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CHAPTER ONE

			“Now, remember, we’re here in the Hamptons for a weekend of fun, sports, and relaxation,” Barrett S. Collingsworth IV said in a tone that was as smugly patronizing as his name.

			Fun, huh? Brie Grayson wasn’t going to hold her breath on that one.

			Tapping the edge of her tennis racket against one trim calf, she gazed out over the refined grounds of the exclusive private club. The May air was a perfect seventy-two degrees, the sky a cloudless blue. From the courts around them came the quiet thwack of rackets hitting fuzzy yellow tennis balls and the low murmur of conversation mixed with an occasional grunt of frustration or shout of success.

			Yet despite the undeniable benefit of spending the weekend in the Hamptons, this was a working weekend, whatever Barrett S. might say to the contrary. He wasn’t called Ol’ BS at the office for nothing.

			It had taken her less than a day when she’d started at Marshall, McNeal and Prescott to figure out that Barrett was mostly full of crap—a sentiment shared by not only the associates but most of the partners as well. Still, for all his shortcomings, he wasn’t as stupid as he looked or acted—he had earned his Juris Doctor from Harvard, after all, just as she had.

			The most important thing to know about Barrett, though, was the fact that he was the nephew of one of the senior partners, and that he never hesitated to whine to his uncle about anyone or anything he didn’t like. So, as irritating as Ol’ BS was, she made a point of staying on his good side.

			She supposed that was why she’d been flagged to come along with him for the weekend—though “punished” was probably a better description. She could have said no, but she had plans—upwardly mobile plans—and she wasn’t about to screw up her fast track toward making junior partner. So if it meant putting up with Ol’ BS for a couple of days, then put up she would. As for shutting up, well, she’d see how much of that she could stand.

			At least the weather was truly beautiful, she reminded herself again, as were her surroundings. She tipped her fair-skinned, SPF-45-protected face up to the sunshine and drank in the rays, relishing a slight breeze that ruffled her stylishly cut, chin-length blond hair. Maybe if all went well that afternoon, she would have time for a quick dip in the pool when they got back to the hotel.

			“Just play tennis and let me decide when it’s time to talk business,” Barrett said, interrupting her thoughts so he could continue the lecture he’d started hours ago on the drive out from Manhattan. “We’ve been trying to land Monroe for years, and we can’t afford to let him slip away again.”

			She kept walking and held her tongue.

			“He’s a huge get.” Barrett jabbed a stubby finger in the air for emphasis. “In the past decade, he’s built a line of luxury hotels here in the States and Canada that are second to none. Rumor has it he’s about to go international. If we can convince him to come on board with us before he takes the business global, it’ll be a massive coup. Might even earn me a promotion.”

			Since I’m part of this deal, it had better earn me a promotion too.

			“And you really think playing a round of doubles with Monroe is going to change his mind?” she asked.

			“The game is only a warm-up. The deal will happen afterward. Clients love attention and flattery. The trick is to get them good and relaxed. Then, when their guard’s down, pounce like a tiger with a powerful business angle. Wa-la, deal done.”

			Brie kept her face as expressionless as possible, trying not to smirk at the idea of Barrett as a tiger. More like a house cat—some really annoying, overly pampered Persian maybe? Although the comparison was unkind to cats everywhere and Persians in particular.

			No, Barrett might think he was James Bond smooth, but somehow she didn’t believe a self-made entrepreneur like M. J. Monroe was going to be swayed by flattery and attention. If getting him to sign on the dotted line were that easy, he’d have put his Montblanc to paper a long time ago.

			She tapped her racket against her leg again, the attorney in her demanding that she argue her point, however unwise. “But you said yourself that no one has been able to convince him to switch firms before, so why should he now? Surely he’s already been buttered up lots of times before this.”

			He came to an abrupt halt and stared at her, a look of supreme arrogance on his knobby-chinned face. “Not by me, he hasn’t. That’s why Uncle Wendell sent in his big gun this time. Monroe just needs the right man to explain to him what the firm can do. Our billables alone are enough to impress even the most hardened businessmen. To say nothing of our client roster and winning track record when it comes to settlements and litigations.”

			Big gun, huh?

			Brie sniffed in time to cover a snort. Not that Barrett was mistaken about the power and prestige of Marshall McNeal Prescott and what it could offer. Indisputably, MMP was one of New York City’s top law firms—if not the top. But somehow she still didn’t think that fact would sway Monroe. If he hadn’t already been lured by the mystique of their one-percenter-heavy client list or their admittedly excellent reputation for winning lawsuits and making sure their clients didn’t pay out a dime more than necessary for their legal transactions—except to the firm itself, of course—then he was looking for something else. Something more. Exactly what that something more might be was the key to acquiring his business.

			“Besides,” Barrett said, pausing only long enough to take a breath, “I went to a lot of trouble to arrange this match—”

			“You mean I went to a lot of trouble, considering it’s my sister’s fiancé who has a membership here. And the fact that James is the one who very graciously accompanied us here today so we could use the amenities.”

			“Yes, but I’m the one who wrangled the court time with Monroe. I won’t tell you what it cost me to bump the couple who was originally scheduled to play.”

			Brie managed not to roll her eyes. “I still don’t see why we couldn’t have just met Monroe in an office like normal people rather than resorting to all these schemes.”

			“Because we’re not normal people. We’re lawyers.”

			She paused, realizing that for once Ol’ BS had a really good point.

			Then they were courtside, the court number painted in a neat white on the carefully maintained grass.

			Showtime!

			She put on her best professional smile and followed after Barrett, only to stop dead seconds later. A shiver went through her as she stared at the man standing across the court, his head bent as he listened to whatever his curvy brunette partner was saying.

			He was tall and athletically built without being overly muscled, solid without an extra ounce of fat. She guessed he was close to her own thirty-three years and in his prime. His dark brown hair was short and neatly trimmed but not in a big-city, five-hundred-dollars-a-cut kind of way. His tennis clothes were the same: good quality but not obscenely expensive.

			Brie scowled, her heart racing beneath her crisp white Burberry Brit sports shirt. She gave herself a quick shake and looked away. With her eyes on her white sneakers, she trailed Barrett over to the bench that lined one side of the court and set down her bag.

			What is wrong with me? I’ve never met M. J. Monroe before, so why the freaky reaction?

			She’d taken a quick look at an Internet photo of him when she’d done her prep work for the weekend and it hadn’t sparked any unusual reactions. He’d seemed pleasant-looking enough in a business-hardened, square-jawed kind of way, but he hadn’t made her senses go on full alert, as if there’d been a breach in security at the Pentagon. But her instincts were blaring like screaming sirens now, warning her that there was something alarming about him—and something oddly familiar.

			How could that be, since she didn’t even know the man?

			Maybe she was dehydrated and her sudden anxiety had nothing to do with Monroe at all. She just needed to drink some water and rebalance her electrolytes, even though she’d felt fine two minutes ago.

			Glad for a distraction—any distraction—she pulled a bottle of water out of her gear bag, unscrewed the top, and took a long drink. From the corner of her eye, she saw Barrett lope his way over to Monroe and his companion and introduce himself with far too much enthusiasm. She stayed where she was, careful not to turn. Extra careful not to look again.

			Another minute and I will be calm, cool, and collected, she assured herself, all hints of weirdness gone.

			She smiled inwardly, well aware that being “weird” was the last thing anyone would ever accuse her of. Serious and intense with workaholic tendencies that her mother worried would drive her into an early grave—those were qualities usually ascribed to her. Not flaky and certainly never weird.

			She took one last pull from the bottle, then sealed it and stowed it away. Picking up her racket, she turned, sure she had herself under control once more. She pasted her professional smile back on her face and strode confidently forward.

			“Here she comes now,” Barrett said with a toothy, well-oiled grin. “M.J.—I hope I can call you M.J.?—and Lila, his most exquisite doubles partner”—Lila the exquisite gave a throaty laugh—“let me introduce my partner of the courts—tennis courts, that is.” Barrett waved a hand toward her with a flourish. “Ms. Brie Grayson.”

			Monroe’s head turned and he looked straight at her. But instead of a handshake and a hello, he stared, running his eyes slowly over her, head to toe.

			Her inner alarm shrieked again, the weirdness crawling back over her skin. She was too good a litigator, though—and Texas Hold’em player—to let any hint of reaction show on her face.

			But inside . . .

			She shivered.

			His eyes were dark, the brown of rich teak. Under other circumstances, she might have thought them beautiful. Instead, all she could see was their shrewdness, their keen calculation and sharp understanding. It was as if he knew the punch line to some joke she hadn’t heard. And if there was one thing she hated, it was realizing that someone else knew something she didn’t.

			Suddenly, he grinned. And not just any grin but one that was wide and shit-eating.

			She was still considering that peculiar turn of events when he spoke, his voice deep and smooth. “Why, if it isn’t the creamy little cheese herself. How many years has it been, Brie-Brie?”

			Her mouth fell open, her mind racing backward to her childhood.

			No, it isn’t possible! It cannot be him.

			She looked closer, comparing her memory of the hateful boy she’d known in junior high school with the sophisticated man who now stood before her.

			Christ Almighty, it is him!

			How could she not have seen? How could she not have known that M. J. Monroe and Maddox Monroe were one and the same? No wonder her body had been sending out warning signals. It was a miracle she hadn’t broken out in hives.

			Yet here he was, live and in person, her worst nightmare come back to life—the bully who’d turned seventh grade into a slice of pure hell!

			*   *   *

			Maddox stared at Brie Grayson, unable to look away.

			Of all the people he’d expected to run into here at the club, it wasn’t the girl who’d starred in every one of his immature, twelve-year-old male fantasies for an entire school year—and a long while after that, if he was being strictly honest.

			Back in those days, he’d thought she was the cutest girl he’d ever seen.

			She’d thought he was a pig.

			And he probably had been; adolescent boys weren’t much known for their tact or thoughtfulness.

			Of course he’d noticed her the moment she’d walked onto the tennis court—how could he not have with her head of sun-bright blond hair, her gorgeous long legs, and a tight little ass that practically begged to be squeezed through her short white tennis skirt?

			When she’d been a girl, he’d thought she was adorable.

			But as a woman full-grown, she was a real knockout.

			Still one thing that apparently hadn’t changed over the years was her reaction to him. Judging by her narrow-eyed glare, she hated him every bit as much now as she had in the seventh grade. Although he supposed he was partly to blame, aware he shouldn’t have renewed their acquaintance by baiting her the way he had.

			Then again, that had always been the problem—she brought out the very devil in him. He hadn’t been able to control his reaction to her when he was twelve, and it would appear he couldn’t control it any better as a grown man.

			He hid a smile, certain the afternoon was going to be a whole lot more entertaining than he’d imagined.

			Brie’s blowhard tennis partner looked back and forth between him and Brie, a frown of confusion on his pale brow.

			Boyfriend? Maddox wondered. He eyed Brie again, speculating. Surely she had better taste than to hook up with Barrett whatever-his-name-was. But you never knew with women. Taste could definitely be a subjective thing when it came to relationships.

			Barrett, the blowhard, frowned harder. “So, do you two know each other?” he asked.

			“No!” Brie shot back.

			“Yes,” Maddox said at the same moment, meeting her eyes with amused contradiction.

			She stared back, her body bristling with tension and challenge.

			Barrett’s gaze swiveled back and forth between them again, his confusion even plainer. “Well, which is it?”

			“Yes,” said Lila, a tart tone in her voice. “Do you know each other or not?”

			His date, who he’d forgotten was even there, crossed her arms over her chest and waited.

			Maddox met Brie’s gaze again and arched a single eyebrow.

			“We do,” Brie admitted reluctantly, “but it was a long time ago. I didn’t even recognize him.”

			“I recognized you,” Maddox said, not breaking eye contact. “Even in junior high you were the sort who was impossible to forget.”

			Brie scowled, her fist tightening around the handle of her racket as if she was considering using it—on him.

			He nearly laughed.

			His date humphed and picked up her own racket. “So are we going to play or not? We’re wasting court time.”

			Maddox nodded without looking away from Brie. “You’re right—we should start. Would you like to serve first?” he asked Brie.

			She tapped her racket edge against the palm of her hand and looked back with a barely hidden sneer. “You betcha, Monroe. Game on!”

			Grinning, he moved to his side of the court.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER TWO

			Twenty minutes later, Brie bounced the tennis ball twice on the court, caught and held it in her hand for a moment, then bounced it twice more. Studying the opposite side of the court again—the enemy court—she lined up her serve, tossed the ball high in the air, then powered through with the serve.

			Her arm muscles hummed from the exertion. Her heart sang with barely suppressed glee as the ball smacked hard into the court exactly where she’d aimed it—less than an inch from Maddox Monroe.

			He jogged back but couldn’t set up the shot, her serve having so much topspin that it was impossible to return.

			Looking across the net at her, he inclined his head.

			Point to Brie.

			She showed her teeth in a wide smile and bounced a fresh ball.

			“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Barrett demanded on a low hiss, sidling over from his quarter of the court.

			She bounced the ball again, mildly annoyed that he’d broken her concentration. “Serving. What does it look like?”

			“Like you’re trying to screw up this deal, that’s what.” His eyes wheeled, his usually tidy hair standing up in unlikely tufts from where he’d been yanking on it in between plays. “Whatever this is going on between you and Monroe, stop it now. We’re supposed to be playing doubles, not settling some old personal vendetta of yours.”

			“I’m just playing the game,” she defended.

			“No, you’re not. You’re out for blood. If that racket was a gun, the court would be a crime scene by now. As for ‘just playing,’ you’d think you and Monroe were in a singles match for all the time you let Lila and me have a go. I don’t like being made to look a fool and from the look on her face, she doesn’t either.”

			Brie glanced across at Monroe’s date and the woman’s sour, thundercloud expression, pout included.

			If looks could kill . . .

			Still, what was she supposed to do? Just play nice with that arrogant bastard?

			From the opening serve, she and Monroe had gone at each other with a vengeance. He was a good player, but so was she—collegiate women’s singles champion in her division three years running. The pair of them had left their partners in the dust while they concentrated on beating each other. She’d known Barrett was going nuts as the game progressed, but she hadn’t cared. All she wanted was to beat Monroe and wipe the superior smile off his face.

			“Whatever he did,” Barrett continued in a low hiss, “it’s ancient history. You were kids last time you met, so be an adult and let it go. Or do you want revenge so much you’re willing to toss away his millions and all the business that comes with them?”

			“Chances are practically nil he’ll come over to the firm, whatever I do,” she hissed back.

			“Well, he one hundred percent sure as hell won’t if you keep this up. So back off and start losing. Pronto.”

			Brie ground her teeth and bounced the ball again. Irritating though it might be, she supposed Barrett had a point. Whatever her opinion of Monroe, it had no place interfering with business. They’d come here to sign Monroe and it was her job to help, not hinder, that objective.

			Besides, even if Barrett did manage to convince Monroe to come on board, it wasn’t as if she would have any face-to-face contact with him. One of the partners would want to handle his account. The most she might see of Monroe would be his name on legal briefs and documents that got dropped on her desk.

			And seventh grade had been a long time ago.

			So why did it still feel like yesterday?

			Shake it off, she told herself. He wasn’t worth it then. He’s not worth it now.

			“Hey, Grayson, you ever gonna serve?” Monroe called. “Or do you need a little breeze under your skirt to get you moving?”

			Breeze under my skirt . . .

			Fury flashed wildfire hot in her veins, her fingers clutched around the ball and the racket handle so hard it was a wonder they didn’t explode and splinter. She’d had good intentions, but suddenly they disappeared.

			“You want a serve?” she yelled back. “Here’s your serve.”

			Tossing the ball high in the air, she brought the racket up and through, aiming straight at Monroe.

			*   *   *

			“Hey, Brie, I saw the commotion. What’s going on?”

			With her arms crossed over her chest, Brie turned to look at her future brother-in-law, James Jordan, as he came to a halt beside her. She stood on the side of the tennis court closest to the gate, wishing she could bolt. But she supposed that would make her look a bit too much like a fleeing fugitive.

			“There was an . . . incident,” she said.

			James arched one blond eyebrow. “What sort of incident? Is someone hurt?”

			A physician, who had happened to be playing one court over, and a pair of security guards were huddled around a figure on the ground. A small crowd of curious onlookers was gathered as well.

			Right after the “incident,” Brie had sidelined herself from the action. Barrett and Lila had remained part of the fray and were even now watching over the doctor’s shoulder as he tended to Monroe.

			As for Monroe . . .

			She cleared her throat. “I was serving and—”

			“And?”

			She still remembered the odd, almost wet thwap the ball had made when it found its target, along with the harsh grunt of pain from Monroe. His racket had clattered onto the court seconds before he’d reached a hand up to cover his injured cheek.

			Just the memory made her cringe.

			“Well, the ball hit kind of high,” she continued, “and walloped Maddox Monroe in the face.”

			James gave a soft whistle. “Ouch. People don’t think of tennis as a dangerous game, but put somebody in the way of a whizzing ball and smack. Looks like he’s getting medical attention, though, so chances are good everything will be okay.” Reaching out, he patted her shoulder consolingly. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. It was an accident. Accidents happen.”

			Accidents did happen, only she wasn’t sure this one qualified. The ball had hit where she’d aimed; she just hadn’t expected it to be quite so dead-on accurate. She’d wanted to shut him up, not maim him.

			She cringed again, guilt snapping at her like a sharp-toothed little terrier.

			“See, he’s fine,” James said a moment later. “He’s on his feet and ready to walk off the court under his own steam.”

			On a trajectory that would take him right past her.

			She nearly bolted again. Instead, she stepped back and waited while Monroe and his small entourage made their way forward. Chin up, she held her ground despite wishing it would open up and swallow her first.

			“. . . you are not to worry in any way, Mr. Monroe,” Barrett was saying in a rush, his words dripping with whining apology. “My firm will absorb the cost. It will be our pleasure—nay, our duty—to take care of everything, down to the smallest detail. If there is anything we can do, anything at all, you have only to mention it and it will be taken care of immediately.”

			“Come along, pookie,” Lila said, one slim, tanned arm wound around Monroe’s waist.

			Pookie?

			There was blood on his once clean white shirt and he was holding an ice pack up to his face.

			“We’ll drive straight to the hospital,” Lila continued. “The doctor says you need X-rays to check for a fractured cheekbone. I still wish you’d let me call 911. What if you have a brain bleed?”

			“I don’t have a brain bleed, so stop worrying,” Monroe said. “I’m fine.”

			“You are not fine. Your eye—”

			“Is also fine. I’m just going to have one hell of a shiner, that’s all.”

			“But—”

			“But nothing. If I had my way, I’d go home. But we’ll stop at the hospital first so you can quit being concerned.”

			Suddenly they drew abreast of Brie, pausing when they stood only an arm’s length away.

			Lila’s eyes met hers and she bristled, practically hissing.

			Brie paid her little attention, though, her own gaze fixed squarely on Maddox Monroe. Even with the ice pack in the way, she could tell that his face was swollen and discolored. As for his eye, the area around it was turning a shocking purple-black. His pupils were equal and his irises the same rich brown as before—and the expression in them as sharp and lucid as the man himself.

			He stared back. “Nice shot, Grayson. Rain check on a rematch.”

			Then he continued past, Lila tossing her another furious glare before they exited the court. Barrett hurried after, wringing his hands in silent supplication.

			Brie was about to leave as well, James with her, when Barrett suddenly stopped and spun around.

			He jabbed a finger in her direction. “I have no doubt the partners will convene to discuss this disaster on Monday. Until then, you are not to come anywhere near Monroe. Is that understood?”

			“Completely.” It wouldn’t be a hard promise to keep, since she wanted to see Maddox Monroe again about as much as she wanted to meet up with an angry skunk ready to lift tail and spray.

			“You really shit the bed on this one,” Barrett said. “I don’t see how the firm is going to smooth things over—we’ll be lucky if he doesn’t sue—but I guess I have to try salvaging what I can. Pack your bags and go home, Grayson. You’ve done enough damage for one weekend.”

			If he’d been a dragon, little puffs of smoke would have been coming out of Barrett’s ears. Instead, he glared at her one last time, then moved away at a near run, presumably hoping there was still time to catch up to Monroe and his lady friend before they drove away from the country club.

			For a long moment, she and James stood motionless, play from the nearby courts the only sound.

			Then he slung a brotherly arm over her shoulders. “Let’s go find Ivy and get a drink. You look like you could use one.”

			“Or five,” she said, trying to keep the sharp edges of panic from taking hold.

			James laughed. “Five, it is. You can tell us all about it. Or if you’d rather not, you and Ivy can talk wedding details.”

			She shot him a look. “That is not cheering me up.”

			He laughed again and tugged her after him.

			*   *   *

			An hour later, Brie sipped a glass of dry Riesling and leaned deeper into the comfortable cushions on James’s sofa. She gazed around, marveling as she always did at the restrained sophistication of what James euphemistically referred to as the Cottage.

			It was actually a spacious five-bedroom, three-bath house set on the beach in one of the nicest neighborhoods in the Hamptons. But considering the size of some of the multimillion-dollar mansions nearby, she supposed “cottage” was as good a description as anything.

			The colors were a soothing mix of ocean hues—blues, greens, and grays—the atmosphere relaxed and comfortable, thanks in large part to Ivy, who had been steadily adding new pieces of furniture to the house as well as interesting works of art created by her own hand and by other artists.

			Ivy loved to come here to paint and relax. In fact, since her engagement to James, she had been on a campaign to get him to spend his weekends unwinding rather than working. She’d even talked him into doing a digital detox routine on Saturdays and Sundays. He grumbled on occasion about being “cut off from humanity,” but anyone who’d known James as long as Brie had could see how incredibly happy he was.

			Her youngest sister snuggled against James on the sofa opposite, feet bare, her legs tucked up under her while she sipped on her own glass of wine.

			Ivy was legal now, having turned twenty-two this past March. Some might say she was too young to get married and that James, at thirty-seven, was too old for her, but anyone who knew Ivy realized what an old soul she was and that she and James were a perfect match. Ivy was twenty-two going on forty, so for all intents and purposes she out-aged him by a couple of years.

			“I’m so glad you decided to check out of your hotel and stay with us instead,” Ivy said. “You should have planned on that from the start.”

			Brie swirled the wine in her glass and took another drink. “Yeah, well, I would have if I’d known what a clusterfuck this trip was going to turn into. I’ll be lucky if I still have a job come Monday. Maybe I should spend the weekend polishing my résumé.”

			“Come on, you’re blowing this way out of proportion,” Ivy pointed out. “So you had an accident while you were playing tennis. Accidents happen. They’re not going to fire you for that.”

			True, except for the fact that she’d let her temper get out of control and aimed a tennis ball directly at Maddox Monroe’s annoying, overstuffed head. Second-degree premeditation at the very least.

			“No, they’re going to fire me for single-handedly making sure that Monroe takes his business anywhere other than Marshall McNeal Prescott.” She gave herself a swift mental kick, scolding herself again for letting him get under her skin. Then again, that had always been his one special talent—doing things that made her want to strangle him.

			“Barrett’s probably drained his cell battery twice calling everyone to tell them what happened, especially his uncle.” Brie emptied her glass and held it out for more.

			Silently, James poured.

			“I’ll be shocked if security doesn’t meet me in the lobby Monday morning and hand my personal items to me in a box.” Brie sighed.

			“So explain what happened,” James said in an encouraging tone. “You’re an excellent litigator. Make your case.”

			Make my case. Yeah, right.

			If this were only a court case, it might be easy. After all, the law didn’t rely on guilt or innocence but on presenting the facts and making them work to one’s own legal advantage.

			What facts did she have?

			
					Junior high bully reappears like some demon from a bad horror movie—or maybe like one of those sexy vampires, since even she had to admit he was damned fine-looking. Good outside. Bad inside.

					Bully does what bully always does and is mean to her.

					Courageous woman takes offense.

					Courageous woman clocks bully with a hard serve to the face.

			

			Game. Set. Match.

			Sighing again, she sipped her wine.

			If only he hadn’t made that crack about needing a little breeze up her skirt, she might have withstood his baiting. But of all the things he could have said, that was the one guaranteed to light a fire, the one for which there was no forgiving.

			Even now, twenty-one years later, she could still remember how it had felt. . . .

			The school bell rang, signaling the end of first-period lunch and the beginning of second. Books were slapped shut, papers rustled, backpacks were zipped, and the metallic chime of lockers being opened, then slammed closed again, echoed through the corridors. A cacophony of teenage voices ebbed and flowed, punctuated by shouts, squeaking sneakers, and Doc Martens, while somewhere within earshot, the algebra teacher, Mr. Heneke, scolded a trio of boys for roughhousing in the hall.

			Brie did her best to ignore the mayhem, quietly hugging the neat stack of books inside her arms as she made her way out of her favorite class—English—and down the hall to her locker. Her two best friends were absent today; Becca had stayed home with a cold and Jo—who despised her real name, Josephine—had left early for an orthodontist’s appointment. Rather than eat by herself in the cafeteria, she’d decided to go outside and enjoy the clear fall day and a few minutes of quiet.

			She slid her books into her backpack in the bottom of her locker, then grabbed her lunch and a dog-eared copy of Jane Austen’s Persuasion, which she had neatly camouflaged inside a cover made from a brown paper grocery bag. She’d decorated it with flower and rainbow stickers and written her name inside a rectangle at the top that she’d outlined in bold red marker.

			After snapping closed her combination lock and giving the dial a good spin, she tightened her plaid hair scrunchie around her long ponytail—the accessory carefully chosen that morning to go with her blue plaid skirt and tan cardigan—and headed for the rear doors that led to a small area with trees and grass where students were permitted to sit during the lunch period. She pushed the metal hand bar. It gave a springy thunk as she let go and walked out the door.

			Seventh and eighth graders were grouped in loose clusters, mostly self-segregated by age and gender except for a few couples who walked or sat, hip to hip, hand in hand, while they talked and laughed. One couple was coiled around each other like eels, exchanging long, slow kisses that looked like a warm-up for a porno.

			Brie stared for a moment, then walked past. She didn’t have a boyfriend. Not that she wouldn’t like one, but all the boys in her classes were such immature idiots, too busy playing Tetris on their Game Boys, tossing Koosh Balls, and cracking stupid jokes to interest her.

			The worst of the bunch was Maddox Monroe, who was in her homeroom and third-period science class. Long and lanky, with thick dark hair that he always wore too long, he spent his time doodling, passing notes to his friends, and making faces at her when the teacher wasn’t looking. He stared at her too sometimes and seemed to take the most hateful pleasure in tormenting her, such as the time they’d been segmenting earthworms and he’d slipped up behind her and silently draped one over her shoulder. She could still remember her ear-piercing screams and the way the other kids had laughed as she’d frantically batted the formaldehyde-soaked annelid off her sweater. Maddox had been reprimanded by the teacher for the stunt and made to apologize, which he’d done with a smirk on his face.

			For the most part, though, he got away with murder. Most of the teachers liked him in spite of his casually attentive attitude in class, and even the few who didn’t couldn’t complain, since he got straight As on all his homework and tests. The students thought he was the height of cool, revering him for his confident style and clever pranks. Brie was definitely in the minority when it came to drinking the Maddox Monroe Kool-Aid and she made no effort to hide her dislike of him to anyone interested enough to listen. She couldn’t even take pleasure in trashing him to Becca and Jo, since they thought he was “dreamy.” To her disgust, she knew that either one of them would have gone out with him in a split second if only he’d asked.

			He’d actually asked her out once, though thank God no one knew. It had been during the previous summer when they’d accidentally run into each other at the country club where his parents and hers were members. They’d been pushed together, since they were the same age and were going to be starting at the same junior high in a couple of months. He’d stared at her for a while, as he always did, then cracked some ignorant joke about whether her mother had gotten knocked up in France, since she was named after their national cheese. While she’d still been fuming from that, he’d given her his patented smirk and said they should go to a movie together sometime.

			She’d said sure, they’d do that, next time she wanted to be seen in public with a jerk.

			And that had been that.

			Only it hadn’t been, not with him in the same classes with her every single freaking day except weekends and holidays.

			Head lowered with her book and lunch sack clasped against her small but developing bustline, she continued through the crowd, the green space and its illusion of privacy only a few yards beyond.

			Off to the side, Maddox Monroe and a scrum of his rowdy friends were messing around with a leaf blower that they’d obviously liberated from one of the groundskeeping crew. They were pulsing it on and off, blowing at whatever happened to be in the way, leaves whipping up into the air in mini-tornadoes, girls screaming when the forced air blew their hair and notebooks.

			The machine was in Maddox’s hands and he was revving the motor when he turned and swept it upward in an arc—straight at her.

			The blast hit her, a noisy gust of warm air swirling around her legs and under her clothes. Up flew her skirt, flaring high and wide so that her bare legs and panties were on display like a peep show. She’d worn her favorite Mickey Mouse underwear that morning, the big-eared mouse grinning at everyone from his place on her ass. Desperately, she tried to push her skirt back down to cover herself, but it was already too late.

			Laughter erupted, jeers and catcalls being shouted out. From the corner of her eye she saw Maddox, who looked oddly horrified. The blower cut off. But then one of his friends said something and he laughed too.

			“Hey, those are some nice panties, Mickey,” he called.

			And they all laughed again.

			She ran, her lunch forgotten where she’d dropped it on the ground. Her face was hot and wet with tears, her chest aching with sobs she tried to hold down.

			She hid in an empty classroom for the next half hour, then went to the school nurse and said she wasn’t feeling well. Her mother came and took her home, but she didn’t tell her what had happened. The humiliation went too deep to bear repeating.

			Brie had disliked Maddox Monroe before; now she hated him, especially once the whole school started calling her Mickey. It had been the worst year of her academic life.

			She raised her glass of wine to her lips again and took another drink, shaking off the memories. She’d come a long way from the shy girl she’d been then, gaining self-confidence and much needed poise and popularity after she transferred to an elite private school the next year.

			As for Monroe, today was the first time she’d seen him since that annus horribilis. She’d heard his family had moved away and he’d changed schools not long after she herself left. Where he’d gone or what he’d done, she hadn’t cared. She’d moved on, making a success of her life, and apparently so had he.

			But she was a grown woman now—a consummate professional who was more than capable of going up against even the toughest adversaries.

			So why had she let him get to her?

			Why had she felt again like that embarrassed twelve-year-old girl wanting revenge?

			“You’re right, James,” she said, setting her glass onto the coffee table with a solid click. “I will make my case. We were playing a sport and people get injured playing sports sometimes. They’ll just have to understand.”

			And if they don’t?

			Well, she’d regroup and go on. She’d remade her life years before and she could remake it again if she had to, no matter how hard it might be.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER THREE

			For all her supposed optimism, Brie couldn’t help the tangle of nerves in her stomach as she walked into work on Monday morning. The guards at the security desk in the lobby made no move to stop her from getting on the elevator, and a pair of gossiping second years, who’d arrived even earlier than she, did nothing more than offer passing good-mornings as they made their way into the break room for a first jolt of morning caffeine.

			She’d actually started to relax as she worked quietly at her desk, the office filling up with its usual hivelike hum of people and activity, when her paralegal poked her head past the doorframe.

			“Mr. Prescott wants to see you in his office,” Trish said.

			Brie jerked, her stomach clenching in a way that made her glad she’d skipped breakfast. “Now? But it’s only seven thirty.”

			“Yeah. Right now. A couple of the other partners are in with him too. Something big must be going down to have them all in so early on a Monday.”

			Brie gave her a shallow smile.

			Me, she thought. I’m the one going down, straight to the bottom, just like the Titanic.

			For a second, she considered making a couple of emergency calls to people she knew who could help her land at a new firm. But Ol’ BS and his uncle Wendell, aka Mr. Prescott, had already had the entire weekend to poison the well, so what would another few minutes matter?

			No, she might as well go face the firing squad, then come back here to her office for one last look, collect the little pink African violet she kept on the windowsill, her few personal items and family photos, and be on her way.

			She stood, then smoothed a crease out of her slim-fitting pewter gray pencil skirt, straightened her pale blue, long-sleeved silk blouse and gray suit jacket, and took a deep breath. Last, she put on her pleasant poker face—the one she wore in court when she had to appear before a particularly difficult judge. No matter what happened, she would show no fear.

			Prescott’s large corner office was at the end of a long central hallway. She felt a bit like a dead woman walking as she put one high-heel-clad foot in front of the other.

			When she reached his open doorway, she stopped, took one last breath, then knocked quietly and went inside. “Mr. Prescott, you wanted to see me?”

			Wendell Prescott looked up from where he sat behind his massive antique mahogany desk. Relaxing in a pair of wide brown leather armchairs were two of the other partners—Steven McNeal and Brice Burns, an up-and-comer who everyone assumed would be added to the masthead as soon as old Mr. Marshall finally stepped down. They turned their dark heads to look at her too.

			Birds of prey gathered for the kill.

			She gave no reaction, careful to keep a friendly, polite half smile on her face as she waited for Prescott to lower the boom.

			“Brie, yes, do come in.” He motioned with a hand toward an empty chair. “Sit and let’s talk.”

			She walked forward to do as he asked.

			So, Prescott wanted to play up the moment, did he? Well, she supposed they needed to go through their dog and pony show—appearances to keep up and all that.

			Rather than perch timidly on the edge of her chair, she settled back as if she had no anxiety whatsoever. Inside, her stomach felt like she’d swallowed a bagful of glass shards.

			“I might as well get right to it,” Prescott said, his thin gray eyebrows creasing over his cool gray eyes. “I understand there was an incident while you were in the Hamptons on firm business this weekend. Tennis injury to one of our prospective clients.”

			“Yes, sir, that’s correct,” she said.

			“Barrett Collingsworth called to apprise me of the details. He was quite concerned about Mr. Monroe’s health.”

			And getting me fired.

			She thought about James’s comment and her earlier decision to make her case, but she would wait until they had laid out all their evidence before offering her own counterargument.

			“McNeal was at home yesterday when he got a call from Monroe himself.”

			She froze. Monroe had called McNeal at home? She’d known Monroe couldn’t be happy about getting walloped in the face, but she hadn’t thought he was angry enough to track one of the partners down on a Sunday just so he could complain about her.

			Looks like he was.

			“That’s right,” McNeal said, entering the conversation. “Monroe and I had a very interesting talk. He assures me his injury was treated and he’s already on the mend. He also told me that he wants to move his business over to our firm.”

			“What?” Her eyes popped wide.

			“My reaction exactly, especially under the circumstances. He’s certainly never expressed any desire in the past to let us represent him, quite the opposite in fact. He does have one very specific stipulation, however, before he’ll agree to become a client.”

			Crap, here it comes. She braced herself, waiting for the deathblow to fall.

			“Monroe will only come on board if you are the one to personally handle all his legal work. What’s more, he instructed me to make you a partner, since he doesn’t deal with associates.”

			Her mouth fell open. Quickly, she shut it.

			“So, what do you think, Brie?” Prescott said, his eyes, which had looked so hard before, gleaming with a shrewd twinkle. “Shall we accept Mr. Monroe’s terms and make you a partner?”

			She looked at the three men, who were all watching her expectantly. Her thoughts were in a whirl; she was barely able to believe she’d heard right. Not only was she not being fired, but apparently a promotion was hers for the taking. And not just any promotion, a move up to partner. It was everything she’d been working so hard to achieve, everything she had dreamed of, and happening only months after her return to the legal big leagues.

			She opened her mouth, wanting to say yes, but she hesitated, remembering that she would have one person to thank and that was Maddox Monroe. If she accepted, she would be forever in his debt.

			Clearly, he was up to something. What was his game? What did he really want, since he had plenty of excellent legal representation without hiring her?

			Talk about a devil’s bargain. She’d always suspected Monroe must actually be an alias for his real name—Mephistopheles. And yet how could she pass this up? It was the opportunity of a lifetime, one that might not come her way again for years, or maybe never. Still, a woman had her pride. . . .

			“Ms. Grayson?” It was Brice Burns who spoke this time, a frown on his long, square face.

			So what would it be? Tell Monroe to stuff it and turn down the job—and possibly risk losing her current position? Or accept, even if it meant having to work with a man she’d hated since junior high?
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