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            Prologue

          

          Mason- High School Lacrosse Championships

        

      

    

    
      The field looked like a stage before the curtain rose—painted lines glowing under the stadium lights, grass shaved to uniform obedience, the whole thing humming with the kind of expectation that made my skin buzz. The stands were already full: dads in fleece vests, mothers in pearls and school colors, younger siblings waving poster-board signs that said things like GO COUGARS! and PRICE IS RIGHT! It seemed like every camera phone in Richmond was aimed at us.

      It was the last lacrosse game of my senior year and the state championships—the one I’d been running toward since ninth grade.

      I rolled my shoulders, stick cradled against my hip, and tried to breathe past the tight knot in my chest. The air had that early-spring bite—cool enough you could see your breath if you exhaled hard, warm enough that sweat would sting your eyes by halftime. Perfect weather for a war.

      Across the midfield stripe, St. Christopher’s Saints jogged through their warmups in unison. Every movement clean, drilled, and annoyingly perfect. And at the center of them, like a black hole sucking all the light and oxygen: Beau Hollis Thatcher.

      Perfect fucking Beau.

      He wore his helmet pushed up on his head like a crown and grinned at something a teammate said, the curve of his mouth so effortless I wanted to punch it flat. Beau had the kind of face that made teachers forgive late homework and security guards wave him through any line.

      He’d had everything handed to him on a platinum platter since the delivery room. Old Richmond money. The right zip codes. The right last name. Meanwhile, I’d had to earn every scrap—every captain’s badge, every starting slot, every nod of respect—like it was rations in a famine.

      And he knew it. That was the worst part. Beau looked at me like I was a problem to be solved, an equation he’d ace if he just showed up. Every game we played against each other was a battle of wills, and today was the last time I’d have to see the asshole’s perfect face. I planned to make it memorable. For him.

      “Price!” Coach Rice’s voice snapped like a flag. “Bring it in!”

      Our huddle tightened around him, the sour-sweet reek of sweat and fresh-cut grass filling my nose. Coach had a square, oak-carved face that made freshmen stand up straighter and seniors run faster. He didn’t yell because he didn’t need to.

      “This is it, gentlemen,” he said, scanning us one by one. “You earned every inch of this field. You kept your mouths shut and your legs moving all season long, and I’ll be damned if anyone in navy and gold takes it from you tonight.”

      A ripple of breath moved through the circle—quiet, and hungry.

      “They’re good,” Coach said, jerking his chin toward the Saints. “But you’re better. They’re pretty. You’re mean. The Saints have been reading their own press clippings for the entire season while you’ve been building calluses. You want this trophy more. Let them feel that.”

      He looked at me last.

      “Mason,” he said, voice dropping half an inch. “They lean on one player. We lean on a team. But your boys feed off your pulse. Keep it steady. Attack like you practiced—smart, not flashy. We finish every ride. We finish every check, and we finish first. The entire locker room is depending on you.”

      My throat tightened, but it wasn’t fear. It was a pressure valve I’d been slowly screwing down all week. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” His mouth twitched like a suppressed smile. “Now go take what’s yours.”

      We broke. Helmets slammed down, gloves tightened. The ref’s whistle cut the air. The Saints drifted toward the line like they owned the place; the Cougars took the turf like we were collecting a debt.

      I took my spot at attack, stick light in my hands, and found Beau. He’d shoved his helmet down now, face behind the mask, the black eye cage slicing that smug mouth into measured angles. He rolled his neck, and for half a heartbeat his gaze slid across the field and stopped on me, like he’d been searching and finally found what he was looking for.

      He lifted his chin in greeting.

      I sneered.

      The faceoff snapped like a mousetrap. Our middie clamped down, fought like a raccoon in a trash can, and scooped the ball free. It squirted backward, and we were on it—bodies slicing upfield. Sticks clicked like bones, and the coaches barked from the sidelines.

      I caught the first pass on the wing and felt the ball settle into the pocket. A defender slid toward me—big kid, quick feet, already sweating. I sold him a stutter-step and moved past, not greedy, just enough to draw the second man, and dumped it to our X attack behind the cage. We ran the motion we’d run a thousand times under halogen bulbs and rain and heat that made your lungs taste like pennies.

      Catch, carry, lean.

      Beau shadowed the lane on the far side, jaw tight, watching the pieces of our offense move like he was memorizing them. It would have been flattering if I didn’t hate his fucking face.

      The first shot pinged off the post—sharp, metallic, a noise you felt in your teeth. A groan rolled through our section; their side cheered like they’d actually done something. The ball ricocheted high. We chased it down and saved it.

      The Saints got the first goal off transition—a quick stick on the crease, clean and cruel. Their bench erupted, and Beau pumped a fist, his eyes cutting to me like he needed to make sure I’d seen it.

      I saw it. I also saw him forget to hide the little flinch when our defender laid a legal bruise on his ribs two possessions later.

      We answered six plays after, one of those ugly goals that don’t make highlight reels—shove, scrape, dig, shove again—and then the ball was in the net because we wanted it more. The roar from the stands hit my back like a wind.

      From there it turned into what it always turned into with Beau and me: a game inside the game. He was one of those players who made the field seem tilted toward him and moved as if he’d rehearsed the geometry with God. I was the counterargument: a metronome with blood in it. He tried to bait me into overplaying, and I didn’t oblige.

      By halftime we were tied at three, sweat cooling in a sheen on my forearms while Coach gave us water and orders. His eyes found me again. “Stay even, Price,” he said. “Let him be the one to chase. He breaks down when he has to chase.”

      I knew who “he” was.

      The third quarter was a fistfight in slow motion. Bodies collided and separated. A kid in the row behind our bench screamed, “Murder them!” and his mother told him to hush.

      And then, with four minutes left and the scoreboard at 5–5, the game snapped.

      It happened fast. We turned them over at midfield on a sloppy pass; I scooped the ground ball clean, and my legs were already pumping, the lines blurring under my cleats. The Saints scrambled. I cut right, chopped my steps, and saw the lane open like a seam in cloth.

      And there he was.

      Beau came at me like a comet—shoulder to chest, his stick a bright flash in my periphery, his hips dropping center of gravity like he’d practiced it a thousand times while trying not to think about my name.

      I planted my feet to take the blow and split, but his stick skated off my glove and bit into me deep—an ugly, accidental rake that slashed across the top of my thigh where the padding thinned.

      “Shit!” I clenched my teeth.

      My foot slid, and my balance went sideways. The ball squirted free, and my knee kissed sod. Beau’s shoulder clipped my ribs, and we both went down in a tangle.

      The whistle blew, two at once—the foul and the stoppage. Noise roared up and then tunneled down into something thin and far away.

      “Damn it,” I heard myself say, conversationally, like I’d dropped a book on my toe. I looked down and saw red blooming through my uniform.

      Hands grabbed me—teammates, a trainer, and Coach’s shadow loomed overhead. The world narrowed to the smell of earth, rubber, and the iron tang of blood.

      “Let me see,” the trainer said, and his fingers were already peeling back my pants. “Deep scrape. You’re lucky, kid. Hold still.”

      A few feet away, Beau stood with his helmet off, breathing hard. He was saying something to the referee. “I went for the stick—I didn’t mean to, please tell him…”

      “You’re benched, Thatcher!” someone barked.

      Coach knelt, blocking my view of everyone but him. “You with me, Price?”

      “Yeah.” My voice sounded like it had gravel in it.

      “You’re done,” the trainer grimaced, still pressing on my thigh. “He needs stitches.”

      Coach didn’t look at the trainer. He looked at me. “We’ll man up,” he breathed. “We’re going to win this, Price.”

      It took me a breath to understand he was telling me I was out of the game.

      I nodded once, and the trainer and a teammate hauled me to my feet.

      I refused to limp, despite how much it hurt. There was no way I’d let Beau see me in pain. But as I moved, I felt it—a stare landing on me, bright as a spotlight. I turned my head and saw him ten yards away. His mask was off, and it looked like guilt and defiance were warring on his stupidly symmetric face.

      He mouthed something I couldn’t hear.

      Maybe it was “Sorry.” Most likely it was “Fuck you, Price.”

      “Next time, Thatcher,” I whispered.

      They taped me up like a Christmas present on the sideline while the game resumed. The Saints’ parents were on their feet, screeching. Our section throbbed with anger and love.

      And in the end, we won.

      My team swarmed the field, sticks punching the sky. Coach hauled me up and into the swarm, half-carrying me.

      Victory is the ultimate painkiller.

      On the edge of the chaos, Beau stood frozen like a statue. His eyes met mine across that ruined field, and for a second it felt like the two of us were the only people left. Not friends. Not anything. Just two boys who’d spent four years measuring themselves against each other, and a victor had finally emerged.

      He lifted his chin like he had before the first whistle, only this time there was no smirk, just a look I couldn’t read.

      In the training room, someone with steady hands threaded a needle through my skin. Focusing on the buzzing fluorescent lights above me, I counted my breaths. I told myself it was fine, and I’d be running again in a week.

      The trainer snipped the thread. “You’ll have a souvenir,” he chuckled. “Chicks dig scars.”

      I huffed a laugh because that was what boys like me were supposed to do. “Sure.”

      Later, when the room emptied and the roar of celebration became echoes, I pushed my shorts down and looked at the neat black ladder crisscrossing the angry red slash on my upper thigh. Not heroic or tragic. Just a permanent reminder.

      I touched the skin around it and felt that knot in my chest unwind by half. We’d won. I’d done my job. The scoreboard didn’t care how it happened.

      But when I closed my eyes, the image wasn’t Coach’s hand crushing my shoulder in pride. It was Beau’s face—shocked, sorry, stubborn—flickering behind the bars of his mask.

      The locker room emptied, and I slowly got to my feet and shuffled over to the mirror. God, I looked like hell. Bruises covered my arms, and there was a slight cut under my ear. However, my ego suffered more damage than anything else.

      “I’m going to make you pay, Beau Thatcher.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Beau

        

      

    

    
      The parking deck smelled of oil and the nearby James River — that nostalgic Richmond musk that hit me right in the gut. I cut the engine of my Mercedes and just sat there for a second, hands on the steering wheel, watching my breath ghost in the frigid air.

      I’d been back in Richmond for exactly one week, and it already felt like a month. My parent’s estate in Windsor Farms was as big and drafty as I remembered, all high ceilings and antique furniture designed more for show than comfort. My mother kept the thermostat set somewhere between “arctic” and “cryogenic preservation.” She claimed it was invigorating. My father called it barbaric. Their marriage had been in the ICU for years, and I had a sneaking suspicion my triumphant homecoming was less about family togetherness and more about giving them a new conversational chew toy.

      Still, I couldn’t complain too loudly. In another week, I’d be in my new condo in Shockoe Bottom—a penthouse with floor-to-ceiling windows and a view of the James River that looked like a painting. The place was sleek, modern, and gloriously mine. No lace curtains, no polite silences, and definitely no “Beau, darling, don’t slouch in front of the guests.”

      I climbed out of the car, locked it with a chirp, and slung my briefcase over my shoulder. First day. New job. A bright morning that made a man feel like he might just pull off the impossible—reinventing himself in the same city he swore he’d never return to.

      The air outside had a sharp winter bite as I crossed Franklin Street toward the glass-and-steel high-rise that housed Hollingsworth, Rhoads, and Brown, one of the most prestigious law firms in Virginia.

      I missed California—the ocean, the culture, the sense that everyone was chasing something bigger. But San Francisco had too many people chasing the same damn thing. Back there, I was just another overqualified minnow darting through an enormous pond. Here in Richmond, I could be the shark. The job offer from HRB had been too good to pass up: senior associate, performance-based bonuses, and the kind of client roster that could turn “Thatcher” into a brand name.

      Of course, I had my suspicions about how the offer materialized in the first place. I could practically picture my father holding court at the Country Club of Virginia, scotch in hand, bragging to Judge Hollingsworth about his “brilliant boy from Stanford Law.” Meanwhile, my mother would butter up Mrs. Hollingsworth at her weekly bridge game, dropping not-so-subtle hints about how Beau would be perfect for the firm.

      Whatever strings they’d pulled, they’d worked.

      The lobby of HRB’s building gleamed with marble floors and chrome fixtures. A massive abstract painting dominated one wall, the kind of art that looked like someone had thrown a tantrum with a can of blue paint. Behind the security desk sat a man who looked like he’d been there since the Carter administration—gray hair, gray mustache, gray mood.

      “Morning,” I said, flashing what I hoped was a winning smile. “Beau Thatcher, first day at Hollingsworth, Rhoads, and Brown.”

      The man squinted at his monitor. “You’re on the list,” he grunted, then cracked a smile that softened his bulldog face. “I’m Mario. They said you’d be coming. Nineteenth floor. Elevators to your left.”

      “Thanks, Mario.”

      The elevator chimed open, and I stepped inside. My reflection stared back at me in the mirrored doors: tailored navy suit, pale blue tie, black wavy hair perfectly in place. If I looked nervous, at least I looked good doing it.

      The elevator stopped on the fourteenth floor, and the doors slid open to reveal a woman with dark curls pinned in a bun and a coffee cup the size of a small child. She wore a fitted pencil skirt and a look of perpetual efficiency.

      She reached for the control panel, noticed the 19th floor already lit, then gave me a once-over. “You’re Beau Thatcher, right?”

      “Guilty as charged,” I said, smiling. “And you are?”

      “Lisa Morales,” she said, grinning as she extended her free hand. “Senior paralegal. Mrs. Hollingsworth asked me to show you around and then take you to a meeting.”

      The elevator dinged again, and the doors opened onto the 19th floor—sleek, polished, and humming with quiet energy.

      “Welcome to the big leagues,” Lisa said, stepping aside so I could follow her out. “Try not to look too impressed.”

      Too late for that. I was already impressed—and just a little terrified.

      Lisa guided me through a maze of glass-walled offices and open workspaces that hummed with quiet productivity. Associates hunched over laptops, paralegals shuttled between cubicles with armfuls of files, and somewhere a printer churned out what sounded like the entire U.S. Tax Code.

      “Coffee station’s over there,” Lisa said, gesturing to a sleek chrome setup that looked like it belonged on a spaceship. “Free espresso, cappuccino, whatever keeps you upright. We go through about forty pounds of beans a week, which tells you everything you need to know about this place.”

      I grinned. “Noted. What’s the office culture like?”

      She gave me a look that was equal parts amusement and warning. “Competitive. Everyone’s smart, everyone’s hungry, and everyone thinks they’re one billable hour away from making partner.” She paused at a corner office with floor-to-ceiling windows. “Case in point—Mason Price.”

      My stomach dropped.

      Through the glass, I could see him: bent over a stack of documents, one hand holding a pen, the other pushing through that wavy blond hair I remembered too well. He wore a charcoal suit that was perfectly tailored, and even from here I could see the sharp focus in his expression—like the rest of the world had faded to static and only the case in front of him mattered.

      Fifteen years. It had been fifteen goddamn years since that lacrosse field, and somehow he looked exactly the same. Older, sure—sharper lines around his jaw, broader shoulders—but still unmistakably him.

      “Mason’s our golden boy,” Lisa continued, oblivious to the fact that my pulse had kicked into overdrive. “Joined the firm straight out of Princeton Law, works like a machine, clients love him. He’s probably going to make partner before he’s thirty-five.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “He’s also a bit of a robot. Polite, professional, but I’ve never seen the man crack a genuine smile. I’m pretty sure he irons his underwear.”

      I forced a laugh. “Sounds like a blast at parties.”

      “Oh, he doesn’t go to parties. He works.” She started walking again, and I followed, grateful to put distance between me and that glass wall. “Come on, the conference room’s this way. Mrs. Hollingsworth wants to introduce you to the team.”

      My heart was still pounding. Mason Price. Here. Of all the law firms in Virginia, of course I’d end up at his.

      The universe had a twisted sense of humor.

      The conference room was all polished mahogany and leather chairs, with a view of downtown Richmond that would’ve been impressive if I wasn’t too busy trying not to throw up. Around the long table sat a handful of attorneys and paralegals, all looking extra caffeinated.

      At the head of the table sat two people who could only be the senior partners: a silver-haired man in an immaculate suit who radiated quiet menace, and a woman with honey-blonde hair and pearls who looked like she hosted charity galas in her sleep—because she did.

      “Beau!” The woman stood, her face lighting up with genuine warmth as she rounded the table. “Oh, sweetheart, look at you! All grown up and polished.”

      Patricia Hollingsworth pulled me into a brief hug—the kind that smelled like Chanel No. 5 and old Richmond money—before stepping back to look at me properly. “Your mother is absolutely beside herself with pride about you working here, though she’d never admit it.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Hi, Mrs. Hollingsworth. It’s good to see you.”

      “Patsy, darling. We’re colleagues now.” She squeezed my arm affectionately. “Though I have to say, the last time I saw you, you were what—nineteen? Twenty? Home from college for the summer and trying to avoid one of your mother’s garden parties?”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      She laughed, that easy Southern warmth making the formal conference room feel a little less intimidating. “Well, you’ve certainly come a long way since then. Your mother brags about you every Thursday at bridge. ‘My Beau graduated from Stanford Law, top of his class’—I could recite her speech in my sleep.”

      I felt my neck flush. “She exaggerates.”

      “Does she?” Patsy’s eyes twinkled. “We’ll see about that.”

      She gestured to the man beside her, who had been watching our exchange with the patient stillness of a predator. “This is Carter Rhoads, my co-founder and managing partner.”

      Carter stood, extending his hand. His handshake was firm, calculated—the kind that tested you without seeming to. Up close, he was even more imposing: sharp gray eyes that missed nothing, a jaw carved from granite, and a stillness that made you want to confess to crimes you didn’t commit.

      “Mr. Thatcher,” he said, his voice smooth and measured. “Welcome to Hollingsworth, Rhoads, and Brown.”

      “Thank you, sir. It’s an honor to be here.”

      “An honor we don’t extend lightly.” He released my hand and remained standing, studying me with the detached interest of a scientist examining a specimen. “I’ve reviewed your file extensively. Stanford Law—impressive. Your trial record in California—even more so. Three consecutive wins in cases most attorneys would have settled.”

      “I don’t like settling, sir.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. “Neither do I. That’s why you’re here.” He gestured to the empty seat. “Sit. We’re just wrapping up a case briefing, but I wanted you to meet the litigation team before we discuss your first assignment.”

      I sat, trying to look calm and professional while my brain screamed warnings. The door was still open. Mason could walk through it any second.

      Patsy launched into introductions—names and faces I’d forget in ten minutes—and I nodded along, half-listening. One of the associates, a guy with too much gel in his hair and a Rolex that screamed trying too hard, leaned forward.

      “Paul Cramer,” he said, extending a hand across the table. “Welcome aboard. It’s always good to have fresh blood.”

      “Thanks.” His handshake was clammy.

      “So, Stanford, huh?” Paul’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s impressive. I went to Georgetown. Excellent school, but Stanford’s obviously top-tier.”

      “Both solid programs,” I said diplomatically.

      “Oh, absolutely. Though I have to say, it’s interesting—you’re coming in as a senior associate, right? That’s quite a jump. Must’ve had some serious connections to land that.”

      The room went silent.

      Lisa, standing by the door, rolled her eyes so hard I thought they’d fall out of her head.

      Before I could respond, Carter cleared his throat. “Mr. Thatcher earned his position through merit, Cramer. His case record speaks for itself.”

      Paul flushed. “Of course, sir. I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m sure you didn’t.”

      The tension hung in the air like smoke. I was starting to get the picture: Paul was the office insecure overachiever, the type of guy who measured his worth in put-downs and Patek Philippe watches.

      “Now then,” Patsy said brightly, smoothly redirecting the conversation, “we’re assigning you to a major case right out of the gate, Beau. A merger between two pharmaceutical companies—lots of regulatory hurdles, lots of egos, and a tight deadline. It’s a high-profile case, and we need our best people on it.”

      “Sounds challenging. I’m ready.”

      “Good.” She glanced at Carter. “We’re pairing you with—”

      Mason Price stepped into the conference room as if fate had summoned him. He had a leather portfolio tucked under one arm, his expression neutral and unreadable. His eyes swept the room—polite, professional—and then landed on me.

      Time stopped.

      For half a second, I saw it: the flicker of recognition, the shock, the something else I couldn’t name. His jaw tightened, and a slight flush crept up his neck.

      Then, the mask slammed back into place.

      “Apologies for the delay,” he said smoothly, his voice cool and controlled. “I was finishing a call with a client.”

      “No problem, Mason,” Patsy said. “Perfect timing, actually. I’d like you to meet Beau Thatcher, our newest senior associate. Beau, this is Mason Price.”

      Mason’s gaze stayed locked on mine, and I felt the weight of fifteen years pressing down on us like a collapsed building.

      “Mr. Thatcher,” he said, voice clipped.

      “Mr. Price,” I replied, matching his tone.

      The air in the room felt electric, like a storm was about to break.

      Carter leaned back in his chair, oblivious—or pretending to be. “Mason, you’ll be working with Beau on the PharmaTech-MediCorp merger. I want both of you on this. Complementary skill sets, high stakes, the works.”

      Mason’s eye twitched. “Of course.”

      “Excellent,” Patsy said, beaming. “I have a feeling you two are going to make a formidable team.”

      Formidable was one word for it. Combustible was another.

      The meeting dragged on for another twenty minutes—case details, timelines, strategy. I absorbed maybe half of it. My brain was still preoccupied with the man sitting three chairs away; his posture was so rigid he seemed carved from marble.

      Finally, mercifully, Patsy dismissed us. “Mason, why don’t you show Beau to his office and get him up to speed on the case files?”

      Mason stood, his movements precise and controlled. “Of course.”

      We filed out of the conference room in silence, the other associates scattering to their desks. Lisa shot me a look—half sympathy, half curiosity—as she disappeared down the hall.

      And then it was just the two of us, standing in the corridor like gunslingers at high noon.

      “Your office is this way,” Mason said curtly, then he spun on his heel and began walking.

      We walked in silence, past frosted glass walls and offices filled with people who didn’t know they were witnessing the beginning of a wildfire. Mason’s stride was brisk, purposeful—like if he moved fast enough, he could outrun whatever the hell this was.

      I kept pace easily, studying him from the corner of my eye. Fifteen years had changed him in ways I hadn’t expected. The boy who’d glared at me across a lacrosse field was gone, replaced by this polished, controlled man who looked like he’d ironed out every wrinkle in his personality along with his shirt.

      But I could still see it—the tension in his shoulders, the way his jaw worked like he was grinding his teeth. He was furious. Or rattled. Maybe both.

      Good.

      He halted in front of an office door, and I nearly collided with him.

      Up close, he was even more devastating—those blue eyes sharp enough to cut glass, that jaw tight with barely controlled tension. He’d filled out since high school, all lean muscle and coiled energy. A body that came from religious gym sessions and a punishing work schedule.

      For half a second, neither of us spoke. Just stared at each other like we were trying to solve an equation that had no answer.

      Then Mason’s expression hardened. “Let’s get something straight,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “What happened in high school? That stays in high school. We’re professionals now. Let’s act like it.”

      I leaned against the wall, arms crossed, and gave him my best smile—the one that usually made people nervous. “Sure, Price. Whatever you say.”

      “I’m serious, Thatcher.”

      “So am I.”

      For a moment, we just stared at each other, the air between us crackling with something I refused to name. Something that felt too much like the charge before lightning strikes.

      “Let’s try to have a good working relationship,” Mason bit out, his voice clipped. “Case files are already on your desk. Read them, get familiar, and we’ll meet tomorrow morning at eight to strategize.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      His eye twitched. Just barely. “Try to be on time.”

      “I’m always on time.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Price walked away, his footsteps sharp and precise against the polished floor, leaving me standing there with my heart pounding and a hollow feeling I couldn’t quite name.

      I turned and pushed open the door to my office. It was smaller than Mason’s but still impressive—floor-to-ceiling windows, a sleek desk, a view of the city that would’ve been breathtaking if I could focus on anything other than the memory of the look on Mason’s face as he limped off the lacrosse field.

      I sank into my chair and stared at the case files stacked neatly on my desk, but the words blurred together. Closing my eyes, I saw him again—seventeen, defiant, being helped to the sideline while his team celebrated around him. I’d stood there frozen, stick still in my hand, watching him go and hating myself for the sick twist in my gut that was half guilt, and half something I didn’t have a name for.

      The rivalry had burned hot from the moment we first faced off freshman year—two cocky teenagers who recognized something threatening in each other.

      Every spring for four years, it was the same story: Collegiate versus St. Christopher’s, Price versus Thatcher. We’d circle each other on that field like wolves, every game a battle of wills that went beyond scores and championships.

      Mason played with precision and control; I played with fire and instinct. The local papers ate it up, calling us “Richmond’s fiercest prep school rivalry” like we were gladiators instead of kids with trust funds and lacrosse sticks. And I’d loved it—loved having someone who matched my intensity, who pushed me to be better, meaner, sharper. I’d wanted to destroy him on the field. And now, fifteen years later, here we were—not opponents on opposite sides of a field, but colleagues expected to work together. 

      The universe had a sick sense of humor.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t see Mason again until late afternoon.

      I’d spent the day buried in case files—contracts, regulatory filings, endless emails between corporate lawyers who wrote like they were getting paid by the syllable. The PharmaTech-MediCorp merger was a beast: two massive pharmaceutical companies trying to combine forces while navigating a minefield of antitrust laws, FDA regulations, and shareholders with competing interests.

      It was exactly the type of high-stakes chaos I lived for.

      Around five o’clock, there was a knock on my door.

      “Come in,” I called, not looking up from the brief I was annotating.

      The door opened. I knew it was him before I even saw him—something about the way the air shifted, like the temperature dropped a few degrees.

      “We need to talk,” Mason said.

      I set down my pen and leaned back in my chair. “I’m listening.”

      He closed the door behind him, and suddenly the office felt about ten sizes smaller. He stayed near the door, arms crossed, jaw tight. Even annoyed and bristling with tension, he was unfairly good-looking—all sharp angles and controlled tension. Mason probably looked perfect even first thing in the morning, which seemed deeply unfair given what an asshole he was.

      “This is going to be a problem,” he said.

      “What is?”

      “Us. Working together.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why? You got something against teamwork, Price?”

      “Don’t.” His voice was sharp. “Don’t pretend this is normal.”

      “What do you want me to say?” I stood, rounding the desk to lean against it, closer to him now. “That I haven’t thought about you in fifteen years? That seeing you didn’t make me want to—”

      I stopped myself. Punch you in your perfect face had been what I was going to say, but standing this close to him, watching the way his throat worked when he swallowed, I wasn’t entirely sure that’s what I wanted to do.

      His jaw clenched. “Finish your sentence, Thatcher.”

      “Forget it.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you talk a big game, but you don’t actually want to deal with any of this.” He gestured sharply between us.

      I took a step closer, closing more of the distance. He didn’t back away, but something flickered in his eyes—wariness, maybe, or something else entirely. “I’ve thought about you,” I breathed. “More than I probably should have. Do you ever think about me, Mason?”

      For just a second, his mask slipped. I saw something raw there, something hungry and angry and buried so deep he probably thought it was gone. His gaze dropped briefly to my mouth, then snapped back up.

      Then it was back: the control, the ice.

      “We’re not doing this,” he said, his voice rough.

      “Doing what?”

      “Whatever this is.”

      “This,” I said, keeping my voice steady even though my pulse was doing something stupid, “is two adults who happen to have a history. We can handle it.”

      “Can we?”

      “I can. Can you?”

      He stared at me, and I could see the war happening behind those blue eyes—the part of him that wanted to walk away, and the part that wanted to stay and fight. Or maybe do something else entirely. Finally, he exhaled and took a deliberate step back, putting space between us like he needed the distance to breathe. “We have a job to do. A case to win. That’s all that matters.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Good.”

      He turned to leave, his hand on the doorknob. For a hot guy, he was one hell of a prick—all that perfect control and rigid professionalism like he’d forgotten he was human somewhere along the way.

      “Mason,” I said.

      He paused, but didn’t turn around.

      “For what it’s worth,” I said quietly, “I’m sorry. About the injury. I never meant—”

      “Whatever.”

      Then he opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

      I waited until his footsteps faded, then let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

      “Holy shit.” I sat down behind my desk and shook my head. This was going to be a spectacular, inevitable, and beautifully catastrophic disaster. But this was a great job with the number one law firm in Virginia. My parents would kill me if I fucked this up, and I didn’t move all the way back home just to torpedo my career. Could I somehow move past our teenage rivalry and actually work with Mason?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two
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      I made it back to my office without punching a wall, which felt like a minor miracle.

      The door clicked shut behind me, and I stood there for a moment, forehead pressed against the cool wood, trying to remember how to breathe like a normal human being instead of a man who’d just had his past walk back into his life wearing a perfectly tailored suit and that same infuriating smirk.

      Beau fucking Thatcher.

      Of all the law firms in Virginia—hell, the entire Eastern seaboard—he had to walk into mine. And not just walk in, but get hired as a senior associate, get assigned to my case, and look at me with those intense eyes like the last fifteen years had been nothing more than an intermission.

      I pushed away from the door and crossed to my desk, yanking my tie loose with more force than necessary. My office suddenly felt too small. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, downtown Richmond stretched out in a grid of glass and brick, the James River a gray ribbon in the distance. Usually, this view calmed me. Today, it might as well have been a brick wall.

      I dropped into my chair, and my leg immediately began bouncing under the desk.

      This was ridiculous. I wasn’t a teenager still nursing a grudge from high school. So what if Beau Thatcher had reappeared? So what if we had history? We were professionals now. Adults. We could work together like civilized people.

      Except the moment I’d seen him in that conference room, something had shifted in my chest—a tectonic plate sliding out of place. And when he’d stood close to me in his office doorway, close enough that I could smell whatever expensive cologne he wore, my body had responded in ways that had nothing to do with professional rivalry and everything to do with the fact that Beau Thatcher had grown up into exactly the type of man I tried very hard not to notice.

      Not that I was noticing.

      I wasn’t.

      My hand drifted to my thigh, fingers finding the scar through the fabric of my suit pants. The injury had healed years ago, but it was a reminder of a championship match that didn’t matter anymore.

      Except it did matter.

      I’d spent four years of high school locked in combat with Beau Thatcher—every game, every face-off, every moment on that field had been about proving I was better. Faster. Smarter. More disciplined. And every single time we faced each other, it had been a coin flip.

      We’d been equals, and I’d hated him for it.

      The championship game was supposed to be my moment of triumph, and my team had won. But the victory had tasted like ash because I’d spent the last part of the game injured.

      And Beau had looked guilty.

      That was the part I couldn’t shake. Not angry, not defensive—guilty. Like he’d genuinely given a damn that he’d hurt me.

      I shook my head, trying to dislodge the memory. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. That was high school, and this was now. Carter and Patsy had paired us together because we were both good at our jobs, not because they wanted to stage some kind of reunion tour of Richmond prep school rivalries.

      I could handle this. I just needed to establish boundaries, maintain professionalism, and remember that Beau Thatcher was a colleague, not—

      Not what?

      Not the guy whose face I’d thought about more than I wanted to admit over the last fifteen years? Not the one person who’d ever matched me stride for stride, who’d pushed me harder than any coach ever had? 

      “Fuck,” I muttered, scrubbing a hand over my face.

      A knock at my door made me straighten automatically, smoothing down my tie even though I’d just loosened it. “Come in.”

      Lisa Morales pushed through the door, a stack of manila folders balanced on one hip and her phone tucked between her ear and shoulder. She held up a finger—one second—and I waited while she finished her conversation.

      “Mm-hmm. Yes. Tell him if he doesn’t have those depositions to me by tomorrow morning, I’m going to make his life very difficult. No, I don’t care that it’s his anniversary. Thank you, sweetheart.” She ended the call and beamed at me. “Mason, darling. You look absolutely thrilled to be alive.”

      “It’s been a day.”

      “It’s almost six o’clock.” She set the folders on my desk with a decisive thump. “Discovery materials for the PharmaTech case. I’ve already flagged the sections you’ll want to review first, cross-referenced with the MediCorp financials.”

      “You’re a goddess.”

      “I know.” She settled into the chair across from my desk, crossing her legs and fixing me with a look that suggested she was about to say something I didn’t want to hear. “So. Beau Thatcher.”
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