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        It was supposed to be a prank. A silly frat boy dare.

      

        

      
        One hot moment in a hidden storage closet. One kiss. No consequences.

      

        

      
        But if you get that close to a man with fire in his eyes, you’re gonna get burned, and I was no exception. One taste of Grey Blackwood ruined me for life.

      

        

      
        The way Grey sees it, I was the one who did the ruining. I humiliated him. Wrecked his life. Destroyed his future.

      

        

      
        Doesn’t matter that he’s clawed his way back and then some. Doesn’t matter that he’s already top of the Wall Street food chain. The man’s ruthless. Heartless. And he likes his revenge served cold.

      

        

      
        Now he’s taking down the companies owned by every frat boy who did him wrong. And when he comes for my family’s company, the quiet life I’ve built for myself far away from Manhattan comes crumbling down, too.

      

        

      
        But when Grey’s standing in our boardroom, threatening a hostile takeover and demanding I negotiate on behalf of my family, I don’t see an enemy. I see the chance I’ve been waiting for.

      

        

      
        The chance for another night in his arms, and hopefully a whole lot more.

      

        

      
        Let the negotiations begin.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          ELLISON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Ponder and deliberate before you make a move.”

        ~ Sun Tzu, The Art of War

      

      

      
        
        “… or not.”

        ~ Ellison York

      

      

      “Okay, York, here’s the dare.” Kirby Heath’s eyes were a little cloudy from drinking too many shots with dirty names and a little mean from being born into the kind of wealth and privilege most people only dreamed of. “The next server who comes into the room gets the Ellison York treatment in the storage closet. You up for it?”

      “Uh… What’s the Ellison York treatment exactly?” I asked, stalling for time.

      Already, Drake Lou and Will Dinsmore had taken their turns, bringing back some cute tennis girl’s pink panties and a lipstick kiss in Corinne Knight’s signature red lip color right above his belly button, respectively. And now, apparently, it was time for me to uphold the honor of the York family name by taking mine.

      Nothing good ever starts with a drunken dare. I was just sober enough to know that much.

      But the final night of the father/son golf tournament at the Crosbie Golf and Country Club in Greenwich, Connecticut, wasn’t known for being a time when intelligent decisions were made. It was known for being a time when fathers passed down their tendency to overdrink, tell blatant lies about conquests on and off the golf course, and salivate over the bar bunnies in the member-only area of the clubhouse.

      It also happened to have coincided with my very overdue, very public dumping by my long-term girlfriend, Nessa, who felt that senior year of college meant moving on from relationships that were “outdated” and “not representative of who we were now” or whatever.

      “Dude, I should not have to spell this out for you,” Kirby said with an eye roll. “You take this person in the closet, you do a dirty deed, and you bring back proof.”

      “Photographic or physical proof,” Drake clarified, lifting his shot of tequila. “We won’t take your word for it.”

      The drunken guys around me—men I’d called my friends since elementary school, through our years at Choate, and at Yale, too, for a couple of them—laughed out loud at the very idea of taking someone’s word for something. If there was one thing our fathers taught us at a young age, it was that honor was mostly for the middle class.

      I was starting to think Nessa had a point about outgrowing certain relationships, because the pretentious snobbery of the people around me had started getting old years ago.

      The familiar clack of the billiard balls punctuated the indrawn breath Drake took when the fiery tequila hit his throat. In the nearby dining room, I could hear the low rumble of voices from our various fathers and grandfathers as they shared drunken recollections of particularly good shots from the day’s golf championship.

      “Stop overthinking shit. You should be thanking us,” Will said. “This is a total gimme. Did you see the body on that server with the red hair? Mm. Besides, she’s been eyeing you all night.”

      I thought of the server who’d brought our last round of beer. She was gorgeous. Thick red hair pulled back in a braid that nearly hung down to her ass and a figure that totally did it for me. She’d flirted with me in the past when I’d been here with Nessa, so maybe she’d be fine pressing a kiss to my stomach for fun.

      Kirby handed me another shot—my fourth Buttery Nipple in an hour—which meant I was well past buzzed and on my way to sloshed, but I slammed it back anyway, repressing a shudder at the butterscotch flavor. It was easier just going along sometimes.

      “Never be the man who ruins another man’s good time, son.” My father had told me this on multiple occasions.

      It definitely didn’t pay to ruin Warren York’s good time. One didn’t argue with my father unless one wanted to be punished severely. He was a ruthless, egotistical businessman who’d inherited the wealth acquired by hundreds of years of Yorks who came before him but acted like he’d earned it all himself.

      Sadly for my mother, my sister, Gigi, and me, he wasn’t any better at home than he was in the office. My father’s favorite brand of punishment involved tightening the purse strings, not on the offender, but on someone the offender loved. When I upset my father, he punished Gigi or my mother.

      And there was nothing my father cared about more than keeping up appearances.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “I’ll do it.”

      Suddenly the room went oddly quiet. I glanced up and noticed a server had, in fact, entered the room. But it wasn’t the redhead.

      It was Grey Blackwood.

      The kid from the projects who’d caddied at the country club for years.

      The business student prodigy who’d landed himself a full ride to Yale.

      The guy in my calculus class last semester who’d leaned over and asked to borrow my graphing calculator, and whose unique scent—coffee and limes or some shit—had made my dick move when it had never, ever moved for a guy before.

      The gorgeous man I’d low-key been obsessing over every day since then, which accounted for all the times I’d hung out at the country club this summer, hoping to catch a glimpse from afar, and for all the soul-searching I’d been doing about my sexuality.

      My heart beat so fast I thought I might faint right there.

      Grey strode over to one of the high-top tables on the far side of an empty pool table and began loading dirty glasses onto a tray. When one of the guys made a crass comment about one of the female servers, Grey’s jaw tightened. I wondered if he felt as uncomfortable here as I did, as frustrated by the pretentious bullshit as I was.

      I felt everyone’s eyes on me as I watched Grey focus on his task. As soon as he left the room again, the guys around me burst into noisy chatter all at once.

      “Dude, obviously we meant a chick,” Drake said with a laugh.

      “What?” I asked, still trying to shake off the haze I seemed to get when I was around Grey Blackwood.

      Someone slapped the back of Drake’s head. “Don’t be a homophobe. What’s wrong with the dude? It’s just a kiss in the closet, for fuck’s sake. C’mon, York. You got game either way, right?”

      Several of the guys hooted and high-fived, but Drake seemed upset about it. “For real, guys. I meant a girl. Obviously.”

      Tanner Young rolled his eyes. “You saying there’s something wrong with kissing a guy? Do we need to have a conversation right now?”

      Tanner had been out of the closet since our last days of Little League. Or at least it had seemed that way. Drake’s foot was fully in his mouth. He looked at me in slight panic. “Not what I’m saying at all. It’s just⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” I said as nonchalantly as possible. Inside, I was a nervous wreck. Somehow, I’d agreed to kiss Grey Blackwood in a closet on a dare? Was I dreaming? “I’ll do it. No big deal.”

      Maybe it was the liquor speaking, or maybe it was the bi-curious asshole in my head, who seemed to have taken over my better judgment. Either way, I wasn’t one to shirk a dare, even if I hadn’t known exactly what I was agreeing to.

      Besides, this was like permission from the universe to do the thing I’d been dreaming about for weeks. The perfect excuse had just been handed to me on a silver platter.

      Someone asked Kirby, “Isn’t that the scholarship kid who’s going to work for your dad after graduation? They doing charity work now or something?” Several other guys laughed.

      “Yeah, dude, but supposedly he’s hella smart,” Kirby said. “Better him than me. I’d rather earn my money the old-fashioned way, you know?”

      A chorus of voices sang, “Inheriting it,” before breaking into laughter again.

      I ignored them and slid off the stool, barely catching myself before stumbling. Great. If I could find Grey and then find the storage closet, I’d be golden. “Be right back, yeah?” I said, once again trying my hardest to act not-drunk and not-overly-interested in the dare.

      Everyone cheered me on and slapped me on the back as I made my way out the open doorway and into the hall. I glanced toward the dining room, hoping like hell Grey wasn’t in the process of serving drinks to my father.

      “You lost?”

      I whipped my head around in the other direction and saw the man I’d been looking for.

      “Yeah, um. No? I mean… no?” Super. This was off to a stellar start.

      Grey’s eyebrows lowered. “You okay, man? Need the men’s room?”

      I met his eyes. They were fucking gorgeous. Clear blue-green and intense as shit. “Um.” I swallowed. “No. No, I need…”

      You. This. Us.

      I cleared my throat. “I want…”

      He frowned and approached me, reaching out to clasp my elbow. “Come with me. I’ll get you a glass of water.”

      Good. That was good.

      “Can we… can we go somewhere private?” I asked, forgetting about the guys and thinking only of Grey Blackwood and finding out what it would be like to be alone with him for only a minute. My head spun with images of what it would be like to kiss him, to touch him. Belatedly, I remembered this was his workplace. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

      He chuckled. “My supervisor’s smoking weed outside. You’re good.”

      Within seconds, he’d pulled me down the hallway to a closed door. Once he opened it, I saw the storage room everyone talked about. Shelving reached all the way to the ceiling, and most of it was covered in pristine club hand towels folded into neat stacks. A large ice machine hummed in the corner, and right next to it was an old-fashioned water cooler.

      Grey grabbed a paper water cup shaped like a cone from the stack on top of the water cooler and filled it before handing it to me. I sucked it down greedily, if only to get that godforsaken butterscotch flavor out of my mouth.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled before moving forward to refill the cone. I brushed my shoulder against his chest as I stepped past him. Suddenly, the room seemed much smaller than it had before. The scent of coffee and laundry detergent surrounded me, but it was overlaid with the barest hint of apple shampoo.

      I turned my head to see if that smell was coming from him, but at the same moment, he turned his head toward me to ask me something. The words died on his tongue as we found ourselves nose-to-nose. From this close, I could see his hair was hundreds of different shades of blond. A hank of it had fallen down over one eyebrow. It made him look vulnerable, unlike the proud man who seemed to have his shit together on the golf course and in class.

      “Hi,” I breathed.

      “What are you doing?” he asked in a weary voice. The air between us was thick and heavy. If I’d been any more sober, I would have chickened the fuck out and run out with my tail between my legs.

      But I wasn’t sober.

      “I just… I…”

      “Ellison.” He spoke my name like a warning.

      “You’re smart as shit,” I said stupidly.

      “I know,” he replied, meeting my eyes in challenge.

      “Why do you work here with all these rich assholes around you? It’s unbearable.”

      His face widened in a reluctant grin. “Spoken by one of the selfsame rich assholes.”

      I frowned, and Grey’s eyes followed the movement of my lips. My cock liked that. A lot.

      “Why?” I repeated breathlessly.

      “Good money, better connections. I want to be an investment banker, and the only way to do it well is to work for one of those rich assholes one day. The men in that room control eighty percent of the country’s investment capital. I want a piece of it.”

      “But—”

      He cut me off with the barest brush of his lips against mine. It was so light, so nothing, he could have written it off as an accident, but it was enough of a spark to light the whole damned stack of fireworks between us.

      I lunged for him with both hands, grabbing his face and smashing my mouth against his. He grunted at the impact, but then Grey’s arms came around to hold me tight while he kissed me back.

      He kissed me back.

      I could barely breathe. It wasn’t enough. My heart hammered in my chest with something like panic. What if he stopped? What if this all stopped and I couldn’t have it anymore? This awkward, grappling kiss was everything. Everything. And I knew right away it was only the beginning.

      I wanted more. I wanted him. I wanted to be naked and ready for whatever came next. My dick was out of fucking control right now, and I couldn’t even figure out how to go about getting off. I just knew I wanted to get off with him. With Grey.

      “Whoa, whoa. Slow down,” he said, pulling back a little. I grabbed his shirt and fisted it to keep him from pulling away.

      “No. Stay,” I begged, not giving a shit how desperate I sounded. “Please.”

      He studied my face for a moment before bringing his hand up and running a thumb across my cheek. “Fucking gorgeous,” he murmured before leaning in for another drugging kiss. He pulled back again and met my eyes. “You’re drunk.”

      My brain spun with all the things I wanted to do to him, with him. “Let me suck your dick,” I blurted. The words floated fat and weird between us. Finally, he smiled. It was kind and held an uncomfortable amount of pity.

      “You don’t want this. You’re just upset. I heard about your girlfriend.”

      “Ex-girlfriend,” I corrected. “And I’m not upset. I’m horny. For you.” I let out a little laugh after that since the idea of being horny for this guy, for any guy, was a little crazy. But it was the truth.

      His skepticism was clear as day. “You’re bi?” he asked.

      “What? No,” I said without thinking.

      His lips widened in that same grin, the one that went to my dick but also made me feel a little like an errant child.

      “Then I guess we’re done here,” he teased. “Since you’re straight and all.” He deliberately shifted so his hip brushed against my straining cock. The noise that came out of me was embarrassingly desperate.

      We continued to stare at each other.

      “Please,” I breathed. Apparently, my ability to retain a single shred of dignity was gone. And, honestly, I didn’t much care in this moment. Part of me knew if I didn’t take this one chance to touch him, to experiment with this newfound desire of mine, I’d regret it forever.

      “On your knees, then,” he said gruffly, calling my bluff.

      I dropped to the ground before he took another breath, before he could change his mind.

      His eyes lit up with shock, but I wasn’t sure which one of us was more surprised.

      Grey grabbed me under the arms and yanked me up, shoving me against the wall and muttering something about being an idiot and going to hell for sure. My head spun, and my dick throbbed. Before I knew it, he’d opened my pants and fisted my cock.

      “Oh fuck,” I said on a gasp. “God, please.”

      He dropped to his knees and licked my cock, starting with the tip before slathering the shaft with saliva and then sucking the entire thing into his hot, wet mouth.

      I let out a long groan of disbelief and pleasure. This was… this was unbelievable. Incredible. Mind-fucking-blowing.

      I grabbed his hair but tried not to pull. Nessa used to throw a fit if I dared pull her hair. But, god. This… this was so different. He wasn’t hesitant at all. Grey Blackwood knew exactly what he was doing.

      I shoved my free hand into my mouth to keep from screaming. The whole thing was over in seconds. The incredible sensations had built and crested before I knew what was happening. I bit into my fist and choked on a scream, horrified at the possibility of drawing attention from the guys awaiting my report.

      This was way, way more than a dare.

      And I would never tell a soul about it, no matter how much shit it earned me from Kirby and the other assholes.

      I looked in his eyes, desperate to see… something in them. Pleasure? Approval? Satisfaction? But Grey was hard to read. His eyes were intense as hell, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      “Your turn,” I said, switching places with him and trying to act way braver than I felt. I wasn’t one for one-sided hookups, but I also didn’t want to humiliate myself in front of him by trying something new.

      Sure enough, what came next was horribly humiliating. My fumbling at his belt, his endless patience, the sounds I made when I revealed his dick, the way my hands shook when I reached for it.

      I glanced up at him as if asking for permission. The look in his eyes was oddly vulnerable, so unexpectedly exposed that I hesitated a beat before he quickly shuttered it.

      “Suck me.”

      I leaned in and tasted him, squeezing my eyes closed and trying to ignore the entire room spinning around me. His hand was gentle in my hair, caressing my head softly as if with affection. I hadn’t been expecting that. I’d assumed he’d grab me, control me with a strong, maybe even painful, grip.

      But he treated me like brittle glass, as if the mishandling of this moment would result in disaster.

      And it did.

      “What the actual fuck?”

      Everything happened so fast. The open door, the barked questions in multiple masculine voices, the bright light of a camera flash, the snickering laughs and singsong taunts, the feel of Grey’s hand as it brushed against my face before quickly tucking his dick back in his pants and zipping up.

      The sound of my father’s stern voice promising to ruin Grey Blackwood for corrupting his son. The sound of Kirby Heath’s father revoking Grey’s job offer. The snickering of my supposed friends calling me the king of dares. The surprised squawk of someone promising Grey was no longer an employee of the Crosbie Golf and Country Club.

      And the deafening sound of my drunken, confused self saying nothing at all.
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          GREY - 15 YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Attack him where he is unprepared. Appear where you are not expected.”

        ~ Sun Tzu, The Art of War

      

      

      “Must you always go in there looking like the Doom-Bringer?”

      My personal assistant had a lazy drawl despite being one of the hardest workers I’d ever met. I shot him a look. “In this case, I am literally a doom-bringer. Do you expect me to go in there with pompoms and a cheerful chant about the joys of acquisition redundancies?”

      We were striding down Ninth Avenue toward the Gallin building for my last and the ultimate takeover in the plan I’d concocted after that night at the Crosbie Country Club fifteen long years ago. York Capital was finally mine. It had taken me ten long years of planning and surreptitiously buying up stock here and there as the market and my own liquid capital allowed.

      But it was finally here. The day I got to walk in and tell Warren York where he could shove it.

      “Not cheer exactly, but you could at least fake a tear for all the people who will be losing their jobs through no fault of their own.”

      I glared at Marcel out of the corner of my eye. “I am nothing if not generous with severance packages.”

      He sighed. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. It just seems like the only time I see that fire in your eyes anymore is when you’re telling someone you’ve ruined their life.”

      A lanky teen with giant headphones almost clipped me on a skateboard. I grunted and stepped to the side, trying not to bark out a complaint about him not watching where he was going. “When did I ever have fire in my eyes for something besides work?”

      Marcel skipped to catch up with me. His shorter legs often had to work harder to keep up with my pace, but the younger man had boundless energy, so I didn’t worry too much about it.

      “When you helped those kids in Queens find a place to practice their music. When you donated a truck to the family rescue group. When you visited your mom for her⁠—”

      I cut him off. “Stop. If this is your way of buttering me up for some other do-good project, it’s unnecessary. I told you to go ahead and fund whatever causes you want. That’s the purpose of the Blackwood Giving Program. Just submit your request to Dara, and she’ll assess it.”

      “You’re deliberately misunderstanding me, which is incredibly uncharming.” He grabbed my elbow to stop me from walking into a moving car, but as soon as the car passed, we continued. “You’ve become so focused on building the business, I feel like you’ve forgotten how to have fun.”

      “I’ve never been fun,” I corrected.

      He fisted his hands and shook them in the air while letting out a sound of frustration. “That’s what I’m trying to say! God, Grey. You’re going to die of a heart attack before you’re forty. What’s the point of all this financial success if you don’t have some fun? Take a break, for god’s sake. You did it. You finally finished the corporate acquisitions you’ve been working on for a decade. Go to the Mediterranean, ride a camel in the desert. Hike the Appalachian Trail. Do something. Something other than studying the market and jumping at every opportunity that comes your way.”

      “The point of financial success is to ensure I never have to worry about money ever again,” I informed him. “To make sure my mother doesn’t have to clean up another puddle of vomit or get groped by a patient on pain meds. To make sure everyone who ever doubted me, ever stood in my damned way, knows I succeeded despite the obstacles. To help others. That’s the point.”

      “Yes, fine. I know. I get it. But it’s done now.” He grabbed my arm again to stop my forward progress. “Let me book you into that resort I told you about in the Caribbean. Just for a week. You can get massages, drink umbrella cocktails, and maybe find an island man in a tiny bathing suit to keep you company.”

      “Remind me again why I keep your bossy self around?” I grumbled.

      “Because my charming smile lights up your life. Also, because my very rich, very muscular husband would frown on you firing me.”

      I rolled my eyes. We both knew that wasn’t why.

      His suggestion did sound good, and after the satisfaction of seeing the look on Warren York’s face today when he realized he no longer owned his family business, it might be nice to go revel in it with a quasi celebration.

      “Hypothetically speaking… is there Wi-Fi at this resort?” I asked.

      Marcel rolled his eyes. “Even if there wasn’t, I know you have a sat phone and a satellite hotspot. Remember when I thought you were out of service on that safari and you still managed to send me a week’s worth of contract work that needed to be done overnight?”

      “That contract couldn’t wait. If I hadn’t gotten the necessary signatures before leaving Tanzania, the deal would have fallen through.”

      “Tell that to my husband,” he muttered. “It was his birthday.”

      I shot him a look. “Pretty sure Luca didn’t mind when I made up for it by buying him a motorcycle.”

      He snorted. “It was an electric scooter. Hardly a motorcycle. And I’m not complaining. Much. You know I enjoy working for you, otherwise I wouldn’t. I’m only saying there’s no such thing as you being completely off the grid. No matter where I send you to relax, you’re still going to do work. Even more reason to go ahead and let me make the reservations. You can work and relax.”

      “I’m not sure those things are as compatible as you think,” I grumbled. “If I’m working, by definition, I’m not relaxing.”

      “Well, at least work in a place with a view,” he snapped. “Jesus. I’ve never heard of someone griping at the idea of a week on a private island.”

      “Bring Luca and come with me,” I said, realizing I could get more work done if Marcel was there. “You can even force me to swim every once in a while. You’d enjoy being able to boss me around like that. Admit it.”

      He tapped his lips. “True. But I can’t. Luca’s mom is having a baby shower for Luca’s sister, and it’s a command performance.”

      “Then let’s put a pin in the resort idea until I see how today goes. I may need to stick around and supervise the transition. I’m still not sure if we’ve found the right person to install here, and I might want to transfer some of the company’s holdings out before handing management over to someone else anyway.”

      Marcel made a note in his phone. “How did I know you were going to come up with an excuse?”

      I ignored him. “Contact Lita Henley and arrange a dinner. Maybe I can lure her away from Eastmann and Secura. Even if she doesn’t want to jump ship, I can ask her opinion about the European realty holdings.”

      He continued to tap his phone until we arrived at the entrance to the building. “Showtime,” I said under my breath.

      Marcel looked up and up and up at the shining tower. “You always sound so gleeful on takeover days. It’s a little creepy.”

      “If you’d worked as hard as I have to acquire one of the world’s largest privately held investment holdings, you’d be gleeful too.” And, honestly, “hard work” didn’t even begin to describe it. After the shit that had gone down that night in the Crosbie Golf and Country Club, everything had changed. Every single contact in this business I’d been carefully cultivating for five summers on the golf course had ghosted me, and the coveted first-year associate job at Heath and Kelty Investments had disappeared in a puff of smoke. After losing my job at the club, I’d almost lost the ability to afford returning to Yale for my final year, even with the scholarships.

      But I’d done it. I’d worked as many jobs as I could manage and barely slept. I’d developed relationships with my business professors and had managed to turn one of them into a longer-term advisory role, so I had someone to help guide me through that first year of starting my own investment company.

      I glanced from the shiny exterior of the building down to my nearly pristine Tom Ford brogues. It wasn’t that long ago I hadn’t known what the hell brogues even were. I’d grown up calling them “fancy men’s shoes.” It was one of a million examples of how I still never felt like one of them.

      Like the old money families who owned this city and managed all of its money.

      I was an outsider, a kid from White Plains who’d spent more time being raised by my apartment building neighbors than my mom. Those neighbors hadn’t had a clue about things like proper business attire, appropriate wine pairings, and so many other little details that still separated me from the men and women I’d always aspired to be.

      I followed Marcel through the doors and across the large open expanse of the lobby. Marcel had already arranged security passes for us, so we made our way directly to the elevator that rocketed us up to the executive floor of York Capital.

      There was a unique kind of quiet in an elevator in the city. Suddenly, there were no horns honking, no people chatting in various languages, no pinging of phone notifications. Marcel tapped softly on his phone screen while I took a deep, centering breath.

      This was it. Finally.

      I tried not to think of Warren York’s son, the cowardly asshole who’d fucked me over. After setting me up that night in the clubhouse storage room, Ellison had simply walked away as if his fake seduction hadn’t ruined my fucking life.

      Even though I wasn’t one to get nervous—at this point I had nerves of steel on acquisition day—part of me wondered what it would be like to shove this takeover in Ellison’s face. I wanted him to see his precious father’s reaction to losing their family business.

      I wanted them both to suffer.

      Marcel walked ahead of me to the minimalist front desk and spoke softly to the attractive receptionist. The woman glanced up at me with a tiny wrinkle between her eyebrows and responded with a question. The interaction went back and forth for a moment until she picked up the phone, presumably to ask someone higher than her for permission to allow us back to the inner sanctum.

      “That won’t be necessary, Nikki,” I said, half remembering and half guessing her name from the Human Resources rolls I’d scoured early that morning. “Just direct us to the largest conference room and call an all-hands meeting of upper management. Thank you.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “And you are…?”

      “Grey Blackwood. The new owner of York Capital,” I said calmly, shooting her a wink. “And your new boss.”

      “Uh… let me get Mr. York on the phone,” she said, even though she still held the phone to her ear.

      I made eye contact with Marcel. “Let’s go.”

      This wasn’t our first takeover, and it wouldn’t be our last. We moved toward the hallway, which led back to the executive offices. Nikki squawked behind us, but I ignored her.

      Luckily, there seemed to already be a meeting in progress in the first large conference room we came to. I entered through the glass doors and made my way to the foot of the table, where there was an empty chair. Warren York sat at the head.

      “Good morning, everyone,” I said.

      Warren’s eyes darted to the doorway and back to me. “What…?”

      I held up a hand. “I found it unnecessary to wait for permission from the receptionist. Sorry to startle you.” After a quick glance around the table, I realized Ellison wasn’t there. The good news was the rest of the C-level executives seemed to be in attendance. “I’m here to talk about the restructuring. As of thirty minutes ago, I own the majority of stock in the company.”

      Warren’s eyes crinkled with amusement while several of the other executives began firing questions at me and each other. A few younger people I assumed were assistants began tapping frantically on cell phones. Little did they know Marcel’s magic messenger bag held a signal jammer.

      We’d learned some lessons the hard way early on.

      Warren clasped his hands together and leaned forward on the table. “Sir, I’m not sure exactly what kind of prank you’re attempting here, but York is privately held. It’s a family-owned business and has been for over a hundred and fifty years.”

      “I understand,” I said, leaning forward and resting my hands on the table. The fact Warren didn’t recognize me needled at me, but I ignored it and carried on. “It doesn’t surprise me that your brother failed to notify you of the details of the transaction. Mark was understandably upset when he realized he’d transferred his shares to the same person who’d also recently acquired your uncle’s portion.” Upon the uncle’s death, his shares had gone to a very young society widow who’d been more than happy to allow me to swap those pesky business shares out with cold, hard cash. Knowing I’d managed to get both his uncle’s and his brother’s shares would be a blow to Warren York.

      As I spoke, Warren’s smarmy grin died, and his face lost its ruddy hue. “That’s impossible.”

      I wanted to turn to Marcel and lift an eyebrow before asking if it was possible, just so I could hear his dry, professional “Yes, sir, I assure you it is.” But I refrained. Instead, I let Marcel hand out the individual packets to the executives. Some held resignation requests, along with generous severance packages, and some held new contract offers, depending on my team’s assessment of each player on the corporate roster.

      Marcel held Warren’s folder back since we would need to discuss the details of his immediate departure in private.

      “Take a moment to look over the information in your packets,” I continued. “My team will be arriving shortly to answer any questions you have. Feel free to return to your office if you need some time to formulate your questions and, in some cases, gather your belongings.”

      My attorneys and Human Resources consultants were most likely already set up in their temporary offices on the floor below, and it was only a matter of time before they came in to help oversee the expected chaos. Between the cell jammer and the temporary internet and phone outage on this floor, there wasn’t much risk of the news getting out before tempers had simmered down.

      In most cases, anyway. Warren York was the exception.

      “This is ridiculous. Get out of my office this instant. Nikki! Call building security.”

      Marcel winced. He hated when people yelled at their underlings. I’d done it one time—once—and he’d spent half an hour lecturing me on respect. If he hadn’t already proven himself to be so invaluable, I would have tossed him out on his ear.

      “Michael Pruitt has already confirmed my ownership,” I said calmly.

      “Who the hell is Michael Pruitt?” Warren asked.

      This was a prime example of what I hated about people like Warren York.

      “The head of building security,” Marcel responded before I had a chance to. He had a way of saying it that heavily implied Warren was both an idiot and an unfeeling jackass for not knowing who Mike was. “I assure you if he comes up here, Mr. Blackwood is not the man he’ll be escorting out of the building.”

      One slender, waxed eyebrow lifted on Marcel’s face, and Warren’s own face reddened even more. The older man reached for the phone on the conference table and tried making a call. His assistant continued tapping furiously on his cell. “This is preposterous. Why won’t any of these damned phones get a call through? Nikki!”

      The harried receptionist hustled in. “Yes, sir?”

      “Find out why we can’t get a call out. None of these phones are working. If building security won’t respond, call the police, for god’s sake.”

      I took a breath and tried not to laugh. Several of the executives glanced nervously at me as they tried to determine the truth of the matter and choose the correct side. Others opened the packets Marcel had handed them and began to look through the paperwork. Warren’s eyes bounced from person to person, trying to determine how best to get me out of the room.

      I walked to Marcel and took the final small packet out of his arms. After placing it in front of Warren, I opened the folder. “Here are copies of the share transfer instruments for my shares as well as a current summary of all shares and their ownership. As you can see, the transfer paperwork was approved by⁠—”

      His gaze landed on the name before I had a chance to say it, and his eyes darted for a middle-aged woman sitting halfway down the far side of the table. “Lillian, what’s the meaning of this?”

      I’d never met the CFO in person before, but Lillian Moffit’s reputation preceded her. She was one of the executives I was most interested in retaining. The woman sat up straight but appeared relaxed. “It was a straightforward transaction approved by three members of the board in addition to yourself,” she said.

      “It says here, Mark sold those shares to Milton Vernor, a member of my club and a longtime family friend.”

      I saw the barest edge of Lillian’s mouth turn up. “No, sir. He sold them to Milton Vernor LLC, a company owned by a holding company under the name of BWH, I believe. Judging by what’s happened here this morning, I would imagine BWH stands for Blackwood Holdings, one of the world’s best capital investment firms according to the most recent Forbes Midas List.”

      I gave her a small nod while Warren’s face lost a little bit of its flush. “You tricked us? You pretended to be someone you’re not? That’s fraud.”

      “I didn’t pretend to be anyone. I own Milton Vernor LLC. I’ve owned it for at least eight years. Your brother sold York shares to Milton Vernor LLC. He did not sell them to Milton Vernor, the mediocre golfer with a preference for expensive scotch. And believe me, your brother was well aware he wasn’t selling to Milton Vernor. I approached him personally and made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. The fact you chose not to do your due diligence before board approval on the transaction is on you.”

      Warren grabbed his assistant’s arm. “Go find a phone that works and get a hold of Ellison. We have a lawsuit on our hands. This can’t be legal.”

      The assistant nodded and took off for the door. Marcel looked over at me, but I shook my head. My heart hammered at the mention of Warren’s son, but I ignored it.

      “No attorney in the city will take that case when they discover your brother and I met personally to negotiate this transfer. I have a very clear-cut paper trail proving he knew who he was dealing with.”

      “My son is one of the most successful corporate attorneys in the city, and he works for me,” he said with flared nostrils. “He’ll sue you into bankruptcy for perpetrating this fraud on our company. There is no one more fiercely loyal to me and this company than Ellison.”

      Like father, like son. The image of Ellison York doing his father’s bidding made me sick. Before everything that had happened in that closet in the club, I’d noticed Ellison. I’d paid attention to him.

      I’d thought he was different.

      He’d seemed like a scared child playing dress-up in his father’s clothing. The kid had gone through his first three years at Yale like someone living two lives. I’d catch him studying his ass off alone in the library, the cafeteria, or under a shade tree on campus during the week, but on the weekend and over the summers at the country club, he was every party boy acting like an entitled asshole with his friends. It wasn’t all that rare for students to live these two lives, but with Ellison, it had seemed the party part of his personality had been all for show or maybe to fit in and be considered one of the cool kids.

      I’d mistakenly thought the “real” Ellison was the guy grinning to himself while reading Don Quixote while chowing down on a burrito between classes at a table by himself in the corner. The guy who’d run in every charity race held near campus and who’d volunteered one rainy weekend at a fundraiser for homeless youth. I’d only noticed because the charity had reached out to me once to offer me help when my mom and I were close to needing it. I would rather have died than had him discover I knew who they were.

      But then he and his fucking friends had set me up. I’d lost every promising opportunity I’d worked so hard for. The men in that room had made sure my name had been smeared all over the industry before I’d even graduated from school.

      I’d heard, of course, that Ellison had followed his father’s plan for him. He’d dutifully gone to Columbia Law School and then jumped right into working for the family business. Instead of fighting for any of the worthy causes I’d thought he’d believed in, he’d gone to work making more money for his already obscenely wealthy family.

      But now his family was going to lose everything, because Warren York was a selfish bastard who’d tried to avoid taxes by hiding his personal assets in the company.

      And now I owned the company. And I owned Warren York.

      Whether he’d begun to understand the full scope of his loss yet, Warren York had just lost their home, their cars, their vacation properties, their private jet, the charity foundation that they used to hide payments to their daughter, an extensive and extremely valuable art collection, and even some of Mrs. York’s jewelry.

      “You may tell your son to have at it,” I said as coolly as I could. I’d be damned if I would allow Warren to see a speck of emotion from me besides extreme satisfaction. “But I would suggest he start with my one-time-only offer.”

      Warren’s teeth clenched, and his jaw tightened. “And what is that?”

      “Tell him if he agrees to be my personal errand boy throughout the transition, I’d be happy to consider letting you and the missus keep your house in Greenwich.”

      Seeing the whites of his eyes was more satisfying than it should have been. The last time I’d seen such shock and horror on the man’s face had been fifteen years ago when he’d witnessed his precious baby boy and heir to the capital investments throne on his knees for another man.

      The only thing better would have been seeing the look on Ellison’s face when he discovered who he now worked for. The man who’d taken everything from his family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          ELLISON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.”

        ~ Sun Tzu, The Art of War

      

      

      The teacher’s lounge at the academy always smelled like microwaved feet. I opened my reusable lunch bag and peered inside, trying to remember what I’d thrown in there before dawn that morning.

      Protein bar, small bag of almonds, two fresh apples sliced up in a baggie, an overripe banana, and bag of generic cheese curls.

      I reached for one of the apple slices and took a big bite.

      “Are those from that cute orchard we passed the other day?” Gigi asked, reaching over me to take a slice. “Sunday Brothers?”

      “Pfft. Too rich for my blood. These are from Price Chopper.” I glanced over at her with a raised eyebrow. “And they’re not organic.”

      Instead of gasping and tossing it back, she just laughed and popped it in her mouth. “Welcome to the way the other half lives, brother. I stopped eating organic five years ago. I might die young, but at least I’ll go to heaven.”

      I didn’t need to wonder what had happened five years ago. That was when she’d finally made the decision to leave her consulting job in the city to come work for Warrington Academy full-time. After spending both of our trusts to purchase a private boarding school in financial trouble just after I’d graduated college, we’d hoped we’d be able to take hands-on roles at the school right away. In reality, though, it had taken us ten years to get the academy funded well enough through charitable donations to sustain the financial hit of losing even one of our big-city salaries. Since Dad had manipulated me into an employment contract with York Capital as a condition of allowing the company’s charitable foundation to support the academy programs, I’d been the one to stay in the city while Gigi had moved to the academy’s campus in southern Vermont.

      But now here I was. Finally. With only two weeks left on my employment contract at York, I’d put in for a two-week vacation, put my apartment on the market, and cleaned out my desk three days earlier.

      When I’d left York, my father had made it very clear that I would no longer be able to “sweet-talk” my “girlfriend” into giving “all of our money away” to the academy. Never mind that I hadn’t dated Nessa in fifteen years, or that the money she managed for the York Foundation wasn’t endowed by my dad’s personal wealth but his company’s, or that the foundation donated to lots of nonprofits besides Warrington Academy.

      He was right that it wasn’t going to be easy keeping the fundraising up from Vermont, but I was determined. This school was my heart, and seeing our first high school graduates were already finding spots and scholarships at some of the highest graduate programs in the country in addition to coveted internships and postgraduate jobs made me proud in a way that corporate law never could. Like I’d finally done something good with my wealth and connections.

      “You look significantly happier than most teachers on the first day back,” Gigi said with a laugh. “Maybe it’s because the kids won’t be here for another week.”

      “Maybe it’s because I’m not a teacher,” I said, tossing an apple slice at her.

      “Yet,” she corrected, tossing the slice into the nearby trash can. “Just wait till our first callout emergency. You’ll be conscripted in no time. It’s one of the hazards of our rural location. Substitutes are thin on the ground.”

      My phone buzzed for the third time in as many minutes, but I ignored it. My father and others from the office had been trying to get in touch with me all morning, and I was having to practice tough love. The number of interruptions to my weekend for stupid questions anyone in the legal department should have been able to handle had been enough to make me consider getting a new number. If it hadn’t been for the valuable fundraising contacts who had my current number, I might have actually done it.

      “As long as I don’t have to teach Calculus, I’ll be fine,” I assured her.

      “I thought you were good at math,” she asked before taking a bite of her own sandwich. “You were in high school anyway.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t pay enough attention in class. Barely passed it at Yale.” I felt the telling heat on my face. “I had a crush on someone in my class. Couldn’t pay attention to the professor to save my life.”

      The memory of Grey Blackwood was old and soft from use. Pulling it out was familiar and comfortable like a worn pair of jeans. That moment in the supply closet with him, the soft brush of lips and the harsh command to get on my knees, had changed something in me irrevocably.

      And watching him lose everything while I’d stood there and done nothing had ultimately changed the course of my life. That night, my mind had been wrenched open, leaving me faced with some harsh new realities. As a result, I’d chosen new goals for myself, new directions.

      And one of those directions had led me here, to the academy.

      Gigi took a sip of water. “Was that when you met Mallory? I never told you this, but she wasn’t my favorite.”

      I pictured Grey’s wide shoulders and square jaw next to Mallory Derringer’s petite, curvy frame.

      “Not Mallory. We didn’t start dating until I started law school. She was an undergrad at Columbia.” I didn’t tell my sister that I’d only dated Mallory to make her parents happy. In reality, she’d made it clear she had no desire for a serious relationship because she wanted to backpack around the world after graduation. Since I hadn’t been able to stop obsessing with the memory of my time in the closet with Grey Blackwood, it had worked out just fine for me. My parents hadn’t tried setting me up and Mallory had been able to get through graduation without her own family pestering her to get serious and settle down. Ironically, the first week she’d spent in the Swiss Alps, she’d met her soul mate and had married him the following Christmas.

      “Crystal?” Gigi asked.

      “I never dated anyone named Crystal,” I said absently, pulling my buzzing phone out of my pocket. “Maybe you’re thinking of Kristen.”

      “There’ve been so many, it’s hard to keep them all straight,” she teased.

      “Mpfh.” I was well versed in putting off curious questions about my love life. As far as I was concerned, my family could ask as many questions as they wanted about the women I brought to family functions, but who I slept with—who I actually got close to—was off-limits. I’d started that practice years ago with the expectation that eventually I’d sleep with a man and wouldn’t want to tell my parents about it. But then I… simply never had. It hadn’t taken me long to realize I didn’t want to sleep with men.

      I wanted to sleep with Grey Blackwood.

      Period.

      So I’d entered into this weird kind of dating situation where I became the perfect fake boyfriend. Not fake exactly—I definitely slept with most of the women I dated. But I made it clear from the beginning I didn’t want anything serious. There were a million reasons why, but the most important one was knowing I would be selling them a fake bill of goods. While I was the heir of a large venture capital firm and a corporate attorney in my own right, with all the accompanying accoutrements such as multiple club memberships, an impressive Central Park address, wealthy and influential friends, and access to extravagant vacation properties, I wasn’t going to be that man forever. There was always an end date on the Ellison York they knew.

      And now it was here. I could finally be the Ellison York I knew, and I was relieved and excited to be starting my more genuine life. I couldn’t wait to finally have time and room to breathe. Now that I could be myself, I could find someone to date for real, someone who might like me for who I actually was, not who they thought I was based on my name and corporate title.

      “Want to go for a run tonight on that trail by the river?” I asked. “I’m dying to stretch my legs after all that time in the car the other day, and some of the leaves are already starting to turn out that way.”

      She nodded. “I have to stay to help organize the theater inventory this afternoon, but I can go after that.”

      I grabbed a handful of almonds and threw them in my mouth before glancing down at my phone. Six missed calls and several texts. One of them was from Skyla Palmer, who’d been my assistant for the past three years. She wouldn’t be messaging me if it wasn’t important. She was the only one at York who knew how permanent my move was.

      
        
          
            
              
        Skyla

      

      
        Code red. Shit hitting fan. Call ASAP.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Not fucking around, Ells. Call me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I glanced up at Gigi, who noticed the frown on my face. As soon as Skyla answered, I didn’t even have a chance to say hello. “Some hot-ass dude just took over the company. Your dad’s about to lose his shit. Everyone’s running around like it’s the apocalypse. You need to find out what the fuck is happening. They won’t tell me anything, and every story I hear is different.”

      “What?” I asked. “The company can’t just be taken over, Skyla. It’s privately held.”

      “Well, tell that to the grumpy underwear model in the Carlisle conference room because he seems to think he’s in charge, and I’m pretty sure he’s about to make your dad cry. People have been coming in here for the past few hours asking me to find you and get you back here, but I pretended not to know your ‘new number.’”

      I took a deep breath and calmed down when I realized what was happening. “Whoever came up with this prank idea needs to be a little more creative. Maybe they should have said my dad got arrested for tax fraud or something. That, I might have actually believed.”

      “No, really, Ells,” she said, suddenly being serious. “The man’s name is Grey Blackwood, and he bought your uncle Mark’s shares yesterday. Apparently, he already had your great-uncle Leon’s shares too. So that gave him majority ownership.”

      I didn’t hear much after the words “Grey Blackwood.” My heart thundered wildly in my chest, and spots poked around idly in my vision. “Who? What?” I could barely breathe. Something was wrong with my chest.

      Everyone in the venture capital space knew who Grey Blackwood was. He’d come screaming out of nowhere almost ten years ago when he’d provided the seed money for a small start-up company called Lumeniar that had turned into one of the most lucrative venture capital investments of the past decade. Once he had the money from Lumeniar’s acquisition by Zillin Biotech, he’d invested in seemingly every damned thing that was slated to pay him back a thousandfold. The man had become a titan in the VC world.

      And my father had been incensed.

      I remembered the breakfast meeting at work that day when Dad had gotten the news. The grin on my face had been obscene. Grey Blackwood had made good in the industry after all, and people like Warren York could suck it.

      But there was no way he could have taken over York. Was there?

      “Skyla, tell me what you know. How did you find out?”

      “Apparently he came in and breezed past Nikki’s desk to help himself to the conference room, where your dad and the company leadership were doing whatever it is they do. Probably crying about losing you. Mr. Blackwood’s assistant began handing out severance packages while he calmly told your father to kiss his ass. Well, that last part might have been wishful thinking on my part, but I did hear he was cool as a cucumber while he was in there. No one’s phones would work for a while, and then a whole team came in to help manage the transition. They sent out a company-wide email about the takeover and advised everyone to consult their individual packets from Human Resources. I got a contract, thank god, but Nate and Rory got a severance.”

      I was having trouble concentrating on the details, but I’d heard enough to know she was being serious. “I’ve gotta go. My dad’s been trying to get in touch with me.”

      She snorted. “No shit. Call me back and tell me everything.”

      I hung up and told Gigi that York Capital had been the victim of a hostile takeover this morning because of our uncle’s inability to remain solvent. “Instead of him owning up to it and asking the rest of the family to buy him out, he apparently took a better offer from a stranger,” I explained, not telling her the new majority shareholder wasn’t exactly a stranger to me. Gigi pulled me through the door to her office and sat me on the sofa before taking the seat next to me. I noticed her hands were shaking.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” I said, lying through my teeth. “We’ll figure it out. Maybe it’s all a big misunderstanding.”

      Gigi’s lifted eyebrow called me on my bullshit. Mark went through cash like water. If anyone would sell out the family firm, it was him. It was bad enough that my father had asked me to look into ways to safeguard the company from doing just that several years ago. I’d drafted documents to include new rules requiring three board members to sign off on any significant stock transfers. If this had actually happened, more people had known about it than Uncle Mark.

      “Ellison, if we lose the pledged donations from the York Foundation… we could be in major trouble.”

      She was right, but there was no use worrying about it based on a rumor. I dialed my father.

      He answered with his familiar booming voice. “Why the hell did it take you so long to answer?” Before I could respond, he kept talking. “I need you here right away. Charter a plane if you have to. Mark has really screwed the pooch, and you’re going to need to find a way to get us out of this mess.”

      I was tempted. The fact Grey Blackwood was involved meant part of me wanted nothing more than to fly back to the city and get right in the middle of my father’s drama. But I’d sworn, sworn, I was no longer going to bow to his commands. I no longer worked for York, and I needed to make a clean break. If it was true, and my father’s company had actually been taken over legally, there was nothing I could do to help him anyway.

      On top of that, I didn’t trust myself in the same room with Grey Blackwood.

      “I can’t,” I said. “I have commitments here. I’m sorry.”

      The moment of silence before he blustered his disapproval felt like a vacuum sucking all the air out of the space between us. “You what? You’re sorry? Sorry doesn’t begin to cut it. Was it or was it not you who I tasked with making sure something like this never happened? Get your ass down here and fix this now. This is your mistake. You’re going to clean up the mess you made, and you’re going to do it right now.”

      “I don’t work for you anymore, Dad. So no, I’m not coming back to New York. You have brilliant attorneys on staff. Ask them for help.”

      His voice lowered dangerously as if he was speaking through clenched teeth. “Technically, legally, you still work for me. According to the terms of our agreement, the foundation will not send the final payment to your little charity project until you’ve completed your contract with York.”

      My stomach dropped. He was right. The academy was counting on the final contribution the York Foundation had committed to, and the only reason the York Foundation had agreed to such a large donation was because of my contract. If we could get the company back, or if Grey was the kind of man to honor the foundation’s pledges, it would matter.

      “I did complete my contract,” I said. “I am entitled to two weeks of vacation.”

      “Vacation is at the discretion of the manager, and this manager says it’s an inconvenient time for you to be out of the office. We will pay you the value of the missed vacation days, of course. That is, unless you can provide written proof your vacation was approved by your manager?”

      His smarmy tone made my skin crawl. Warren York was well versed in manipulation, and he wasn’t stupid. He would have made sure he could back his threat up before insisting I return. Of course I hadn’t gotten my vacation approval in writing. No one ever did. And my manager had been my father.

      “Ellison, I need your help,” he said, suddenly lowering his voice and sounding sincere for once. “He’s going to take the house.”

      I glanced up at Gigi, whose smooth skin was marred with wrinkles of concern. How the hell was I supposed to tell her the money we’d counted on wasn’t coming? And how would she take the news that my parents were now homeless because of a revenge scheme I’d inadvertently triggered all those years before?

      Because suddenly my brain was kicking into gear with a vengeance, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt Grey Blackwood had planned this. He’d deliberately targeted York to get back at us for screwing him over in college.

      And it was all my fault.

      After ending the call, I stared into space, trying to process everything he’d said.

      “Ellison, what the hell? Say something.” Gigi’s face had lost some of its color. “Is it true? Did Mark sell his shares to someone else?”

      I nodded. “Grey Blackwood.” The name said it all. Gigi may not have known my true feelings for Grey, but she damned well knew the name.

      “Wait. The kid from the country club? The one who⁠—”

      “Yeah. That one.”

      “But he’s…” She frowned. “Wasn’t he a scholarship kid? Who does he work for? How could he afford to buy a majority share of York?”

      I let out a humorless laugh. “He was a scholarship kid to Yale, Gigi. And he works for himself. He built a career around investing in high-risk venture capital projects until he had enough money to begin taking over other companies. He’s a billionaire now.”

      “That kid who tried seducing you⁠—”

      “He didn’t seduce me,” I hissed. The last thing I needed was for fellow staff members to overhear me. “I’ve told you guys this a million times. It was my idea. That closet thing started out as a dare—I’m the one who lured him into the closet. It wasn’t his fault. Also? I wanted it. I had a crush on the guy. Okay?”

      Her eyes were wide. “I know you said that, but… we all just thought you were trying to save face. Especially when you didn’t end up dating any guys or coming out or anything.” She looked understandably confused.

      “He’s getting me back,” I said, almost to myself. I ran my hands through my hair, which was getting way too long since I hadn’t had time to get it cut. Finishing up my job at York had been a whirlwind this summer. Now that I’d finally broken free of the place, here I was again. All because of a mistake I made when I was twenty-one.

      “What do you mean?” Gigi asked. “Getting you back for what?”

      “For not standing up for him! For not speaking up at the time and telling everyone it was my fault. He lost everything because of me. His job at the club, the internship at a VC firm after graduation, the respect of his coworkers. Jesus. My friends humiliated him. They told everyone he’d been the victim of a killer prank that night. It was awful. I don’t blame him for wanting revenge.”

      Her face turned soft and sad. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all my fault.”

      “No it isn’t. You’re not responsible for what someone else does, but I’ll tell you this: you’re a brilliant attorney. If someone can find our family a way out of this, you can.”

      I ran a hand through my hair and stood up. I hadn’t imagined going toe-to-toe with Grey Blackwood ever again, but if he wanted to come at my family, I’d have no choice but to stand up and fight him.
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