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CHAPTER ONE


CLARA







“It’s time to focus. Here’s the info for today’s job.”

Brenda’s authoritative tone rang sharply against the metal walls of the catering van. I was stuffed into the back of the cargo van along with my new coworkers and Brenda, my new drill sergeant—er, boss. I’d only been working for this catering company three days, but I could already tell she had it out for me. She turned a severe look on the three of us servers in turn, but her gaze lingered on me.

“This is a really high-profile event so we can’t afford any rookie mistakes,” she added.

Brenda launched into a rapid-fire rundown of today’s lunch event in the gleaming tower behind us. Wall Street. Billionaires. Ribbon cutting. The details began to dissolve almost as soon as she said them because my phone began vibrating in my pocket.

My fingers curled with the need to check who was calling. I stared hard at Brenda as she continued, not even hearing her words as the vibrating phone in my apron pocket sizzled against my attention. I couldn’t look now, because I knew she’d get into a snit about it.

I focused on my breathing, trying to look like I was paying attention, ignoring the buzzing in my pocket until it finally stopped.

Everything’s fine. Probably just a spam call.

Then it started buzzing again.

Calling twice in a row wasn’t a good sign, which made me even more concerned that the call was coming from the one place I didn’t want to hear from: my baby girl’s daycare center.

Brenda consulted her clipboard with the gravity of a surgeon reviewing medical charts. "These people tip well if you're charming and invisible. They are undoubtedly one of the biggest clients in the city. Screw this up, and you won't work in catering again in Manhattan."

Brenda pinned us all with a look that suggested You got it, dumbasses?

“Ready to make that money,” I offered weakly. My coworkers smiled grimly in return.

"Clara, you're on drink service and table clearing. Smile pretty, move fast, and for the love of God, don't drop anything expensive." Brenda's gaze lingered on me. "This client specifically requested our most...presentable staff."

Heat flushed my cheeks. Four years ago, I’d had a decent position with the city planning department, en route to a career I could be proud of.

Now I was a single mom bouncing between any short-term job I could find because it only took a few sick-kid pickups at daycare before the employer decided they couldn’t rely on me.

It felt like it had been so much longer than four years. My downward slide into barely making ends meet was kicked off by Preston’s cheating, our relationship implosion, and a surprise pregnancy.

I’d also experienced a one-night-stand that had rocked my world, but that was firmly in the category of things I didn’t think about anymore.

I couldn’t think about that man with the icy blue eyes—Nash Nightingale—because he was a representation of the life I desperately wanted but could never—would never—have. I’d grasped him, and then lost everything.

Brenda strode toward the building, and we followed her with carts loaded with food. I mentally rehearsed how to be charming and invisible while my thoughts spiraled around what I might find on my cell phone.

My phone buzzed against my hip. Again. Three calls in a row. It had to be the daycare. I resisted the urge to check it as we approached the gleaming building that stretched toward the clouds like a middle finger to anyone who'd ever struggled to make rent. Glass and steel gleamed in the late-morning April sun as we rolled our carts through the service entrance. My hand was on my cell phone in my apron pocket as we rode the freight elevator to the thirty-eighth floor. While Brenda and Sadie chatted about nothing in particular, I snuck a glance at the phone’s screen.

Four missed calls.

All from Little Sprouts Daycare.

Anxiety slithered through me. When the elevator doors opened, I snapped my head up, already formulating a plan of how I’d sneak away to see what the emergency was. Now that I knew it was the daycare, I couldn’t waste any more time.

“I forgot one of the trays in the van,” I blurted, realizing as I said it that it was actually true. “I’ll go back down and get it.”

Brenda nodded, though she still looked suspicious. “Grab the extra aprons too. I have a feeling one of you is going to spill something. Probably you.”

I pressed the elevator button, letting the doors close on her jaded, angular face. Once I was alone, the breath whooshed out of me. I needed this job desperately, but I was already dreading working long-term with a bitch like Brenda.

Once the freight elevator hit the ground floor, I was already calling Little Sprouts. They picked up on the second ring.

"Hi, it’s Clara Whitehall, Mia’s mother. I noticed some missed calls—is everything okay?”

“Thank you for calling back. I’m so sorry to say that Mia vomited in the playroom this morning. She’s not doing well, the poor thing.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, pressing my back against the marbled wall in the foyer. "Is she running a fever?"

"Low grade. She’s okay for now, but according to our policy, she needs to be picked up.”

Of course she did. Because when you're barely treading water, life loves to hand you a fucking anchor.

"Okay," I managed, my voice steadier than I felt. “We’ll pick her up as soon as we can."

The line went dead, and I immediately scrolled to Preston's contact. The we I referred to barely existed; sure, Mia had a father, Preston, but you wouldn’t have known it based on how much he showed up in her life. But I needed him today. I couldn’t bail on my third day of a new job, much less when Brenda already watched me like she was just waiting for me to skulk into the shadows.

My daughter's father picked up on the fourth ring, his voice already heavy with irritation.

"Clara, I'm in the middle of—"

"Mia's sick. I need you to pick her up from daycare."

A pause. "Can't. I've got back-to-back meetings until six."

"Preston, please. I just started this job three days ago. If I leave now—"

"Then don't leave. Figure it out." The line went dead.

Rage unfurled within me. I wanted to hurl my phone at the wall, scream until my throat went raw. He’d been the most absent, disinterested father from the beginning yet still had managed to finagle partial custody in his bid to avoid paying child support. Which meant I truly did everything on my own with no financial support to speak of. I balled my fists, trying to keep myself from spiraling. A few tears squeaked out of the corner of my eyes as I swallowed my frustration. And then I fired off a desperate text: Your daughter is sick and needs her father. One time, Preston. Please.

I composed myself, forcing myself to continue with my shift while I figured out a plan. Or at least a way to badger Preston into finally acting like a father. I hurried back to the cargo van, scooping up the tray I’d conveniently forgotten, a handful of aprons, and anything else that we might need. As I made my way back up in the elevator, my mind was working overtime trying to figure out potential backup plans. I could ask my best friend Zoey to pick up Mia, but that would only work if she wasn’t working today too. I could threaten Preston. I could call Preston’s mother and beg. I could see if there were any teleportation scientists in attendance at this function and ask them for a beta trial of their technology. Or I could beg Brenda for forgiveness, promising her it wouldn’t happen again, even though I knew it certainly would.

I bit my bottom lip as the doors opened, revealing a sleek corporate space. In the distance, I could see a bustling meeting room and a few of my black-shirted ilk. Everything was marble and chrome and the kind of understated luxury that screamed money without having to say a word.

As I strode toward the room, I passed the reception desk. There, etched in elegant letters across the front, were two words that made my breath freeze in my lungs: NIGHTLY DEVELOPMENTS.

The aluminum pan I was carrying slipped from my suddenly nerveless fingers. It clattered to the floor with a sound like thunder, sending echoes bouncing off the pristine walls.

"Jesus Christ, Clara!" Brenda hissed, stepping out of the meeting room. Her gaze darted around the hall, looking for observers. "I told you not to drop anything!"

But I barely heard her. My vision tunneled as memories crashed over me like a tidal wave. Ice-blue eyes. Rough hands. A voice like whiskey and promises. The taste of expensive gin and poor decisions.

Nash Nightingale owned Nightly Developments.

The man who'd given me the most incredible night of my life four years ago…before he kicked me out of the penthouse suite like I was nothing.

The man I'd lied to about everything—my name, my job, my entire existence.

I bent to retrieve the fallen pan, my hands shaking as Brenda continued her lecture about professionalism. In the meeting room, the rest of the catering crew had almost fully set up the spread for the grand opening celebration. Banners hung from the ceiling announcing Nightly Developments' new Wall Street office location. Champagne flutes sparkled on pristine white tablecloths.

All the pieces were clicking together. This was Nash's moment. His triumph.

And I was here to serve drinks and clear plates while trying not to have a complete mental breakdown.

“Party is on in five,” Brenda said, shooing us into position. “Get your smiles ready. I’ll handle replenishment. Clara, what did I say about smiles?”

I smoothed my black uniform and lifted my head, my muscles remembering the practiced grace required for this job. I could do this. I'd been surviving on scraps and determination for three years—I could serve champagne to my former one-night stand without completely losing my shit.

It wasn’t long before men and women in expensive clothing filtered into the room, clustering around high-top tables, their conversations a low hum of business deals and market speculation. Nobody even looked our way. We were truly invisible. I took the opportunity to scan faces, desperate to see Nash. I recognized some faces from newspapers and financial websites—the kind of people who shaped the city's skyline with a signature on a check.

I wove between the groups, offering champagne and a smile that Bitchy Brenda would be proud of. My phone buzzed in my pocket—probably a response from Preston letting me know he had ten valid excuses why he couldn’t be a father again today. When I’d emptied my tray of champagne flutes, I tucked the tray under my arm and snuck a peek at my phone.

PRESTON: Not happening today. You’ll figure it out.

The simmering rage returned, tightening all the muscles in my body. I stalked toward the wet bar at the edge of the room and reloaded my tray of flutes. With a deep breath, I began circulating the room again.

"Excuse me, darling."

I turned toward the voice, my practiced smile already in place, and found myself face-to-face with a man whose gut strained his expensive shirt. His eyes lingered on my chest longer than appropriate, making my skin crawl.

"Mr. Sampson," I read from his name tag. "Champagne?"

"Don't mind if I do." He took a glass but didn't step back, instead moving closer. "Wow. Look at you.”

I blinked.

“You know, you're far too pretty to be serving drinks. What's your name, sweetheart?"

Sweetheart. I wanted to dump the entire tray over his balding head.

"Clara," I managed, taking a step back. "Please excuse me, I need to—"

"Clara." He rolled my name around his mouth like he was tasting it. "Pretty name for a pretty girl. Tell me, Clara, what are you doing after this little party?"

"Working," I said firmly, trying to edge away. But he followed, his hand reaching out to brush my arm.

"Come now, don't be shy. A girl like you, working a job like this...hey, you know what I love about girls like you? More to hold onto.” His smile turned predatory. “I bet you could use some extra income. I've got a proposition for you."

My stomach turned. "I'm not interested."

"You haven't even heard what I'm offering." His grip tightened around my arm like a vice. "I have a penthouse not far from here. Very private. Very comfortable. And I can be very generous to girls who know how to...appreciate that comfort."

The champagne tray wobbled in my hands as panic shot through me. This wasn't the first time a man had made me this kind of offer, but usually I could deflect and move away. Sampson's grip was too tight, his smile too predatory.

"Let me go," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I jerked my arm away from him, which caused one of the flutes to tip to the floor. The glass shattered and everything inside me stiffened.

"Don't be difficult, sweetheart. We both know what this is about." His voice dropped to a whisper as he leaned closer. "I saw you checking your phone. Money troubles? I can solve those for you. One night, and you won't have to worry about—"

"She said let her go."

A deep voice cut through Sampson's proposition like a blade. Gritty, authoritative, familiar enough to make every nerve in my body light up like a live wire.

Nash Nightingale stepped into view, his ice-blue gaze locked on Sampson's hand wrapped around my arm. Even in my peripheral vision, I could see the dangerous stillness in his posture, the way his jaw had gone tight with barely controlled anger.

"Nash, come on." Sampson finally released my arm. "I was just—"

"Harassing my staff during my company's new headquarters reception." The steadiness in Nash’s voice was controlled. Lethal, almost. Goosebumps erupted on my forearms and I couldn’t look away from his commanding presence. "Which makes you both a guest in my building and a liability to my event."

I stood frozen between them, the champagne tray trembling in my hands as Nash's gaze flicked to me for just a moment. Recognition flashed in his eyes—subtle but unmistakable.

He remembered me.

"There's been a misunderstanding," Sampson tried again.

"No misunderstanding." Nash stepped closer, and even I could feel the intimidation radiating from his presence. "Security will escort you out. Right now."

Sampson's face flushed red, but he wasn't stupid enough to argue with Nash Nightingale in his own building. He stormed away toward the elevators.

I finally released the breath I'd been holding, gripping the tray even tighter.

"Thank you," I whispered, not quite meeting Nash's eyes.

"Are you all right?"

The gentleness in his voice almost undid me. This was the Nash I remembered—the one who'd made me feel like the most important woman in the world for one perfect night. The man I’d connected with so hard I still thought about him four years later, nearly crushed under the weight of the what-ifs.

"I'm fine." I forced myself to look up at him, and the full impact of his presence hit me like a truck. Four years had only made him more devastating. Broader shoulders, sharper jaw, a gaze that rooted me in my spot.

"Clara."

The way he said my name made my knees weak. He’d called me Scarlett the night we met, because I’d told him that was my name. The truth had come tumbling out the morning after, and he realized I’d lied to him about almost everything—not just my name, but my profession, my life.

The only thing that hadn’t been fake was the connection between us. The way we’d come together like two soul mates, finding each other after lifetimes.

"Mr. Nightingale." I kept my voice professional, even as my heart hammered against my ribs.

His gaze swept over me, taking in the catering uniform, the trembling hands, the obvious desperation that clung to me like cheap perfume. I watched his expression shift from concern to something harder to read.

"I should get back to work," I said quickly, stepping away before I could do something stupid. Like apologize for the hundredth time for lying to him that night. Or ask if he ever thought about me. Or tell him that seeing him again was both the best and worst thing that could happen to me today.

But as I turned to leave, Bitchy Brenda appeared at my elbow, her face twisted with fury.

"What the hell was that about?" she hissed, grabbing my arm roughly, almost causing me to lose another glass. "I told you to be charming, not to cause a scene with the clients."

"He was harassing me," I protested. "Mr. Nightingale intervened to—"

"I don't care if he was reciting poetry. You embarrassed a client, which means you embarrassed me, which means you're done." Brenda's voice rose with each word. "Clean up your station and get out."

"Brenda, please. I need this job. I—"

"Should have thought about that before you made a spectacle of yourself." She turned to Nash, who had been in the process of walking away but was now watching our exchange with increasing intensity. "Mr. Nightingale, I apologize for my employee's unprofessional behavior. This won't happen again."

Nash's gaze never left my face. "Actually, I think there's been a misunderstanding."

Hope flickered in my chest.

Nash continued, his voice deadly even. "You think what just happened was your employee's fault, when in reality, one of my guests was sexually harassing a member of your staff. And your response is to fire her for defending herself?"

Brenda's face went white. "I...I didn't realize..."

"Clara did nothing wrong. Sampson, on the other hand, will never set foot in any of my properties again." Nash's tone left no room for argument. "I suggest you reconsider your employment decisions carefully."

As Nash spoke, I could see my phone lighting up in my apron pocket. Likely another disappointing response from Preston.

“I completely understand, Mr. Nightingale,” Brenda sputtered. To her credit, she looked genuinely regretful. But only for a moment. Once Nash rejoined his party, leaving the two of us behind, her face hardened.

“Don’t ever embarrass me like that in front of a client again,” she hissed.

“I—I didn’t,” I began, just as my phone vibrated again in my apron pocket. An exasperated sigh escaped me. I couldn’t keep ignoring this. I reached into the pocket and pulled out my phone, reviewing it right in front of Brenda. Fuck it.

“No phones during your shift,” she hissed.

Another missed call from Little Sprouts, with a voicemail. The preview of the voicemail said that Mia had vomited again.

“My daughter is having an emergency at her daycare,” I informed Brenda coolly, bringing a little bit of that Nash Nightingale energy to the interaction. Not that I trusted myself to deliver my words with the same lethal calm as him. “I need to go pick her up. There’s no one else.”

Brenda deflated. “Are you serious?”

“I wish it was a joke, but it’s not.”

Brenda’s nostrils flared. “If you leave now, you’re fired. That’s the bottom line. I don’t care what the reason is.”

The choice between keeping this job and taking care of my daughter wasn't really a choice at all.

I set the champagne tray on the nearest table and walked away.








  
  

CHAPTER TWO


NASH







“Are you even listening to me?” My twin brother Archer elbowed me in the gut. Hard.

I grunted, delivering an equal blow into his gut without missing a beat.

He coughed. “Okay, you’re listening. But why aren’t you answering me?”

“What is it?” I snapped, unable to stop myself from scanning the crowd. Our grand opening celebration of the new office on Wall Street was better attended than I’d anticipated. I’d never expected my former one-night stand turned tempting deceiver to have now turned into my catering server years later.

In a city this size, what were the fucking odds?

Now that I’d caught Sampson groping her—and kicked him out—I didn’t want to let her out of my sight. Maybe I was a little curious about what she’d been up to since we last fucked—er, saw each other. One thing was certain: four years later, she was still the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on. 

“I’m about to go on the fucking stage,” Archer hissed. “God, I hate when you get your attitudes. You know what? Never mind.”

“You think I have an attitude?” I returned coolly.

“Listen, I’m the one delivering the speech on our behalf. The least you could do is pretend to listen to me before I go thank all these rich assholes for coming.”

I straightened. He had a point. I dropped the search and moved my gaze to Archer. We were identical twins, so he had the same ice-blue eyes as me and I could see the irritation flaring there. “Sorry. My esteemed brother, the grand, reckless entertainer. What is it?”

“Fuck off with reckless.” He dipped his chin, delivering a severe look. He hated being called that, and I knew it. “We’re announcing the Gideon Hotel project.”

“Great. I think you should.”

“That means you’ll have to stand next to me and smile. Up there.” Archer squared his jaw, and I knew the subtext. Get on this fucking stage with me. I tried to school my groan. The Gideon Hotel project was major for us. It was a next-level deal that we’d recently secured to revitalize the Gideon family’s flagship Manhattan hotel. They were the country’s top hotel chain, and to have our name attached to this project was major.

I’d get on the stage for that.

“Okay. I’ll do it.” I stuffed my hands into my pockets, resuming my search for Clara. Or as I’d known her for an evening—Scarlett. “You’re the one speaking on my behalf, the least I can do is look pretty beside you.”

“I’d fucking hope so,” Archer huffed, checking his watch. “Okay, I’m gonna start this shit. Here goes nothing.”

Archer motioned to the DJ, who promptly cut the music and handed him the microphone. He stepped up onto the small stage. I followed a few steps behind him, smiling out at the sea of people.

The room was packed to the brim with colleagues, advisors, acquaintances, and more. I searched each face, hoping for another glimpse of Clara.

But I couldn’t find her again.

Fuck, I still thought about that magical night with that woman. That liar. Even though I desperately wished it could have been some throw-away night, my twelve hours with her four years ago changed me. It sounded insane or pathetic or, maybe worst of all, hopelessly romantic. I didn’t want to be any of those things, so I never admitted out loud to anyone what had happened with her. The ways in which we’d connected and got lost in each other, until the truth of her exploded between us like a bomb.

But the truth was simple. We’d met by chance at a hotel bar, shared the most scorchingly intimate and sexy night together I’d ever had, and the next morning I found out she’d lied through her teeth about damn near everything: her name, her career, and who knew what else.

I didn’t tolerate liars. Not even beautiful ones.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” Archer boomed in his jovial public voice. “Thank you for joining us today to celebrate Nightly Developments’ new headquarters on Wall Street!”

Applause filled the conference room. I spotted Clara’s manager near the back wall, but no Clara.

“As many of you know,” Archer went on, “my brother Nash and I started this company with a simple mission—to create developments that serve communities, not just profit margins."

More applause. I spotted several city council members nodding approvingly, along with investors who'd backed our previous projects. This was exactly the kind of event that fostered good will for the future. It was hard enough going against the grain in this city, but add the fact that we were nobodies from Nowhere, Ohio? Instant triggering of the generational elites.

The powers that be didn’t want to see scrappy lower-class-boys-turned-billionaires doing things their way. They only wanted more of their ilk. The ones focused on kickbacks and shareholder profits. The ones content to evict entire neighborhoods of struggling families with nowhere to go in favor of a high-rise with a higher bottom line.

That wasn’t us. And it would never be.

“Today marks a new chapter for Nightly Developments," Archer went on. “From this office, we’ll be ushering in a new era of development projects, but our focus will always remain on preserving the fabric of existing communities and transforming underutilized spaces into thriving communities that benefit everyone.”

Archer waxed poetic about our mission for a few moments and then segued into the good news with the Gideon Hotel project. After thunderous applause, he wrapped the speech. I did my part by waving at the crowd and smiling. My practiced public smile morphed into a genuine one when my gaze landed on the Fairchild brothers near the middle of the room. Axel, Damian and Trace nodded, winked, and gave us their thumbs up. If anyone in this crowd understood our mission, it was those poor-Kentucky-boys-turned-billionaires we counted as some of our only true friends here on Wall Street.

As Archer and I stepped down from the stage, my assistant Marina flagged me down. She was a Type A, no-nonsense assistant who kept on top of her shit and kept me on top of mine. The look on her face told me this was serious.

“Nash, I need you and Archer to come with me.”

“Now?”

“It’s important.” She tipped her head toward the hallway. I elbowed Archer just as he was getting into a conversation with someone at our side.

“Hey. We need to step out with Marina for a second.” When I saw the question marks gathering on Archer’s face, I added, “Urgent matter. I don’t know any details, but she needs us for a minute.”

Archer deflated and nodded. He excused himself from the councilman he’d been chatting with, and we wove our way out of the party behind Marina.

Once we hit the open hallway, where the air was much fresher and the sounds of conversation were fading away, I finally asked “What’s this about?”

“There’s a lawyer here to see you.” Her heels clicked against the tile floor as she led us to the other end of the hall, near Archer’s and my offices. “Do you know a Mr. Pendleton?”

“No.” A sudden visit from a lawyer didn’t seem like a positive twist in the day’s events. “What the hell does he need from us?”

“It’s a family matter,” she said, adjusting her wire rim glasses. “That’s all he would tell me. He said the rest is confidential.”

Archer and I shared a look over her head as we approached the private conference room tucked between our offices. Our only family, our mother, was currently in Ohio, likely tending her oversized garden, which occupied most of her waking life. Marina gestured to the door. “I told him to wait in here. He was insistent I bring you to speak to him immediately.”

“Should have just sent him straight to the party,” Archer remarked wryly.

Marina smirked. “I don’t know what’s going on, but good luck in there.”

Archer’s face showed the same confusion I felt as I reached for the door handle. I pushed it open, striding confidently into the conference room. We found an older man with graying hair sitting at the table waiting for us.

“Mr. Pendleton?” I said as he rose and offered his hand.

“Yes. Good afternoon, Mr. Nightingale.” He shook my hand, then turned to my brother. “Mr. Nightingale.”

“My assistant said you needed to speak with us immediately.” I took a seat across the table from him, Archer sitting at my side. “I’ll be honest, I have no idea who you are or why you needed to pull us from our event.”

Mr. Pendleton grimaced. “I do apologize for that. This can be quick. But there’s an urgent matter at hand that we need to discuss.” He popped open the locks on a leather briefcase sitting on the table and then handed us each a business card. “I’m with Lexington & Caldwell Law. I’m here regarding the estate of your paternal grandfather.”

I blinked a few times until the word paternal finally sunk in.

“We don’t know our paternal grandfather,” I said in a clipped tone.

“I’m aware. He passed away six months ago, and you’ve both been named beneficiaries in his will.”

Mr. Pendleton’s words hit me like a hammer. I could feel Archer turn to stone beside me.

“I’m sorry. I—” My hands curled to fists beneath the table as I struggled to process what I was hearing. “He knew about us?”

“It would seem that he found out toward the end of his life.” Mr. Pendleton cleared his throat as he laid some papers out, then peered at us over the top of his glasses. “I’m sorry I can’t offer more specific details. I’m sure this comes as a surprise. We had some difficulty locating you, hence the delay.”

My mind worked a thousand miles a minute. Archer and I had grown up without our father. Abandoned. Rejected. Forgotten. That’s what we felt, at least. Sure, we’d had the most amazing mother on the face of the planet. But no amount of explanation can make a kid understand why his father wants nothing to do with him.

“So we’re beneficiaries of…what?” Archer finally said, his voice gritty.

“The estate is valued at approximately fourteen billion dollars,” Mr. Pendleton said coolly. I had to swallow my shock. “But there are some conditions attached to the inheritance.”

“Okay. Wait. Time out.” I made a T with my hands. “Who the fuck is our grandfather?”

Mr. Pendleton grimaced again. “That information is confidential.”

Archer hefted with a humorless laugh. “You seriously can’t tell us?”

“I can’t. It’s very explicitly stated in the will.”

“So Mysterious Grandpa wants to give us fourteen billion dollars but doesn’t want us to know who he was?” I asked.

“It seems that way,” Mr. Pendleton said. “I don’t presume to know the reasons. I am just here to deliver the information and allow you two to make your own decisions.”

I sighed, nodding. “Okay. Yeah. Well, let’s hear the conditions that Mystery Gramps placed.”

Mr. Pendleton cleared his throat. “The sum of fourteen billion dollars would be divided between the living heirs. There are others, so this fortune will ultimately be divided. Your portions would come to something close to two billion each. This would only be paid out if you comply with the conditions your grandfather set forth. He requested that his grandchildren be legally married by December 31 of this year. Married in a genuine fashion. Motivated by love, not financial gain.”

I squinted at Mr. Pendleton. I was beginning to think this was a joke. Was it possible this guy had done a little research on the internet, wandered in from the street, and was set up with a hot mic to record our reaction? What were the odds this was all an elaborate prank?

“Now I think you’re fucking lying,” I said.

“That has to be illegal,” Archer added.

Mr. Pendleton laced his fingers together, barely flinching at our reaction. “Not lying and not illegal. Like I said, how you proceed is entirely up to you. There’s nothing compulsory in the will. The only requirement, should you comply, is that the marriage must be completed by a specific date and with a specific motive.”

“How would anyone verify if we’d married for love?” I asked, unable to keep the laughter out of my voice.

“There’s a committee, of sorts,” he replied.

“A committee. Of sorts,” I repeated. This sounded like a load of bullshit.

“And if we don’t marry?” Archer asked.

“Your portion of the inheritance will go to charity,” Mr. Pendleton said. “All of it.”

Silence flooded the conference room. I leaned back in my chair, swiveling slightly so I could look at Archer.

“How many others are there?” I asked finally, feeling something slicing through my chest. It was just the pain of the past resurfacing to the present, even though I’d convinced myself I’d left it behind decades ago. “Living heirs.”

“I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” Mr. Pendleton said. 

“Cousins…siblings…?” My voice disappeared for a moment as I forced myself to say the word. “Parent?”

“Like I said, I can’t speak further on that aspect according to the dictates of the will. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

We all looked at each other for a few moments as the news sank in. I still didn’t fully believe it. Two billion dollars from a grandfather I never knew, as long as I married someone for love?

Absolute bullshit.

“Okay. Well, thanks for your time.” I surged to my feet, more than ready for this meeting to be over. Mr. Pendleton, hot mic’d or not, was treading in dangerous waters when it came to my past. “We’ll be considering the information you provided us with today.”

“I’m leaving the legal documents that relate to your portion of the inheritance,” Mr. Pendleton said, pushing the papers he’d laid out before across the table and snapping his briefcase shut. “It has our office information, my number, email, anything you might need in the meantime. And if you do proceed with the conditions, the information about next steps is there as well.”

“Excellent.” I did not think this was excellent. “Thank you.”

Archer and I shook hands with Mr. Pendleton before seeing him out of the conference room. As soon as the door swung shut behind him, Archer turned to me with a scowl on his face.

“There’s no fucking way,” he spat.

“None,” I agreed.

“On a scale of one to believable, it scores a negative three thousand,” Archer added.

“Absolutely in the Mariana Trench of believability,” I agreed. “Mystery Gramps is gonna hand over two billion dollars if we marry for love? This sounds like a conservative super-PAC scam.”

“And coming from a family that never acknowledged us,” Archer said, his voice rising. “From a grandfather we literally didn’t know existed until right fucking now.”

The outrage was simmering inside me too.

“What I don’t fucking get is, if this is even real, why the fuck we matter after thirty-five years of not mattering.” I tried to keep my voice steady. I didn’t like thinking about this shit. It was only the most painful rift inside my heart.

“It’s like salt in a wound,” Archer added. “It’s a nice fucking sum, but Mom could have used that when she was going back-to-school shopping for us through the years, huh? We don’t need it now. We needed it then. Fuck, we needed our…family. Whoever they are.”

“Clearly rich,” I muttered. “Maybe the only thing we’ll ever know about them.”

Silence simmered between us, but inside my head it was a cacophony of activity.

“Fuck their money,” I finally said.

“Yeah, fuck them. And their money,” Archer added.

“We’ve never needed anything from that family before.” I started pacing the length of the conference room. “We built Nightly Developments from nothing, and look where we got. We don’t need shit from them.”

“Right on,” Archer said. “We won’t be bought by this random grandpa who ignored our existence for thirty-five years. Besides, this reeks of control. We need to get married because he said ‘jump’ before he died? Get out of here.”

“Ludicrous.”

“Stupid.”

“Absolutely asinine,” I added.

We both drew deep breaths. Personally, I felt cleansed. I looked around as though seeing the room for the first time. When Archer met my gaze, I saw doubt swirling there.

“Just so we’re clear, we’re willing to walk away from four billion dollars, right?” he asked.

I tipped my head. “I’m willing to walk away from four billion dollars with strings attached.”

“And if the marriage requirement wasn’t there?”

“I’d take his money and run.”

Archer nodded. “Okay, cool. We’re on the same page.” He clapped my back. “I’m definitely not getting married anytime soon, and neither are you.”

“Nope. Not a chance.” I straightened my back, looking over at my brother. “Now can we get back to our reception? We have some investors to schmooze.”

As we headed back to the reception, I knew in my gut we’d made the right decision. Four billion was tempting, but freedom was priceless.

So why did everything inside me feel so uneasy?








  
  

CHAPTER THREE


NASH







Three days after our office opening, I was back to the grind—which meant sitting in our conference room at eight a.m., nursing a cold brew and trying to make sense of the stack of documents our research team had compiled overnight.

"This is bad," Archer said, sliding another folder across the table to me. "Really fucking bad."

I opened the folder to find bankruptcy filings, financial statements, and aerial photos of a massive industrial complex in Queens; Meridian Manufacturing had employed over six hundred people in the area and had been the economic backbone of its neighborhood for forty years.

"When did they file?" I asked, scanning the documents.

"Yesterday. But it won't be public knowledge for another few days." Archer pointed to a circled date on one of the forms. "They're planning to close operations by the end of the month and put the entire property up for sale, though most of their manufacturing has already wound down."

I whistled low. The factory complex was enormous—easily spanning three city blocks. This change wouldn’t just eliminate jobs and restructure the neighborhood. It would create a massive opportunity for developers to swoop in and transform the entire area…for better or for worse.

It was the kind of transformation that could see revitalization or price out every working-class family within a mile radius.

"What’s the estimated economic impact?" I asked.

"In the immediate area? It’s not looking great. This is the type of place that both your mom and your grandma worked at." Archer's expression was grim. "Nash, when this gets out, every vulture developer in the city is going to descend on this place like locusts. It’s massive and has a pristine view of the Manhattan skyline. They’ll only see the dollar signs."

I studied the aerial photos, my mind already working through the possibilities. Meridian Manufacturing's closure would be devastating for the community, which was why we wanted control of it. We could lessen the damage. Make sure it didn’t turn into luxury condos nobody could afford, or push out all the working class families that had been in the area for generations.

"What's our timeline?" I asked.

"The bankruptcy filing becomes public record in five days. Once that happens, the feeding frenzy begins."

Five days to secure funding and start making offers. It was tight, but doable.

"And you’re thinking…what? Hold and see?" It was our term for when we acquired properties with the sole intent of gatekeeping who moved in next. We owned thousands of properties like this—being landlords, essentially, so that we could screen and control. If we could acquire this property, we could make sure it brought in new industry or was renovated to allow various new factories or businesses to emerge, instead of the looming threat of the entire place being turned into a playground for the one percent.

“Pretty much. The company was vital to the neighborhood, and there’ve been tons of opinion pieces about why this factory in particular is going down. There’s going to be a glut of unemployed or underemployed residents in the area. Not good. We need to get something similar back into that space. Or convert it into smaller parcels for new businesses.”

“I agree. Did we get a cost estimate?”

“I’m working on it.” Archer frowned at his laptop, typing in a couple things, before shaking his head. “I’m gonna call Julia.”

I leaned back in my chair to mull over the information while Archer put the call with Julia on speakerphone. She was our broker, the direct connection to some of our biggest purchases.

“Hey, Julia. It’s Archer. Nash and I are looking over the property I emailed you about this morning and I want to know if you’ve dialed in on a price.”

“Oooh, the manufacturing site, right?” Papers rustled in the background of the call. “There’s not been a price released yet, which is odd. But for the square footage, the neighborhood, and the infrastructure, I’d estimate seven fifty.”

Of course she meant 750 million. Almost a billion dollars.

“You’re thinking it’ll be a cash deal, too?” Archer asked, already grimacing. I rubbed at my forehead, awaiting the inevitable bad news.

“That’s one of the few details listed, yes.” She sighed. “Not ideal, but what do you think? Can you make it work?”

“That’s what we’re figuring out right now.” Archer’s defeated gaze slid my way. “We want this one though. Bad. We’ll call later, Julia.”

The line went dead and we stared at each other across the table. I already knew the answer in my gut, and I didn’t like it. Nightly Developments was successful, but we weren't 750-million-in-cash-right-now successful. We could finance part of it, leverage our existing properties, maybe bring in some investors. But all that required time, which we didn’t have.

"It's not impossible," I said slowly. "But it would require some serious financial gymnastics."

“Yeah. Gymnastics is putting it lightly.” My brother’s gaze drifted to the table, and then he hefted with a laugh. "You know what would help with that acquisition?" He had a strange note in his voice. "Some sort of wild inheritance that could completely pay for it in one fell swoop."

The words sounded like a joke but they didn’t land like one.

Even if only one of us got the inheritance, it would be enough to fund this entire operation without breaking a sweat. But we’d already decided that was out of the question.

"Are you seriously suggesting that one or both of us get married for cash?" I asked.

"I'm just saying the math works out pretty conveniently."

“You know what doesn’t work out conveniently? Having wives we love.”

Archer snorted. “They could be procured.”

“You don’t procure a loving wife. This isn’t an arranged marriage. I can’t just call up some dealer and ask for a woman who’s wildly in love with me,” I spat.

“To be fair, though? You could,” Archer said. “There’s a market for everything, Nashy-Nash.”

I stood up, heading to the windows that overlooked the city. "We decided to walk away from that money, Archie."

"That was before we knew about this." He gestured to the spread of documents on the table. “This is exactly the kind of project we started this company to address. We can't save every neighborhood in the city, but fuck, we can save a lot of them with money like that. Maybe this one will slip between our fingers, but another one will show up. And another. And another. We can be better prepared for the next time."

He was right. This was our mission—protecting communities from predatory development. But it would mean reconsidering the inheritance. It would mean finding wives.

And for me? It would mean lying about love.

"If we want the money, the marriage requirement is non-negotiable," I reminded him.

"So we find wives." Archer shrugged. "We're successful, attractive, wealthy men. How hard could it be?"

I snorted. "Archer, we need to convince some committee, of sorts, that we've fallen madly in love. With women who agree to marry us for what are essentially business reasons. Your math is not mathing. I know it sounds easy-peasy right now, but think about what that entails."

"Details."

Before I could respond, his phone rang. Archer’s brows shot up as he read the phone screen.

“It’s Julia.” He swiped the phone on, putting it back on speaker. “Hey there. News already?”

“Unfortunately yes. I just got word from one of my contacts at the planning department. There's been some unusual activity regarding the manufacturing site."

Archer’s gaze slid toward me. "What kind of activity?"

"Someone who’s not the previous owner filed preliminary paperwork for a major development project. The kind of paperwork you file when you’re buying the property."

"That's impossible.” Archer rifled through a few papers on the table. “The bankruptcy filing just went through yesterday."

"Then someone moved faster than you did,” Julia said. “I’m looking into it now, to see if it’s truly off the market or if this is just a weird mistake. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

Archer ended the call and we stared at each other again, letting twin telepathy do the heavy lifting.

“So I guess we’re out of time already,” I muttered, looking at my watch. “A half hour later.”

Archer tapped his fingers against the tabletop, squinting into the distance. “Let’s go check things out ourselves. If someone’s filing development paperwork already, they’re moving too fast for a normal timeline. We might be able to see what’s up for ourselves.”

“I’m down for a visit to Queens. I’ll call Trojan.” I pulled out my phone to summon our bodyguard. The man was over six feet of pure muscle, had a beard like a lumberjack right now, and could take a dude out with one karate chop to the throat. Not only was he a lethal protector, he was also a big-hearted family man, having fallen in love with a woman from Kentucky and her cute little button-nosed three-year-old. They all lived in New York now, and I felt like I hadn’t just hired an excellent bodyguard, I’d also extended my own family.

“Hey Nash.” Trojan’s smooth voice filled the conference room from my speakerphone. “What’s up?”

“We need you for a trip to Queens. Gotta check out a big manufacturing property we’re thinking of buying.”

Trojan didn’t even hesitate, which was why we loved him. “I’ll be outside in ten.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The drive to Queens was tense, like an overfilled balloon, tight with speculation about what we'd find at the factory. Trojan drove, Archer in the passenger seat, all of us lost in our own thoughts.

My mind ran circles around the surprise inheritance, trying to focus on the tangible details I could control. For example: who the fuck I could possibly marry, as opposed to the larger, more shadowy things that threatened to unravel me if I focused on them for too long. I refused to think about who our grandfather was and why our father or his family had never once acknowledged me or Archer from the day we were born. I’d tried to make peace with it my entire life, and the only outcome was a fear of abandonment and a nasty aversion to liars. 

The marriage requirement was, for now, the more palatable problem. I’d been in love once, but not for long, and that ex was a no-go. She was happily married to some tech bro on the West Coast, and truthfully, I think I’d been more in love with her as a concept than a person. So that left precisely nobody.

I needed to make it a business deal. A marriage of utter convenience and nothing else. There were plenty of women in our social circles who could potentially be open to something like this—socialites, business partners' daughters, charity circuit regulars. Women who might already see a marriage as a possibility for leverage, something transactional.

But there wasn’t anyone I’d met or known over the past decade in elite Manhattan circles who struck me as someone I’d do business with in this sense. I needed someone different. Someone who could convincingly play the part of a woman in love, or better yet, someone with whom the spark would be undeniable from the start.

Someone like Clara.

The thought hit me like a lightning bolt.

Fucking Clara. The woman who'd once been desperate enough to lie about her entire identity just to escape her problems for one night. The temptress, mistress, and actress all rolled into one. She’d committed the mortal sin—lying—which normally meant I left a person behind and never looked back. My own father had lied to my mother about his identity, his name, everything—a fact she found out after trying to continue connecting him with his sons after our birth. He’d given her ten grand and vanished, leaving no way for us to ever find out his true identity. 

I hated liars with a quaking, gut-wrenching passion. 

But right now, I needed a liar.

I pulled out my phone, scrolling to Marina’s number.

“Why do I feel like you just had a eureka moment?" Archer asked, twisting to look at me from the front seat. God damn the twin connection. He could sense my thoughts sometimes before I even had them.

"Just handling some business." I typed out a quick text to Marina.

NASH: Need you to research someone. Clara Whitehall. Last known job was with Elite Events that catered the office opening. Get me everything - current address, employment history, family, financial situation. Discreetly.

When we pulled up to the Meridian Manufacturing complex, I could see immediately that something was wrong. Construction crews were already on site, and several black SUVs were parked near the main entrance.

"Well, shit," Archer said.

Trojan pulled into a long alley that divided two of the buildings on this block, just under a sign with an arrow that said RECEPTION. As we walked toward the factory, a security guard in all black with an earpiece intercepted us.

"Sorry, gentlemen, this is private property. You'll need to move along."

“We’re here to speak to the owners,” I said, searching him for some indicator of who he was with. Regular factories didn’t usually have guards like this. He looked like he’d stepped off Air Force One.

“We come in peace,” Archer cracked.

"I said you need to move along." The guard’s voice left no room for misinterpretation. “This is private property.”

“I understand. But we’re here for business. This is a place of business, is it not?” I offered my coolest smile, but the guard wasn't having it.

"Sir, you need to leave. Now."

Before any of us could respond, a voice called out from near the main entrance.

"Is there a problem over here?"

Another security guard approached, this one carrying a tablet and looking slightly less militant than our new friend.

"Just some guys trying to get access to the property," the first guard explained.

"Mr. Cross specifically said no unauthorized visitors today," the second guard said, checking his tablet. "Too much going on with the inspection."

A sick wave of realization rolled through my body. Mr. Cross. Archer and I exchanged glances, both of us thinking the same thing.

In the distance, I could see a tall man in an expensive suit standing near the main entrance, talking animatedly with what looked like a construction foreman.

Sebastian Cross. It had to be. The most ruthless developer in the city who gave zero fucks when it came to morality, loyalty, or neighborhood preservation.

"When did Mr. Cross purchase the property?" I asked, trying to keep my voice casual.

The second guard looked up from his tablet, suspicious. "That's not really your business, is it?"

"We were interested in this property ourselves." Archer offered a smile that died as soon as it reached the air.

"Well, you're too late. Now move along before I have to call this in."

Trojan tipped his head toward the car, as though urging us to give it up. “Come on, guys.”

We walked back to the car in strained silence. Before I got into the back seat, I turned back to the main entrance. The first guard watched us steadily, arms crossed.

"Fuck," Archer said once we were back in the car. "Sebastian Cross?"

"Has to be," I said, dread billowing through my gut like a jellyfish coasting through ocean waters. "Which means we're screwed."

There was no mistaking the name Cross in the developer space. Sebastian Cross didn't just build luxury developments—he specialized in massive projects that completely transformed entire neighborhoods. If he'd bought the factory, it meant he had plans for the entire fucking neighborhood.

Plans that would likely price out every working-class family for miles and turn this area into another playground for the wealthy.

"Well, our plan is clear," Archer said as Trojan started the car. "Start buying up the surrounding properties before Cross realizes what we're doing."

“Okay,” I said slowly, the gears turning as I mapped out the neighborhood in my mind. “Let’s say we scoop up whatever’s currently available. Twenty properties on factory-facing blocks, if we’re lucky. Then we’ve maxed out the cash. We don’t have time to liquidate what we need to compete with him on this scale.”

Archer was quiet for a long moment. Finally, he turned around and looked me dead in the eye. His voice was so quiet I wasn’t sure Trojan could overhear. "Then accept the fucking inheritance and its terms."

I stared out the window at the factory complex, imagining what it would look like in five years. Luxury high-rises. Upscale shopping centers. Nothing that seemed so awful until you thought about all the families nearby who suddenly couldn’t afford rent, who’d be driven out of the city.

“There’s two of us,” I shot back. “Why don’t you take the lead?”

“You were born first,” he growled.

“But you have just as much to gain from doing it as I do,” I reminded him with a slick grin.

Archer glowered at me. “I’m a non-option. There’s only one person I could do that dance with, and she’s…” He inhaled sharply, turning back to face the front. He didn’t need to finish his sentence, and not because I was his twin. I knew who he was talking about and what it meant for his heart.

Archer was right.

"I’ll do it," I said finally.

Even Archer seemed surprised, turning back to face me. “Seriously?”

"We need that money."

I checked my phone to find a response from my assistant.

MARINA: On it. Will have full report by end of day.

I thought back to both versions of Clara: the Clara I’d first met as Scarlett four years ago and the Clara I’d seen the other day at my office. I didn’t believe in love at first sight, but what I’d felt for Clara the night I’d first met her was as close as I might ever come to that feeling. That, if nothing else, gave me a little hope that I could pull this off.

She seemed like she might be in a position where a financial boon would be welcome. And I was in a unique situation that required someone who acted like my soul mate.

Just like she’d done for an unforgettable evening.

"Do you have someone in mind?" Archer asked.

"I do," I confirmed. “And I’m pretty sure she’ll agree.”

Now I just had to figure out how to convince Clara Whitehall that marrying her former one-night stand was the best decision she'd ever make.
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