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      I buckle my seatbelt and wait for the plane to finish boarding so we can get moving. I’m ready for a drink and, hopefully, a little sleep on my way to Harren, Ohio. When I agreed to help my older brother, I didn’t realize it would mean giving up my vacation to spend a couple of weeks in a small city trying to act like Sherlock Holmes. Harden said he hoped this little adventure would help get me out of the funk I’ve been in for a while, but I have little faith.

      Harden’s college friend is having trouble with missing data, and he needs someone to come in and pretend to work as an engineer in his company. Since I have a degree in Engineering, and I specialize in cybersecurity, my brother asked me to drop everything and volunteer. The asshole, of course, used a little arm twisting and bribery to get his way. But here I sit. On a plane. Headed to Ohio to start a new job as a design engineer for Harlington Technologies. Fuck my life. That fucking bastard owes me big time.

      After a clusterfuck of a day, I finally arrive at my hotel and fall onto the bed. As I cross my fingers behind my head, I stare at the ceiling and think about all the instructions I’ve been given so far. My brother wasn’t forthcoming with the entire plan, so I have no idea what’s going on now that I’m here in fucking Harren, Ohio. I’m supposed to meet Tate Bennett and Dylan Drake for breakfast tomorrow morning to discuss my “cover story.” This should be good. I’m a fucking computer nerd, not a spy.

      I barely sleep at all and wake up ready to say “fuck all this” and catch the first plane to Hawaii. Fuck Harden and his friend. When Harden called me four days ago and asked me to have breakfast at his wife’s café, I should have hung up the phone and ran, but curiosity got the best of me. Now, I’m suffering for my mistake. He bribed me to help Tate Bennett, his old college friend who is now CEO of Harlington Technologies, out of a jam. Tate believes someone is stealing his partner’s ideas and selling them to the competition, so he needs to investigate quietly without alerting the media or his investors. That’s where I come in. I’m going to “work” at Harlington Technologies and investigate the missing intellectual property. Instead of a two-week vacation in paradise, I’m working another engineering job. Without pay. For my brother’s friend. I got royally screwed on this favor.
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        * * *

      

      Since Tate and his business partner, Dylan Drake, don’t want to take the chance of us being overheard or seen together, they plan to come to my suite for breakfast. Fifteen minutes before they’re due to arrive, room service arrives and sets up our breakfast. I’m having my second cup of coffee when there’s a knock on the door. I open it to find Tate and another man standing in the hallway.

      Tate holds out his hand. “Justin, thanks so much for helping.”

      As I shake his hand, I think to myself, I didn’t have much choice. My brother forced me. But the words that come out of my mouth are, “I’m happy to help.”

      I step back to let them in, and the other man sticks out his hand. “Dylan Drake.”

      Once we sit, Tate starts explaining the situation. They have been designing small components for their security system that are compatible with other systems. Harlington Technologies planned to allow competitors to use the components in their systems for a fee, but these “add-ons” are somehow making it into their competitors’ hands before Harlington is ready to release them. Tate and Dylan need to know who’s stealing their work. My investigation is “top secret.” Even their assistant, Maribel, thinks I’m a new hire.

      “We even came up with the perfect cover for you.” Dylan beams, and for the first time, the cold, dry engineer looks human. “Everyone knows my wife would do anything for her best friend, Brianne, so you’re now Brianne’s boyfriend. You just became a boy toy.” This just gets better and better. Fuck my life.

      “Why can’t you just say I’m Harden’s brother?” I try to find any other cover than pretending to be some chick’s boyfriend, but both men are already shaking their heads.

      “Because it’s well known that we don’t hire friends.”

      Well, that doesn’t make a lick of fucking sense. I sit back in my chair and rub my lip, looking between the two assholes I’m about to argue with, then decide it’s not worth my time. If I have to pretend to be some airhead’s boyfriend, oh well. I’ll do it and get the fuck out of here in two weeks.

      “We’ll have you over for dinner tonight so you can meet Brianne. You’ll want to come up with a cover story about where you met, and then you can start work tomorrow. Brianne can bring us updates on what you find. It would look suspicious if a new engineer had meetings with the CEO and Chief Designer,” Dylan explains, and I realize they’ve thought this through.

      After they leave, I spend the day worrying about the dinner. I’m hoping I don’t get stuck with some whiny, high maintenance pain in the ass for two weeks. I can’t believe I’m now paying for one mistake I made ten years ago. My brother is an asshole for doing this to me. I’m ready to say “fuck it” and let him out me to our older brother, Mitchell. I made one drunken mistake, and it’s come back to bite me in the ass when I least expected it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Justin

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I dress casually in jeans and a button-down white shirt. It’s not like I need to impress this woman. As my Uber pulls up at the address, my mouth falls open. Damn, Dylan Drake has done well for himself. We aren’t hurting, by any means, but this is a whole different league altogether. The modern glass and steel building has a doorman who questions me and smiles when I answer correctly. The security guard keys a code into the elevator before the doors close, and it silently begins to move.

      Riding the elevator to the top floor causes my stomach to drop, and I swallow several times before I press the button next to the huge metal door. Dylan Drake opens the door, and I blink. He looks nothing like the cold businessman of this morning. Instead, his black hair is no longer slicked back, and the business suit has been replaced with jeans and a polo shirt.

      “Justin, come in and meet everyone.”

      He steps back for me to walk past, and when I look up, I swear the earth stops spinning. Sweat breaks out all over my body. It’s fucking her. My biggest regret and deepest, darkest fantasy is standing next to a shorter redheaded woman. And God, she’s as spectacular as she was the first time I saw her.

      I attended a fucking charity antique auction in Dallas with Mitchell when I turned around and spotted the stunning brunette standing alone next to the bar. She appeared to be bored with the event as she stood alone and watched everyone without interacting in the conversation. It was like an invisible force pulled at me from across the room. All my focus was centered on the stunning woman. I’d almost talked myself into approaching her when one of the assholes sitting next to me followed my gaze and laughed. “Forget about her. Everyone knows she’s the queen bitch.” I turned to stare at the little fucker, and he shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, walk up and try to talk to her. She’ll smile coldly and walk away. Every fucking guy around has tried and failed. She’s known as the ice queen.” He’d just finished speaking when I witnessed her in action. Some asshole walked up and smiled at the woman. I couldn’t make out their conversation, but a couple of seconds later, he slunk away with his tail between his legs while she stood there coldly watching.

      A strange pain struck me, and I sat quietly the rest of the night trying to rub the ache out of my chest. Mitchell hovered like a mother hen the rest of the trip, then had his wife, Libby, nearly drive me insane with her “mothering” until I convinced them I’d recovered from our little trip. I don’t think the fucker ever realized what happened to cause my distress, and I’d prefer not to tell my big brother that I lost my heart to a woman only to find out she was an ice-cold bitch.
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