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      Willow

      Was this what a broken heart felt like? This strange, splitting sensation in my chest?

      Tears streamed down my cheeks as I perched on the edge of my father’s desk, barely able to see the familiar row of vintage guns through my blurred vision.

      I was an idiot. Such a monumental idiot.

      I should have known better than to think a guy like Emmett had really been interested in me, but I’d been flattered by his attention and gone along with it.

      So naïve.

      Now, all I wanted was a hug from my dad, but according to his personal assistant, Sonia, he was in a meeting. She’d ushered me into his office and told me I could wait for him here. I think she hadn’t wanted to deal with my tears. Especially not where I could disturb the employees. My father ran a security company with dozens of staff who were too busy protecting others to have time for a teenage girl’s hysterics.

      I wouldn’t want them to see me like this anyway. It was far too humiliating.

      The door swung open, and I jolted in surprise.

      “Can I have a word with you, Frank? It’s about the Walton account.” The man looked up, and his smooth voice broke off when he realized it wasn’t my dad sitting at the desk. “Oh, Willow. Hello. I was just looking for your father.”

      I stared at him, momentarily unable to speak. Ronan King, the hottest man in the universe, had always had that effect on me. He had thick brown hair, a strong nose, and a delicious five o’clock shadow Emmett and the other high school boys could only dream of. Something fizzed in my stomach, and tingles spread over my skin. But then the sensation soured when I remembered that I was sitting on the edge of Dad’s desk with puffy eyes and mascara-stained cheeks. This seriously could not get any worse.

      I hunched inward. “Hi.”

      He glanced at the door then back at me, probably wondering whether to leave. “I should…” He trailed off as fresh tears sprang to my eyes. “Are you okay?”

      I shook my head, my face burning with embarrassment. I’d been intrigued by Ronan ever since he’d come to work for Dad when he was fresh out of college five years ago, and this wasn’t the way I wanted him to see me.

      He took a reluctant step into the office. “Can I, uh, get you a glass of water?”

      “Yes, please.” At least it would give me something to focus on other than him.

      He left the room, and I stared at the row of guns while I waited for him to come back.

      Remington, Winchester, Savage, Smith & Wesson.

      I knew them by heart and could shoot better than most of the guys my age. But I could also hold my own on a ballroom floor. My socialite mother may have died years ago, but she’d made sure I was equipped for the life she’d dreamed of me having.

      When Ronan returned, he passed me a glass of water. “Are you okay here by yourself?”

      “Yes,” I muttered, not making eye contact. “Thanks for the water.”

      “No problem.” He moved toward the door.

      “Ronan,” I started, but I couldn’t think of what to say. “Never mind. Sorry.”

      My shoulders slumped. I hated him seeing what a mess I was, but I also didn’t want to be alone.

      He turned back to me. His expression was patient, but I could tell he was uncomfortable. “Something is clearly bothering you.” He paced over to the plush sofa in front of the window. Chicago sprawled behind him through the glass. “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.”

      “Do you want to talk about the weather, then? Because I don’t feel like I can leave you alone when you’re so upset. I had a quick look for your dad while I was out there, but he’s in a meeting.”

      “I know. Sonia already told me.”

      “So.” He cocked his head. “The sunshine is great today, isn’t it?”

      Despite myself, I laughed. I doubted Ronan ever got outside the office during daylight hours. Dad was always saying what a reliable worker he was—something that annoyed my brother, Tom, who held a similar position at Lennox Securities, to no end.

      “It’s nice,” I agreed. We sat in silence for a few moments, then I sighed, realizing he wasn’t going anywhere. “It’s nothing serious,” I told him. “You don’t have to worry.”

      His eyebrows drew together. “If it’s enough to make you cry, then it matters. But you don’t have to tell me. I’ll keep you company until Frank finishes with his meeting.”

      I huffed. “You don’t need to do that. It’s just boy trouble.”

      A flicker of something flashed through his gaze—probably regret at being stuck discussing boys with his boss’s daughter. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      It wasn’t much of a response, but now that I’d started talking, more words seemed to spill out of me. “I overheard my prom date saying he wouldn’t have asked me to go with him if I wasn’t from a rich family.” I rolled my eyes as though it didn’t hurt. “I don’t know why it surprised me. I should have known someone like him wouldn’t be interested in someone like me.”

      Ronan scoffed. “He sounds like an asshole.”

      My mouth dropped open. I hadn’t really expected him to say anything, let alone that.

      “The number in your father’s bank account shouldn’t matter,” he continued. “It’s what’s in your heart that counts, and from what I can tell, yours is too kind to waste on someone like that.”

      The organ in question sped up, and my palms were clammy. “Uh, thanks?”

      He shot me a look. “If the guy can’t see your value, then you should ditch him. Go back out there and find someone who deserves you.”

      My lower lip quivered. “But prom is tomorrow.”

      He shrugged. “If you can’t find anyone who’ll treat you right, then go with your best girlfriend. You have one of those, right?”

      I nodded, my thoughts wandering to Sage Nichols. She was going with the guy who ran the audiovisual booth for the drama club and who worshipped the ground she walked on. They’d gladly have me as a third wheel. In fact, I didn’t think I’d even look for another date—although I’d definitely kick Emmett to the curb.

      I wiped away the remnants of my tears and gazed at Ronan. His thoughtful words had just set the new standard for men in my life, and I wasn’t sure any high school boy could live up to them.

      “Willow.” The sound of my father’s voice drew my attention to the doorway.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      He scanned my face, his forehead furrowing with concern. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      “Just some school stuff.” I glanced at Ronan. “I’m actually feeling much better about it now.”

      Dad smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. Why don’t you come here and give your old man a hug anyway?”

      I happily threw myself into his strong embrace. He smelled faintly of cigarettes—a habit he’d never managed to kick—and his shoulders were broad enough to carry the weight of my world. Ronan may have been the subject of my unrequited crush, but Dad would always be the most important man in my life.
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      Willow

      I peeked through the slit between the door and frame.

      Still no sign of him.

      He’d left his office five minutes ago, but I wanted to make sure he was well and truly gone for the night before I ventured out of my hiding place.

      I adjusted my position among the mops and vacuum cleaners, wishing there were somewhere I could sit. I’d been standing for hours. Still, I could continue for several more if I needed to because this cupboard had a prime view of Ronan King’s office on the top floor of the building that housed his company, King’s Security. The cupboard also had a clear line of sight up and down the well-lit but now empty corridor.

      I needed to move soon, though. I’d stolen a cleaner’s outfit and snuck in during work hours, but the real cleaning staff would arrive soon, and I couldn’t risk them finding me here and reporting me.

      I wondered what the penalty would be for trespassing. I probably should have looked that up before now. But considering the stakes—saving my family’s company—it was worth the risk.

      Something tickled my nostril and I swiped at it, fighting the urge to sneeze.

      It tickled again.

      I sucked in a breath.

      Don’t sneeze, don’t sneeze, don’t sneeze.

      I sneezed.

      The sound echoed in the tiny space, and I froze, my heart galloping in my chest. What if someone had heard? The office floor seemed deserted, but that didn’t mean it actually was. I counted under my breath as the seconds passed. Nothing stirred. When I reached thirty, I decided I was safe.

      I eased the door open and tiptoed into the hall. There was nobody in sight. Still, I didn’t relax. That would have been a mistake. Instead, I hurried toward Ronan’s office. It was locked. Entrance could only be granted by inputting a number into a keypad. Fortunately, I’d seen the passcode earlier and typed it now, releasing a sharp breath when the door clicked open without an alarm going off. I had no doubt I was being recorded, but as long as I was able to get in and out before building security arrived, then I didn’t care. I was confident the office was dim enough that seeing the details of my face would be near impossible.

      I switched on the flashlight app on my phone and went straight to the heavy oak desk. With the aid of the extra illumination, I scanned the surface. It was mostly clear.

      I pulled open a drawer and sifted through the papers inside. Invoices and records. I made a sound of exasperation in the back of my throat. Ronan was up to something. He’d been sniffing around Lennox Securities for weeks—contacting minor shareholders and asking questions that made me nervous. I was afraid he was working toward a hostile takeover. I needed to know for sure.

      I glanced at his computer. There was a single monitor with cords connected to a laptop. Maybe what I needed was on the computer, but I hoped not because I hadn’t managed to decipher his password during my earlier spying.

      I checked another drawer and came up empty. My eyes traveled back to the computer.

      Couldn’t hurt to try.

      I touched a glove-clad finger to the mousepad and the screen lit up, requesting a password to access the desktop. There was pretty much no chance I’d be able to guess correctly, but I might as well take a shot. I clicked into the box and entered his birthday, which I remembered because of my crazy infatuation with him when I was younger.

      It didn’t work. Of course not.

      I tried a couple of other options in quick succession but stopped when a warning popped up, advising that I’d be locked out of the system after one more failed attempt.

      Abandoning the computer, I opened the bottom drawer and dropped to my knees to look inside. It was while I was on the floor, the desk obscuring my view through the office door, that I heard footsteps rapidly approaching.

      My blood turned to ice. I dove for cover beneath the desk, only realizing when I got there that I’d left the drawer open. I inched forward and started sliding it shut but stopped when an ominous click sounded in the silent room. I recognized that click. Whoever had entered had a gun. I was in trouble.

      “Come out with your hands up.”

      I closed my eyes as relief washed over me. I knew that voice. Ronan had come back. I was reasonably sure he wouldn’t shoot me, but I didn’t move. Perhaps if I was quiet, he’d think he’d been imagining things. It was nearly dark in here. There was a chance he wouldn’t see me or notice the open drawer.

      “I know I locked the door,” he said, his tone arch. “And my computer is wired to alert me if someone tampers with it. Either you come out, or I’ll come to you. Your choice.”

      I pressed my fists to my forehead and bit back a curse. He’d caught me. What would happen now? Would he call the police? He wouldn’t take kindly to me being here, that was for sure.

      I weighed my options. I could stay here and wait for him to drag me out, or I could do as he said and maintain a sliver of dignity.

      Pride won out. Lennoxes did not quiver in the corner, no matter how many odds were stacked against them.

      I shuffled out from beneath the desk and scrambled to my feet with as much grace as I could muster. I tossed my head back and met his furious gaze. But the sight of a handgun pointed at my chest made me falter. He wouldn’t use it on me, would he? No matter how much he hated anyone with the last name Lennox these days, he wouldn’t shoot an unarmed woman.

      The clench in my gut wasn’t only fear though. However angry he might be, Ronan was a fine specimen of a man. If he’d been appealing at twenty-eight, he was magnificent at thirty-five. Pure masculine beauty with luscious hair, unfathomable eyes, and his sleeves rolled up to reveal the tattoos on one forearm that usually remained hidden beneath his suit.

      He frowned at my uniform. “You’re not the cleaner.”

      I contemplated saying I was filling in for the night, but he wouldn’t believe me. “I’m not,” I agreed.

      “Do you have a weapon?” he asked.

      “No.” I let my hands fall to my sides so he could see I was no threat to him. At least, not physically.

      He lowered the gun. “Who do you work for? Start talking.”

      I blinked. My lips parted.

      He didn’t recognize me.

      I’d just assumed he’d know me on sight, but he had no idea. The irony was glorious. I’d spent years dreaming of him, whereas he may as well never have seen me before today. If I weren’t so scared, I’d have been pissed.

      “Ronan, it’s me. Willow.” At his blank look, I continued, “Willow Lennox.”

      His eyes widened, and he raked his gaze over me from head to toe. “Willow? Shit. You look different in that getup.”

      I winced. Given the situation, I had more pressing concerns than how unflattering the uniform was, but I still had a fleeting moment of regret that it was our first time speaking in years and he was seeing me at my worst.

      His eyes narrowed. “What the hell are you doing here? And don’t tell me you’re cleaning because I won’t buy it for a second.”

      I took a deep breath and stood my ground even though my pulse had ratcheted up so much that I could hear it in my ears. “You’re planning something with Lennox Securities, and I want to know what.”
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      Ronan

      She had guts; I’d give her that. Not many people would have been brave enough to stare me down the way she was. I wondered how it was possible that this feisty woman could be the same sophisticated socialite I’d seen with Tom at charity galas and high-society events. But despite the outfit, I could tell her slender body curved in all the right places, and her moss-green eyes glimmered with emotion. She may have looked different than she had at those events, but not necessarily worse. This version of Willow Lennox felt real in a way that her untouchable princess façade never could. Whenever I saw her in public, she held herself distant, as though her mind were someplace else. Now she was very much in the moment.

      “So you thought you’d break into my office to find out?” I kept my tone light, not letting on how much it had thrown me to find her here. I couldn’t afford anything going wrong when I was so close to wresting control of Lennox Securities from Tom—a man who didn’t deserve his father’s legacy.

      “Yes, I did.” She maintained eye contact. “Clearly, I didn’t think it all the way through, but the idea was solid. So, are you going to tell me?”

      I laughed at her sheer audacity. It impressed the hell out of me. I remembered her as a sweet girl. A little spoiled, but good-natured. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who’d changed.

      “I think you already know what I’m planning.”

      She deflated. “A hostile takeover.”

      I hated the pang her dejection caused in my chest. Beautiful or not, I couldn’t let myself feel anything for her. There wasn’t a female less suited to me in all of Chicago. “You won’t find any evidence of that in here.”

      “Of course not.” She pursed her lips. “I should have realized you’d have everything on an encrypted cloud server or something along those lines. But I’m still not sure how you plan to go about it. Even if you managed to buy all of the shares not in the Lennox family, you’d still have less than half of the company.”

      I didn’t react to her statement, although it was interesting to know she was unaware her brother had sold some of his shares. “Did Tom send you?”

      Tom now headed up Lennox Securities, which had been on a slippery downward spiral since he’d inherited the business after Frank passed away six years ago. Meanwhile, King’s Security, which I’d established soon after leaving Lennox Securities, had been steadily on the rise. The two companies dealt with similar corporate clients, but King’s Security also offered bodyguard services and cyber security solutions that Lennox Securities did not.

      When she didn’t reply, I took it as a silent affirmation and gestured to one of the chairs. “Sit.”

      She crossed her arms. “No, thank you. I’d rather stand.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      I strode past her and dropped onto my executive chair. The faint scent of vanilla tickled my nostrils. From her perfume or body lotion? I suddenly regretted my choice to move. It had been a power play, but I hadn’t counted on how her nearness would affect me.

      “Are you going to call the police?” she asked, backing away a couple of steps and glancing at the door. She didn’t try to run. She must have known it was pointless.

      I considered the question. The idea had a certain appeal. Ever since Tom had fired me shortly after Frank’s death, there wasn’t much I liked more than getting under his skin. He’d be distraught if his precious sister were arrested. But it would be wrong of me to make Willow pay for her brother’s actions. Yes, she’d broken the law, but she’d done it out of loyalty to her family, and I respected that. I also couldn’t help admiring her backbone in standing up to me, and her cleverness in managing to get inside my office in the first place.

      “I don’t think I will,” I said finally. “But I have you on camera, and I’ll be showing your photograph to the guards at the door. If you come anywhere near here again, I’ll send the recording to the police.”

      She gasped. “You’re blackmailing me?”

      I hid a grin behind my hand. “I’m giving you a good reason not to break any more laws.”

      Her teeth sank into her lower lip. I wanted to tell her to stop. That her flesh was too tender to abuse like that, but I kept my mouth shut.

      “Fine,” she snapped, her eyes sparking with temper. “I’ll stay away. You’ve told me all I need to know anyway.”

      “We’re in agreement then. I’ll escort you out of the building.”

      “Don’t you trust me?” she demanded.

      “Not a bit.”

      To my surprise, she fell silent. Her gaze lowered to her shoes. “Look, Ronan, Lennox Securities is all we have left of Dad. I know Tom made things difficult for you after Dad’s death, but coming after the company isn’t right. Tom isn’t the only one you’d be hurting. Think of the employees.”

      “If something such as a takeover were to happen, I’m sure they’d be taken care of.” Contrary to what she believed, I’d given it some thought. I’d even looked into the employees closely enough to know she held a marketing and communications position within the firm.

      Her eyes shone with what I feared were tears. “Lennox Securities should be run by a Lennox.”

      Please don’t cry.

      I sent up a prayer to the universe. Women’s tears weren’t something I’d ever been comfortable with. Especially not when the woman in question was stunningly beautiful and more loyal to the Lennox name than her brother deserved.

      “This isn’t personal,” I told her.

      “Yes, it is.” She sighed. “The company is the mark that Dad left on Chicago, and that means something to me. You’re trying to erase the last piece of him I have left.”

      Her words were a punch in the gut. I shot to my feet, my jaw clenched in anger. “Why would I want to do that? Your father was the only man who ever believed in me. Your brother is the one harming Frank’s reputation. In my hands, the company could become the success it used to be.”

      “It could still be successful if not for you stealing our clients,” she retorted.

      “Stealing them?” I snorted in disbelief. “They come looking for me when Tom lets them down.”

      “You’re unbelievable.” She shook her head. “I should never have come here.” She started toward the exit. I followed close behind. “You seriously don’t have to walk me out. I’m leaving.”

      “Consider it me being a gentleman.” Even if that were far from the truth. If Willow thought there was something in this building she could use to save Lennox Securities, I had no doubt she would.

      I accompanied her to the elevator. She huffed in displeasure as I got into the box with her and pushed the button for the ground floor.

      “You’re not how I remember,” she said as we moved downward.

      “Neither are you,” I replied. “How are you getting home?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Seriously? I broke into your office and you’re worried about making sure I get home safely?”

      I shrugged. “Dangers of the job.”

      “I’m walking.”

      “Oh?” I’d never have imagined the Lennox princess walking anywhere. “Is your place nearby?”

      Her gaze skittered away. “Not too far.”

      My eyes narrowed. I didn’t like the way she’d answered. “I’ll have my driver take you home.”

      “Absolutely not. You’re being ridiculous.”

      I counted to five in my head and wondered what I’d done to deserve being stuck with this stubborn woman, even if it were temporary. “Accept the ride. Consider it me making sure you don’t come back.”

      I could tell from the glint in her eye that she wanted to push me. “How do I know your driver isn’t going to stuff me in the trunk?”

      “I guess you’ll have to trust me.”

      “Ha.” But she didn’t argue again. I dialed my personal driver’s number and summoned him. “You’re so used to getting your own way.”

      “Willow,” I warned, and I could see all the smartass replies she wanted to make flash through her mind, but she wisely stayed quiet.

      The elevator reached the ground floor, and we disembarked. I escorted her to the street, where my car was idling by the curb, and watched to make sure she got inside before returning to the office. As I did, I smiled to myself. Willow Lennox was unexpected, and I liked it.
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      Willow

      I scowled as the driver escorted me into my apartment building. “This really isn’t necessary.”

      Although I didn’t mind it as much as I should have because I had the strangest sensation that someone was watching me as we’d gotten out of the car. The back of my neck prickled, and a jitter ran down my spine.

      But I was being paranoid. Nobody was there.

      And now the driver would be able to report back on my living situation to Ronan. It was the kind of intel my brother’s enemy would no doubt love to have.

      Willow Lennox, reduced to living in the kind of apartment her father would have hated to see her in.

      Not that there was anything wrong with it. In fact, I was proud to pay for it using my own hard-earned money. But it had nothing on the penthouse where we’d lived when Dad had been alive. Unfortunately, Tom had gotten his hands on my trust fund after Dad had passed, and while I’d had enough left to get through college, there wasn’t anything remaining for a better home.

      “I was instructed to see you safely inside, and that means all the way to your apartment.” The driver puffed as we ascended the stairs. My place was on the third floor, and while there was an elevator, I usually took the stairs because it made me feel less guilty about not having a gym membership.

      “Nobody is going to mug me in here,” I assured him as we strode up the corridor. I stopped outside my apartment and withdrew a key from my purse. “I’m here safely.”

      He gave me a look that said he wouldn’t leave until I was shut inside. Despite myself, I admired the man’s dedication to doing exactly as his boss had ordered. Loyalty could be a rare commodity.

      I let myself in and locked the apartment door behind me, relieved to escape that sense of being watched.

      “Willow!” Sage appeared from her bedroom, her hip-length chestnut-brown hair swaying as she hurried over to scoop me into an embrace. “I’ve been sending you positive energy through meditation. How did it go?”

      I sat with her on the sofa and told her everything, starting with my attempt to find what I needed in Ronan’s desk and ending with his driver escorting me home.

      “He was different from how I remember him,” I told her. “He pretty much admitted what he has planned and didn’t seem to care at all about the damage it might do. He made me so angry.”

      “It’s been years,” she reminded me. “People change. Especially when they’ve gone through as much as he has.”

      “Still.” I shivered. “It’s hard to process that the man I spent years half in love with is the one who’s trying to tear my family legacy apart.” I buried my face in my palms. “What am I going to do?”

      Her hand smoothed up and down my back. “Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if he took over,” she said gently. “You could pursue your art full time.”

      I released something that could have been either a laugh or a sob. “I’m not good enough to be a proper artist. I like to play with watercolors, but I’m nothing special. I’d be broke in no time.”

      Painting was a pipe dream. A beautiful one, but unrealistic. I was no better at art than any other rich girl who’d had private tutoring.

      “I don’t think so.” Sage touched a fingertip to my forehead—the part she liked to call the third eye despite the fact she knew it freaked me out to envision another eyeball there. “You don’t have enough faith in yourself.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. Saving Lennox Securities is what’s important. Protecting my dad’s memory and keeping the family together. At least, what’s left of it.”

      “Willow, do you think—”

      My phone rang, cutting her off, and I was grateful for the distraction, right up until I saw who it was.

      Tom.

      “Don’t answer,” Sage urged. “Let him stew for a bit. He takes it for granted that you’ll put yourself on the line to fix his problems when he won’t risk his own neck to do it.”

      But I answered the call. Tom might have been troubled, but he was my only family, and that meant something.

      “Did you find anything?” he demanded, sounding as though he was teetering on the edge of panic.

      “No, but—”

      He sighed loudly. “Did you at least get in and out without anyone seeing you?”

      “Um, about that.”

      “What happened?”

      “He caught me.”

      “Shit. Did he call the cops?”

      “No, thank God. But he didn’t deny he’s planning a takeover.”

      Tom groaned. “Hell. I was afraid of that.”

      “Me, too. What now?” I asked. “Is there something we can do to stop him? Surely there’s no way he can be successful since you have a majority share.”

      “We don’t know what else King has up his sleeve,” he said. “He wouldn’t make a move on our minor shareholders without something solid. Don’t worry, I’m putting steps in place to protect us.”

      “What kind of steps?” I needed specifics. Tom was good at making promises that didn’t pan out.

      “I can’t tell you, but I will soon.”

      “Uh-huh. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I’ve got this.”

      His words didn’t make me feel any better. “See you tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” His tone was brusque. “See you then.”

      The call ended, and I couldn’t help but shiver. Tom and his schemes made me nervous. I could only hope he wouldn’t do more harm than good.

      Sage took my hand. “I’m going to do the forgiveness practice tonight, and you should too. I don’t want you bottling up all those negative emotions from dealing with Ronan and Tom.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      I doubted it.

      Sage had shown me how to do the practice, which was supposed to cleanse your emotional wounds, but sometimes I’d rather stick a Band-Aid on the problem and pretend it wasn’t there.
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      Ronan

      My encounter with Willow Lennox was fresh in my mind when I met with my two business partners in one of King’s Security’s conference rooms the following day.

      “What’s going on?” Kade Campbell asked as he dropped his massive frame onto a chair that looked ridiculously small by comparison. Even sitting, he was taller than some people and twice as broad across the shoulders.

      “King had an unexpected guest,” Zeke said with a sly smile. Ezekiel Watts, the head of our cyber operations, always knew things five minutes before anyone else. He’d probably been aware of Willow shortly after I was.

      Kade’s brows rose. “Trouble?”

      “Possibly,” Zeke mused. “Certainly intriguing.”

      I sat opposite the two men and looked at each in turn. “Willow Lennox broke into my office last night.”

      Kade jolted. “Tom Lennox’s sister?”

      “Yes. She was looking for evidence that we’re intending to take over their company.”

      Zeke laughed. “She didn’t find it, of course.”

      “She didn’t,” I confirmed. “But the cat’s out of the bag anyway.”

      Zeke shrugged. “Not the end of the world. With the way things are going, Tom won’t be able to stop us no matter how much forewarning he has.”

      “I’ve never met Willow,” Kade said. “But I’ve heard she’s really something.”

      “If you like the ice queen type,” Zeke replied derisively.

      I internally disagreed. From what I’d seen of her last night, Willow was anything but cold. Perhaps she wore her untouchable princess persona as protection.

      “Whatever she is, it doesn’t change anything.” Kade crossed his arms over his chest, his biceps bulging in ways that mine never would. While I was no slouch, Kade could be The Rock’s lovechild with Arnold Schwarzenegger.

      “No, it doesn’t.” I couldn’t let myself regret the fact she was going to be collateral damage.

      Zeke cleared his throat. “Actually, maybe it could. I have an idea if you’d like to hear it.”

      I nodded, always interested to know what was going on in his devious mind. “Go on.”

      “First, tell me more about the girl. I looked her up after she left, so I have the basics.”

      I suspected he knew far more than the basics. Zeke’s version of “looking someone up” was a greater invasion of privacy than a police background check. Kade and I exchanged glances. “What do you know?”

      “She’s twenty-five,” he replied. “Works for the family company. Has a degree in fine arts, with a preference for painting. Lives with Sage Nichols, a yoga instructor and online lifestyle influencer.”

      Kade scoffed, not a fan of anything even remotely woo-woo.

      “But what is she like?” Zeke asked, leaning forward. “As a person, I mean. She comes across as very distant, but that perception isn’t consistent with a woman who’d sneak into your office to go through your private files.” He fell silent, and both men gave me their full attention.

      “Yesterday was the first time I’ve spoken to her in years,” I told them. “She was a sweet kid.” I hesitated, remembering the time I’d encountered her in her father’s office, in tears because of her idiot prom date. “Frank doted on her, but she wasn’t selfish.”

      “By all accounts, not a bad person,” Zeke said. “With a rap sheet purer than a nun’s. Not so much as a parking ticket.”

      “What’s your point?” Kade demanded. He knew this was going somewhere, as did I, but neither of us was sure where. That was the trouble with Zeke. You never knew what was coming until he wanted you to.

      “We should employ her.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you crazy? No, it’s not happening. Even if, for some insane reason, we wanted her here, she’d never agree to it.”

      Zeke held up a hand. “Slow down for a moment and just think it through.” He rubbed his knuckles along his scruffy jaw. “How much would it kill Tom to know his sister worked for you?”

      Kade groaned. “He’s finally lost his last fucking marble.”

      Zeke had a point though. I wanted Tom to regret everything he’d ever done or said to me, and for someone with a lot of pride, knowing his own blood had defected to the other side would be a bitter pill to swallow.

      Kade’s eyes widened as I considered the idea. “You can’t be taking this seriously. You’d use the poor girl to settle a score?”

      Put like that, I didn’t like the sound of it, but I had to admit, the idea appealed more than it should have. It was ruthless. Manipulative. And Tom Lennox wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it.

      “It’s not the worst idea you’ve ever had,” I said to Zeke. “But why would she agree to work for us? She’s completely loyal to Lennox Securities.”

      Zeke raised a brow. “So use that against her. Tell her you’ll consider stopping the takeover if she works for you for, say, a month.”

      There was just one problem with that. “I have no intention of stopping the takeover. I don’t want to see Tom run Frank’s company into the ground, and that’s exactly what will happen if he keeps on the way he is now.”

      “So don’t,” Zeke countered. “Just tell her you’ll think about it and take the chance to torment him a bit.”

      The possibility tempted me. Not only because of what it would do to Tom but because I liked Willow. She intrigued me, and I wanted to see more of her. I admired her spirit and respected her loyalty to her family legacy. But if Frank Lennox had taught me anything, it was the importance of honor in business. I couldn’t lie to her.

      “No,” I decided. “If I do this, and at the end of a month she can’t see how much better off her family’s company would be in my hands, then I’ll go after Tom another way. He’s up to his neck in something shady, I’m sure of it. We just need to find evidence.”

      Kade looked at the ceiling and muttered something under his breath. My old friend had never been good at subterfuge. He preferred a full-frontal assault with none of the sneaky stuff that Zeke excelled at. “I don’t want any innocent bystanders to be hurt,” he said. “That includes the sister. I’ll stand with you, but the moment that girl gets caught in the crossfire, I’m out.”

      I nodded. “I respect that.”

      Zeke stood and slipped his hands into the pockets of his faded black jeans. Although he was a genius by any scale, he looked more like a rock star who’d lost his way to a concert. The moment he’d been officially cleared from duty, he’d gotten full-body tattoos and several piercings, so there was no way he could ever blend into a crowd again. It meant we couldn’t use him in the field because he was so recognizable, but it also meant his former employer couldn’t snatch him back because his appearance would be a liability. They preferred their operatives to be nondescript.

      “I’ll get my guys digging into Tom,” Zeke said. “Meanwhile, you think about how we want to play this. Willow may have useful information.”

      “She might.” I’d already had that thought.

      Kade rolled his shoulders back, his forehead creased with worry. “You two are asking for trouble.”
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      Willow

      “Just. Like. That.” I shifted a piece of text on our latest advertising campaign and smiled. “Perfect.”

      Lennox Securities needed more customers. Many of the ones who’d been loyal for years were slowly defecting to King’s Security, and we weren’t plugging the gaps fast enough. Managing the company’s communications didn’t always keep me busy, so I’d taken to working on marketing campaigns during quiet periods. My phone vibrated, and the strains of Vivaldi broke the silence. I frowned when I didn’t recognize the number but answered the call.

      “Hello, Willow.” It was a woman’s voice. “This is Fiona from King’s Security. I’m Ronan King’s assistant.”

      “Oh?” My heart gave a little leap. “How did you get this number?”

      “I assumed you’d given it to us.”

      “No, I definitely did not.”

      Fiona sighed. “In that case, I have my suspicions but I really can’t say anything. Confidentiality, you understand.”

      No, I didn’t. Had they obtained my details illegally? Or perhaps they’d just asked someone I knew? It wasn’t as though my number was a state secret, but I guarded it more closely than the average person might.

      “Why are you calling?” Ronan and I hadn’t exactly ended our encounter on good terms.

      “Mr. King would like to arrange a meeting with you as soon as possible. Can you come over now?”

      “Huh.” Perhaps my words had gotten through to him. Or maybe he’d changed his mind and decided to hand me over to the police after all. If he’d been the one breaking into my office, I’d probably have called 911 within the first twenty seconds, regardless of anything he might have said. “Do you know what it’s about?”

      “I don’t, sorry.” She sounded genuinely apologetic, so I couldn’t be annoyed at her. “I was asked to contact you. That’s as much as I know.”

      With what Ronan had on me, I couldn’t afford to turn him down in case he retaliated. My frustration grew. I felt so powerless. “Fine, I’ll be there, but I’m at work so I’ll have to let my boss know first.”

      I reported directly to Tom, which I didn’t think was appropriate, but he’d claimed a Lennox shouldn’t sit beneath anyone other than another Lennox. I had a feeling Dad might have agreed with him, so I went along with it.

      “When you arrive, tell them to show you through to me, and if Ronan is busy then we’ll slot you in as soon as he’s free. Do you know where we’re located?”

      “Yes.” My cheeks flamed as I realized this must be the woman I’d seen at the desk outside Ronan’s office yesterday. I also remembered what he’d said about making sure it wouldn’t happen again. “Um, does security know I’m coming?”

      “Mr. King has given orders for them to let you through.” Her tone was amused. “You won’t have any problems. See you soon.”

      I hung up and stared into space for a moment, trying to get my thoughts in order. Was this summons a positive sign or a negative one?

      I stood and made my way down the corridor to Tom’s office, where I rapped softly on the door before entering.

      “Oh sorry.” I came up short at the sight of an elegantly dressed older man sprawled in a chair opposite my brother. Adrian Petrov. One of my dad’s former business rivals, whom Tom seemed to be working with a lot lately. Rich as sin and creepy to boot. “I didn’t realize you had company.”

      Was it too late to back out? Petrov made my skin crawl.

      “Willow.” Petrov rose to his feet and extended a hand. I placed mine in his, expecting a handshake, but his damp lips touched my skin. I itched to snatch my hand back. When he finally released me, I didn’t dare wipe my hand on my skirt. Something told me that wouldn’t go over well. “You look especially lovely today.”

      I glanced down at myself. Blue skirt, white blouse, and all the important bits covered. Nothing about the outfit warranted the lecherous gleam in his eye. “Thank you.”

      I did not want to be polite to him, but his firm sent us clients when they didn’t have the capacity to handle their cases, so we owed him.

      “Adrian, please,” Petrov said.

      I glanced at Tom, who watched the exchange with interest. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”

      Tom ran a hand through his ruffled gold hair—a motion that had caused dozens of women over Chicago to swoon—and nodded. “Excuse us for a minute, Adrian.”

      Tom stood, his rangy frame rising to a height somewhere over six feet, and strode around the desk. He cupped my elbow and guided me out of the office, closing the door behind him.

      “What is it?”

      “Ronan King’s assistant just called,” I said. “He wants me over there ASAP.”

      Tom frowned. “Asshole. He’s playing power games. Making a Lennox run around after him because he has leverage on you.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not as though I can argue with him. I’ll be gone for a while, but hopefully not too long.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.” He glanced at his Rolex. “I want to know what’s happening as soon as you get back.”

      I nodded. “You will.”

      “Perhaps he’s interested in you,” he mused, almost to himself. “He always wanted things he couldn’t have.”

      I could hardly rein in my disbelief. No way was that what this was about.

      I opened my mouth—to say what, I didn’t know—but closed it again. It wouldn’t matter what I said. Once Tom had a crazy idea in his head, he wouldn’t hear sense.

      “Be back soon.” My cheeks burned as I left him and headed for the stairwell.

      By the time I’d made it down to the street, I had my embarrassment back under control. Being a Lennox meant knowing how to compartmentalize and always putting on a good face.

      I took a cab to the building that housed King’s Security, rode the elevator to the top, and eyeballed the security guard on my way past.

      He stared me down.

      I approached the receptionist and told her Fiona was expecting me.

      She nodded briskly. “Hold on a moment.” She dialed an extension on her phone and had a brief conversation. “She’ll be here in a few minutes. Please wait over there.” She gestured to a sofa.

      I sat and crossed one leg over the other. I hadn’t taken the time to look around when I’d been here last night, but now I studied my surroundings at leisure. Not a single mark marred the tile floor. The receptionist’s desk was in perfect order—a far cry from the messy state of affairs at Lennox Securities. Art hung on the walls, and I could tell from the signatures in the bottom corners how expensive each piece must have been. I would have liked to look at them more closely, but I worried the security guard wouldn’t tolerate me poking around, so I didn’t budge from my position.

      Before long, a statuesque redhead appeared in a doorway to the side of the reception desk. She scanned the room, and her gaze alighted on me. Some of the tension in my neck vanished. With a warm smile and a dusting of freckles, she was the kind of person who instantly put me at ease.

      “Willow?” she asked.

      “Yes, that’s me.” I stood and offered her a hand. “You must be Fiona.”

      “Lovely to meet you.” She tilted her head toward the door. “Come right through. Good timing. Mr. King just finished a phone call, so I’ll show you to his office.”

      I followed her down a lushly carpeted hall, past a number of rooms with glorious views over the city. Unconsciously, my shoulders hunched. This place was so much nicer than what I’d grown accustomed to since I started working for my family firm. I’d grown up around wealth, but our family money was long gone, and we’d had to downsize. We also passed the cleaning closet I’d hidden in, and I tried not to look at it.

      By the time we paused outside an office labeled Ronan King, CEO, I felt well and truly out of my element. Being here during the daytime, when the place was alive with energy, felt different from my previous illicit visit. I was very conscious of the fact I didn’t belong.

      Fiona knocked and stuck her head around the door. “Willow is here for you, Mr. King.”

      “Show her in.” His voice was smooth and rich but didn’t give away his mood.

      I entered the office and Fiona slipped away, closing the door behind herself. I looked around, better able to take in the details that I’d missed last night. The wall opposite the door was entirely glass, and the view beyond it was even more spectacular during the day than it had been at night. To the left, Ronan’s desk faced out into the room, and to the right, a narrow table extended along the wall with a couple of chairs tucked beneath it—presumably for visitors.

      I wandered to the glass wall and gazed out, feeling small and insignificant.

      Ronan cleared his throat, and I turned back to him. He was striking—even more so than the view—and I hated the way my heart sped up at the sight of him. I’d once thought he was pretty close to perfect, and I’d never quite kicked the attraction. Today, his expression was carefully blank. The indifference somehow felt worse than the active dislike from yesterday. It made me nervous. If I couldn’t read him, then I didn’t know what he was planning.

      “Did you change your mind?” I demanded. “Are you going to press charges?” I madly tried to think of any bargaining chips I might have, but they were pitifully few. My stomach sank.

      “No. That’s not why I called you here. Sit down.” He gestured at the seat opposite him. “I have an idea I think you’ll be interested in.”

      I moistened my lips, nerves crowding my stomach. Despite everything, the part of me that used to fantasize about him couldn’t help but wonder what he thought of me. My skirt and blouse were more flattering than the uniform I’d been in when he’d caught me snooping. Did he like what he saw, or would I always be a little girl to him?

      “I have a proposition.”

      Unexpected arousal jolted through me.

      Don’t be stupid, Willow. He doesn’t mean it like that.

      Although what would it be like if he did?

      I was inexperienced when it came to men. I’d only met up with the ones Tom tried to set me up with, but I was never interested in them. And I didn’t have the time or motivation to scope out the dating scene myself now. I’d tried when I was younger, but I was never sure if guys were interested in me or my last name and the money they thought I had. I also had a bad habit of comparing them to Ronan and they never seemed to reach the standard he’d set.

      It had gotten a little depressing.

      “What makes you think I want to hear it?” I asked, my voice uncharacteristically husky.

      His eyes flashed with awareness. Or was that my imagination?

      “Because you’re smart, Willow. Much more so than Tom. Probably more than anyone gives you credit for.”

      There was a time I would have loved to hear him say that, but while I was flattered, his choice of words concerned me. The way he’d compared me to Tom made me wonder if he was planning to play me off against my brother.

      I held eye contact. “Where are you going with this?”

      “Here’s my suggestion.” His tone was low and rumbly. It sent a shiver through me. “Work here for a month. If, at the end of the month, you don’t agree that your father’s company would be better off in my hands than Tom’s, then I won’t take it over.” He stacked his hands one on top of the other on his desk. “That simple.”

      “Excuse me?” What on earth was he up to? “What makes you think I’d agree to work for you?”
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      Ronan

      I nearly had her.

      “I made the reason clear enough. You want to keep the company in the family because you think that’s the best thing for it. I respect that, but I believe I’m the best person to run Lennox Securities—as an extension of King’s. I think you’ll come to see that too, if you give me a chance. I’m willing to take the bet.”

      Her nostrils flared, and I could see her warring with herself. If she were completely certain Tom was managing the company well, then she wouldn’t have been struggling so much internally because it would have been a no-brainer. The fact she was watching me with mistrust showed her lack of faith in her brother, whether she realized it or not. I studied her, wondering if Tom knew she was here.

      “Do you actually have work for me to do?” she asked, as though that was her biggest concern. Perhaps it was the only one she could articulate. She straightened her back, and her jaw squared in determination. Fuck, that was sexy. “I think you’re playing games, but if you’re not, and you’re telling the truth, then you should know that I value my job, and I’m good at it. I don’t want to leave Lennox Securities—even temporarily—just to run errands and get coffee. If this is about humiliating me, fine, but come out and say it.”

      I smiled, enjoying her spark. “It’s not. We don’t have any social media, and I’ve been meaning to arrange for someone to set up accounts and build a following but I haven’t gotten to it yet.”

      It was true, although I could’ve happily left it for another year or so. We got plenty of clients by word of mouth—especially once Tom had burned them.

      Her lips pressed together. “Okay, yeah. I could do that. But don’t you want to hear my qualifications?”

      I raised a brow. “I already know them.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, but then she nodded. “I should have expected that.”

      She nibbled on her lip, drawing my attention to the plush pink bow of her mouth. Damn, she was beautiful when she wasn’t in a cleaner’s uniform. Her clothes were tidy but demure. Nice, but not designer. The exact kind of thing I’d expect from someone who worked in her position, but not what I’d expect from the Lennox heiress. But then, I was beginning to realize that Willow wouldn’t fit neatly into any of the boxes I’d tried to assign her.

      “Tom would be angry,” she said. “I assume that’s the real reason you want me here?”

      I’d be honest with her. She deserved that much.

      “I can’t lie, I enjoy the thought of Tom squirming because his baby sister is working for me.”

      She laughed without humor. “Of course you do. But what if, at the end of the month, I were to say the company is better off with Tom? My contract here would have ended, and Tom is unlikely to forgive me for taking you up on the offer, so he might not hire me back.” Her tongue darted out over her upper lip. “I could end up jobless. It would be a big risk for me.”

      “If you did your job well, I’d bring you on longer term,” I said, even though I hadn’t accounted for that and found the prospect unsettling. “If you wanted to stay, that is.”

      My chest burned with irritation that she’d think me capable of leaving her high and dry. But then, she didn’t know me, did she? To her, I was just a man with a grudge who wanted to steal her family’s company.

      Her shoulders rose and fell on a deep inhale. “I’d like that in writing.”

      I bit back a retort. “Fair enough. Although if your work is subpar, I reserve the right to let you go.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “It won’t be.”

      I hid my smile, pleased by her show of self-confidence. The glow of her pretty green eyes warmed my heart and made me wonder whether I had an ulterior motive for wanting her here. I hadn’t been genuinely interested in a woman for a long time, and she intrigued me. My gaze lingered on those perfect lips. I bet she tasted delicious. For a moment, I allowed myself to wonder what would happen if I seduced her. I’d make certain she enjoyed herself. But Willow didn’t seem like the kind of woman who’d agree to a fling.

      “Good to know.” I cleared my throat. “If you were to agree, we’d pay you well.” I named a figure that I knew from Zeke’s research was at least double what she earned at Lennox Securities. If Tom knew she was not only employed by his competitor, but gainfully so, it would add insult to injury.

      Her eyes bugged out. “That’s very generous.” She quickly schooled her expression. “You can’t buy my loyalty though.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not. We always treat our employees well.”

      She scowled as though she wanted to say I was lying but wasn’t so sure I actually was. She swallowed, and I watched the delicate ripple of her throat, unable to shut down the part of myself that wondered how she’d smell if I were to bury my nose at her pulse point. “I’ll need time to think about it.”

      Disappointment slammed into me, shocking in its intensity. I’d told myself to expect this. She’d want to talk things over with Tom. But I’d still hoped she’d just say yes.

      “Fine, but I want an answer by the end of the day.”
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      Willow

      I was so distracted by Ronan’s offer that I almost didn’t notice the man behind me. It was only after he’d followed me around the third consecutive corner on my walk back to Lennox Securities that I grew worried. I glanced over my shoulder, hoping to get a better look at him, but he was wearing a hooded sweatshirt, and his face was in shadow. That in itself wasn’t unusual. There was a chill in the air, and many people were dressed warmly, but it was strange that he was making all the same turns as me.

      My heart rate accelerated. Perhaps I was imagining things, but I didn’t think so.

      I was rapidly approaching another corner—one I didn’t intend to turn—but I knew this might be my best chance to get a look at him. I darted around it and into a narrow alley between two buildings. Then I ducked behind a dumpster and peered around the edge. Sure enough, a few seconds later, the hooded guy strode past. He was glancing around as though looking for someone.

      Me?

      He paused at the entrance to the alley. Took a few steps forward and scanned it.

      I huddled against the wall, praying he wouldn’t see me or hear my breathing. But a moment later, he continued on his way, muttering to himself.

      I counted to one hundred before venturing out. I couldn’t see the man, and I didn’t want to wait around for him to come back, so I retraced my steps until I was back on the route to Lennox Securities.

      My phone rang, piercingly loud to my frantic mind, and I fumbled it out of my handbag.

      It was an unknown number.

      “Hello?” I asked as I accepted the call. Nobody responded. “Is someone there?”

      There was a muffled thud and then the call ended.

      I stared at my phone, quietly freaking out.

      The call couldn’t have been related to the guy following me, could it? It was just too weird. But I couldn’t convince myself they were unrelated. Two strange things happening at once? I didn’t think so.

      I speed-walked the rest of the way to the office. The fear I’d felt put any thoughts of Ronan’s offer to the back of my mind, but as soon as I was inside and feeling safer, I began to dwell on it again. I couldn’t understand why he would offer a solution that seemed to be to his detriment. What did he have up his sleeve?

      Still, at the end of the day, it didn’t really matter if he had a secret agenda. I couldn’t turn him down. He was in a position of power, and he was offering a win-win—although I wasn’t sure Tom would see it that way. As much as I loved Tom, he didn’t always understand that compromise was sometimes necessary to get the things we wanted. He’d been raised as the heir to the Lennox empire, and in his perspective, the world revolved around him. I’d never been in the running to take over the company. Partially because I didn’t have a head for business, and partially because our father had been a little old-fashioned. He’d loved me but preferred to think of me as his baby girl rather than his potential replacement.

      If Tom lost his shit about Ronan’s offer, this situation had the potential to go pear-shaped fast. I needed him on board with the plan so I could return to Lennox Securities after the month was done. Staying on at King’s Security just wasn’t a legitimate possibility.

      I went directly to Tom’s office and paused outside to knock. He kept the door shut whether he was in or out; I’d never understood why.

      “Come in,” he called.

      As I entered, I was struck by the difference between this place and King’s Security, where Fiona had escorted me to the boss’s office. Tom didn’t have an assistant because he went through them like disposable napkins. When he desperately needed help, he got it either from me or from a temp agency.

      He gestured for me to sit. “What did he want?”

      I gripped the arms of the chair and winced, knowing he wouldn’t like what I was about to say. “He offered me a job.”

      Tom exploded to his feet, his blue eyes burning with fury. “What the fuck?”

      “Take a breath and listen.” I raised a hand and kept my tone even. My brother had always been the more emotionally fueled of the two of us. I was the quiet one. The responsible one. “He said if I worked with him for a month, and at the end of it I didn’t think our company would be better off in his hands, then he’d abandon his plans to take over.”

      “No.” He shook his head, pouting in a way that reminded me of when he’d been a petulant teenager. “He wouldn’t agree to that, and no Lennox will ever work for a King.”

      “Something seems strange about the offer,” I said. “But if there’s any chance at all that he could successfully stage a takeover, then maybe we need to take him up on it.” Besides, it would give me an excellent opportunity to gather intel we could use to protect our company or win back former clients.

      “We can come up with something else.” He picked up a paperweight and bounced it on his palm. “The answer is no.”

      Annoyance flared. “If it’s what the company needs, then we should do it.” I’m not sure when I’d decided I wanted to go forward with the offer, but now that Tom was arguing, I felt certain in my gut that it was the right thing. “It would only be for a month. Then I could come back and he’d leave us alone—assuming he’s telling the truth. If he’s trying to pull one over on us, then I’d have an entire month to figure out his plan and find information we could use against him.”

      He cocked his head, considering it, but then shook it again. “No. Absolutely not. We’ll find another way.”

      “How?” I asked because I’d been under the impression we were pretty much out of options.

      He sank into his chair. “I’ll think of something.”

      I gritted my teeth. “If you told me exactly what was going on, I’d be able to help more.” It frustrated me that he wasn’t being completely open about our circumstances. “I have no idea where our money has gone or how we got into this situation in the first place. I feel like you’re keeping me in the dark.”

      “You know everything you need to,” he snapped. “This is my company, not yours.” His expression softened. “You just focus on getting more customers. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “I’m all over the customer strategy.” I decided not to argue with him anymore about Ronan’s offer. It wouldn’t go anywhere. I reached over the table and took his hand, which was cold and clammy against mine. “I know I’m much younger and you always felt like you had to take care of me, but I’m an adult now. I can help.”

      He smiled tightly. “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.” He disentangled his hand from mine. “You’re very sweet.”

      I stood, recognizing a brush-off when I heard one. He was done talking. But I’d noticed that he hadn’t given any indication of how he might get us out of our predicament. He had no ideas. No backup plan. And as I strode down the corridor, I knew I had to accept Ronan’s offer. Otherwise, Tom would dig us deeper into trouble as he tried to bail water out of our sinking lifeboat.

      I stepped inside my office, closed the door behind me, and withdrew my phone from my purse. Then called the number Fiona had used earlier.

      “Ronan King’s office. Fiona speaking.”

      “Fiona, it’s Willow. Are you able to put me through to Ronan, please?”

      “Ronan is on another call, but I’ll send this one through to him as soon as the other has ended. He should be free shortly. Is that okay?”

      “Perfect, thank you.” I switched the phone to speaker mode and got to work while hold music played in the background.

      Before long, the music cut off and Ronan’s deep timbre came down the line. “Have you made a decision?”

      Biting my lip, I prayed I wasn’t doing the wrong thing. “Yes. I accept your offer. I’ll hand in my resignation later today, serve out my two weeks’ notice, and I can start with you after that.”

      He hummed approvingly, and the sexy rasp did all kinds of things to my insides. “You’re making the right choice. But I don’t want to wait two weeks. I’ll give you a signing bonus if you quit, effective immediately.”

      My eyes widened. Wow, he was committed to seeing this through. Or did he just want to minimize delays and maximize the disruption at Lennox?

      “I can’t do that.” I curled my fingers into my palms, hoping he wouldn’t rescind the deal. “I have a contract, and I’ll abide by it. I’m not going to leave them in the lurch. Two weeks, take it or leave it.”

      He chuckled, and I felt it to my core. “You’re more stubborn than I would have thought.”

      I smiled to myself. I could hear the grudging respect in his voice. He may not like me sticking to my guns, but he admired it.

      “Okay, two weeks.”

      A breath whooshed from me. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. And, Willow?”

      “Yes?”

      “There will be a confidentiality agreement. You won’t be able to pass anything you learn along to anyone else, including your brother. Will that be a problem?”

      “No.” I’d have been a fool to expect anything else.

      “Good. I’ll have someone send over a contract tomorrow.”

      When the call ended, I packed my laptop into my bag and slung it over my shoulder. Perhaps it made me a coward, but I didn’t want to be around when Tom found out what I’d done.

      I slunk out the side exit, down the stairs, and out of the building. Then I caught a bus home. When I arrived at our apartment, Sage was out—probably at yoga. I frowned, noticing the book I’d been reading on the coffee table. I could have sworn I’d left it in my bedroom. I shook my head. I was going crazy.

      I opened my laptop and typed a brief resignation email, which I sent to the human resources manager rather than Tom.

      Then I waited for the fireworks.
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      “He offered you a job?” Sage asked as she sipped her green smoothie.

      I resisted the urge to pull a face. I drank one every now and then when she insisted, but no matter how they tasted, the texture was enough to put me off. Meanwhile, Sage lingered over them like she was enjoying a latte. Not that she’d ever put caffeine into her system. She insisted she didn’t need the extra kick, and she was probably right.

      “Yes, and I took it.”

      She assessed me in that special way she had that made me feel as though she could read my soul. “So what will you be doing for him?”

      “Launching their social media presence.”

      She smiled. “That’s a great opportunity for you. I’m glad you said yes.”

      “I didn’t agree because of that.” Although I couldn’t deny being excited by the opportunity. I’d inherited Lennox Securities’ stale social media from my predecessor, and trying to change anything was like swimming upstream.

      “I know.” She finished her smoothie and set it to the side. “You agreed because you want to protect your dad’s company from becoming a wing of someone else’s empire.” Her brows knitted together. “Has Tom heard yet?”

      “Not yet.” I hesitated, wondering whether to share the other thing that had been on my mind.

      “What is it?”

      “It might be nothing,” I said. “I feel silly, but I could have sworn someone was following me earlier, when I was on my way back from Ronan’s office.”

      Sage didn’t laugh off my concern. She pursed her lips in thought. “Could Ronan have had someone tailing you?”

      “I wondered about that,” I confessed. “But I don’t see what the point would be. It’s the only thing I can think of though.”

      Unless I was going crazy.

      My ring tone sounded, and I hurried to the sofa to collect my phone. It was Tom.

      “My guess is that Tom just found out.” I hit the Answer button.

      “What the fuck were you thinking?” Tom yelled. “I told you I’d fix it. Does my word mean nothing to you?” My teeth sank into my lip while I waited him out. “Do you know how this is going to look?” he demanded, his voice steadily rising. I hoped he wasn’t in the office, where everyone could hear him. “A Lennox working for Ronan fucking King. It’s all kinds of fucked up.”

      I counted to three, making sure he’d finished, then replied, “You won’t tell me what’s going on, so I have to do what I can to get us out of the situation. Don’t forget it’s my family company too.”

      He snorted. “You’ve never been involved the way I have.”

      “That’s not fair, Tom.” Just because I wasn’t interested in being the boss didn’t mean I didn’t care.

      “I’ll tell you what’s not fair. You refusing to give me the benefit of the doubt. I’ve been working at this company since you were in middle school.”

      I glanced at Sage, who offered a sympathetic smile. We’d been friends for as long as I could remember, so she was familiar with Tom’s temper tantrums.

      He fell silent for a moment. “Of course, there is a potential upside to this,” he said, finally coming around.

      “I’m glad you can see that.”

      “You can use your access to gather information we could use against him. Perhaps get some of our clients back.”

      I rolled my eyes. He said it as though I hadn’t suggested that exact thing earlier. Yes, I’d have to deal with the confidentiality agreement, but there would be ways around it. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Good. Let’s bring that asshole down from the inside.”

      I winced. I didn’t want Ronan taking over Lennox Securities, but I didn’t necessarily want to damage his business either. He’d worked hard for it, especially after Dad’s death, when Tom had made it clear Ronan was no longer welcome at our firm.

      “I’ll do what I can to protect Lennox Securities, but I’m not going after him personally. He doesn’t deserve that.”

      He snorted. “You’re so naïve.”

      I didn’t care what he called me. There were some lines I wouldn’t cross.

      “Oh,” he added, “don’t bother coming in tomorrow. I’ll have someone pack your things and deliver them.”

      I flinched. “Are you…firing me?”

      He scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m just speeding your plan along. The sooner your month is up, the sooner I can be sure King is off my back.”

      Drawing in a slow breath through my nostrils, I tried to calm my racing heart. I couldn’t help but feel that he was punishing me for defying him. “What about the marketing campaign I was working on?”

      “Someone else can finish it. You don’t need to worry. Just get me the inside scoop on King.”

      Then he hung up.

      “Nobody else knows what the campaign is,” I muttered to myself.

      Perhaps I’d be able to keep my work laptop and continue the campaign during my free time.

      Sage reached across and patted my hand. “Try to view this positively. You’ll be free of a work environment where you’re treated poorly and taken advantage of, and you’ll be near the guy you’ve always dreamed about. Perhaps this is the universe at work, giving you the good things you deserve, just not in the way you thought you’d get them.”

      “Maybe.” I appreciated her looking on the bright side, but it wasn’t her life that had been turned upside down.

      My phone pinged, and I glanced down, wondering if Tom had maybe had second thoughts, but it was an unknown number.

      Unknown: Fiona has a contract for you. I’d like her to go over it with you in person. What time would suit? — Ronan

      “Who is it?” Sage asked.

      “My new boss.” Quickly, I typed a response.

      Willow: Turns out I’ll be able to start tomorrow after all. Shall I come in at nine?

      The reply arrived within seconds.

      Ronan: Yes. I’m glad you changed your mind.

      I didn’t feel the need to correct him. My hand trembled as I tucked the phone away, and Sage leaned in for a hug.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she said.

      But I wasn’t sure I believed her.
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      Ronan

      “Sir?” Fiona’s voice interrupted the conversation I was having with Kade and Zeke in my office, and I glanced at where she stood framed in the doorway. “She’s here.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for letting me know.” I’d asked her to tell me when Willow arrived, but I was surprised I hadn’t felt a shift in the air to indicate that a Lennox was in my space. “Once you’ve gone over the contract, and emphasized the confidentiality clause, send her through to human resources.”

      “Will do.” She smiled at me and Kade, ignored Zeke, and stepped outside.

      “That woman doesn’t like me,” Zeke remarked. “Any tips on how to soften her up?”

      I hid a grin. It hadn’t taken Fiona long to pin Zeke down as the business partner most likely to cause problems. His slick way of talking did him no favors with her.

      “You’re fighting a losing battle,” Kade told him. “Just give up. She’s not interested in you.” He turned to me. “While we’re on the subject of bad ideas, I still think that inviting Willow to work here is underhanded and bound to screw things up.”

      “Noted. I promise to be on my best behavior.”

      Zeke formed a steeple with his hands, watching me with an expression some people would have mistaken for boredom. Not me though. His brain was constantly going a hundred miles an hour. “She’s even prettier in person.”

      Neither Kade nor I asked when he’d seen her. If it were anywhere other than the office, we’d rather not know.

      “And what?”

      Zeke leaned forward. “Seducing her would be the ultimate revenge. Could you imagine Tom’s reaction if you dated the precious Lennox heiress? Not that there’s much of an inheritance to speak of.”

      I sighed. “What did I just say? I’m not messing with her.”

      He held up his hands. “Hey, if you genuinely liked her then you wouldn’t be messing with her, would you?” He winked. “Maybe she’s the one for you? Have you thought about that?”

      I snorted. I was certain of many things, and one of them was that Willow and I weren’t about to embark on an epic Romeo and Juliet love story. That wasn’t my style. I was hands-off. Calculating. Efficient. I didn’t get personally involved. Women like Willow didn’t want men like me.

      “Not happening,” I said before Kade spontaneously combusted.

      My friend—always a staunch defender of the fairer sex—looked like he might go up in flames at any moment. Only Zeke could rile him up like this. They weren’t long-time friends, as I was with Kade. To tell the truth, it was difficult to truly be Zeke’s friend because his life consisted of secrets layered on secrets. Getting to know the man behind the mask was next to impossible.

      “Fine.” Zeke shrugged. “I just thought I’d put it out there. She’s beautiful. Seems nice. You could do worse.”

      “I don’t want Tom for a brother-in-law. Anyway, my problems with him have nothing to do with her.”

      Zeke cocked his head and touched a fingertip to the metal hoop through his eyebrow. “By breaking into your office, she inserted herself into the situation. She’s a player here, whether the Neanderthal beside me likes it or not.”

      “Fair point. But the topic is closed for discussion.” I scanned my desk until I found the file I was looking for. “I need to talk to you both about the Fairbanks case.”

      Half an hour later, Kade and Zeke exited my office, and I stood and stretched the kinks from my back. A muscle in my shoulder twinged. While I hadn’t performed any active bodyguard duty for years, I liked to keep in good physical condition. I attended more public events than either of my business partners, and if I let myself go, it might not inspire trust from potential clients. Besides, I enjoyed pushing myself in my home gym.

      An errant thought drew me from my office. Before I realized where I was going, I found myself standing in the open plan area where the marketing, communications, and public relations staff were based. Willow sat at a long desk, hunched over a laptop, her chin propped on her hand, studying the screen intently. Awareness fizzled through my body. She was stunning. Zeke had been right about that. Her silky blonde hair hung down her back in a way that tempted me to wrap it around my fist.

      I swallowed. Damn, I needed to get my thoughts under control.

      “Can I help you?” a voice asked to my right.

      I flinched, caught off guard, and turned. Imani, a Black woman in her mid-twenties and one of Willow’s new colleagues, was seated at the long desk behind Willow and gave me a look that said she’d caught me staring.

      Willow glanced over her shoulder, and her eyes widened.

      “I just wanted to say hello to our newest recruit,” I said, relieved it wasn’t unusual for me to check in with new employees. In fact, I think I’d done the same thing with Imani when she started.

      Willow tucked her hair behind her ears. “Everything is fine, thanks.” She studied me as though she thought I was trying to catch her slacking off. “Imani has already shown me how to use the systems. Now I’m familiarizing myself with the kind of work you do so I can best determine where to focus the social media campaigns.”

      “She’s a quick learner,” Imani added, still wearing a mischievous smile. “She’s going to build us a following in no time.”

      I nodded. “I’m certain she will.” I took a step back. “I’d best return to work and let you get on with yours. Don’t be afraid to ask for help if you need it.”

      “I won’t need it.” Willow raised her chin, her hair spilling over her shoulders and rippling golden in the overhead light.

      Don’t pay attention to her hair, I told myself. She’s an employee, like any other.

      Except for one thing: her brother was my worst enemy.
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        * * *

      

      Willow

      I flopped against my seat the moment Ronan was out of sight.

      Across from me, Imani giggled. “Don’t worry, he has that effect on a lot of people.”

      “What effect?”

      Imani flashed pearly teeth. “The urge to melt into a puddle at his feet.” She waved a hand dismissively. “Consider it your initiation. The three founders of King’s Security are all unfairly hot, although Ronan is the most classically handsome. Have you met the others?”

      I shook my head, wanting to protest that she’d misunderstood my interest in Ronan, but she wasn’t entirely wrong. The man was breathtaking, and he made my pulse spike.

      “That’s not—”

      “Sweetie.” She gave me a look. “Be real. There’s no shame.”

      “Fine,” I admitted. “He’s attractive.”

      “He’s smoking.” She wheeled her desk chair over, and I gave her my full attention. “Let me tell you about the founders.”

      “Okay.” It was obvious she wanted an audience, and I was happy to listen. The more information I could gather about them, the better.

      “First, we have Ronan, CEO and generally well-respected guy. He’s not soft, but he’s fair. Kade, who heads up the personal security division—bodyguards and the like—is his best friend from college. He’s former military and doesn’t talk much, but what he says is worth listening to. Serious hottie if you like them scary and built. The last member of the trio is Zeke, who joined the company from God only knows what super-secret arm of national security. Computer wunderkind, in charge of cyber. If you like your men nerdy with an edge, you might be Team Zeke.”

      “An edge,” I echoed, not sure what she meant.

      “You’ll see what I mean.” She cocked her head. “Where did you say you worked before coming here?”

      I cringed because I hadn’t mentioned the fact I’d come from Lennox Securities. It had been bad enough when the human resources staff had seemed wary of me because of my last name.

      “A similar position,” I said evasively. “Only it was more of a general role, whereas here I’ll be focused purely on social media.”

      Imani nodded, although I knew she hadn’t missed my dodge. “So you basically did my general comms job at your last post?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Well, if you need someone to brainstorm ideas with, let me know.” She rolled back over to her desk. “King’s Security has been meaning to get someone to do socials for months now, so I’ve had plenty of time to think about what might work.”

      “Thanks.” I appreciated her acceptance of me. “I’ll put my thoughts together and perhaps we could compare notes?”

      “Perfect.”

      I returned my focus to work, and so did she. For thirty minutes, I sank my teeth into information about programs and personnel. It wasn’t the most thrilling reading, but any intel was good intel.

      Gradually, I became aware of someone standing in front of me. I jolted to attention and clicked out of the screen, hoping he hadn’t seen what I’d been looking at. My eyes widened as they settled on the man waiting for my attention. He had messy black hair, a short beard, and a piercing through his eyebrow, another in his earlobe. The darkest eyes I’d ever seen were set in a face too harsh to be considered handsome but striking all the same. My gaze tracked down his shoulders, which were clad in a leather jacket. Tattoos covered the backs of his hands and disappeared into his sleeves. Several chunky metal rings adorned his fingers. He cleared his throat, and my eyes flew up to meet his. I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment at getting caught staring.

      “How’s it going, princess?” he asked, his hands remaining at his sides. “Finding everything you need?”

      I broke into a cold sweat. Had he seen me snooping? I glanced at Imani, hoping she hadn’t heard the comment. Fortunately, she was entranced by something on her screen.

      “Yes, I’m managing.” I forced myself to smile and play dumb. “I don’t think we’ve met?”

      “We haven’t.” A smirk played at the corners of his mouth. “I’m Zeke. Don’t pay attention to what anyone says about me. I’m a big teddy bear.”

      Somehow, I doubted that. Everything about this man screamed danger. Even though I knew it was stupid, I wondered whether his skin would be cold to the touch. It seemed like it ought to be.

      “Good to know.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      His lips twitched. “Behave yourself, Willow. Not all of us are as trusting as King.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “And remember that blood isn’t always thicker than water.”

      With that last cryptic comment, he straightened and left. I watched him go, unsure how to react.

      “Was that Zeke?” Imani asked, finally glancing up from her computer.

      “Yes.”

      “What did he want?”

      I forced myself to shrug. “I’m not sure.” My guess would be that he was suspicious of me and he’d been warning me not to betray Ronan.

      She raised an eyebrow, clearly not buying it. “Fine. Have your secrets.” She stood, holding her purse. “Come on, I’ll show you the best place to get coffee.”

      We took the elevator to the ground floor and exited onto the street.

      “It’s only a short walk.”

      A couple of buildings down from the King’s Security office, she turned into a cafe. I followed, but just as the door swung closed, I caught a glimpse of a figure behind me. Watching us. When I turned, they were gone.
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        * * *

      

      Ronan

      I was composing an email to one of our biggest corporate clients when Zeke breezed into my office without knocking. He grabbed the chair opposite my desk and dropped into it, not waiting for an invitation. I bit the inside of my lip so he wouldn’t see me smile. Encouragement was the last thing he needed.

      “So,” he said, interrupting the flow of my fingers over the keyboard. “Your Willow isn’t what I expected.”

      I held up a finger to quiet him while I tried to finish my sentence. Unfortunately, his statement had intrigued me, and I couldn’t remember what I’d been about to type. I managed to piece something together—I could fix it later—and gave him my full attention.

      “How do you mean?”

      He smirked, pleased to have me hooked. “She’s gutsy and interesting.”

      I shoved my keyboard away since I clearly wasn’t going to get anything done until Zeke was gone. “Why would that be a surprise? She did break into my office, you know.”

      “In all the photos of her on the internet, she looks standoffish.” He slid off one of his rings and turned it over between his fingers. “Her communications are carefully worded. I figured she thought she was above everyone else, but after meeting her, I’m not so sure.”

      “You’re admitting you might have been wrong about someone?” I cocked my head. “Can I get that in a written statement, signed and dated?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Not going to happen, King.”

      “Didn’t think so.” I wasn’t sure why he’d felt the need to interrupt me for this character assessment though. “Where are you going with this?”

      He angled his chin toward me, his smile widening. “Oh, nowhere in particular. Just that I don’t trust her and I think it would be best to keep a close eye on her. If that happens to mean asking her out, then I’m prepared to take one for the team. Especially since you’ve already said you’re not interested.”

      Frustration snapped like a rubber band inside me at the thought of Zeke crossing any kind of line with Willow. I would have liked to think she wouldn’t fall for his particular brand of charm, but because of his mysterious past and bad-boy facade, women tended to lose their minds over him.

      “Stay away from her,” I ordered. “We’re not playing with her feelings. That option is off the table. Got it?”

      Zeke laughed. “Got it, boss man.”

      My eyes narrowed. He was being facetious. Technically, he was my partner, not my employee. We’d agreed at the outset that since I was the one bringing the money and the client connections, I’d be the CEO.

      “Have you stopped to think about why you’re so determined for her not to get caught in the crossfire?” Zeke asked.

      “Because it would be wrong,” I replied, ignoring the way my chest burned at the thought of Zeke touching her. Yes, that would be very wrong indeed.

      “Sure it would.” Zeke smirked. “Wrong to strike back at the criminal who snuck into your office and went through your personal files.” He stroked his scruffy jaw, then said something entirely unexpected. “You’re smitten with her.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?”

      He gave me a look. “I saw the way you visited her desk earlier.” As I began to protest, he stood and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I get the appeal. Just make sure you don’t lose your edge because you have a thing for our enemy’s sister.”

      “Fuck off.” I seethed, even though I knew he’d hit the mark. “That won’t be happening. In case you’ve forgotten, Tom Lennox is my enemy. Not ours. And his sister is nothing more than a tool.”

      Zeke stared at me, his black gaze intense. “Keep it that way. Oh, and just so you know, Lennox is our enemy, not just yours. We’re partners. You aren’t alone in this.”

      My rising temper ebbed. “I appreciate that.”

      I tamped down what remained of my anger and reminded myself that as a former spy, Zeke simply didn’t know how to behave like a normal person. He was all about collecting intel and manipulating pieces into place.

      “I’m not sure where I’d be without you.” He shrugged, making light of what he’d said. “I like my life now, so let’s not do anything to screw it up.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes and waved a hand at the door. “Get back to work, Watts.” Then I had a thought. “Wait a second. Have you found anything on Lennox yet?”

      “Not anything worthwhile.” He made a face. “But there’s something. Trust me, I get a vibe from the guy. We’ll keep looking.”

      “Thanks.” He raised a hand as he left, and I pondered the puzzle of Tom Lennox. “What are you involved in?”
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      Willow

      I felt more excited about a project than I had in years. I hated that working for the competition had gotten my creative juices flowing, but I couldn’t seem to shut them off. My boss had been receptive to my ideas for the social media plan and suggested I put together a presentation for the founders so we could get the official go-ahead. I’d been beavering away since then. I hadn’t even had much chance to think about how I could take advantage of my access to Ronan’s computer systems like I should have. After four days, Tom was getting impatient. He wanted something to show for my presence here. And telling him that I was having too much fun making a presentation didn’t seem like a valid reason for dropping the ball.

      “Hey, girl.”

      I glanced up and smiled at Imani, who’d managed to approach without me hearing.

      She scanned my work. “This is brilliant. They’re going to love it.” She shifted her weight. “We’re all going to The Castle after work today. Want to come?”

      I hesitated. “I don’t know…” The Castle was a popular bar, and I didn’t really want to socialize with anyone who worked here. Things were messy enough. I needed to maintain a clear line in the sand. I was here for Lennox Securities, not to have a good time. Besides, Tom would throw a hissy fit if he found out. “I really shouldn’t. My roommate will be expecting me home for dinner.”

      “So call her and say you’ll be late,” Imani urged. “Or invite her. The more the merrier. You deserve to have fun. And hey”—her voice turned sly—“maybe you’ll meet the bodyguard division.” She winked. “They’re hunks, and they don’t spend much time around the office, so you might not get to know them otherwise.”

      The mention of hunks conjured an image of Ronan King, all perfectly broad shoulders and sexy angles. I frowned. Perhaps I did need a distraction from him, and after a few drinks, people might say things they otherwise wouldn’t. This could be a good chance to gather information and make up for lost ground.

      “Okay, I’ll come.”

      “Yes!” She high-fived me. “We leave the office at five thirty. Just stick near me and I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

      I forced myself to smile. “That would be great.”

      She returned to her desk, and I put the finishing touches on the slide and checked the clock. Time for lunch. I powered off my screen and wandered to the staff kitchen area. I found my food in the fridge and chose an unoccupied table, then sat and pieced together my salad wrap.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      I raised my eyes. Words of welcome died on my tongue. Ronan stood over me, resplendent in a black suit and elaborately knotted tie.

      “If you must.”

      He sank into a seat and placed a small cardboard container and a mug of coffee in front of himself. He opened the container to reveal a rice salad. “It’s nice to be able to get down here. I usually eat in my office, but I had a little extra time today.” He grabbed a spoon. “How are you enjoying your job?”

      I glanced around. People were staring. I wished he hadn’t come. They might ask questions. And I didn’t want to spend more time with him, no matter how gorgeous he looked. My heart gave a flutter, making a liar of me.

      “It’s fine,” I told him. I would not let on how absorbed I’d become in my project. “The plans are coming along well.”

      “Good.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. He leaned forward and dropped his voice. “I know I didn’t give you much choice, but I’m glad you’re not hating every second of it.”

      I shrugged because I couldn’t think of what to say. Nothing seemed adequate. I took a bite of my wrap instead.

      He started on his rice. “Tell me more about yourself.”

      My eyes darted around again, but thankfully, most people seemed to have stopped staring. “Why? So you can use it against me?”

      His eyes glinted with amusement. “Because I find you interesting, Willow.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know how to respond to that, or to the pleasant buzz his words caused in my lower stomach. “What do you want to know?”

      “You studied art in college.” He took a drink of his coffee. “Were you always planning to go into communications and marketing?”

      My cheeks heated, and I glanced down. How had he managed to zero in on a sore point? I didn’t want to answer. Not when it would either show me for the spoiled rich girl I used to be or demonstrate what a failure I was. I didn’t want him to see me in either way.

      “Willow?” he prompted.

      I sighed. “No. I love painting, but I’m not an artistic genius, just moderately good, so I can’t support myself financially with it. When I finished school, I tried for a while, but I floundered. Then Tom needed help and I needed money for rent, so I decided to join the family company.”

      His dark brows furrowed. “You needed money? Excuse me for saying this, but I always assumed you were well taken care of.”

      “Yes, well, you’d think so, wouldn’t you?” I wasn’t about to explain how Tom had siphoned off the majority of my trust fund while I’d been blissfully oblivious.

      His frown deepened. Apparently, he didn’t like getting the brush-off. “Do you have your own place now?”

      I inwardly cringed. The fact he hadn’t asked about Dad’s properties probably meant he knew they’d all been sold off.

      “I rent an apartment with my best friend.”

      “What’s she like?”

      I hid a smile. How best to describe Sage? “She’s eccentric, and I absolutely adore her for it. She has the biggest heart of anyone I know.” Was that awareness in his deep brown eyes? Or was I going crazy because I’d dreamed of him looking at me that way so many times before? “Are you coming tonight?” I blurted, immediately regretting it. “To The Castle, I mean. I was told there are after-work drinks.”

      Disappointment flashed in his eyes. “The staff find it easier to let loose when the boss isn’t there, so I don’t go to any gatherings unless they’re something we’ve organized as a company.”

      “Oh.” Dissatisfaction weighed on me. What was that about? I should be glad he wasn’t coming so I could ask more probing questions. “That makes sense.”

      “Be careful tonight.” He looked at me in a way that would have made my teenage self swoon. “I doubt you have much experience with the type of people who go to The Castle.”

      “I’ll be surrounded by bodyguards,” I reminded him. “I’m sure I’ll be safe.”

      His lips twitched. “Maybe it’s them I’m worried about.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 8


          

        

      

    

    
      Ronan

      I stared at the computer screen, words and numbers blurring together, then rubbed my eyes and glanced outside. Night had descended over the city, and it was a cold one. I hoped Willow had brought a jacket with her to The Castle.

      Willow.

      I couldn’t seem to get the damn woman out of my mind. Her pert little nose. The sound of her voice. The way she moved through the hallways like she was gliding on air. I couldn’t have been the only one to notice her. She was a magnet for men—not that she seemed to realize it. She was either naive or skilled at pretending. I tended to believe it was the former. She’d been sheltered all her life. First by her father, then by her brother. She probably had no idea what her pouty, pink lips made men think about.

      I buried my face in my palms and growled.

      Work. Get back to work.

      But I couldn’t concentrate. My mind was full of her.

      Was she being safe? Imani might not know to look out for her. As for the bodyguards she’d mentioned earlier… well, I hoped none of them were as taken with her as I seemed to be. Even if I couldn’t fully trust her, I didn’t want any of them making moves on her either. But it was impossible to believe none of them would. They didn’t have to worry about the repercussions like I did.

      A sudden urgency crept up on me. To see her. Make sure she was all right. A thought occurred to me. King’s Security had installed The Castle’s security system, which meant we had access to the camera feeds.

      No. Don’t do it.

      Using my access to spy on a woman would be wrong. But then, I only wanted to make sure she was okay. Much as I wished I could hate her because of her connection to Tom, she was loyal to her family legacy, and I couldn’t fault that.

      God, I missed Frank. He’d know what to do at a time like this.

      “Two minutes,” I muttered to myself as I refocused on the screen and hit the keys needed to navigate into The Castle’s main feed. I shifted from one camera to another, checking the screen for her, until eventually, I found her in a booth with a group of my employees, sandwiched between a pair of women. The pressure in my chest eased, and I shut the feed off.

      “Creep.”

      I forced myself back to work but hadn’t made it very far before my phone rang. I glanced at the number and sighed. Kaitlyn. This wasn’t going to be fun.

      “Hi, King.” Her voice was brisk. All business. “I’m in town for the weekend. Want to get together?”

      Kaitlyn was a partner in a small law firm in Indianapolis, but often visited Chicago for work. I’d met her through a friend, and since we were both busy people without time for a relationship, we scratched our itches whenever she was in the area. “I’m sorry, Kaitlyn, but that’s not a good idea.”

      “Oh?” She sounded surprised. As she should have. I rarely turned her down.

      I winced. “I’ve met someone, and nothing has happened between us, but it wouldn’t be fair of me to be with you when I’m thinking about her.”

      “I see.” Was it just me, or did she sound hurt? I supposed no woman liked to hear you preferred another woman over her. “Well, best of luck. I hope you can manage to carve some time out of your busy schedule for her.”

      Yeah, okay, that definitely sounded bitter.

      “Kaitlyn, I’m—”

      She hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Willow

      It was nice to be out with people. Even if I didn’t know most of them and didn’t really want to. They went out of their way to make me feel like part of the group. People often treated me differently because of my family, even though we’d lost our fortune. My colleagues’ welcoming attitudes made me rethink my quest to pump them for information. I didn’t want to be that person, did I? The one who wriggled into their good graces like a snake and exploited their trust. It didn’t feel right, no matter how much I wanted to protect my family company. Whatever Ronan may or may not be up to, these were decent people and they didn’t deserve that.

      “Excuse me, Willow.”

      I looked up and found myself staring into a pair of lovely blue eyes across the table. The man smiled, and a dimple popped in his cheek. He was cute, in a boyish way, with dark-gold hair and an open expression. “I’m Oliver.”

      “Nice to meet you.” He’d taken me by surprise, but manners had been drilled into me since birth. “How did you know my name?”

      “I’ve seen you around the office, and I asked Imani who her beautiful friend was.” His grin widened. “I’ve been trying to get near you all night. Would you like to dance with me?”

      I blushed furiously and glanced at the dance floor. The truth was, I didn’t know how to do what passed for dancing in a place like this. I’d been classically trained by a ballroom dance teacher. Club dancing was well and truly outside my comfort zone. As was flirting. Especially with this good-looking man I wasn’t remotely interested in.

      “I can’t, but thanks for asking. It’s very sweet of you.”

      “Ah.” He nodded as though he understood. “Which of the three bosses do you have a crush on, then?”

      My mouth fell open.

      “I’m sorry,” he rushed to add. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. It’s just that most of the women at work seem to have a thing for either King, Kade, or Zeke.”

      “Okay,” I squeaked. “But I don’t. I haven’t met Kade, and I’ve only talked to Zeke for all of thirty seconds.”

      “So, King?”

      “No.” I scrunched my nose. “That would just be asking for trouble.”

      “Why?”

      I faltered, remembering that he didn’t know my history with Ronan or who I really was. “Nothing. Forget I said anything.”

      He mimed zipping his lips. “You got it.”

      I managed to smile, even though it felt wobbly. “What department do you work in?”

      “I’m in cybersecurity.” He snagged a beer and took a drink. “Zeke is my boss.”

      “Ah, so you’re crazy smart.”

      Clever and cute. If only I could have been interested in anyone other than the man who’d had my heart since I was seventeen. The one who was firmly in the no-touch zone.

      He winked. “You said it, not me.”

      We conversed easily. Despite my misgivings, I asked a few questions about the way the company operated without seeming to pry, but I didn’t learn anything useful. Still, by the time I called a ride to take me home, I felt good. My time at King’s Security hadn’t been awful. In fact, although I wouldn’t admit the truth to Tom, I’d enjoyed it. I climbed into the cab and we drove in silence. I’d only had two glasses of wine, so when we arrived at the apartment building, I was steady on my feet as I made my way toward the entrance.

      But then I paused. There, in the shadows at the corner of the building, stood the silhouette of a man. I stopped dead in my tracks. It was a man, wasn’t it? Or was my mind playing tricks on me? The figure didn’t move. I squinted, trying to get a better look.

      Nothing.

      Shivering, I hurried up the stairs and raced to our apartment. We were on the far end of the third floor. It was one of those nondescript buildings where all of the apartments looked the same from the outside. The carpet was gray, the walls dull, and tonight, it seemed too quiet. I could swear I felt eyes on me, but when I checked, nobody was there.

      I slotted the key into the lock, cursing when it didn’t immediately open. I jiggled it, and the lock snicked. I shoved the door inward, flipped the lock behind me, and collapsed against it. My heart thudded dangerously.

      Oh God.

      What was that?

      My imagination must have been going haywire. I switched the light on. Sage would already be asleep. She was an early-to-bed, early-to-rise kind of person.

      A shrill squeal rang out, and I jumped in fright, slapping my hand to my chest.

      Shit. It was just my phone.

      I answered, checking the Caller ID. “Hi, Tom.”

      “Has anything strange happened to you today?”

      Dread crept up my spine. Perhaps I hadn’t imagined the figure outside. “Strange how?”

      He made a dismissive sound. “Just strange. Out of the ordinary.”

      “Um.” I swallowed, trying to moisten my dry mouth. I went to the kitchen to get a glass of water. “Just now, I thought I saw someone watching me.”

      “Huh.” He was quiet for a moment. “That’s it?”

      I thought of the man outside. “That’s it. Why? What’s going on?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about. Just be careful.”

      For a moment, I’d have liked nothing more than to wring his neck. I loved my brother, but he could be patronizing, and he had a misogynistic streak. Sometimes, I wondered how the two of us could have been raised by the same man yet be so different.

      “It would help if you explained what I need to be careful of.”

      He clucked his tongue. “Who’s the head of the family business?”

      “You,” I said with more bite than needed. “But that doesn’t mean you should keep me in the dark.”

      “It’s my job to find solutions,” he said, ignoring my remark. “Although, if you were to marry someone like Adrian Petrov, we’d have more money than we’d know what to do with and could kiss our problems goodbye.”

      My stomach soured. It wasn’t the first time he’d made a comment like that. I used to think he was joking, but considering the number of men he’d set me up with at society events over the past couple of years, I was pretty sure he was serious. It drove me mad that we still lived in a world where he could even contemplate the possibility of marrying me off to some creepy older man like we were in the nineteenth century.

      “Or perhaps you could find a nice heiress,” I said calmly. “And then all our problems would be solved, right?”

      I hung up. It felt good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 9


          

        

      

    

    
      Ronan

      I spent the weekend reminding myself of all the reasons why I couldn’t afford to be romantically interested in Willow. I managed to make it until late on Monday morning before I finally gave up and let the need to see her drive me from my office. I told myself it was because I needed to know whether she’d concede that I ran things more smoothly than Tom did, but that didn’t ring true. I stopped short when she was nowhere to be seen.

      “Imani, I’m looking for Willow. Is she around?”

      Imani cocked her head, curious. Fortunately, she knew better than to question the boss. “She went to the print room.”

      “Thank you.”

      I headed for the print room and paused in the doorway. Willow was bent over the copy machine, trying to tug a torn sheet of paper from its teeth.

      “Is everything okay?”

      She jumped, clutching at her throat. “You scared me.”

      Suspicion crept over me. What was she doing that would warrant that reaction?

      I stepped into the room. “Here, let me help.”

      “There’s no need for that.” Her cheeks flushed. “I can figure it out.”

      Was there something she didn’t want me to see?

      “I insist.” I hustled forward and pressed the button that released the section of the copier she was battling with. The sheet of paper slid free, and I snatched it before she had the chance to intervene. It was a flow diagram with colored boxes and words like Insta, FB, and a few others I didn’t recognize. Tension flooded out of my shoulders as I realized it was for her project. The one we’d hired her to complete. There was nothing nefarious going on here.

      I handed it to her. “Here you go. In the future, if you press the button, it’s much easier to dismantle.”

      Her flush deepened. “Thanks.”

      Her gaze darted to the exit, and I couldn’t help but wonder why she’d been so jumpy if she wasn’t sneaking around on her brother’s behalf.

      “Are you all right?” I asked. “You seem to be wound up about something.”

      “I’m fine.” She smiled tightly. “Thanks for asking.”

      With that, she took the paper from my hand and brushed past me.

      I detoured via Zeke’s office and knocked on the open door. He was hunched over his computer, but a few moments later, he straightened and removed the glasses perched on the tip of his nose.

      “What’s up?”

      “Can you look into Willow as well as Tom? Something is going on with her, but I’m not sure what.” I felt a momentary pang of guilt but squelched it.

      Zeke grinned. “Already have.” He tapped a couple of keys on his keyboard. “I thought this might happen.”

      Something in my chest coiled tight. “What did you find?”

      “Not much.” He put his glasses back in place and scanned the screen. “She did moderately well in college and tried to make a living as a full-time artist but failed so she joined the family business instead. Oh, and here’s something you might be interested in.” He raised his eyes. “You’re aware that her father passed away when she was nineteen and left her a sizable trust fund, but it might surprise you to know it was almost completely drained before she turned twenty-one and gained access to it.”

      I frowned. “Drained how?”

      “As far as I can tell, her brother embezzled nearly everything. It’s unclear whether she knew it was happening, but she’s never taken any legal action against him.”

      “Of course not,” I muttered.

      One thing was clear about Willow Lennox: she was loyal to the Lennox family name. I didn’t know what her relationship with Tom was like, except that it was friendly enough for them to attend events together, but even if they didn’t get along, I doubted she’d want to cause a scandal by suing him.

      My jaw tightened. No wonder she’d given up life as an artist. She probably couldn’t afford to support herself the way her father had intended. Tom had screwed her out of her future.

      “Anyone else in her life?” I asked. “Boyfriends or exes?”

      Zeke waggled his eyebrows. “It seems that sweet little Willow is as pure as a new snowfall. She didn’t date in high school and doesn’t appear to have done so more than a handful of times in college. She often attends events on the arms of wealthy men who are connected to her brother but is rarely seen with the same man more than once. I assume it’s all part of a smokescreen to make her look like the perfect society heiress. Except,” he chuckled, “she has no inheritance.”

      She wasn’t seeing anyone. Savage satisfaction tore through me. I didn’t like the thought of her with another man. No matter how unsuitable she might be, my subconscious said she belonged with me.
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        * * *

      

      Willow

      Someone was watching me. I could feel it.

      All weekend, I’d had the strangest sensation of eyes following me, and it hadn’t gone away. Now it was Monday and I was back in the King’s Security office, but the feeling hadn’t left. Was someone actually watching me? If so, were they working for Ronan, or had Tom gotten us into more trouble? Short of tying him up and torturing him for information, I’d done everything I could to get him to spill the truth of our situation, but he hadn’t. Our company must have been in dire financial straits, that much was clear, but there was more to the story. Something I was missing. My best guess was that he owed money to someone he shouldn’t.

      I needed to do my own digging into Tom’s affairs, in addition to the snooping I’d already been doing at King’s Security. I hadn’t found any mention of Lennox Securities during my time surreptitiously nosing around the intranet, but when I’d looked up the files for some of the bigger clients he’d poached from us, they were password protected. At first, I thought that was an indication of guilt, but I’d quickly realized that every client file was password protected. I’d considered mentioning this to Tom, certain he’d have ideas about how to break into them, but I’d decided not to. No matter how much trouble the company was in, I didn’t believe Dad would have wanted me to stoop that low. He’d had firm ideas about honor.

      I straightened and headed for the area where Zeke’s cybersecurity team was housed. Anxiety squeezed in my chest. Dad probably wouldn’t have wanted me to do what I was about to do either. But honestly, I didn’t think I had much choice.

      I scanned the people stationed at their computers, my gaze landing on Oliver, the guy I’d met on Friday. I walked over and stopped in front of his desk.

      He sat back and smiled. “I’m surprised to see you in this part of the building.”

      I glanced at the person seated next to him and lowered my voice. “I was hoping you’d be able to help me with something.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “A favor?”

      I nodded, knowing it was cheeky to be asking for something so soon after meeting him, but I had no one else to turn to. No one with his skillset, anyway. “Do you mind if we talk in private?”

      “This sounds serious.” He pushed his chair back and gestured for me to precede him into one of the meeting rooms. I sat on one side of the table, and he closed the door and sat opposite. “What’s going on?”

      I bit my lip. Was this a mistake?

      “You can trust me,” he urged.

      “Okay.” I set my jaw. “Can you look into somebody for me?”

      He cocked his head. “Is this for work?”

      “Not exactly.” I cupped one of my hands with the other. They were both cold—something that tended to happen when I was stressed. “It’s my brother. It would be off the books.” I lowered my gaze. “I know I’m asking a lot. I wouldn’t be putting you in this position if I felt like I had any other choice.”

      He scrubbed his palm down his face. “What are you looking for?”

      I shrugged. “He might owe someone money, but he won’t tell me. I’ve got a bad feeling and want to make sure he’s safe.”

      “Okay.” He placed his hands on the table and nodded. “As long as that’s all there is to it. But you’ll owe me. What’s his name?”

      “Tom Lennox.”

      He paled. “I didn’t know your last name was Lennox. Willow…” He reached across the table and took my hand. “We’re already looking into your brother.”

      “What?” I repeated, shock chilling my insides.

      He glanced over his shoulder and leaned forward. “I can’t share the details, but from what I’ve seen, you’re right. Your brother owes a lot of money and he’s in over his head in something rotten.”

      My stomach plummeted. Suspecting the truth was one thing. Having it confirmed was another. “Thank you for telling me.”

      I shot to my feet, my movements jerky.

      Tom had dragged me into something shady, and my gut told me that Ronan was going to use it as leverage for a takeover. Why else would he order an investigation? I’d known Ronan was up to something. Damn him, and damn Tom for not being upfront with me.

      “Wait,” Oliver called. I stopped and looked over my shoulder. “I just wanted to let you know that it’s not part of an investigation for a client.”

      I cocked my head, not sure what he was getting at.

      He sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. “When an investigation isn’t connected to a client file it’s usually because one of the directors has a personal interest in the subject. If I were you, I’d talk to Ronan.”

      My jaw firmed. As I’d thought. “Thanks, Oliver.”

      Following his advice, I beelined for Ronan’s office. Just as I reached for the handle, Fiona leaped in front of me, barring the entrance.

      “I’m sorry, but Mr. King is busy.” Her sympathetic expression made me think she had some idea of what was going on. “I can’t let you in.”

      I ground my teeth together to avoid snapping at her. “I need to see him.”

      “He’s busy,” she reiterated. “If you come back in half an hour—”

      “Please, it’ll just be a moment,” I interrupted. “Look, I’m sorry, but we’re overdue for a conversation.”

      With that, I darted around her and let myself into the boss’s office, coming up short at the sight of two men seated at the table along the wall. Zeke, and a mountain of a man I assumed must be the other partner, Kade. I didn’t let their appearance put me off. My hands landed on my hips, and I glared at Ronan, who sat behind his desk like a king holding court.

      “When did you start investigating my brother?”
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      Ronan

      My heart stuttered when Willow barged into my office, her eyes flashing and cheeks flushed. She looked stormy, which was a startling contrast to her usual self-containment.

      She crossed her arms and stared me down, one fair brow arched. “Well?”

      Zeke smothered a chuckle, and I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Gentlemen, will you give us a moment?” I asked.

      “Sure thing.” Zeke sauntered to the door. It could have been my imagination, but I thought I saw him wink at Willow as he passed.

      My gut tightened.

      Kade hesitated, glancing from Willow to me. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Yes.” I bit the word out, not leaving any room for doubt.

      Slowly, he made his way toward the exit, but paused in front of Willow. He offered her a hand, and from the way her eyes widened, I could tell she hadn’t expected it. “I’m Kade,” he said gruffly. “If you need anything, my door is open.”

      She blinked, visibly surprised. “Thank you.”

      Her tone was softer than it had ever been when speaking to me, and my jaw locked in place as I managed—barely—not to snap at either of them. I shouldn’t have taken Kade’s offer of an olive branch to heart. I knew he hadn’t wanted to involve her in our plan, so why should it bother me if he took it upon himself to keep an eye out for her?

      “No problem.” He nodded once and stepped past her out of the office.

      Fiona appeared in the doorway. “I’m sorry, Mr. King. She wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      Willow’s entire body tensed, and if possible, she glared harder.

      “I’m sure you did your best. Don’t worry about it. Willow and I have business to discuss.”

      Fiona’s expression turned speculative. “Should I shut the door and hold your calls?”

      “Please do.”

      She gave Willow a lingering look but did as I asked and pulled the door closed. I expected Willow to relax, but she seemed even more on edge than before.

      She marched up to my desk. “You’ve been looking into Tom. Did you start that before or after we made our deal?”

      I frowned. Clearly, we needed to check the company for leaks. “Have a seat.”

      She raised her chin. “If I do, are you going to be honest with me?”

      I leaned back, struggling to keep a smile off my face. I loved her fiery stubbornness. It was the same stubbornness I saw in the mirror. “I’ll consider it.”

      As she sat in the chair Kade had vacated, I reached for my coffee and took a drink. I wouldn’t let her know how unsettled her presence made me. If I gave away how badly I’d like to see her cheeks flush with passion, it could ruin everything. “I think you’ll find I’m holding up my side of the bargain. I never said I wouldn’t investigate your brother. I agreed not to take over the company if, at the end of the month, you’re not convinced it would be better off in my hands. Those are two very different things.”

      She held my gaze. “But the only reason you’d be looking into him is so you could blackmail him to let you have the company.”

      I raised a brow. “Is it?”

      “You know it is.” She crossed her arms. “There would be no point otherwise.”

      “What about that old adage ‘know thy enemy’?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe that’s all this is.”

      She was right. Not that I’d tell her so. If I couldn’t take the company, I’d settle for seeing Tom in prison. I just needed to dig up enough dirt to put him there.

      “You can choose to believe me or not,” I said. “It makes no difference.”

      She huffed. “You’re not acting in good faith.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way.” Her accusation rankled. I’d always been a principled person, even when motivated by revenge.

      She rolled her eyes. “Not sorry enough.” She pursed her lips, her expression uncharacteristically vulnerable. “Can you just tell me one thing honestly?”

      “Depends what it is.”

      “This isn’t a game,” she snapped.

      I nodded, taken aback. “I know. Whatever your question is, if I’m able to answer it, I will.”

      She released a long breath. “Thank you.” Then she said something that turned the blood in my veins to ice. “As part of your investigation, have you had someone following me?”

      “No.” The fact she’d asked alarmed me, and I studied her features carefully. Now that I took the time to look deeper, I could see fear in her eyes, hidden behind bravado. “I swear, I haven’t. Has something happened? Are you in danger?”

      That wasn’t part of the plan. She was supposed to have been safe.

      She watched me closely, then her shoulders hunched. Many people wouldn’t have noticed the change in her posture, but I was attuned to everything about her. “I believe you.” She sighed. “I’m probably being paranoid.”

      But her voice was full of doubt.

      “Why do you think someone has been following you?” I asked. She stared into space for a moment, and I grew concerned. “Willow?”

      She jolted, and her eyes found mine. “I thought I saw someone a few times—outside my apartment building or behind me on the streets—but I must have been imagining it. Forget I said anything.”

      She stood, straightened her shoulders and hurried out of the office.

      I watched her go, wanting nothing more than to call her back and demand to know every single time she’d seen something that made her nervous. I held my tongue though. I could look into things on my own if she didn’t want to share.

      A few seconds after she departed, Kade and Zeke reappeared. They must have been waiting nearby.

      “Is she okay?” Kade asked, giving me a look that said she’d better be.

      “She’s scared. Seems to think someone has been following her, and given the kind of trouble Tom tends to attract, she might be right.”

      Kade scowled. “I’ll have one of the guys check on her every now and then during the day.”

      His massive chest heaved, and I could tell he had something else to say. “What is it?”

      “It’s not too late to forget this whole thing with Willow. Send her back to Lennox Securities and return to the original plan.”

      Zeke sank into one of the chairs opposite me. “I saw that coming.” He cocked a brow at me. “Did you?”

      I ignored him. I’d had a pretty good idea what Kade wanted, but Zeke enjoyed winding people up, and it was best not to add fuel to the fire.

      “Whatever this is, she’s involved now,” I told Kade.

      “I don’t like it,” he replied.

      I acknowledged his words with a nod, then turned to Zeke. “Remind me what you were saying before we were interrupted.”
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        * * *

      

      Willow

      I shut myself in the office bathroom and locked the door, my mind sprinting a million miles an hour.

      If Ronan didn’t have people following me, then who did?

      Perhaps I could have imagined the figures in the dark, but not the man who’d followed me after I got Ronan’s job offer. And then there had been the strange phone call with dead air.

      I leaned against the door and closed my eyes, taking a few deep breaths. None of this was going as I’d expected. I was supposed to have dug up a heap of intel to have on standby in case Ronan tried to back out of our deal. Instead, I had a feeling Ronan was looking for ways to displace my brother, and someone else was scaring the crap out of me.

      I needed to talk to Tom to share my suspicions and let him know about Ronan’s investigation. I headed back to my desk, grabbed my phone, and then returned to the bathroom. I couldn’t risk being overheard. I dialed his number and waited for the call to connect.

      “Have you found something we can use against him?” Tom didn’t bother with a greeting.

      I gritted my teeth. I was all for saving the family business, but he could be so single-minded it drove me crazy.

      “Not yet, but there’s something you should know.” I considered how best to phrase it. “Ronan is trying to dig up dirt on you. I don’t know if he wants to use it for blackmail or something else, but his cyber guys are on your trail.”

      To my surprise, Tom laughed. “Of course he’s trying to unearth the skeletons in my closet. I’d do the same thing in his situation.”

      Something bubbled in my stomach, hot and unpleasant. I’d expected him to be grateful for the warning, or at the very least to be pleased I finally had something to report. Instead, he didn’t seem to care at all.

      “Is there anything for him to find?” I asked. “Shouldn’t we try to head it off so we can protect the company?”

      “He won’t find anything,” he replied, not exactly answering my question. “There’s nothing for you to worry about. The best thing you can do is return the favor. You have access to his systems. Surely you can find something useful. Now, is that all?”

      My stomach sank. I couldn’t believe he’d dismissed me so easily. But maybe he didn’t realize how dire the situation was.

      “I’m pretty sure someone has been following me,” I confessed. “Do you think I should be worried?”

      “It’s probably Ronan.”

      “It’s not,” I replied. After seeing his expression when I’d accused him of it, I knew that much.

      He made an impatient sound. “Maybe you’re imagining it.”

      I pressed my lips together so I wouldn’t cry. I shouldn’t be surprised. It served me right for thinking he might have my back. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then perhaps you have an admirer.”

      I shook my head, stunned that he’d wave away a very real problem by implying it was either in my head or that it was a misunderstanding.

      “Remember to let me know if you find anything that’s actually useful.” With those parting words, he ended the call.
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      For the rest of the day, I doubled down on scouring King’s Security intranet for useful tidbits of information but still didn’t find a damn thing. When I got home, Sage took one look at me and guided me to the sofa while she made a batch of cleansing herbal tea.

      “What’s going on?” she asked as she handed me a mug and sat beside me. “You look like there’s a lot on your mind.”

      I gave her a brief rundown of everything that had happened earlier. Her expression stayed neutral as I outlined my conversation with Ronan. When I mentioned Tom, her eyes narrowed but she remained silent. That was the good thing about Sage. She never interrupted. She let you say your piece and then said hers.

      “Do you have feelings for Ronan?” She intertwined her fingers around a mug of tea. “I know you used to have that crush on him. Is it possible you’re angrier with him than the situation warrants because you want him to be the guy you think of him as?”

      I sighed and rested my head against the back of the sofa. “Maybe. Honestly, I’m so mixed up around him that I couldn’t say for sure. He’s not the same man he used to be, but something about him gets under my skin anyway.”

      Sage hummed in thought. “Perhaps you shouldn’t fight it.”

      I opened my eyes and stared at her. “Excuse me?”

      She shrugged. “The universe is trying to bring you together. Maybe you ought to go along with it.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. Sage liked to think we were all part of the universe’s master plan and that there were reasons for everything, but I didn’t necessarily share her view. “Not a great idea.”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      I didn’t even have to think about it. “He could play me, screw me over, and go forward with the takeover despite our deal.” Then I might lose my most powerful connection to Dad.

      “Hmm.” She sipped her tea and watched me over the brim. “Don’t you think your dad would want you to be happy more than he’d want you to have the company?”

      “Oof.” The question knocked the air out of me. “Well, yeah, but there’s no guarantee I’d be happy. Like I said, it could end very badly.”

      “There’s no guarantee of anything in life. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t take risks.”

      I sighed. In principle, I agreed, but knowing that and acting on it were two different things. I’d dedicated years to the company, and I’d protected my heart for much longer. I’d had my first taste of men using me for my money when I was only eighteen, and even though I was no longer rich, it was difficult to unlearn that lesson. Emotion burned the back of my throat. Sage seemed to know what was going on in my head because she placed her mug on the coffee table and put an arm around me.

      “You don’t have to do anything now,” she said. “Just take each day as it comes, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agreed, but even that seemed like a big ask.
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      Ronan

      I checked the time on my phone as I hurried out of the King’s Security building and onto the steps that led down to the street. I was running late for a meeting with a client. I hated being late. I glanced up just in time to catch sight of the top of Willow’s head before she bowled into me.

      “Oh!” She dropped her bag and stumbled backward, her heel catching on the edge of the stair. She teetered for a moment, but I hauled her toward me before she fell. She flopped against my chest. “Thank you. I’m sorry, I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      “It’s okay. No harm done.”

      I should have let her go, but instead I held on for a few moments. She smelled of vanilla again. But the way she smelled was nothing compared to how wonderful she felt in my arms. Soft and supple, her slender curves pressed against the hard planes of my body. Having her there seemed right. As if she belonged.

      I shook my head. I was being fanciful. As I drew back, my gaze dropped to her lips. They parted, a puff of air passing between them, and it could have been my imagination, but it seemed as though she leaned forward. But then I raised my gaze to her eyes and froze. They were wide.

      Scared.

      She glanced over her shoulder and scanned the pavement.

      I forced myself to release her. “What’s the matter?”

      “Huh?” She turned back to me, her expression distracted.

      “What’s wrong?” I repeated.

      “Oh.” She gave a nervous laugh. “Nothing. I’m just behind schedule.”

      “I can relate.” But I got the impression there was more going on.

      Her mouth set in a firm line as she bent to collect her bag, and her eyes skittered like she couldn’t focus on anything. I remembered what she’d asked yesterday, about whether I’d had someone following her.

      “Are you running from someone?” I asked, my gut turning over at the prospect.

      She jolted, her eyes flying to mine. “No.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Why? Did you see someone behind me?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      She stiffened again. “I’d better go. I don’t want to hold you up.” She started to push past.

      “Wait,” I said. She glanced back. “Are you sure you’re fine?”

      “Y-yes.”

      The stutter gave her away. She wasn’t fine at all. But before I could ask what the matter was, she continued up the stairs. I frowned. If she was in trouble, we needed to know. Especially if Tom was involved.

      I checked the time again. I’d be late, but at this point, I didn’t really care. Some things were more important than punctuality.

      I found Zeke’s number and called him.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be in a meeting with a big wig?” Zeke asked when the call connected.

      “I will be soon, but I just ran into Willow, and she’s on edge. I want to be alerted if she leaves the building.”

      “You’re spying on her now?” I could hear the amusement in my partner’s voice. “I thought you were above that.”

      “It’s for her own safety.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Just do it. And if she does leave, can you ask Kade to have one of his guys follow her at a distance?”

      He snorted. “You’re really taking this to the next level, but okay, I’ll talk to Kade. He won’t be happy about it.”

      “Tell him it’s for her protection.”

      “If you say so, King.”

      “Something is scaring her,” I insisted.

      Zeke made a thoughtful sound. “Perhaps she’s nervous because she’s trying to steal our secrets for her brother. I’ve seen evidence she’s been poking around.”

      “You have?” I shouldn’t have been surprised. In her shoes, I’d probably do the same thing. “Do we need to be concerned?”

      “I doubt it. With her level of access, there’s really nothing for her to find.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “She’s resourceful.”

      He chuckled. “I’ve seen the video of her entering your office. I know exactly how sneaky she is, but at this stage I don’t think we need to worry.”

      “Okay. Thanks for letting me know anyway. I’ve got to go, but text me if she leaves.”

      “You got it.” I ended the call and pocketed the phone, hoping Willow would open up to me about what was going on before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Willow

      I trembled as I stared at the envelope protruding from my bag. My name was written on the front in block letters. I’d discovered it beneath my door and opened it enough to get a glimpse of its contents, but before I’d had a chance to check properly, I’d felt the creepy sensation of being watched, and I’d had to leave. To get somewhere secure before I uncovered its contents. Where could be more secure than a security firm?

      I grabbed the envelope and, with fumbling fingers, tore it the rest of the way open. Instead of emptying it onto my desk, I peered inside. Glossy photographs stared back at me. I lifted one out and felt myself go cold. It was of me, and based on the surroundings, it must have been taken during my morning walk from my apartment to work. Someone had captured that photograph without me noticing. They had been watching, exactly as I’d feared. Not that I had any idea who “they” were.

      I snatched up another photo. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at, but when I did, my stomach rolled. I was silhouetted against our apartment window, wearing my favorite tank top and yoga pants. I shoved the picture back into the envelope and leafed through the other photos. They were all of me. Walking down the street, buying coffee, at a gala with Tom and our respective dates, standing outside my apartment building with Sage.

      Oh my God.

      Someone had been following me. No. Worse than that. They’d been stalking me. Exactly as Ronan had guessed.

      I searched for a letter, a note, anything to explain what this was about, but there was nothing. Desperation growing, I flicked through the photos again, scanning the backs in case anything had been written onto them directly.

      Empty, empty, empty—oh, wait.

      Finally, I spotted block lettering that matched the writing on the envelope. When I skimmed the text, I gagged. “My favorite” was all it said.

      I flipped the photo over.

      It was one of me in my flimsy summer pajamas, lying on my bed. From the angle of the image, it must have been taken through the window. But how? There were no buildings that looked directly into my room. A drone, perhaps? But why would anyone do that? Was it possible the eyes I’d felt on me had nothing to do with Tom, Ronan, or Lennox Securities? Maybe it was a garden-variety stalker, and I’d read too much into the stuff with my brother.

      I turned the photo over and read those hideous words again.

      My favorite.

      Had some sick bastard done this for a thrill?

      “Willow.”

      The envelope slipped from my grasp, and my hand flew to my throat. I spun around.

      Imani stood behind me, grinning. “You’re here.”

      “I-I…uh, yes.” Realizing I was still holding the photograph, I tucked it inside my palm and hoped she didn’t notice. “I’m sorry, you surprised me.”

      “I can tell.” She glanced at the envelope curiously. “You were engrossed.” She looked up and frowned. “Are you okay? You’re really pale.”

      “Fine.” My voice was thready, and I felt about as convincing as I’d been outside when Ronan asked what was wrong. “Didn’t sleep well,” I added, figuring an explanation may lessen the suspicious gleam in her eyes.

      “Ah.” She nodded. “Try lavender essential oil. Works like a dream.”

      If I’d been less scared, I’d have laughed. “My roommate says the same thing. I should introduce you sometime. I think you’d like each other.”

      “Do it.” She sat at her desk. Some of the tension eased from my chest, and when she searched in her purse for lip gloss, I slipped the photograph back into the envelope and put it in a drawer, out of sight. “I love meeting new people.”

      I arched a brow. “Even if they read your chakras and say you have a muddy aura?”

      Her eyes widened. “Especially then.”

      We made small talk for a while before getting down to work. I kept busy until lunch and waited for Imani to leave. When she vanished from sight, I extracted the envelope from the drawer, stuffed it into my bag, and searched for an empty meeting room. When I found one, I sat inside and called the police department’s non-emergency line.

      “You’ve reached the Chicago Police Department.” It was a women’s voice. “This is Fatima speaking. How can I help?”

      I glanced at the door to make sure nobody was standing outside to overhear me. “My name is Willow Lennox, and I’m hoping you can give me some advice.”

      “Of course.” I heard her type something. “What’s going on, Willow?”

      I lowered my voice. “For the past few days, I’ve thought someone might be following me. For the most part, it’s just a feeling I get, but I did see a man once—maybe twice.”

      More typing.

      “Has anything else happened?”

      “Yes.” I swallowed. “This morning I found an envelope beneath my apartment door. It was full of photos of me.” I breathed in and out slowly, trying to ease the clench of my jaw. “One of them was taken through the bedroom window of my apartment.”

      She made a sympathetic sound. “That must have been very distressing.”

      “It was.” Even now, I felt shaky. “Is there anything I can do about it?”

      “Have you received any threats?” she asked. “Was there any kind of communication with the photos?”

      “No,” I replied. “One of the photos was labeled ‘my favorite’ but that’s it.”

      “Hmm.”

      I didn’t like her tone. It was hesitant, as though she was trying to figure out the best way to deliver bad news.

      “Did you get a good look at the man following you?”

      “No.” My shoulders climbed up to my ears. This didn’t sound promising.

      Fatima sighed. “I’m afraid there isn’t much we can do. You can bring the photographs to the station and we’ll have them fingerprinted. There’s a chance whoever delivered them is already in the system. We can also take a statement so there’s a record in case the behavior escalates, but without an actual threat or any physical harm to yourself or your possessions, there’s nothing else we can do.”

      “Oh.” Tears of frustration welled in my eyes. I’d suspected as much, but hearing it still sucked. I cleared my throat. “I’ll bring them in soon.” At least that would be something useful, even if it wasn’t much. “Thank you for your time.”

      “I’m sorry there isn’t more I can do to help.” I could tell she meant it.

      “It’s not your fault.” I wasn’t going to take it out on the messenger. “Can you let someone know I’ll be there in the next hour or so?”

      “Of course. And Willow,”—she hesitated—“take care.”

      “I will.”
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      Ronan

      I was eating a sandwich and reviewing the plans for a corporate security job when a text arrived from Zeke.

      Zeke: Willow has left the building

      Immediately, I was on edge. Where was she going? To the best of my knowledge, she usually had lunch onsite and didn’t leave during the day.

      A moment later, another message came in, this one from Kade.

      Kade: Don’t worry, I have a tail on her. He’ll keep her safe if needed.

      I sighed. I’d rather watch her back myself, but Kade’s guys were well-trained, and if he said she’d be safe, then I had to believe it. I replied to Zeke first, then Kade.

      I sat back and tried to keep going, but I couldn’t focus. I wanted to track Willow down and demand to know what she was involved in. Unfortunately, she was jumpy, and going after her like that wouldn’t help. Especially since she already thought I might have someone following her. A guilty twinge reminded me that I did, in fact, now have someone following her.

      I kept an eye on the ticking clock, and twenty minutes later, I received another message from Kade.

      Kade: She’s at the police station.

      I leaped to my feet. What the hell?

      Kade: My guy had to wait outside. If he’d followed her, there’s a chance someone would’ve noticed.

      She was talking to the police? Something must have been really wrong.

      I strode to the window and looked out over the city. I wanted to be with her, hunting down answers, but I needed to keep myself in check. If I came on too strong, she’d freak out and back off. But I couldn’t help feeling that if she was in trouble, I wanted to help. Especially if that asshole Tom was the one who’d put her in hot water.

      Ronan: Did your guy notice anyone else following her?

      Kade: No. But I’ll have him give a full report later.

      The next hour passed excruciatingly slowly.

      Finally, Kade advised me that Willow had returned to her desk. I waited for another ten minutes before dropping by to check on her. I approached from behind and scanned her body. She seemed okay. Nothing out of place. I rounded her desk to avoid startling her.

      “Hi, Willow.”

      She straightened and blinked at me owlishly. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      I smiled, hoping I didn’t look as tense as I felt. “I wanted to check on you after this morning and make sure you’re okay. I was worried.”

      Her cheeks turned pink, and she gave me a pointed look, nodding toward her coworker, who was pretending not to listen. Willow’s reticence, and that blush, made me ache to scoop her into my arms and keep her safe. To protect her from everything and then kiss the hell out of her. I mentally scolded myself. I wasn’t this woman’s white knight.

      “Everything is fine,” she said. “I had a rough morning, that’s all.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?” She’d hardly have gone to the police station without good cause.

      She nodded.

      There wasn’t much I could do if she wasn’t willing to share. I hesitated, then added, “Promise you’ll come to me if you need help?”

      She shrugged. “If it’s something you can help with.”

      I pressed my lips together. That was likely the best I was going to get. I just had to accept that I couldn’t shield her from the world if she wouldn’t let me. But I dithered. I had no reason to stay there, but I didn’t want to leave either. I liked being near her. She made me feel something I hadn’t in a long time.

      If she were anyone else, I’d already have asked her on a date. But because of how we’d become reacquainted, and because of who her brother was, I’d held back. But why should that stop me? If I had real feelings for her, why not let her know? She was only doing what she thought was best to protect her father’s company, and I had no problem with that. Hell, I missed Frank every day.

      “Willow.”

      She cocked her head, and the look in her eyes made me think I wasn’t the only one who felt the tension between us. “Yes?”

      “Would you like to accompany me to the charity gala that’s happening this Friday?” I found myself holding my breath, praying she’d agree. I wanted the opportunity to get to know her outside of a work environment and to figure out what was distressing her.

      Her expression became pinched, but I thought I caught a glimpse of disappointment in her eyes. “I’m already going with someone else.”

      My heart sank. No doubt she meant her brother and his crowd. “That’s too bad.”

      I shouldn’t have been so disappointed, but I couldn’t help it. Tom Lennox ruined things even when he wasn’t here. At least I’d get to see her. Maybe steal a dance or a kiss—if she was up for that.

      “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      I left before I could do something I regretted, like ask her to ditch her plans with her brother and spend time with me instead.
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        * * *

      

      Willow

      As Sage did my hair in preparation for the dance, I wallowed in what-ifs. What if I’d said yes to Ronan? What if I had been honest with him about everything? I’d have much rather spent the night with him than Tom and his flavor of the month. But at least Tom hadn’t tried to set me up with any of his friends tonight. He loved to introduce me to “suitable” men, hoping one might stick.

      “Why does Tom insist on going to these things when he has no money?” Sage asked, putting the finishing touches on a braid that curved around my forehead like a tiara.

      I sighed. “Because he refuses to live within his means.”

      It worried me that I didn’t know where the money for tonight was coming from. Events like this cost thousands of dollars per ticket, and thousands more went into looking the part. From what I could tell, Tom was basically broke. Yet he still insisted on putting on an appearance, clad in his latest designer outfit. He hadn’t been pleased when I’d told him I’d be wearing a dress I already owned and would have Sage do my hair, but when I made it clear that was the only way I’d agree to go, he hadn’t argued.

      I checked my nails. I’d painted the pale pink polish myself and if anyone looked too closely, they’d know I hadn’t had them professionally done. And people would look. That’s what they did at these events. They gossiped over who was wearing what, and who’d come with whom. I had no patience for it, but I’d been attending galas and charity dinners since I was eighteen, and at some point, my frustration with them had dulled.

      “There.” Sage patted an elegant knot on the back of my head. “All done. You look beautiful.”

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      I gazed at my reflection, feeling oddly nostalgic. Perhaps I didn’t enjoy the routine of getting dressed up for an event, but it was predictable, and I had a feeling we wouldn’t be doing it up for much longer. Even if Tom maintained control of the company, things would have to change or we’d end up back in the same situation.

      “Are you sure you should go?” Sage asked, gnawing on her lower lip. “You haven’t seen anyone following you today? I’m worried about whoever took those pictures.”

      I hadn’t shown Sage the photos, but I’d told her about them. Particularly the photograph of me on my bed. That had really gotten to me.

      “I haven’t noticed anyone.” I applied lipstick and puckered up. “Maybe they saw me go to the police station and backed off.”

      “Maybe,” she murmured, but I could tell she wasn’t convinced.

      My phone buzzed with an incoming text. It was from Tom, saying he was downstairs.

      I stood and collected a jacket from my closet. It wasn’t a cold night, but I wanted to be prepared. I tucked my purse under my arm and headed for the door.

      “See you, Sage.”

      She waved. “Bye, Willow. Stay away from weird old men for me.”

      “I’ll try.” I took the stairs down and rolled my eyes at the sight of a limo idling by the curb. We no longer owned one, so he must have rented it. A driver, too, by the looks of it. I climbed into the back seat. “You look sharp.”

      His gaze flickered up and down my outfit as we pulled into traffic. “Good effort from you too, all things considered.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. He meant well, but he could be a shameless snob. I glanced at his date, a blonde woman with a bored expression. “I’m Willow.”

      She arched a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “I’m Chardonnay.”

      Well, okay then.

      “Nice to meet you.” I turned to Tom. “Is there anyone we want to impress tonight?”

      Often, he had a business associate or a prospective client he wanted to wow, and it was my job to charm them so they’d sign on the dotted line with Lennox Securities.

      “Petrov,” he said.

      I glanced out the window so he wouldn’t see me pull a face. I wanted to ask if this was another of his attempts to thrust me at one of his business acquaintances in the hopes we’d click, but I held back. I’d rather not fight tonight. Things were tense enough.

      We traveled in silence to our destination, The Art Institute of Chicago. When we arrived, he helped Chardonnay out while the driver rounded the car to open my door. I walked alongside them as we were escorted past the lion statues that stood guard by the stone steps. Inside, each of us was handed a glass of champagne. I looked around, taking in the grand staircases where people milled about and the quietly opulent décor—everything in tones of cream and gold. We did the rounds, circulating among his friends and acquaintances. I began to hope he’d forgotten Petrov, but then he led us to a standing table in the corner of the raised platform that ringed the room.

      “Good evening, Mr. Petrov.” I forced a smile but didn’t offer him a hand, remembering the kissing incident from last time.

      Tom gave me a meaningful look, and I ignored him.

      “Willow,” Petrov said, touching my shoulder. “How many times must I tell you to call me Adrian?” A shiver raced up my spine. His finger was cold and unwelcome. I didn’t like it on my bare skin. But I liked the idea of calling him by his first name even less. Dad hadn’t liked him and wouldn’t have wanted to see us associated with him. Tom might have bought Petrov’s story that they’d been friendly rivals, but I got the feeling there hadn’t been anything friendly about it. “You are absolutely exquisite.”

      “Thank you.” My tone was taut, but neither man seemed to notice or care.

      “Tom.” Petrov gave my brother’s hand a hearty shake. “I’m pleased you came.”

      “Likewise. This is Chardonnay.”

      Petrov’s slight brow raise almost made me smile. “A pleasure.”

      Tom pulled his phone from his pocket and glanced at the screen. “Sorry, I have to take this call. Come with me, babe?”

      He stepped away, taking Chardonnay with him, and I glared at his back. The liar. He hadn’t received a call. He’d ditched me with the man like a sacrificial lamb.

      “Tell me more about yourself,” Petrov said, resting his forearms on the table. “You are twenty-five, aren’t you?”

      I shivered. Why did he know my age? “Yes, I am.”

      I looked around for an escape route. Much as I disliked him, we had an important working relationship that was currently more valuable to Lennox Securities than it was to Petrov’s firm, so I couldn’t afford to offend him by being rude. However unhappy I was with Tom, I didn’t want to make things worse for the company. “What would you like to know?”

      He licked his lips like a hungry dog. “I’ve heard you like yoga. Have you been practicing it for long?”

      Years of training taught me to keep a straight face, but I was shocked by the question. Who’d told him that? It wasn’t as though I kept it secret, but I spoke to few people outside of work.

      “My friend Sage teaches it. She started making videos a few years ago, and I was her first student. I’m nowhere near as skilled as she is, but I’m passably good.”

      “I’m sure you’re better than passable.” He caressed my bare upper arm, and my skin crawled in response. “In fact, I suspect you’re something of a prize.”
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