whole “came over on the Mayflower WASP” vibe. But clearly beneath the innocuous appearance was human garbage.

      “The paintings are at my father’s estate on the Cape.”

      Cape Cod?

      “They need to be stolen before they are discovered to be forgeries.”

      “What makes you think they’ll be discovered?” Gramps asked.

      “My fool father decided to donate the paintings to a museum, some lasting legacy bullshit. Even in death the old fucker is making my life difficult.”

      Ayesha wanted to snort.

      Oh yes, it must be so demoralizing that your wealthy as fuck father didn’t leave you all his million-dollar art. Your life is hell.

      “Get it done or I will expose you to the authorities.”

      “I can just tell them who commissioned the fakes,” Gramps said defiantly.

      “You do that, and I’ll make sure your son and daughter-in-law the ambassadors, and your granddaughter, pay the price for your disloyalty.”

      “You can’t do that.” But Gramps’s voice trembled. Shit, he was getting old. And Gram’s long drawn-out illness had taken its toll on them all. He was still recovering even though it had been almost a year since she passed. What kind of monster would threaten a man whose wife just died?

      “Your precious granddaughter has a show coming up, doesn’t she?”

      If this guy knew her Gramps at all, he knew this was true. Gramps was super proud of her and shouted her burgeoning success to the rooftops.

      “Leave Ayesha alone.”

      “If you don’t want your family to pay the price, you’ll get this done.” The front door of the townhouse slammed shut.

      Gramps had gone legit years ago. He consulted for the FBI and the Smithsonian and was an accredited and highly respected art appraiser.

      Ayesha stepped from behind the wall. “Who was that?”

      Gramps whirled around. “No one.”

      “Gramps.”

      “Jonathon Harrington the Fourth.”

      “Why does his name sound familiar?”

      “He’s on the board of one of the museums I consult for.”

      Okay. But that wasn’t it. She cocked her head, fist on her hip, waiting for him to continue.

      “His father was my mentor when I first started out in the restoration business. He’s been to parties at the house.”

      “Was he talking about⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it handled. I won’t let him hurt you.”

      She didn’t want to press. Her whole life she’d looked up to him.

      Those forgeries couldn’t be discovered. The shame and publicity would destroy her Gramps’s hard-fought reputation in the art world. Every single appraisal he’d done would fall under scrutiny.

      Warren Buffet had it right. It had taken her Gramps twenty years to build his reputation but if this got out, it would only take five minutes to destroy it. Except for one time in her life, her grandfather had always protected her. He’d protect her again if this guy’s threats were real. She refused to let this asshole destroy the man who’d raised her.

      But…what the hell was she going to do?
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      The road to redemption is paved with promises that must be kept—even at the expense of your soul. So here he was.

      Marsh Adams was done. Done being lied to. Done rescuing people. Done being duped by women, or even worse, and more importantly, the most consequential liar of all, his father.

      He didn’t want to be here.

      But he’d promised his business partner, and his mother, that he would see what the judge wanted. He had a lot to atone for in the past four months, so even though he didn’t want to be here, he would keep his promises.

      He walked into Judge Robert “Call Me Bobby” Adams’s office with its ornate old-fashioned wood panel wainscoting, stately evergreen walls, and brass lamps pouring shadowed light over his father’s very important work. The first step inside was always bittersweet. The slight overlay of lemon furniture polish was accompanied by that burst of pleasure, and then remembrance set in and the smell turned his stomach.

      His father’s office had represented happiness, love, reverence. Until it hadn’t.

      Marsh had walked in on his father and an aide, a girl in her young twenties, a law school student. And in stunned disbelief watched his father pounding into the young woman’s willing body. That moment had changed his life forever. The betrayal of his mother, the betrayal of their family, the betrayal of his ideal of his father, in living technicolor, had gutted him. And destroyed their family.

      That moment was embedded in his psyche. Now every time he walked into his father’s office, he relived it. Over twenty years had passed. But he had never forgiven his father. He never would. And every time he walked into this office, he remembered with shame that once upon a time he had adored his father. Had wanted to be everything like him. Wanted to be him.

      Marsh had spent the rest of his life attempting not to be like his father. And yet, in his zeal he was afraid he had become just like his old man.

      “Good morning,” said the attractive young woman guarding the hallowed—tainted—halls of his father’s office.

      Someone new. Marsh rolled his eyes. Fresh meat, just his father’s type. “I’m here to see the judge.”

      “Do you have an appointment?” She smiled quizzically. She had no idea who he was. That pretty much summed up his relationship with his father.

      “Marsh Adams.”

      Her red-painted lips formed a surprised O. “Oh yes. I see he blocked out the time. Umm…” She clicked on her computer screen and then smiled with embarrassment. “He’s got someone with him right now.”

      “Don’t worry. I know the way.”

      “Let me just check⁠—”

      “Sure.” He waved his hand and strode toward his father’s office door, basically ignoring her. He knew was being a dick, but he wanted to get this over with.

      He paused at the door to his father’s inner chambers and smoothed a hand down his paisley silk tie. Shook the shoulders of his traditional navy pinstripe suit to get the lines to fall properly. He had wanted to come in jeans and a sweatshirt. But he’d promised his mother. And his business partner Jillian. He had also promised Jillian that he would share with her everything the judge requested.

      Their private witness security and witness relocation business, started after they left the US Marshals, had taken a hit when Marsh had trusted a client, ignoring red flags and warning signs because he was attracted to her, and she had duped them all.

      Then he’d screwed up even further by not trusting Jill and attempting to fix his mistake all on his own. Instead he’d almost cost Jill her life and he’d irreparably, fundamentally changed their relationship and damaged the credibility of their business. Previously they had managed to keep under the radar by presenting a front as a public relations firm and hiding their clients’ identities from everyone. But now the business was under scrutiny by law enforcement and they were all trying to do damage control and clean up his mistakes.

      Things in the office were back to normal. In theory. Except Marsh no longer felt comfortable in his own space. He hated that he had let everyone at Adams-Larsen down. His partner and his employees, his friends really, no longer trusted him. Frankly, he didn’t trust himself.

      Everywhere he went, he felt just slightly out of step. As if he no longer fit in his own skin. As if the taint of Brianna Walsh had wrapped him in a film. Everything looked the same, but he was different. And he couldn’t seem to get back to that comfortable camaraderie with his friends and employees that he had taken for granted before. Everywhere he went, the feeling of other, of strangeness hit him. An alien-ness that wasn’t going away. No matter how much he pretended that everything was fine, good, normal, it wasn’t.

      Even his father’s office felt off.

      Marsh had been taken in by a sexy, gorgeous face, and an entire cadre of lies.

      He was done being lied to. And, he was done rescuing people.

      Marsh rapped decisively on the wood door, his knuckles abused by the last sharp knock, and paused for the requisite seconds, waiting in case the judge was in a compromising position.

      His stomach tightened and his gut clenched. Every time he came to his father’s office, he remembered the day that changed their family forever.

      After an appropriate amount of time, he pushed open the door, expecting to see the judge and another clone of the receptionist smoothing away signs of a liaison. It was a wonder the randy old bastard ever got any work done.

      Instead of a sexy young thing, an older Black gentleman sat in one of the chairs across from the judge’s massive—overcompensating much?—desk.

      “Marsh, my boy.” The judge pushed out of his chair and headed toward him. His pima cotton dress shirt was rolled up at the sleeves. This guy must be a friend, because the judge didn’t get casual in front of many people. Appearances must be kept up.

      The judge wrapped his arm around Marsh’s shoulder, and the scent of English Leather hit him.

      He sidestepped the weird attempt at a hug and gave his father a curt nod. “Judge.”

      The judge cleared his throat as the dapper-dressed man rose to his feet gingerly, moving as if his body no longer worked for him and he had to fight for every motion. A giant smile wreathed the man’s face. The dark skin around his eyes crinkled, and his thick salt-and-pepper eyebrows rose, his deep mahogany eyes sparkling with pleasure.

      “It’s about damn time.” The older man reached out his hand, his gnarled knuckles swollen with arthritis, and clasped Marsh’s hand in his. His other palm bracketed his hand as the old man squeezed gently. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet Bobby and Colleen’s son.”

      He certainly had Marsh at a disadvantage.

      “This is my old friend, Lincoln Brown.” The judge clapped Lincoln on his shoulder. Marsh catalogued details as the old man stared at him. Bespoke tailored suit, likely London-based, vest with an antique pocket watch bulging from the pocket, the chain looping across his barrel chest. Italian loafers, slip on, likely because the man’s arthritis made it difficult for fine motor dexterity.

      He clearly had the money to color his short graying afro but chose not to.

      Lincoln Brown. Marsh had nothing. The name meant nothing. But Lincoln Brown certainly seemed to know who Marsh was. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      “No need to stand on formality, son.” Lincoln Brown shuffled back to the chair and sat down carefully. “Call me Linc.”

      “Have a seat, have a seat.” The judge gestured to the chair next to Lincoln Brown.

      Marsh sat as the judge returned to his seat behind the desk. For a second, Marsh studied his father. When had the old man gotten so old? True, he had avoided the judge as much as possible over the past few years. But there was an odd fragility to him.

      “Good to see you again, I thought for a while that maybe you weren’t coming back.”

      Marsh fought the urge to shift uncomfortably. The truth was he had disappeared. That was pretty much the entire reason he was here right now. Because he had promised. Both his mother and Jillian.

      “Just busy.” Marsh let the silence build. The room was heavy with oppression and disapproval. His father had called him here but now wasn’t forthcoming about why. When no one said another word, finally, he had had enough. Yes, he’d promised but this apparently wasn’t anything urgent. “Well, since you’re busy⁠—”

      The door swung open with a crash. “Sorry I’m late.” A slender Black woman swept in like a tropical storm.

      His first impression was color.

      Bright, vibrant movement. Whirling dervish. And color.

      He started at the bottom and surveyed his way up.

      Worn, pale blue Converse high-tops splattered with paint. Ripped skinny jeans with splotches of paint in bold red, yellow, bright blue, even some neon green and orange. A white tunic sweater slipped off one shoulder revealing bare skin and collarbones. The nipples of her small breasts pushed against the top, boldly proclaiming her braless.

      Her face was stunning: high cheekbones, regal nose, black arched brows. Striking hazel eyes shimmered with secrets and mirth, as if she had a private joke just for them.

      Except everyone probably felt like that around her.

      She was one of those people who oozed magnetism and sex appeal.

      Just like his father, if he were honest. And that thought made him want to gag and then spew all over the old man’s office.

      She had skin the color of rich Brazilian hardwood and hair a natural halo around her face. She had another splotch of paint on her bare neck, and her fingers were long and elegant and adorned with paint, as she gestured at the old men. “Problem on the metro. Was stuck on the train.”

      Everything about her screamed free spirit and unrestrained joy.

      “Ayesha, darling.” The judge walked toward her with open arms and embraced her. He squeezed her tightly, just a little too long. But in an odd turn of events, Marsh didn’t think his father’s touch was sexual. He seemed almost paternal.

      That was weird.

      “Good to see you again as well, Uncle Bobby.”

      “Lovely to see you again, my dear.” His father slung his arm over the woman’s shoulder and turned her to face Marsh. “This is my son, Marsh.”

      Uncle Bobby? Now Marsh was really confused.

      “Marsh, I want you to help Ayesha.”

      What the hell?
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        * * *

      

      Ayesha Brown stopped in her tracks. Raised one eyebrow and scanned her gaze over Marsh Adams.

      So this was Marsh Adams.

      She’d been hearing about the prodigal son for years, but she’d never met him.

      He was…not what she expected. Oh, he looked a little bit like his father, taller, thinner, with his paternity written in the austere lines of his pale white face. She tilted her head and studied the angles of his face—he had the square jaw and high forehead that emphasized his eyes, but his nose was crooked, adding interest to the otherwise perfect lines. Peripherally she noted his clothes, appreciating the suit porn.

      Pinstripes. Tie. Shiny shoes. Stuffy. Tightly wound. Buttoned up. But that nose didn’t fit with the rest of his appearance.

      Since she knew how much heartache he had caused his father, she nodded once at him and stuffed her hands in her pockets. A clear rejection of cultural normative standards. She wasn’t about to shake his hand.

      “Sit down, sit down.”

      What on earth could this meeting be about? She had bigger things on her mind than meeting one absent and neglectful man child. Her first big show was coming up right before Christmas and she still had pieces to finish. Worry gnawed at her stomach because even that paled next to the other even bigger—gargantuan even—problem. What to do about Harrington and his demands.

      She’d done some research on the guy. He was connected, wealthy, and by all accounts an upstanding citizen.

      She shot a quick glance at her Gramps. He looked better than he had at breakfast after that asshole had threatened him.

      Despair tried to roll through her. But she shoved it back with the hard-knuckled fist clenched in her pocket.

      The truth was she couldn’t let anything happen to her hands right now so she purposefully let them relax.

      Marsh Adams’s gaze shifted to her hands. As if he noticed her frustration.

      She would bet this guy didn’t miss much.

      She sank onto the chair and perched on the edge, pretty much ready to bolt as soon as this—whatever it was—was over.

      “Marsh’s agency can help you out,” the judge said.

      His agency? Last she knew he ran a public relations firm in DC with a partner. Before that he’d been in some sort of law enforcement.

      “Public relations?” Now that she could get behind. She needed this show to be a success. For that, she would put aside her disdain for Uncle Bobby’s son and work with him.

      “What problem do you need to make go away?” Marsh asked.

      “I don’t have a problem.”

      The implication that she had problems annoyed her. Marsh scanned down her body again. Everything tingled. She would not be attracted to this asshole. And she knew just how to get rid of him. “Why is it that white folk always assume we Black folk have a problem?”

      “I didn’t assume anything.” He smoothed his hand over his tie. “But most of our clients—” there was a weird emphasis on clients “—are in trouble and they come to us to smooth things over.” His voice was even, unemotional.

      Curiosity got the better of her. “Who are some of your clients?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”

      Snooty. Jesus, this guy rubbed her the wrong way.

      Gramps interrupted. “Ayesha is an artist.” Pride was evident in his smile and the crinkle around his eyes.

      “She has a show coming up in a few weeks.” The judge pressed his hands flat on his desk blotter. “I was hoping you could give her the friends and family discount.”

      Marsh Adams looked like he had about as much understanding of what that meant as she did.

      But for a moment, hope buoyed. The gallery that was putting on her showing was cutting-edge but new and not yet established in the high-end art market. Any publicity boost from his firm would be welcome.

      “I….”

      Clearly he didn’t want to help her out and he’d been ambushed by two old fools—who she loved—but she didn’t have the patience to play the ego-boosting game today.

      “It’s fine.” Ayesha stood, resting on the balls of her feet. She couldn’t wait to get out of here. “I don’t need a PR hack.”

      “Hack?” Now he was starting to get riled. “We aren’t hacks.”

      “Not so fast, my dear.” The judge shot a censuring look at Marsh. “That’s not actually what I was talking about…although it isn’t a bad idea. Maybe you can get Jillian on the promotion for her art show.”

      Gramps said, “I told Bobby about our problem.”

      Ayesha jolted. Pure terror slammed into her. He had told the judge? About the threat to their family? What that asshole wanted Gramps to do was illegal. He couldn’t have possibly shared that with a man sworn to uphold the law. That couldn’t be right. And what the hell could a PR guy do about their family issues? Family came first. And as much as “Uncle” Bobby was Gramps’s friend, cluing him in to their potentially larcenous behavior was a bad, bad idea.

      The slight smirk on Marsh Adams face had disappeared. “What problem?” His body hummed with a latent energy.

      “Someone threatened her,” the judge said.

      Ayesha relaxed. That was what her Gramps told the judge?

      “It’s nothing.” She smiled tightly and shook her head.

      Gramps’s hand shook as he patted Marsh’s. “It’s not nothing.”

      “She needs a bodyguard.” Uncle Bobby pointed his finger at Marsh as if appointing him as her protector.

      What?

      “No, I don’t,” she said at the exact same time that Marsh Adams said, “Not interested.”
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      The shock on Marsh Adams’s face was priceless.

      Mr. God’s gift to whatever was stunned that she turned him down. The last thing she needed was a bodyguard. She wasn’t going to let Harrington the Fourth, asshole and morally corrupt guy, destroy her grandfather’s life. However she decided to handle it, she couldn’t do anything with an audience.

      “Well this is been…enlightening.” Ayesha let her amusement show and stood quickly. She squeezed her Gramps in a hug just a little too tightly. “But I’ve got to get going. Those canvases won’t paint themselves.”

      She bussed Uncle Bobby on the cheek and then headed for the door. Marsh Adams meanwhile stood completely still, rooted to the floor, and studied her.

      His intense regard was almost like a physical caress, and again she wished that she could paint his face. For someone who gave the appearance of being impassive, he practically seethed with emotion.

      Ayesha headed for the exit, more than ready to get out of here. She strode down the hallway, her shoes sinking into the plush deep carpeting. She grabbed her wool winter coat from the hook outside the door and wrapped it over her arm. She was a tad overheated at the moment, so she’d put it on later.

      But as she reached the exit in the receptionist’s area a hand on the door halted her hasty retreat.

      She hadn’t even heard him move. His big body should have made that impossible.

      “A moment, please.”

      Ayesha studied his white hand, broad fingers, blunt-tipped nails. A strong hand. His blue veins popped, leading to a sturdy wrist revealed as the cuff of his shirt strained against his forearm.

      The narrow distance between them was in no way intrusive, and still she felt crowded, caged in, which was ridiculous, but somehow that didn’t matter.

      Ayesha turned around and leaned back against the heavy wood door. She tilted her hips and crossed one foot over the other. The pose casual, cocky. But she held her coat against her waist, the wool a flimsy barrier between them.

      She canted her head and looked up at him through her lashes. “I don’t think so.”

      Again, she had shocked him. “What?”

      “I don’t think we have anything to say to each other.”

      “I just want to make sure that everything is okay.”

      “Why? We don’t know each other.”

      “Is your grandfather prone to drama?”

      She bristled. He could be ticked at her all he wanted but he better not criticize her Gramps. “Of course not.”

      “Then why does he think you need a bodyguard?”

      “Why don’t you run along and ask him?” Ayesha was done. “I have things to do. And I don’t need a bodyguard, thanks.” Where “thanks” totally meant “fuck off.”

      Instead of getting him to go away, he looked intrigued.

      She stared pointedly at his hand keeping the door shut.

      He grimaced. “I guess I will leave you to it.”

      Disappointment fluttered in her belly but she didn’t know why. He was doing what she wanted.
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        * * *

      

      Marsh strode back into his father’s office. The two old men were huddled over the judge’s desk conferring. When he slammed the door, they broke apart as if guilty. “What is really going on here?”

      “I’m just worried about my granddaughter.” Lincoln Brown looked at him with sad eyes.

      “Why?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We will figure out something else.”

      This whole setup stank. Something was going on. There had been a moment when he’d been talking to Ayesha and fear had flashed in her defiant gaze.

      He felt compelled to explain. “If she refuses services, there isn’t anything I can do.”

      “What do you care? You turned me down—let me down—anyway.” The disappointment in his father’s gaze pissed him off. Who was Bobby Adams to be disappointed in him?

      “Yeah, well, now you know how it feels.”

      Marsh was done.

      But shit, he couldn’t get that glimmer of fear out of his mind. She was brash and cocky and full of attitude. Fear didn’t even figure into his assessment of her. Until that moment by the door.

      Marsh couldn’t get over Ayesha Brown’s attitude, so he was going to do something he shouldn’t.

      He followed her. She took the Metro. He kept far enough behind her and she was sufficiently oblivious that he was able to tail her without any problems. If there was something wrong, if she was in danger, she ought to have better situational awareness. The fact that she didn’t caused an anxiousness in his chest. He shouldn’t care, and yet he couldn’t stop himself. That protector gene was ingrained deeply.

      He followed her to Indoor Parkour, a local parkour course. She stowed her bag in a locker and turned toward the advanced indoor course.

      She appeared to be totally engrossed in whatever was on her mind, leaping and rolling, darting and dashing through the course with an agility that indicated this was a regular activity for her.

      He could admit to being intrigued. She was an artist and the very athletic, training-intensive activity seemed at odds with her appearance.

      However, when he thought back to her sexiness, to the way she moved with a lazy grace, he realized the hobby fit her perfectly.

      Marsh stayed in the shadows, watching until she was done, then followed her again. While he kept an eye on her, he dug into her background, pulling up basic information on his cell. When she got on a Metro line that would take her to the neighborhood she lived in, Marsh let her go.

      He headed back to the office. His reason for living. He had a promise to make good on.
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        * * *

      

      “How did it go with the judge?” Jillian Larsen, his business partner and friend, poured a cup of coffee from their office communal pot in the conference room—formerly the dining room of the old brownstone they’d renovated into a kickass office when they’d started ALIAS.

      “Strangely.” Marsh picked up a sugar cookie in the shape of a Christmas ornament, decorated with thick, colorful frosting.

      “You’re stalling.” Jill sipped her coffee from a mug that said La Jefa. The boss in Spanish. Even though they rarely saw clients in the office, she was always dressed in her business best. With her white blond hair smoothed into a tight twist, red lipstick in her otherwise pale face, and a suit that wouldn’t look out of place at the Capitol, she was the ultimate lady boss in a pencil skirt and pumps.

      “He wanted me to be a bodyguard.”

      Jill stopped. “For who?”

      “For a friend whose granddaughter needs protection.”

      “Who’s the friend?”

      And that’s who he should be researching: Lincoln Brown. It all started with him. “Lincoln Brown.”

      “The art appraiser and FBI consultant?”

      Well, that made things more interesting. Lincoln Brown was an art appraiser and consultant to the FBI? Why wouldn’t Brown just ask one of his Fed acquaintances if he was truly worried about his granddaughter?

      “I guess so.” But Marsh was done rescuing damsels in distress. “I told him no.”

      “Do you think there’s more to it?” Jill’s lips quirked. “After all, with Bobby Adams, there’s usually some spin you weren’t expecting.”

      “That’s for damn sure.” The instinctive disdain for his father hit him in the stomach. He shoved it down, determined to make Jill understand that ALIAS came first. “But it doesn’t matter, she didn’t want a bodyguard.”

      They headed up the grand staircase toward the suite of executive offices. “Interesting.”

      But that glimmer of fear in Ayesha Brown’s eyes wouldn’t leave him alone.

      “You think there’s something there?”

      “I don’t know.” Clearly his intuition was skewed. Marsh followed Jillian into her office. This was the room where they met with their clients.

      Jillian placed her fingers on his forearm.

      “But I’m not about to waste company resources on a nonstarter.”

      “Marsh, your instincts are good,” she said reluctantly. She’d said she’d forgiven him for the debacle with Brianna Walsh but there was a distance in their relationship that hadn’t been there before.

      And were his instincts really that good? He’d been taken in by a con artist. Sure, he’d tried to remedy his mistake, but Adams-Larsen was still paying for his lapse in judgment.

      “Something seemed off.”

      Jill laughed, her eyes lit up with amusement. “Isn’t that pretty much par for the course with your father?”

      She’d been laughing a lot more these days. “The Scottish bastard has been good for you.”

      “Yes, he has.” Jill paused. “Do some research on the granddaughter. There’s got to be a reason that Bobby wants a bodyguard for her.”

      He said fiercely, “I won’t do anything to jeopardize ALIAS.”

      “I know.”

      But Marsh wasn’t sure she believed him. For what it was worth, he wasn’t sure he believed himself.

      “Hey.” Kita Kim, his high school pal and now coworker at ALIAS, plowed into Jill’s office and threw herself onto the love seat. Her straight black hair was pulled up into a messy ponytail showing the high cheekbones and tilted black eyes of her mixed Vietnamese, Chinese, and Scottish heritage. “How’d it go with your dad?”

      “Make yourself at home,” Jill said drily.

      Kita laughed, then made a “get on with it” gesture at Marsh. He liked seeing the easy camaraderie between his two favorite women in the world, beyond his mother of course. Before he’d disappeared, they’d been more wary around each other. But they had bonded while he’d been gone.

      Marsh went through the details of the meeting again.

      “She turned you down flat?” Kita hooted with laughter. “Bet that was tough for your ego to handle.”

      Was he really that transparent? Did he have some weird need to rescue women? And hadn’t he just resolved to quit?

      “Speaking of your parents….” Kita butted into his mental wanderings. She looked at Jill. “Have you talked to him yet?”

      “Talked to me about what?”

      “You really need to…have a talk with your mom.”

      Now both women were looking at him in a way that was freaking him out. “Is everything okay with her?”

      “There’s just some stuff that came up during the case when Kita met Alex,” Jill said.

      “What kind of stuff?”

      “Personal. Stuff,” Kita said.

      Now he was really freaked out. “She doesn’t have cancer or anything, does she?”

      “Your mother loves you.”

      Well that wasn’t making him feel any better. Kita squeezed him around the waist in a one-armed hug. “Sometimes it’s hard to see our parents as adults.”

      Now he was really confused. Her father had died when she was young, and she and her mother were estranged. For extremely good reason. And Marsh knew for a fact that Kita thought of his mother as her surrogate mom.

      Jillian’s mother had taken off when she was a baby and her father had disowned her after her fall from grace at the US Marshals.

      “Neither one of you deals with your parents as adults.”

      Kita and Jill both winced.

      “Maybe we should tell him first,” Jill said, glancing between the two of them.

      “Tell me what?”

      Kita rubbed at the bump on her wrist. “You might be right.”

      “You may want to sit down.” Jill gestured to the seating area.

      Marsh settled on the small love seat, Kita on his left and Jill in the wing chair on his right, the wall of books behind him pressed down on him. “Please just spit it out. Whatever I’m imagining can’t be worse than the truth.”

      Kita muttered, “You can’t imagine this.”

      “Guys—”

      “Your mom…and your dad have a thing,” Kita blurted out.

      “A thing? Course, they had a thing. They had me.”

      Kita squirmed in her seat. Have. A thing. Wait.

      “A long time ago.”

      “Actually, not just a long time ago.” Jill’s hand fluttered as if she was going to touch him and then decided against it.

      His brain froze. His heart froze. “Umm…are we talking about…?” He couldn’t even bear to say it.

      “A sex thing,” Kita said.

      “That’s impossible.”

      Jillian shook her head ruefully. “Apparently not.”

      “How do you know this?” Not that he was admitting that this was a thing. But still.

      “When the judge was getting his threatening letters, we had to look into all of his…liaisons,” Jill said gently.

      “Let’s not candy coat it. His affairs,” Marsh said harshly.

      “Can it be it really be called an affair if you’re not married?” Kita murmured.

      “Splitting hairs, Kita,” Jill said.

      “Point taken.” Kita sat up straight. “Let’s just say your father is extremely active.”

      “So my mother, and my father…” He couldn’t even bear to say it. He shuddered.

      “Once a month,” Kita said. “At the Hay-Adams.”

      “Jesus.” He didn’t even want to think about that. He covered his eyes with his hand as if he could shut out the visual. “Too much information.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Kita said.

      “But why?” He couldn’t fathom it. His father’s infidelity had torn apart their family.

      “I would suggest you talk to your mother about that,” Jill said.

      “Yeah, I guess I will.” But shit, his mother should not have anything to do with his father. “Clearly, we need to have a talk. She needs to understand that this is not okay.”

      Jillian laughed. “Marsh, she’s your mother, but she’s not dead.”

      “I get that.” Ugh of course he did, but he certainly didn’t want to think about his mother as a sexual being. “But with my father?”

      “Yeah.” Kita put her head in her hands. “That was not a fun conversation.”

      “Which one?”

      “Either or both.” Now Kita was the one with her hand over her eyes.

      “You talked to my mother about this?”

      Kita flushed. “We had to interview everyone with an intimate connection to your father.”

      “That must have been horrible.”

      Kita said, “Actually even worse was when I found out he’d been sleeping with my mother too.”

      What?
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      Like a creeper, Marsh sat in his car outside the funky loft in a questionable neighborhood. Gentrifying. Probably not the safest.

      So what was he doing?

      He flipped open his mobile laptop and connected to the secure Wi-Fi in his car. He needed to read the research on Lincoln Brown. Because that was where it all started.

      Lincoln Brown was currently an upstanding member of the community. Yet there were a few hints, not on the public record, that perhaps he had not been squeaky clean.

      He had started as a janitor at a museum in his late teens then moved on to a security guard. He’d apparently listened while all those docents were talking about art. He’d begun to paint and apprenticed with the recently deceased Jonathon Harrington the Third, a moderately famous painter and famous art restorer, who recognized Brown’s love of art even without a formal education. Brown subsequently became a very sought-after art restorer and appraiser.

      His wife of fifty-odd years had died last year after a long battle with cancer.

      He currently resided in a very fancy part of DC, however the house was in his daughter-in-law’s name. He had a decent stock portfolio but most of his investments appeared to be in art.

      He and his deceased wife had one son, Ayesha’s father, who married an extremely old-money-wealthy white woman and currently lived in Europe.

      One grandchild, Ayesha.

      Marsh needed to figure out why Lincoln was worried about his granddaughter. He thought back to that meeting. She knew what her grandfather was referring to. She didn’t outright say she didn’t need a bodyguard. She said she didn’t want one. Something really didn’t add up. Which was why he was here.

      Marsh stared up at the windows on the fourth floor of the renovated industrial building. It was two in the morning and her lights were still on. He wondered what she was doing.

      Earlier in the day, he’d also requested an intensive background check on Ayesha Brown hoping he wouldn’t need to violate her privacy. But after reading the info on Lincoln Brown, he concluded that he was going to have to read the report Kita had just sent. Thank you, Kita.

      Maybe he should have just let this go. But Jill and Kita had both urged him to investigate a little further if for no other reason than to make sure his father wasn’t steering them into another clusterfuck.

      Preliminary results showed that Ayesha Brown owned the loft outright. Had no car. Had a small amount of credit card debt. She had attended art school at the very prestigious Beaux Arts in Paris and lived with her grandparents before and after she attended college. Her parents had transferred guardianship of their daughter to her grandparents when she was thirteen.

      That was a little odd.

      He dug further into the report. Kita had included more personal information. Ayesha had had three serious relationships. But no one right now. And he hated that he was happy about that.

      He couldn’t get that moment in the hallway out of his mind. Electricity had arced between them, and the temptation to see if her lips were as soft as they looked had been hard to ignore. Although, if she was talking, she was pissing him off.

      Letting go of her details, he studied the area. The neighborhood was sketch. Litter in doorways and signs of the homeless juxtaposed against a charming little flower shop with a striped awning and French lettering on the windows, an old-fashioned barbershop complete with the red, blue, and white pole, and a Korean takeout restaurant. Ayesha Brown’s building was a converted factory with large windowed areas, brick siding, and a corrugated tin roof. A giant freight elevator that appeared to be solely for freight was next to one regular door which seemed to be the entrance. And it didn’t look secure or safe.

      Based on the research he’d done on her family, she could likely afford an apartment in a more upscale neighborhood. So what she was doing here?

      He took a sip of cold coffee and seriously questioned his sanity. She had intrigued him. He rubbed a hand over his tired face and glanced at the report on her again. There was nothing in her background that raised red flags. Sure, her grandfather had some areas of concern, but they were old. Over fifteen years. Nothing that would relate to her, she had been an early teenager the last time there was anything remotely questionable.

      This was a waste of time. And yet he couldn’t bring himself to leave.

      An hour later, he was just about to go home to his lonely sterile condo when a slight figure walked confidently down the sidewalk. They looked both ways and Marsh slumped down in his driver’s seat, watching curiously. A hoodie concealed the person’s face and gender. They crossed the street with a skip in their step and he would have ignored them, except they stopped at the entrance to Ayesha’s building. They slipped something from their pocket and seconds later the door to her building opened. He would have assumed it was another tenant. Except for the furtive little glance before they crept inside the building.

      Marsh’s hackles raised. Something about that person was off.

      What were the odds that they were up to no good? One hundred percent. He sat in the car for five seconds, arguing with his conscience. Could be nothing. Just because they seemed furtive didn’t mean they were going after Ayesha. But that little flicker of fear in her eyes before she’d turned his assistance down flat kept prodding at his subconscious.

      Fuck it.

      He slipped from his car and closed the door with a soft thunk. Nearly mimicking the figure, he glanced both ways, then crossed the street. When he got to the entrance to her building, his suspicions were confirmed. Whoever had just entered had broken the locks. They’d taken a small tool to the doorjamb, splintering the wood around the brass fittings. The person had clearly jammed something, a metal pin or file, in one of them, and the door wasn’t shut all the way. That was not the action of a tenant. Especially in this neighborhood.

      Ayesha was on the fourth floor. Marsh crept up the industrial stairs, taking care not to make any noise.

      He kept hearing “She needs a bodyguard” in his father’s voice echoing in his brain. Marsh moved with a stealthy speed. He would just confirm that no one was trying to get into her loft and then he’d leave. Abandon this crazy need to check in on her and go home and get some sleep.

      He rounded the platform on the second-floor landing and didn’t see anyone in the hallway, just as he heard Ayesha shout, “Hey!”
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      Ugh. She needed to go to bed. It was 3:30 in the morning and she hadn’t made any progress on the crowning piece for her show. The four-by-six-foot canvas rested against the far wall untouched. Instead she’d been playing with lines and color on a slightly smaller canvas since she got home. The oil and mixed media bore a striking resemblance to the object of her ire. Ever since she had left Uncle Bobby’s office, she couldn’t get that douchebag out of her head.

      But she wasn’t remembering his asshole-ness, she was remembering the slice of his cheekbone, the curve of his mouth, the breadth of his shoulders, and the inquisitive intelligence in his gaze.

      No matter what her brain thought of Marsh Adams, her body thought he was hot.

      Her whole body ached. It had been a long day. Full of surprises and mental anguish. She was pretty sure she knew what she had to do, but she had absolutely no idea how she was going to do it.

      In the shadowed darkness, she cleaned her brushes at the utility sink she’d had installed in the corner. Her painting area was set up to take advantage of the natural light coming in from the windows. Of course there was no light now since it was half past way beyond her bedtime. Once she was done cleaning the brushes, the comforting scent of linseed oil lingered in her nose. She used soap and water to clean the oil and paint off her hands. She thought she heard a noise over the drumming of water in the deep plastic basin.

      It was late. No one else in the building should be out and about. Even her party girl neighbor was already home and in bed.

      She shut off the water and grabbed for the towel on the rack to the right of the sink. It was probably nothing. She turned around. Because nothing had just cast a shadow on her wall.

      “Hey!” she shouted. Her heart boomed against her ribcage. She needed a weapon and fast. But shit, her pepper spray was safely stowed in her hobo bag by the front door.

      The figure in the doorway said nothing. At first she thought the hoodie was obscuring his or her face. But then she realized they were wearing a mask and gloves. She was too far from the kitchen and any kind of weapon. Ayesha reached behind her and grabbed for the mason jar where her brushes were soaking in the linseed oil. The oil muddled with paint was her only option.

      “What the hell do you want?” Ayesha kept the jar behind her back.

      They said nothing, advancing slowly as if they had all the time in the world.

      “You need to leave.” The quaver in her voice pissed her off. Who the hell was this person to come into her home and scare her?

      The figure was still silent as they stalked toward her.

      “Get. Out.”

      But the man—why she thought it was a man she didn’t know, something in the way he moved—just shook his head.

      Ayesha edged toward the door but at some point she’d have to pass him. She didn’t want to leave this asshole in her condo with her paintings. They were her life.

      “What do you want? Who sent you?” She shot questions at them.

      They just shook their head again and continued to advance.

      Ayesha made a dash for the door, gripping the glass jar with the linseed oil in her right hand. Paintings weren’t as important as her life.

      He grabbed her left arm, and she swung around and tossed the jar at his face. The oil hit him in the face, and the glass crashed to the floor, breaking on the sealed cement. He let go of her with an unearthly scream. Peripherally she noted the thunder of footsteps in her hallway.

      The intruder released her with a snarl and ran for the door.

      Marsh Adams burst into her apartment. What was he doing here? “Are you okay?”

      The intruder barreled into Marsh and knocked him into the wall.

      “Y-yeah, yes,” Ayesha stuttered. She didn’t want the guy to get away. She leapt toward the door, forgetting about being barefoot and the broken glass. “Ouch, dammit!”

      She saw the moment Marsh chose not to go after the intruder. He rushed over to her.

      “What are you doing?” she cried. “He’s getting away!”

      “Are you okay?”

      The pain in her foot, which had been numbed flared to life. Ow. “He’s getting away!”

      “Your safety is more important.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You don’t know if they had a partner.” Marsh’s gaze raked over her. “What did you do to them?”

      “Threw linseed oil and paint at him.”

      “Smart thinking.” Marsh smiled and she wanted to preen at the admiration in his gaze. “Him?”

      “I think so.” Something about the build, he was slender, as if maybe he wasn’t a full-grown adult. “But young, maybe. White skin showed in the holes for the eyes and mouth, but I couldn’t tell what color eyes.”

      “Anything else?”

      “He didn’t speak. Not a word.”

      “If I was going to attack someone, this would be the perfect time,” Marsh said. “He wasn’t expecting you to be awake. He expected you to be in bed. Asleep.”

      Ayesha shivered, thinking about what could have happened. She was glad that she’d been awake, obsessing about the man standing in front of her now.

      “This wasn’t random. He broke into your building and headed right to your apartment.” Marsh glanced around. “If he’d been surveilling the building, he would have noticed that your light was still on. Instead he went right for you.”

      The terror that had frozen her brain was wearing off. And a lot of other things started to register. Such as… “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I was planning on rushing in to save the day, but you took care of it all on your own.” There was approval in his voice and…wonder?

      She had. Even if she had been flat-out terrified. “My Gramps always said to use what you’ve got.”

      “He’s an interesting guy.”

      She didn’t think he meant it as a compliment. But before she could snark back at him, he glanced down.

      A small puddle of blood pooled on the floor.

      “Shit. Hold on.” He lifted her in his arms as if she were a twig.

      “What are you doing?”

      He ignored her and strode over to the counter where she kept her supplies. He set her on the utilitarian Formica gently and lifted her foot. He winced. “Clean towels anywhere?”

      “Drawer to your right.” He retrieved a hand towel and dampened it with water and proceeded to clean out the cut on the bottom of her foot. If you had asked her this morning if Marsh Adams had a nurturing bone in his body, she would have said, “Not a chance.”

      Instead he carefully extracted the chunk of glass she’d stepped on with a gentleness that was unexpected.

      “Band-Aids?”

      Yes. She had a lot of Band-Aids. She tended to cut her hands and skin when she was working with other media.

      “Bathroom,” she said huskily. “Top drawer on the left.”

      “Be right back.” He brushed his thumb over her cheekbone in a subtle caress. And then he was gone.

      Back again a minute later, he carefully coated the cut with Neosporin and pressed a Band-Aid over it. His thumb mimicked the caress on her face, stroking over the arch in her foot in a seductive rhythm. Her eyes were glued to that mesmerizing caress.

      Heat rose between them, fierce and intense. He cradled her foot in his big palms, the calluses on his fingers indicating that he didn’t just sit at a desk.

      Her lady bits responded to the fairly innocuous touch as if he had stripped her naked and put his hands all over her. Electricity arced, zapping her clit. Tingles spread throughout her body in a wave of desire. Praise Jesus, this man pushed all her buttons.

      Then she dropped her gaze. Marsh Adams had a gun—a gun!—in a holster on his right hip.

      “You have a gun?”

      He smirked. “Typically bodyguards do.”

      Well, that put her back up. “I said I didn’t want one.”

      “How’s that working out for you?”

      Fuck. He had a point.
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      He wanted to kiss her.

      So badly that if she spread her legs just a little wider, he was going to step into that void, cup her mule-ish jaw in his hand, and take her mouth with his.

      The pupils in her mesmerizing hazel eyes dilated. She inhaled a quick little breath, lifting her collarbones. Her large shirt, splattered with more paint, dipped off one shoulder. One bare shoulder, revealing that she was, once again, braless.

      Without his command, his gaze dipped to her breasts. Her nipples were hard points against the cotton, and his hands literally tingled with the need to touch her.

      Desire swirled between them in a vortex of adrenaline and mistrust. Marsh forced his hands into fists so that he didn’t commit an inappropriate act. Her pulse thudded in the hollow of her throat as he catalogued her body’s physiological responses.

      But the reality was the response could also be an adrenaline letdown.

      And he wasn’t about to take advantage of her fear.

      “Stay there while I clean up the glass.”

      “I can clean up my own glass.” She put her hands on the edge of the countertop and readied to jump down.

      He knew how to get her to stay. “Well, that’s just stupid. I have on shoes and you don’t.”

      As expected, calling her stupid didn’t go over well. She put her hands on her hips in a saucy move and cocked her head at him. “I can clean up my own mess.”

      “Let me take care of this, please.”

      “Fine.” She collapsed back against the wall and hunched her shoulders. “What does bodyguarding have to do with public relations?”

      Marsh didn’t even pause as he swept the glass into a small pile. “I used to be a US Marshal.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I have experience protecting witnesses, clients.” He focused on the task, hoping she’d answer honestly. “What do you think he wanted?”

      Marsh pushed the glass into the dustpan, his heart clenching at the blood on the floor. He wasn’t squeamish, so why those small drops of blood bothered him, he couldn’t articulate.

      “Just a random mugging.”

      “Not a chance.” Marsh dumped the glass into a paper bag.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’ll have a lab analyze the blood and see if you cut him.”

      “A lab.” She eyed him suspiciously. “Again, that doesn’t sound much like public relations.”

      “I have a friend who owes me a favor.”

      “Aren’t you special? You have a friend.” She shook her head, her Afro bouncing against her cheeks. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Are you seriously telling me that after this break-in, you don’t want a bodyguard?”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, this is a changing neighborhood. I just need to get better locks.”

      Marsh snorted. “Yeah, that’s what you needed, better locks.” There was no way she could miss the sarcasm in his voice. Jesus, she rubbed him the wrong way. Except for when he wanted to rub her the right way.

      “I’m sure it was nothing.” She appeared to have brushed off her fear and adrenaline and was back to the spirited woman from earlier. “So…you were stalking me?”

      Marsh sighed. “Of course not.”

      “Well, you can go on home now. I’m fine.”

      Something about that easy dismissal rankled him. She had been scared. No question about it. And while she had fought off the intruder, the outcome might have been different if Marsh hadn’t shown up. He wanted to shake her and get her to take this situation more seriously. And he didn’t even know what the situation was.

      He stepped closer to where she sat on the counter. “So you’re just going to, what? Go back to painting and pretend this didn’t happen?”

      She jerked her chin up. “Pretty much.”

      “Just forget that he was here. That I was here.”

      “Yep.”

      He couldn’t even explain why that thought jerked his chain but her casual dismissal chafed. She needed some common sense. She needed a serious dose of fear and caution.

      And no way was he going to let her forget that he was here. He stepped between her parted thighs and her breath caught. She inhaled quickly, those hard points taunting him. Marsh cupped her face in his left hand and held her still, his grip on her bare shoulder with his right. His thumb stroked up and down the long elegant line of her neck. “I’m going to kiss you.”

      “I don’t think so.” She put her hands on him for the first time. Her fingers curled through the belt loops of his jeans, and she yanked him toward her. He thudded up against the V in her legs, and she slid her hands up his chest and tugged his head toward her. “I’m going to kiss you.”
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      She had meant the move as a distraction. A way to make him forget what he was asking about. But the moment her lips touched his, everything changed.

      His mouth was softer than she’d anticipated. She had drawn the curve of his lips and the shape of his jaw and the cut of his cheekbones over and over again but hadn’t been able to get them quite right.

      She gave herself permission to touch him. To learn the curves and the textures of his body. Stubble abraded her palms as she spread her fingers over his face, tracing each angle and curve as if there would be a test on it later.

      At first he held back, even though he had been the one to instigate the contact. His body was stiff and unmoving, even as his mouth devoured hers. Ayesha pulled back slightly, scraping her nails along the base of his neck and into his thick unruly hair. She nipped at his chin, then licked the spot.

      With a groan he gave in to their mutual desire. He stepped closer until his erection, hot and hard behind the zipper of his jeans, pushed against her leggings-clad sex.

      As he requested entrance with his tongue, his hands skimmed over her shoulders and down her arms. He laced his fingers with hers and lifted her hands above her head stretching her body out for him like a banquet. She arched into his hard chest, rubbing her nipples against his muscles. Now she was the one groaning as he stroked his erection against her. She wanted her hands free to explore his body. To learn each mountain and valley and commit them to memory so that the next time she couldn’t sleep for thinking about him, she would be able to commit him to canvas.

      He kept her hands pinned above her head in one of his while his other hand skimmed over her collarbones and then slid down her body to cup her breast. She panted when he came up for air. He pinched her nipple lightly, causing another moan.

      He kissed his way along her jaw and nipped at her earlobe.

      “Let my hands go,” she demanded. Her voice was husky, aroused.

      She needed to touch him. The ache was nearly physical.

      He stilled completely. Dropped her hands. And stepped so quickly away from her as if she had a toxic disease, and he didn’t want to catch it.

      “We can’t do this.” He turned around and surveyed her loft. “I’ll wait with you until the cops get here.”

      “Cops?”

      “Yeah.”

      She had no intention of calling the cops. Harrington the Fourth had been explicitly clear in his threats. Call law enforcement and he would send them whatever dirt he had regarding her grandfather’s past indiscretions. She had no way of knowing if this break-in was related, although, come on, how could it not be? But she refused to do anything that might jeopardize her grandfather. “There’s no need for you to wait.”

      He spun back around and eyed her. Suspiciously. “You aren’t going to call the cops, are you?”

      Again, the only thing to do was go on the offensive. “You’re right. Someone like me calls the cops, I’m just as likely to get arrested.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Look at the color of my skin. I call this in and I’m just as likely to be the one being questioned extensively.” She hopped down from the counter. “No, thank you.”

      “As much as I wish you were wrong, I agree. But I would be with you.”

      She had a deep distrust of law enforcement even without this current threat. But it definitely meant she couldn’t ignore the problem like her Gramps wanted to do.

      Apparently Harrington wasn’t bluffing. She was going to have to take matters into her own hands. He had upped the stakes by coming after her.

      The only way to make this right was to steal the original paintings back from Harrington and get the fakes from his father’s estate and switch them.

      So, in addition to her show, she was going to have to figure out how to become a thief.

      Marsh Adams wasn’t letting go of his questioning. “Who threatened you?”

      “I have no idea.” But with the way he looked at her, she could tell he knew she was lying. Tough. “It’s time for you to go, Mr. Adams.”

      “You’re sure you feel comfortable here alone?”

      Of course she wasn’t. But he didn’t make her feel any more comfortable. And if he stayed, she’d be tempted to do something really ill-advised like jump his bones. And she couldn’t afford to cozy up to a former US Marshal who ran a “PR” business and had lab people who owed him favors.

      “I can stand guard,” he offered.

      “Not necessary. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.” She shooed him out the door. After all, she had a heist to plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Marsh settled into the front seat of his car. He would have to wait until labs opened to take the bag of glass to be analyzed. In the meantime, he could get to work on finding whoever broke into her loft.

      Marsh sighed and pulled out his phone.

      He called the first hospital on his list and gave a law enforcement alias that the company used for pretexting. “I’m wondering if you’ve had anyone check into the emergency room with possible vision damage from chemicals. White male or female, slight build.”

      After calling the nearest five hospital emergency rooms, he acknowledged defeat. Using a pretext wasn’t going to work. The technique skated a gray area as it was. And apparently the hospitals knew their rights and refused to release any information. But two hospitals had hesitated. There was no help for it. He needed to call Kita.

      He dialed her number and waited impatiently.

      “This had better be good,” his old pal muttered huskily. The rumble of a male voice in the background surprised him. US Marshal Alex Saunders. While Marsh had been off trying to right his wrongs and correct the massive mistake that he’d made in believing their client, Kita had gone and gotten herself a boyfriend. She seemed happy. And Saunders seemed like a pretty good guy. But it still surprised him that his old friend had let down her guard so quickly.

      “Can you hack into these two hospitals and see if they’ve done patient intake on a white male or female with an eye injury in the last hour.”

      “Everything okay?” The sleep was gone from her voice and she was all business.

      “Someone attacked Ayesha Brown in her loft.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      “I was staking out her residence.”

      Kita laughed softly. “Stalker much?”

      “It paid off, didn’t it?”

      “Give me a second.”

      He heard the rustle of her covers and the clacking of her fingers on the keyboard as she worked her cyber magic.

      “Okay. Give me everything you’ve got.”

      Marsh relayed the details that he knew.

      “How did you hurt them?”

      “It wasn’t me. Ayesha threw a glass and potentially burned their eyes with chemicals.”

      “Sounds as if I’d like this girl.”

      “You probably would.”

      “So you couldn’t rush in and save the day?”

      No, he couldn’t. It was weird how much that disturbed him. And yet he loved that Ayesha had saved herself. “She didn’t need me at all.”

      “You rushed into her apartment to save her…while she was kicking ass.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Why didn’t the cops look into this?”

      “She wouldn’t call them.”

      Kita was silent. Then she said, “That’s not a good sign, Marsh.”

      “I am aware.”

      “Especially coming on the heels of the request for a bodyguard.”

      “I would agree.” Marsh’s gaze bounced around the interior of his Mercedes, touching on the burled wood and the black leather seats. He had offered his help, twice, and she had turned him down flat. She didn’t want the police called.

      “She’s definitely hiding something,” Marsh said.

      “Maybe you need to back away from this, from her,” Kita said softly. “Let her handle it.”

      He knew he should. She could clearly take care of herself. She was clearly lying. But for some reason he couldn’t seem to back off.

      “While you’re at it, set up a tracker on the GPS signal on her phone.” See, he wasn’t taking her at face value. “That way we can keep tabs on her.”

      “Didn’t you just promise Jill that you were going to do everything in your power to make up for the clusterfuck that was Brianna Walsh?”

      He had.

      “Let it go, Marsh.”

      But he couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Marsh dragged himself into work later that morning.

      He parked in the back lot and headed inside through the rear vestibule. The new wood where the repairs had been made after someone had attempted to break in a few weeks ago stood out like a sore thumb. He quickly went through the several layers of security measures—biometric readings, alpha-numeric passwords, and visual checkpoints—before he gained entrance to their building. He waved to Viktor, who should be in the booth today, and then headed toward his office.

      He grabbed his cup of coffee at the credenza in their conference room and snatched a cookie from the tray of jolly brown-faced Santa cookies decorated with sparkling red frosting and white crystals for the suit.

      Yes! Maria Torres had been baking again. After a particularly fascinating discussion during a company meeting, he had learned that growing up in her Latinx household, Santa had brown skin. Totally made sense but still surprised him. And her cookies were the bomb. He took a bite of the decadent treat and headed upstairs with his mug of coffee, determined to get a jump on the day, even if he did feel like ass.

      Jill came barreling out of her office. “We have a problem.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She gripped the Washington Post in her fist. “ALIAS has been in the news too much lately. Some intrepid reporter decided to go digging.”

      She waved the paper; its headline questioned ALIAS’s PR status and insinuated that they were engaged in illegal activity.

      “It’s all bullshit of course.” Jill rubbed her temples. “But we don’t need the exposure.”

      This was his fault. They could have weathered the other small inconsistencies. But the situation with Brianna Walsh and the fallout from getting that fixed had brought their company to the attention of too many federal agencies.

      They had known this was a possibility after Marsh’s screwup last month. But he’d naïvely begun to hope that it wasn’t going to be a problem.

      “Let’s game out scenarios on what to do.”

      Jill pressed a key on her laptop, and the printer in the corner began to spit out paper. “We have a couple of options.”

      “We can just continue to deny everything and say our clients are private.” But Marsh knew that was a desperate wish. Back when they had operated under the radar, that explanation would work. But because of his actions over the last few months, there were questions from multiple agencies. And they had had inquiries from several people regarding some of their clients. Their reputation and their business were built on a model of complete secrecy. They even had a small public relations branch, but in a completely different building across town. And they did very little PR work.

      Jill propped both her elbows on her desk and put her head in her hands, rubbing her temples. “We need some serious damage control.”

      “What options have you come up with?”

      “One. We should consider actually doing some PR work.”

      That hadn’t really come up as one of the possibilities that he had entertained. Marsh verbalized the idea that had been rumbling around in his brain since his meeting with his father. “Another possibility is to actually take some clients who just need basic protection.”

      Jillian cocked her head as if contemplating the idea. “Let ourselves be seen working a different kind of case?”

      “Just one or two. Or maybe we even give the reporter something.”

      The more they denied, the more likely it was that the reporters would keep digging.

      She grimaced. “I hate having to deal with reporters. And I hate that our clients might be in jeopardy.”

      She left unspoken the fact that she hated that this was all his fault.

      “How do I fix this?” Marsh just needed to know what to do. How to make his relationship with Jillian go back to normal.

      “Time,” Jill said. “The only way to heal this trust breach is time.”

      “Fine. I have plenty of that.” And that was true. He planned to do everything within his power to make up his actions to his partner. He remembered Ayesha’s initial interest when she thought he might give her PR help. “So then maybe we just need to give them one of our clients.”

      “What the hell do you mean by that?” Jill jammed her fists on her hips.

      “PR client.”

      “Oh.” Jill deflated. She tapped her finger on the headline that clever brain of hers running at warp speed. “That’s actually not a bad idea.”

      An idea was taking shape in his brain. Ayesha Brown wouldn’t accept a bodyguard. But she might accept public relations help.

      They went into her office so that Marsh could explain the past twelve hours. “I promise that I won’t do anything to jeopardize the company.”

      But they both knew it was already too late. This article wasn’t going to be an easy fix. Because now that the questions had started, journalists were going to be probing Adams-Larsen looking for inconsistencies.

      “Okay. What are you thinking?”

      “We let it leak that we’re doing PR for Ayesha Brown’s show.” If Marsh could convince Ayesha to accept an Adams-Larsen public relations campaign for her upcoming show, then he could spend time with her and maybe also solve the mystery of who wanted to hurt her family.

      “It’s a little suspicious that after years of extreme privacy, suddenly we name our clients,” Jill said.

      “We give an interview. And we say that we’re changing our model and if clients are willing to be identified, then we will let that happen,” Marsh replied.

      “It’s not a bad idea. It could work.” Jill shrugged. “Honestly, I’ve been thinking that perhaps it’s time for us to be more public about our services. And diversify.”

      The reason they had begun in secrecy was to protect their clients. The level of encryption and layers of secrecy regarding the relocations of their clients had never been broken. They segmented their employee duties so that no one person knew everything about a relocation. Brianna had been an exception because Marsh had inserted himself into the entire process. As long as they stuck to the protocols they had put in place, their clients would be safe.

      “I’m pretty sure I can convince Ayesha Brown to take the PR help.”

      “We’ll need to meet with Zara.”

      Zara Cooper, their PR manager, worked in another building far away from the secretive nature of their witness protection and relocation business.

      “Let’s have her work up a promotion plan and explain it to us.” Jill was already making notes at her desk.

      Marsh was thinking about logistics. He needed to approach Ayesha with the plan as soon as possible. “Let’s send Jake to pick Zara up.”

      “That works.” Jill pressed a button on the intercom and requested his presence in her office.

      Marsh asked. “Has he been a little moody lately?”

      “The whole office has been moody lately.”

      Which was likely due to his screwups. “Okay. Let’s get her here and iron out a plan for Ayesha. I need to have a concrete plan in place in order to convince her that she needs our services.” It needed to be kick-ass.

      Jill hesitated. “I’m working another angle as well.”

      Another angle? “You want to share?”

      “Not yet.” She glanced at her watch. “As a matter of fact, I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes.”

      “I’ll let you get to it.” Marsh yawned.

      “You look like shit.”

      “Spent the night in my car.” He yawned again and wished he had time for a shower.

      “There should be easier ways to get someone to accept help. Maybe you just need to cut her loose,” she said reluctantly. “We can come up with another PR client.”

      But he couldn’t. Although he didn’t think convincing Ayesha would be easy.

      In fact, Marsh wouldn’t be surprised if she turned them down. He would just have to change her mind.
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        * * *

      

      There were probably better ways to go about this and he was tired, but he didn’t care.

      He glanced around the neighborhood, taking in the bars on the windows, the broken glass on the street, and the needles in the alley next to her building. She was an adult, clearly. She could live where she wanted, but his stomach couldn’t help but clench at the signs the neighborhood was far from safe.

      He leaned on the bell and listened for a buzzer but none came. He pressed on the intercom button again. Nothing.

      No help for it. He sighed and took out his cell. With a deep shrug he dialed his father.

      “Marsh,” his father said heartily. “Good to hear from you, son.”

      “Yeah, can I get Ayesha Brown’s phone number?”

      There was a heavy pause on the other side of the line. “Why do you want her phone number?”

      “Because I’m going to try to convince her to…work with me.” He kept it vague. It was none of the judge’s business.

      “Well, in that case….”

      Anger started to burn beneath his breastbone. “So what, if I’d been asking for personal reasons, you wouldn’t have given it to me?”

      “Of course I would’ve given it to you.” The judge hesitated. “But I’d also tell you that her grandfather means a lot to your mother and me, and Ayesha is like a niece to me.”

      “You didn’t try and bang her?” Marsh blurted the words out of the shame burning through him.

      “There’s no call for that kind of language, Marsh.”

      Marsh couldn’t help it, it seemed as if whenever he got inside his father’s sphere of influence, he was compelled to be nasty.

      The judge said tiredly, “I’m sorry.”

      What the what? The judge had just apologized…to him? “For what?”

      “I’m sorry I let you down. All those years ago.”

      “How about you be sorry for hurting mom?” Marsh’s jaw was tight. “She’s the one who matters.”

      “Marsh….” His father was uncharacteristically at a loss for words. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      He didn’t want to feel for the old man, but he’d sounded tired. Old. Defeated.

      “It doesn’t matter.” They both knew that was a lie.

      “Here is Ayesha’s cell.” The judge rattled off a ten-digit phone number and then said, “Good luck.”

      Yeah, Marsh figured he was going to need it. He quickly dialed Ayesha’s phone number and waited.

      The call went straight to voicemail. She couldn’t know it was him unless she had super-secret hacking skills that he was unaware of, so she wasn’t avoiding him per se. She was just avoiding people.

      He needed to talk to her. It was late morning so hopefully she’d gotten some sleep. God knows he hadn’t. He could just go in. The lock was still broken. But Marsh didn’t want to betray her trust.

      He rang the bell again. But nothing happened. In complete exasperation he rang the bell for 4A, her next-door neighbor.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Trying to get a hold of Ayesha. Is she home?”

      “I’m sure if she wanted you to know, she would let you know.” Sassy.

      “I just wanted to check in with her after the break-in last night.”

      “Break-in! Get up here.” Now that he had permission to enter the building, Marsh opened the door quickly before Ayesha’s neighbor changed her mind. He walked up the stairs slowly. When he got to the fourth floor, the neighbor was standing in her doorway with the door open. The young white woman with blue eyes and long straight blonde hair wore a tight black spandex camisole and loose sweats that hung low on her hips. She had smudges of mascara under her eyes as if she’d just woken up. “Is everything okay?”

      “She scared him off, but I wanted to check on her.”

      Now the neighbor narrowed her gaze. “She scared him off?”

      “Yeah. I got here a little late.” It was amazing how much that truth burned. He was used to doing the saving.

      “How come I haven’t seen you around before?”

      “We just met.” All technically true but he’d bet that Ayesha wouldn’t classify their relationship that way.

      “Oh, well, nice to meet you. I’m Bethany.” She stuck out her hand and Marsh shook it carefully and then dropped it quickly.

      “Thanks for letting me in.”

      “Sure thing. Although I hear music. Which means you may not want to interrupt her. Am I right?” She laughed a little trill of enjoyment and then shut her door.

      Marsh strode over to 4B and knocked on the door carefully. Bethany was correct. The music was blaring some bluesy, jazzy mix with soulful horns and a flute. For a few minutes he didn’t think she was going to answer. But finally she yanked the door open and barked, “What?”

      Ayesha blinked at Marsh as if she’d never seen him before, her gaze blurry and unfocused. She frowned, clearly trying to connect the dots. She wasn’t expecting him.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Seriously?” She propped her hands on her hips. The button-up shirt she wore hung on her frame, splattered with paint again, more paint in her hair and a spot right next to her nose where she clearly had an itch. She didn’t have any makeup on, and her skin was clear and beautiful. She blinked at him, her lashes thick against her cheekbones.

      “I’d like to talk,” he said again patiently when she still hadn’t quite acknowledged his presence.

      “Now really isn’t a good time.” She started to close the door in his face.

      But Marsh stuck his foot in to stop her. “I have a proposition for you.”

      She snorted. “I’ll bet you do.” She gave him a saucy look and skimmed her gaze over his body. He had changed clothes from last night, another pair of jeans and a light sweater. What he wore when he didn’t have client meetings. Loafers. A rough worn leather jacket that had seen better days.

      “Not that kind.”

      She looked at him for another second and then said, “Pity.”

      His heart beat harder at the insinuation. Because it was a pity. But that wasn’t why he was here. And that was strictly off the table. “Sorry that can’t happen again.”

      “Fine. Come on in.” She strode over to a glass jar near the sink and dropped the brush she was holding into the liquid—whatever she had burned the guy with last night.

      “Have a seat.” She gestured carefully at the modern white leather sofa in the far corner of the loft. It rested atop a very shaggy rug with long strands of cream and white and was flanked by an end table in spare modern lines on one side and an Eames chair in white with a footrest on the other. She wore ratty paint-splattered clothes but had an Eames chair and sofa in her living room. Ayesha Brown was a study in contrasts and Marsh would love to study her longer.

      He shook himself out of the sexual stupor she’d managed to induce, sat carefully on the expensive sofa, and waited until she took the chair. She plopped her feet up on the footrest one over the other, her bare toes painted in a rainbow of polish. Marsh stared at those bare feet, wanting to run his finger over her delicate arch and make her shiver like she had last night. The bandage was a stark reminder of the kiss that happened after he’d tended to her foot.

      Focus on the problem at hand. This was all about getting ALIAS cover for their other business. “I was thinking about what the judge said yesterday, and I would like to offer you our public relations services.”

      “You do public relations?”

      “Actually, you’d be working with a team of us. But I would be the point person.”

      “That won’t work for me.”

      He’d thought after yesterday in the judge’s office that she would at the very least consider it before she turned him down. In reality she should be jumping at the chance. “Is another agency handling the promotion?”

      “You really have experience doing promo for an art show?” Ayesha raised an eyebrow. “Great. Show me your portfolio.”

      He was at a loss. He was usually much smarter with women, but for some reason she threw him totally off. “You’re clearly in the middle of work,” he said. “Maybe we should discuss this over dinner.”

      That would give him time to refine his approach.

      “Not necessary.” She eyed him suspiciously “How much is it going to cost?”

      “I feel like we can work that out.” Marsh smiled his “you can trust me, I used to be a Marshal” smile. Nothing.

      “Again, how much?”

      “It would be pro bono because you’re a friend of the judge’s.”

      “Your super-wonderful daddy. Oh, who you can’t stand.” She propped her hands on her hips again and those hard points of her nipples taunted him. Did she ever wear a bra?

      “My relationship with him is…complicated.” That was the understatement of the decade. “But I’d really like to help you.”
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        * * *

      

      Ayesha studied Marsh Adams. Something else was going on here, but she’d come to the realization at five this morning—when she was still awake and extremely jittery from adrenaline—that she couldn’t get ready for her show and figure out how she was going to steal those paintings back and keep an eye on her own safety.

      She had already concluded that she needed to reach out to Marsh Adams and see if he might be interested in the bodyguard position. Even if she really, really didn’t want one.

      Her Gramps trusted the judge and that was enough for her. But now, she was questioning what was really going on. Why was Marsh Adams suddenly offering her PR work? She’d done a little digging when she couldn’t sleep, and there was an article in today’s paper about his company and some strange goings-on. It made it seem like they were not really a PR firm.

      On the other hand, she couldn’t afford to say no at this point. Because the reality was if she couldn’t steal those paintings back, they were going to need money for her Gramps’s lawyer and defense against Harrington. And with that realization her knee jerk reaction to his offer of PR and mini rebellion was at an end. Ugh. “Okay.”

      His eyebrows rose. His dirty blond hair flopped over one eye. His eyebrows were darker than his hair, a light brown that he quirked as he smiled as if he couldn’t help it.

      “Okay…?”

      “Okay, thank you for the PR help,” she said grudgingly. See, she could be polite.

      “And dinner?”

      “I’m in the middle of this.” This being nothing because she couldn’t concentrate and kept drawing pictures of the man across from her. But she needed time to get her armor on and get her battle plan in place. And she needed time to figure out exactly what he was actually up to. Which she couldn’t do on two hours’ sleep.

      “I’ll meet you⁠—”

      “I’ll pick you up,” he said at the exact same time.

      It wasn’t a date. However, she didn’t have a car. “Fine. You can pick me up. But let’s make it an early dinner.”

      “Sounds good.” He named a time, then stood. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      He left quickly. She stared at her steel door and wondered…what have I done?
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      Marsh took the afternoon off to go see his mother.

      Yes, he’d been dreading it. His mother…and his father? He literally couldn’t stomach the thought. He walked up the wide porch steps to his childhood home.

      Miniature topiaries in stone pots stood sentinel at the base of the steps. Evergreen garland wrapped in white lights draped the railings, tied at intervals with big red puffy bows. The doorway was flanked with more urns filled with birch branches of varying heights, decorated with little white lights and more red bows. His mother could give Martha Stewart a run for her money.

      Every year the decorations were different but always festive. And he’d be lying if he said that he didn’t like them. Elaborate decorations for every season were an integral part of his childhood. His mother brought magic to the holiday season. And he loved her for it. Because even when her heart was hurting, she made the world a more beautiful place.

      Marsh knocked on the front door and then used his key to go inside.

      Toeing off his shoes, he left them by the mat. Three-foot-tall nutcrackers guarded the living room. A large evergreen that topped seven feet and smelled of Christmas and holidays past sat in the front picture window. Multicolored lights were wrapped around the tree, and glass Christmas balls of all shapes and sizes glittered, reflecting the lights back at him. An angel perched atop the tree, the glow of her halo bright in the darkened room.

      “Mom?” Marsh walked toward the kitchen. “I’m home.”

      For a moment, there was nothing, and then his mother burst from the kitchen.

      She was baking Christmas cookies—sugar cookies, pecan snowballs, and almond rings. Almond and pecan, sugar and rum scented the air. A German ancestor from way back had passed down the recipes from generation to generation. They were holiday staples at his house, and the smells brought back a rush of memories of Christmases past.

      “Marsh!” His mother rushed into the living room, an apron around her still trim middle and a smudge of green sugar sparkled on her left cheekbone. She enveloped him in a hug, her arms wrapping around him and squeezing. Marsh’s throat tightened and he returned the hug. He had missed his mother.

      While he had been gone tracking down a criminal, he had kept in touch with his mother, talking to her on the phone every few weeks. But talking on the phone was no substitute for an in-person hug.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I would’ve made lunch.”

      “I can’t stay long. I’ve got a dinner thing.”

      “A date?” She smiled with a twinkle in her eye, only half teasing him.

      “Work.”

      “Honey, you need to make sure you have some balance in your life.”

      “I’ll get some balance next year. Right now I’ve got to make up for some things.”

      “Is everything okay?” She pressed her palm against his biceps and squeezed.

      “It will be.” He was going to make sure of it. But currently he had to bring up something that he was dreading.

      His mother’s smile faded and her eyebrows crinkled.

      “We need to talk.”

      She sighed. “Been waiting for this conversation.” She pivoted around on her toes and headed back into the kitchen. “This calls for a cookie or ten.”

      There wasn’t much that couldn’t be solved by his mother’s cookies, but he had a feeling this might be one of those times.

      His mother pulled out one of the oak chairs that had graced this room since he was a kid, and sat at the old, scarred farm table. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Since she knew what he was talking about, he dove right in. “You….” Turns out he couldn’t say it. “And dad?”

      His mother flushed, her face getting red in the warm kitchen air. And he didn’t think it was from the heat of the stove. Dammit, he really didn’t want to have this conversation, but what the hell was she thinking?

      “It’s complicated.”

      His father, the cheating bastard, had destroyed his mother. “He hurt you.”

      “We never talked about this because I knew it would upset you.” Mom blinked and looked away.

      “I’m not a child, Mom.”

      “You are a man. One I’m extremely proud of.”

      “I just…don’t understand.” Marsh pressed his palms flat on the table, remembering the morning she’d put her head on this very slab and cried her eyes out. “He hurt you.”

      “He did. But, honey, love is messy. It isn’t black-and-white or right and wrong. We forgive those we love when they hurt us. Love is the sum of all our actions, not just one, and not just when it’s easy or perfect.”

      “Are you going back to him?”

      “Heavens, no. But I forgave him. Isn’t it time you do too?”

      His stomach pitched and rolled. He just didn’t understand. His father had turned their lives upside down. Marsh had gone from idolizing him to hating him in the blink of an eye. He had been there to comfort his mother through the days of the divorce. He had listened to her cry herself to sleep when she thought he couldn’t hear her.

      “You’ve got to let go of the hate.”

      “How can you even say that?”

      “Everything was always so black and white with you. It’s admirable. But, there are shades of gray. You’ve always seen me as a victim.”

      “You were a victim.”

      “But I’m not anymore.”

      “I’m just not sure I understand why⁠—”

      “You really want me to explain the birds and the bees to you?”

      Now it was Marsh’s turn to flush. But that sick feeling in the pit of his stomach wouldn’t go away. He didn’t understand. He couldn’t forgive his father.

      “I refuse to end up like the judge,” he said fiercely.

      “You are not Bobby. You are never going to have the same negative behavior as him. You’re not a cheater. But, not all of your father is bad. He can be generous, and kind, and a good friend.” His mother grabbed his hand and squeezed his fingers, her skin dry and papery against his rougher callused fingers. “You’re never going to be able to move on unless you find a way to forgive him.”

      Marsh shoved his chair away from the table and snatched his hands from his mother’s. “I can’t do that.”

      His mother stood. “Marsh⁠—”

      He made a show of glancing at his watch. “I’ve got to go. I’ve got a meeting.”

      Marsh left quickly, not wanting to fight with his mother. But he didn’t actually need to meet Ayesha for another hour, so he checked in with the office.

      “Hey, any information on the hospitals and finding the guy who attacked Ayesha?”

      “Well, hello to you too,” Kita snarked at him. “What bug crawled up your butt?”

      Marsh sighed. “I just talked my mother.”

      “Oh. Rough.”

      As he got into his car, he glanced over at Kita’s childhood home next to his. She should understand why he couldn’t forgive his father. Right?

      Kita said, “Actually, yeah, I was just about to call you. I found a patient intake at one of the hospitals.”

      “What have you got?”

      “Still working on getting the patient data. Hopefully in the next few hours.”
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        * * *

      

      Ayesha paced around the confines of her loft, annoyed with herself and yet unable to quell her nerves. She smoothed her damp palms down the short minidress with a flirty skirt. Her heels were laser-sharp stilettos. She grabbed a pashmina and wrapped it around herself, then removed her long wool churchgoing coat from the closet.

      She didn’t do dress-up. Most days she was doing well if she put on a bra. Holey jeans and oversized chambray shirts splattered with paint were her norm. And frankly what she preferred.

      Why the hell had she agreed to go out to dinner with him anyway? She looked longingly at her unfinished canvas.

      She’d been painting furiously since he was here this morning. Thoughts of Marsh Adams had dominated her brain, and the half-finished result was sexy, erotic and some of her best work.

      Half-finished being the most important part. She should stay at home and paint. The show of her lifetime was coming up fast and the gallery owner had been pressuring her for the last two canvases.

      If his firm was going to do her public relations, what did he need her for?

      She went from stomping to pacing to stomping. At a few minutes after five her cell rang. “Yeah?”

      “Sorry I’m late. I’m outside.”

      There was a sharp rap at her door. Ayesha startled, nearly tripping on her shaggy carpet.

      She walked to the door and peered through the security peephole. Even distorted in the fish lens shape of the glass, he was attractive. More than attractive.

      She yanked open the door. “Let’s go.”

      He didn’t say a word, just nodded. Together they left her building. When they got to the entrance, he frowned at the broken lock. “I don’t like that that’s still broken.”

      She wasn’t crazy about it either. But he wasn’t her keeper. “It needs a special lock. They’re coming tomorrow.”

      He led her to a late model Mercedes. Black and sleek with leather seats and a leather-wrapped steering wheel. It was cold enough outside that there was a nip in the air.

      She slid into the sedan and gave a little shudder. The leather seats and old money vibe reminded her far too much of her childhood.

      “I’ve got the basic outline of the plan.” Marsh took off into traffic, driving competently and not looking at her. “We can review it over dinner.”

      Twenty minutes later they entered a trendy little Italian place in a trendy neighborhood filled with trendy people. Of which she was not.
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        * * *

      

      Marsh held out Ayesha’s chair and she looked at him steadily before shrugging and sitting down.

      “I can’t be a gentleman?”

      “I’m sure you can. The question is why would you?” She shook out her napkin and picked up the menu.

      Apparently, he’d completely lost his touch. And he wasn’t about to tell her that he loved her sexiness.

      “Still not sure what we’re doing here.”

      “This restaurant has a reputation for tipping off paparazzi to famous diners.”

      “I’m not famous.”

      She was being modest. His research had dug up that she was quite the up-and-coming artist. And with her family connections, she had occasionally been in the paper on the society page.

      But he wasn’t about to stroke her ego. “They aren’t going to be calling about you.”

      She quirked a brow. “You’re famous?”

      Before he could say more, his father walked into the restaurant. Shit. The last person he wanted to see was the judge. Marsh could hope that his father wouldn’t notice them, but he knew that was futile.

      The judge cased every single restaurant when he went inside, looking for people he knew, people he’d helped, and those who still owed him a favor. He always worked a room more like a politician than a lawyer.

      Marsh saw the exact moment when his father realized he and Ayesha were at the restaurant.

      A large smile spread over his father’s face. And a pang hit Marsh in the chest. He had not seen such a look of acceptance and pleasure on his father’s face in twenty years.

      His father strode up to the table and pressed his palm over Marsh’s shoulder. He wanted to shrug away from that touch, but he was still lost in that moment of pleasure where he’d been happy to see his father.

      “Nice to see you here.” The judge turned to Marsh’s companion and his brows crimped in a frown. “Ayesha?”

      “Nice to see you again, Uncle Bobby.”

      “What are you doing here…together?”

      It was none of his father’s business. And he couldn’t help needling his father and Ayesha. “Trying to convince her that she needs a bodyguard.”

      “Not a chance.” She laughed but Marsh could hear the edge beneath her voice. “But I never turn down a free meal.”

      The judge smiled but there was a tenseness around his mouth that had Marsh stiffening. “As long as it’s not a date.”

      “I’m not good enough for her?” Marsh couldn’t help but ask harshly.

      Ayesha placed her palm over the judge’s forearm gently. “Marsh is just giving me some advice, Uncle Bobby.”

      That was a new one. The prickly grumpy artist had turned conciliatory and placating.

      Before his father could say anything else, Lincoln Brown entered the restaurant. Perfect. This probably couldn’t get any more awkward.

      The old man shuffled up to their table, his gait a little uneven. This time Marsh watched the interaction between Lincoln Brown and his father. There was an easy camaraderie but also an odd tension between the two.

      “What are you doing here?” Lincoln Brown addressed his granddaughter.

      Ayesha sighed. “Not eating apparently.”

      Marsh snorted. Nice not to be on the receiving end of that snarkiness.

      “So you’re listening to reason?” Lincoln Brown said.

      Even Marsh could have told the old man that that was the wrong way to handle his granddaughter.

      “I’m listening to my stomach.” She shot Marsh an annoyed frown. “Did you know they were going to be here?”

      “Not a chance.” For the moment they were in complete agreement that the old men needed to leave.

      Silence as they shared a look.

      Apparently they’d left both of the men speechless.

      “Come on, Linc, let’s go have our dinner.”

      But as the older men went to their table, Marsh noted the photographer outside the window. He’d requested this particular table, knowing that it would make a good photo op for whomever was lurking around waiting to catch some minor celebrity having dinner out. Great. Chances were that tomorrow’s photo would be of the four of them. Still PR but not what Marsh had been attempting.

      He sighed.

      “What’s wrong now?”

      “Paparazzi at twelve o’clock.”

      “And we care why?”

      “It was step one in the Adams-Larsen plan to get you some publicity.”
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        * * *

      

      Ayesha was completely exasperated with both her dinner companion and the old men. “I’m not a celebrity.”

      “Not yet.” His voice was low and confident. As if he thought she might be one day.

      She shuddered. She didn’t ever want to be a celebrity. She just wanted to have a successful show so that if her grandfather ended up in prison she could help with the lawyer’s bills. But she certainly couldn’t tell Marsh Adams that.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It will be in the paper tomorrow that you were having dinner with Marsh Adams of the very exclusive PR company Adams-Larsen, and that you have an exhibition coming up.”

      Publicity for the show was definitely a good thing. But she was stuck on his tagline for this nonexistent photo. “You’re famous?”

      “No. But we occasionally use the paps to get press. Now and again, we give them tidbits on people who are actually famous or newsworthy, and then they will take a photo of someone when we request it and get it in the paper.”

      “And you requested this?”

      “Our head PR woman did, yeah.”

      Head PR woman? “I did some research on you, you know.”

      His lips lifted in a little smirk and he raised one eyebrow. “And?”

      “Yeah. There’s been a lot of controversy surrounding your PR firm.” She put PR firm in air quotes. “Don’t you think it’s rather suspicious that with all the speculation about what you really do, that all of the sudden you’re announcing your clients?”

      “We’ve decided to take a more open approach to our clientele as long as they’re agreeable.”

      “Why have I been chosen to be the inaugural client that you suddenly decide to out?”

      “We’ve had some issues lately….”

      She snorted. “You mean bad publicity.”

      “There’s no such thing as bad publicity.” Which was true if you were actually a PR company. However, she wasn’t convinced that his company didn’t have a hidden side to their business.

      “So you’re suddenly going to start outing your clients?”

      “Only if they let us. We’re changing our business model.” He didn’t appear to like the idea and Ayesha had to wonder why. “The publicity will be good for your show. Is there something special about this particular show?”

      She paused, then said, “We’re showcasing some new up-and-coming artists as well. This is their big break and I won’t do anything to sabotage their chance for exposure.”

      “Getting publicity for the lead artist should hardly sabotage the other artists.”

      “Shouldn’t you ask me if I’m agreeable?”

      “Do you want publicity or not?” His exasperation bled through his words.

      She did. She was stuck needing it in case her grandfather did end up in jail. But she didn’t want to need it and the reality that she did chafed. Ugh. She just wanted to make her art and be left alone.

      “If it’s really a problem, we can come up with another way.” But Marsh shook his head. “However, this is the best way to make a big splash in a short amount of time.”

      “Fine.”

      Ayesha needed to get her head on straight. Part of being a grown-up was doing things you didn’t want to do. However, she wasn’t crazy about this exposure to Marsh Adams and she still didn’t think Adams-Larsen was actually a PR firm.

      She put on her art show persona. Like a disguise, her alter ego was polished, charming, and unflappable. Fortunately, she didn’t have to pull out agreeable Ayesha very often.

      She inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and let the breath out slowly.

      She opened her eyes and smiled, lifting her lips in a curl that was just socially acceptable enough to fool most people.

      “What else do you have planned for publicity?”

      Marsh frowned. “What’s that?”

      “What’s what?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Conversing?”

      “You’re being far too agreeable.”

      Her ire rose. Seriously? “I’m having a conversation with you.”

      “Be real,” he snapped out. “Don’t be fake.”

      “You want me to be my normal grouchy grumpy self?”

      “Good point.” He looked at her and he sighed. “Just don’t be fake with me.”

      She blinked. He wanted her to be herself? A cold place inside unfurled like a shoot reaching toward the warmth of the sun. He wanted her just the way she was.

      “Where’d you learn to smile like that?”

      “My parents are ambassadors. Spent my early childhood learning etiquette rules and how to behave in public.”

      “You’re very good at it.”

      She felt defensive. She could be charming when needed. She just didn’t usually expend the effort. She frowned at him and opened her mouth to blast him.

      “That’s better.”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “Now that we’re on track again, what are your publicity goals?” He sounded like he was reading from a script. However, the question was a good one.

      “To sell a crap ton of paintings and make a crap ton of money.” How was that for real?

      Marsh laughed. “That’s succinct.”

      “Just being honest.” For Ayesha it was about so much more than the money. It was also about validation and recognition.

      “Thank you.” Marsh took a sip of sparkling water. “Tell me more about your show.”

      “The Promise Gallery focuses exclusively on women artists. This particular show is to showcase women artists of color. The show name is Shade: Discovering Color in a World of Darkness.”

      “But you’re the main draw. That’s awesome.”

      Ayesha flushed. “Someone did their homework.” She had big shoes to fill, and an opportunity to advance the work of not just herself but the other artists included in the show. The onus was on Ayesha to draw in big clients.

      “What kind of art?”

      “Modern with mixed media.”

      “Mixed?”

      “A hybrid of paint and other materials.” Art was incredibly personal. She’d always felt as if she didn’t belong anywhere. Her identity trapped between her mother’s ideal of what a daughter should be and a father who was somehow discouraging without ever saying a disparaging word. She’d been too awkward. Too artistic. Too rebellious. And she’d disappeared into art as a way to escape.

      Except even that hadn’t pleased her mother.

      Nowadays she lived to please herself and no one else.

      Marsh shifted in his seat as if he could hear her uncomfortable thoughts, but he looked genuinely interested. “What’s your why?”

      “What is with the self-help bullshit?” Ayesha shot back, uncomfortable with the question. She wasn’t about to share her childhood issues with him. “What’s your why?”

      “To help at-risk, vulnerable people.”

      “Well you’re out of luck. I ain’t vulnerable.”

      But she wondered what at-risk people had to do with publicity. She tilted her head and studied him.

      He pulled a single sheet of paper out of a portfolio and slid it across the table. “Here’s what we’ve got set up so far.” He folded his hands together and threaded his fingers. “It’s preliminary and we will add more as we tailor the marketing to tie into your show name. Unfortunately, because the show is so soon, we can’t get any magazine coverage, even the online features are scheduled months out, but I’m hoping we might be able to get a spot in the Sunday style section.”

      So maybe he really did do PR, but somehow she doubted it. Ayesha read through the details. It was mostly a list of promo options, without the specific details, but still decently comprehensive. News outlets, Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, holiday shopping tie-ins, which was why the opening was right before Christmas. “You did all this today?”

      “Actually our head of PR put this together.”

      “Then why are you meeting with me?”

      “I’m doing this as a favor for a family friend.” He pointed to the social media section.

      She winced. Social media gave her the hives even if she did think it was a necessary evil.

      “She can post for you if you don’t want to do it. According to her analysis, you’re intermittent at best.”

      Her need to be authentic warred with her abhorrence of putting all the details of her life online. Did she really want to be that visible?

      “Social media is important.” But he had a look on his face like he was equally distrustful of it.

      “Okay,” she said grudgingly.

      They ate dinner, exchanging small talk. The kind of shit that bored her silly. She couldn’t stand it any longer. “So why don’t you get along with your father?”

      “Big fan of the judge, are you?” Marsh said.

      “He’s a good man⁠—”

      Marsh snorted, interrupting her defense of his father. “Not really.”

      “He’s a judge. He helps people.” He’d helped her Gramps years ago and now they were friends. He had a core of goodness inside him who viewed all people as individuals no matter the color of their skin. He was a good guy. Flawed, for sure, but still a good guy.

      “He helps himself,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “He’s your father. You must know why he got into the law.”

      “So he could wield power over whomever he wanted to?”

      Jesus, he was cynical. The exact opposite of his father, who was the ultimate idealist. “It’s a wonder he actually raised you.”

      “He didn’t raise me. My mother did.”

      “You never spent any time with him? He’s all about justice.”

      “Yeah and banging everyone he can.”

      Ayesha was quiet. She remembered the conversation she had with Bobby Adams years ago. Would Marsh care?

      “He once told me…that he hoped the good he did in the courtroom balanced out his failures personally.”

      Marsh looked taken aback. “Seriously?”

      “He knows he didn’t always make the best choices.”

      “Pretty much doesn’t care who he hurts.”

      “He hurt you?”

      Marsh Adams shook his head vehemently. “My mother. He hurt my mother.”

      She could see the truth. His father had hurt him as well. “Haven’t you ever done something that you regret? Something you wish you could take back?”

      He looked as if he had swallowed a bad clam. “Yeah.” Marsh took another gulp of club soda. “And I’m trying to make it better. Unlike the judge who keeps repeating the same pattern over and over and over again.”

      “So you think you’re better than him?”

      He looked like he had a sour stomach.

      Marsh’s cell phone rang. The waiter gave him a dirty look. But when he glanced at the screen, he said, “I have to take this.”
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        * * *

      

      Marsh had never in his life been happier to have a phone call interrupt a conversation. He was trying to atone for the mistakes he’d made regarding Brianna. And Ayesha’s words uncurled a ribbon of shame within him. He had made mistakes. Big ones. He hated that she was calling him out on it. It was far easier to continue to judge his father without judging himself.

      “Adams.”

      “I’ve got a line on the intruder.” Kita didn’t bother with hello.

      “That’s great.” He shot a glance at Ayesha and wondered if he could keep the information from her.

      Her gaze narrowed on him.

      “Where is he?”

      “Your girl burned him pretty good.” He heard the admiration in Kita’s voice and he still felt compelled to defend her.

      “He was there to hurt her.”

      “I got that.” Kita listed off the hospital and floor where the guy was a patient.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Yes, and I’m running it as we speak.”

      “Okay, great. Thank you.”

      “You want me to go check him out?”

      Before he could answer, Ayesha put her hand on Marsh’s arm. Electricity zinged through his body, blasting away his common sense. “I want to go with you.”

      “Is that our new client?”

      The amusement in Kita’s voice threw him off. “Yes.”

      “You should take her with you.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “It’s clearly not a random attack. It’s possible when you ask the questions, she’ll catch something that you miss.”

      “She’s not trained.”

      “She’s not an idiot, is she?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Take me with you,” Ayesha reiterated.

      “Okay. Thanks.” Marsh hung up with Kita.

      “Oh thank God, can we get out of here?”

      Marsh eyed her fancy dress and heels. “We haven’t finished dinner.”

      “I don’t care. We can get it to go.”

      “As you wish.” Within a few minutes, they had takeout containers for their pasta and Marsh had paid the bill. Once they were in the car and heading to the hospital, he said, “I’m asking the questions. You are just there to listen.”

      “I thought your friend said I might have good information.” She propped her fist on her hip and cocked her head.

      Marsh definitely preferred this assertive woman with attitude to the weird smiling accommodating one at the beginning of dinner.

      “Just follow my lead.”

      A few minutes later they parked at the hospital and went up to the sixth floor, where her assailant had been admitted. Marsh peeked into his room. The upper half of the guy’s face was wrapped in bandages.

      “Who’s there?” The guy’s voice was shaky as he lay in the hospital bed. He was little more than a kid.

      “We’d like to ask you some questions.” Marsh didn’t identify them, and the guy couldn’t see, so they might get a few answers before he clammed up. “I’m here to talk about the attack.”

      “Yes, I was attacked. Are you a cop?”

      “I was talking about you attacking a woman in her home.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Quit lying,” Marsh said. “We know you attacked a woman in her loft.”

      “You can’t prove that,” he said boldly.

      They might not be able to but at this point they needed information more than they needed him to be detained by the cops. “What did you have against her?”

      “I don’t know anyone who might have been attacked.”

      “Then why did you do it.”

      “Not saying I did.”

      “Can we cut through this bullshit?” Ayesha snarled.

      The guy in the bed stiffened and shrank away from her. “Is that her?”

      She demanded, “Why did you want to hurt me?”

      “I didn’t,” he whimpered.

      Marsh didn’t think the kid was lying. If anything, he seemed afraid of Ayesha. “Then who did want to hurt her?”

      “Why should I tell you?”

      “Because it’s your civic duty.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “Seriously?” Ayesha’s annoyance was clear. “You go into somebody’s home and attack them and you think you’re entitled to get something out of it?”

      “Look, we just want to know who hired you,” Marsh said evenly and shot Ayesha a look. Shut up, he mouthed at her.

      She bristled but didn’t open her mouth.

      “Who hired you?” Marsh said again in a hard voice.

      “I don’t know.”

      Ayesha snorted.

      “Who hired you?”

      “I will kick your ass if you don’t tell us,” Ayesha threatened.

      Marsh rolled his eyes. Although the kid was clearly afraid of her.

      “Tell. Us,” she demanded.

      The kid shrank away from her. “Seriously. I don’t know. I don’t know! I got the job on the dark web.”

      “Website?” Marsh snapped out.

      The kid pressed his lips together obstinately.

      “Here’s another one. How’d you get paid?”

      “I only got half since I was injured. I’ve got medical bills to pay. Bills you are responsible for.” The kid turned his head toward Ayesha, even though they knew he couldn’t see them.

      Unbelievable. The kid was trying to extort money. Finally, Marsh put a twenty in the kid’s hand. Ayesha was livid. But then the kid started talking.

      “Bitcoin.”

      Potentially traceable but extremely difficult to execute.

      “You really don’t know who hired you?”

      “Nope.”

      “What was the website?”

      “I’m gonna need more money for that.”

      Marsh slapped another twenty in the kid’s hand.

      Finally he rattled off a site Marsh had never heard of but he made a note. He’d have Kita get on it. “What were you hired to do?”

      “I was just supposed to scare her.” The guy grimaced. “Instead, I’m all fucked up.”

      “Cry me a river,” Ayesha said. “You got everything you need?”

      “No more questions.” Marsh leaned closer to the man. “You are incredibly lucky that she hasn’t pressed charges.”

      The kid sneered as if somehow more comfortable now that the questions were over.

      “Yet.”

      His smirk disappeared.

      “Know this, if you go after her again, I will find you and make you sorry.” Marsh whispered, “I know everything about you. Where you live, where you bank, where you hang out.”

      The kid cowered in the hospital bed.

      “If the person who hired you contacts you, I want to know about it.” Marsh dropped his card on the little table next to his hospital bed.

      “S-sure.”

      “No conveniently forgetting or we will be back to make you sorry.”

      “Okay. Okay.”

      Marsh nodded once decisively. “Now we’re done.”
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