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  1


  A FAT RAINDROP HIT THE WINDSHIELD WITH THE force of a gunshot. Her world grinding in slow motion, Brooke Monroe looked past it and watched as the seafood restaurant’s front entrance dimmed in the approaching storm. Just fifteen yards to the door…


  Could she make it?


  With narrowed eyes, Brooke grabbed her purse from the passenger seat of her Audi, curled her fingers around the handle, and yanked it open. Battling gale-force winds, the sole of her left shoe hit the pavement with the first lightning flash. Her door slammed shut in time with a thunderclap. Clutching her purse with the fierce determination of a soldier on the front lines, she plowed through resisting forces and weaved through a line of parked vehicles. The raindrops doubled and then tripled. Then, with just five yards to go, the encroaching wall of rain arrived with gusto, tackling her to the ground in a hail of lukewarm bullets.


  With a cry of defeat, Brooke got back on her feet and dove for the door handle. Once she was safely inside, the torrent was muted to a low hum as she stood there dripping on the entryway mat.


  Her skirt and blouse clung to her like a transparent skin. The leather purse she’d purchased in Galveston was now a heavy, wet blob at her side. Her auburn hair was plastered across her face in dark, stringy hanks. Two women who waited on a padded bench shot to their feet and came toward her with wide-eyed concern.


  Amy and Miranda, of course, had showed up on time, managing to outrun a typical Naples, Florida storm.


  “Oh no, look at you!” Amy fussed as she tried to make sense of Brooke’s hair. As usual, every petite and perky feature was cover-girl ready from her styled blonde bob to her platform pumps.


  “Wear this. It’ll hide your bra.” Miranda shrugged out of her suit jacket and wrapped it around Brooke’s shoulders. Of course, now everyone would be ogling the Latina’s voluptuous curves, but perhaps it would work in their favor during this unscheduled meeting. For the first time, Brooke secretly hoped her new boss was a letch as well as a heartless bastard.


  Okay, it wasn’t really a meeting, but more of an ambush—a desperate attempt to reclaim the jobs of nearly thirty employees who’d been let go during the surprise takeover of her father’s graphic-design business by Ken Stevens of Master Ink Innovations. Amy and Miranda were there to symbolize the casualties: living, breathing examples of professional people who deserved to work under the Master Ink banner.


  And then there was Brooke: a sopping-wet windblown wreck who couldn’t appreciate the opportunity she’d been given to do that very thing. How unfair was that? As the two unemployed women fussed over her appearance, Brooke blinked at them through wet eyelashes. “Some representative I am, huh?”


  Amy’s pout came with a sympathetic laugh. “oh, sweetie, look on the bright side, at least you weren’t wearing mascara.”


  When they finally entered the restaurant, a blast of air conditioning accompanied the smell of steamed shellfish. Her arms covered in goose bumps, Brooke made one last attempt to finger-comb her hair. “Here, wipe off your glasses.”


  A cloth napkin appeared over her shoulder. Brooke accepted the offering that Miranda had just pilfered from a stash by the hostess stand.


  “Hello,” greeted the hostess behind the stand. “Will it be just the three of you today?”


  “We’re meeting Ken Stevens,” Brooke informed her. “He has a three o’clock reservation.”


  “Oh. He didn’t say anything about a party of five.…I’ll go ask.”


  Amy and Miranda pushed her forward after the hostess, cutting through a nearly empty dining room. Brooke stumbled as the adrenaline-based percussion of “Wipeout” pulsed from the speakers overhead. While her sensible shoes made a path of wet footsteps in her wake, Brooke couldn’t help but think that the song’s maniacal laugh had been recorded just for her.


  Go ahead. Mock me. I’ll leave here with your balls in my clutches too.


  When they passed the lighted bar, she held her wire-rimmed glasses upward for inspection. Now sufficiently dry, she put them back on her face just before she collided with a thirty-something man waiting for his drink. His amused glance darted over her sodden appearance. Brook instantly bristled against the judgment she saw in it.


  “Ladies.” His voice was suave and smooth, just like the half smile that accompanied it. He had deep-set eyes, an aristocratic nose, and a strong jaw. His thick hair was light brown with gold highlights and just long enough to graze the collar of his casual sports jacket. Yes, definitely the GQ type who took pride in his appearance.


  She could practically feel Amy marking her territory.


  “Local or tourist?” Amy asked him with a megawatt smile.


  The man’s gaze, still smug with ridicule, flashed briefly in Brooke’s direction. “Depends on who’s asking.”


  It was an obvious brush-off that left Brooke out of the running— as if she were even interested! Rolling her eyes, she tugged at Amy’s wrist. “We aren’t here to pick up strays, remember?”


  Her haughty dismissal only made him laugh. “Ouch!”


  “Definitely tourist,” Miranda guessed as they continued their journey through the restaurant. “That sunburn is fresh.”


  As they approached the booths, the storm clouds outside moved on. Light sliced through the picture windows, showing the modest restaurant’s marine-themed décor and leaving the streets beyond the windows to steam-dry in the sun. Still soggy, Brooke seemed to be the only reminder of what had just come and gone in typical southwest Florida fashion.


  The hostess finally noticed she’d been followed. “Oh!…here they are. Should I get menus?”


  The man in the booth didn’t exactly look like a shark. His round face had a jovial appearance that went with the mustache and balding head, but Brooke didn’t let it fool her. There was a heart of stone beneath that extra-extra-large T-shirt. And probably a hairy back too.


  “We won’t be eating, thank you,” Brooke said with a tight smile, hoping to project her unwillingness to share a meal with the man who’d just purchased her hard-earned future like a six-pack of beer.


  The hostess hesitated for a moment and then slowly retreated to her station as Ken Stevens watched them. He seemed to know exactly who she was and didn’t bother to ask before shoving a forkful of salad into his mouth.


  Brooke adjusted her glasses and introduced herself. “Mr. Stevens, my name is Brooke Monroe. We haven’t met because I was on vacation when my father sold his business to you. While I can assume that the unfortunate timing was not an accident, I refuse to believe he was aware of your intention to fire his entire staff.”


  Stevens shoved in another bite and spoke through the mouthful. “I take it you’re here to change my mind.”


  “ I am.”


  “While I admire your loyalty, Ms. Monroe, no one in my position would keep an overpaid staff.”


  Noting his blatant lack of compassion, she glared at the top of his shiny head, glad that she’d practiced her speech in the car. “These women are very good at what they do. Miranda offers amazing technical support, and Amy is a phenomenal account specialist. They represent everyone you just left jobless. All I ask is that you consider their performance and compare it to any of your employees’ work. In other words, why fix what isn’t broken?”


  “I wouldn’t have been able to acquire your father’s business if it wasn’t broken,” he answered.


  This was something Brooke still could not understand. She knew Monroe Graphics had been struggling, but she never got that it was hovering on the verge of bankruptcy. She had grown up with the thriving graphic design business and vowed to run it as well as her parents did when it became time for them to retire—which was apparently now. How could Stanley Monroe sell her birthright without so much as a heads-up to his only child?


  The pain of that particular betrayal was still very raw, but being forced to work for a heartless man like Ken Stevens was even worse.


  “If you don’t consider rehiring at least half of our employees, I refuse to work for you,” Brooke threatened.


  Now the middle-aged man put down his fork and pushed the salad aside. His T-shirt bore a Stanford University alumni logo, along with a few pieces of lettuce that rested atop his protruding belly. He leaned back and regarded her with a hint of amusement behind hazel eyes that, she was positive, hid many secrets. “You are aware of the employee agreement you signed?”


  “I am.” Now, she added silently. It would be much too embarrassing to admit that she’d signed something without reading it, or that her father had taken advantage of her trust in order to trap her into such an agreement. Then again, it wasn’t the first time he’d resorted to such tactics, acting as a “protective parent looking out for his only child.” Chewing on that bitter truth, Brooke’s composure slipped a notch.


  “You’re also aware of the non-compete clause in that agreement?” Ken asked next. “If you quit or are terminated with cause, you cannot use your connections or expertise against my company for a year.”


  Her shoulders stiffened at the reminder. “I don’t believe you’ll give me the opportunities you and my father agreed upon.”


  “Excuse me.” A waiter cut through and deposited loaded dishes of crab legs, garlic toast, and rice pilaf onto the table.


  A look of delight crossed Stevens’ features as he scoped out each plate. “Regardless, it’s your only shot at ever managing Monroe Graphics the way you planned.” He picked up the crab fork. “Now, since this meeting was supposed to take place tomorrow morning, you can either sit down and join me for a meal or leave me to mine. Ladies, have a good day.”


  Even though Brooke never ate at three in the afternoon, she took a seat and stubbornly crossed her arms, daring him to try and scare her off. “Mr. Stevens…”


  The waiter reappeared with another tray of food and unloaded it before her. Stevens broke a crab leg in half, spritzing crab juice in her direction. Once again, Brooke was seeing through spotted lenses.


  “I was already managing Monroe Graphics,” she continued tightly. “It’s the vice president position you’re taking away from me. Once my father retired, I was supposed to step into that role, and I am more qualified for it than anyone else.”


  “Takeovers are never pretty,” he explained while dipping strips of crabmeat into melted butter. “When I go back to Sioux Falls, this new branch of mine will be thriving and in the very capable hands of someone I trust. Ethan was my first choice to run things here and, by continuing as senior manager, you will assist him with the transition.” Ken put a napkin to his greasy lips and gave her a sarcastic smile. “Who knows, with your loyalty and cooperation, maybe one day you’ll make VP too.”


  Amy and Miranda fidgeted on the sidelines. Caught up in her own dismay, Brooke had nearly forgotten they were there. “Mr. Stevens, I’ve been chasing that dangling carrot far too long. I see now I’ve only been amusing my father, and I’ll be damned if I’ll perform for your amusement too. Don’t expect to see me in the conference room tomorrow morning.”


  On the verge of tears, Brooke slid out from the booth, having effectively given up her career. Quitting meant that she’d have to honor the non-compete clause and stay out of the graphic design business altogether.


  “Ethan will be sad to hear that, Ms. Monroe,” Ken said with tactful reserve. “He was even prepared to let you keep your corner office despite the fact that it should go to him. Then again, he does love the view from there.”


  Momentary shock halted her footsteps. Stevens must have known just how much she coveted her eighth-story view of the bay marina and its bustling activity. “I thought you would be taking my office,” she said. “It’s the biggest one.”


  “I’m too busy for scenery. I’ll be taking the one adjoining the conference room.”


  That was why her father had chosen that office as well. Eyes narrowing with impudent fury, Brooke set her teeth. “Who exactly is this Ethan person? Besides my replacement—”


  “That would be me,” said a familiar voice behind her. Brooke whirled around to find her worst nightmare in the form of Mr. GQ himself, standing there with two drinks and a cocky smile. He set the tumblers down and extended a hand. “Ethan Wolf.”


  When she refused to shake it, he simply shrugged and sat down in front of his food. While she watched, he dove into his own plate of crab legs, clearly unaffected by her looming presence.


  Amy finally found her voice. “Come on Miranda, let’s get our own table.”


  Brooke barely noticed her friends walking away. Sure, she was disappointed that they hadn’t fought for their jobs more, but the thought of this arrogant playboy, Ethan Wolf, taking her corner office view brought her fight up to a whole other level. She clutched the strap of her damp purse in a deathlike grip.


  Look at them: sharing a meal on a Sunday afternoon, two men who obviously “bond” outside the office.


  It begged the question of what qualifications Mr. Wolf actually had: Love of the same alcoholic beverage? A past with the boss that included a few laughs? Ethan was dressed in expensive clothes and looked like the kind of guy who enjoyed flirting with women, then rudely shunning the ones who didn’t appeal to him. His manner alone suggested someone who was overly confident and used to getting what he wanted. He probably drove a sports car and carried his little black book in a fancy European shoulder bag.


  Her experience with men like Ethan was short but sad. She had almost married one until her father had interfered in that relationship too. When faced with the right kind of ultimatum, Brandon had up and moved to the Midwest to exchange vows with the first curvaceous tart who spread her legs.


  Brooke took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and let it out slowly. Brandon said he had left because she was too career-focused and uninterested in having children right away. But she was only twenty-nine, for Christ’s sake, and she’d worked too hard to get where she was.


  And if there was any motivation for keeping her office, it was to keep this weasel-faced player out of it. She squared her shoulders in preparation for an even bigger battle than she had first imagined. “Mr. Stevens, I’d like to make a proposition.” Both men looked up at her as if they were surprised that she was still there. “Assuming you know my past track record with client relations, you can see that I would be quite an asset to your company.”


  “Of course,” Stevens added easily enough. “That’s why it would be a shame to lose you.”


  “I was wondering how much experience Mr. Wolf has had in the trenches.”


  Ethan’s fork hovered pre-bite. “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “Character,” she stated with articulate care. “While I’m sure you have a nice degree on your wall, I have first-hand experience in every facet of the business, something you couldn’t possibly gain in the classroom.”


  “I’ve done my time as an account specialist.”


  Stevens interrupted their verbal battle with the wave of a hand. “You mentioned something about a proposition, Ms. Monroe?”


  “Yes.” She took a steadying breath. “Since you so blatantly pointed out that I should prove myself first, I’d like a legitimate opportunity to do so.”


  “He already has a VP.” Ethan cracked a crab leg and managed to spritz her eyeglasses as well.


  Nostrils flared, Brooke removed her glasses and cleaned them with a napkin. “I have connections that go much further than your empty handshake ever could, Mr. Wolf. You say you have experience? I’d really like to see it.”


  A brow cocked upward as amusement deepened the lines around his intense blue-gray eyes. They silently mocked her choice of words, promising a whole world of “experience” if she wanted to see it that badly.


  “I do believe she’s challenging you, Ethan,” Stevens said, voicing her thoughts outright. “Something tells me that the next few months will be quite interesting for both of us.”


  When Brooke placed her glasses back on her nose, it was with a determination to grind Ethan Wolf’s confidence into a fine dust that could be blown out of town by the next gale. “You seem like a shrewd businessman, Mr. Stevens. Certainly, you’d want the best person for the job.”


  “I won’t give you Ethan’s job.”


  “I’m not asking you to give it to me.” She jerked her chin in Ethan’s direction. “I want to earn it, as he should.”


  The light in Ethan’s eyes changed from amusement to anger. “I don’t have to prove myself to Ken,” he stated. “I earned my title a long time ago.”


  “So did I,” she hissed back through clenched teeth.


  “I guess the difference lies in the employer, then. Yours sold out. Get over it.”


  A low gasp came from two booths away as Amy and Miranda eavesdropped. Get over it? This pretentious jerk couldn’t know what those three words had just earned him.


  Brooke ripped off her mental boxing gloves, ready to go at it bareknuckle style if necessary. “I believe your vice president feels threatened, Mr. Stevens.”


  Stevens was already watching his dinner companion over a loaded forkful of rice pilaf. “You think so?”


  “I’m inclined to ask what grade he’s in, but I’m in no mood to dodge spitballs next.”


  Ethan snickered into his plate.


  “Do you feel threatened, Mr. Wolf?” Stevens asked.


  “I decline to answer without a straw at my disposal,” Ethan retorted.


  It was a good thing there weren’t any straws around or Brooke would have poked them into his eyeballs. “And this is the man you want to give a corner office to?” she pointed out with disdain.


  To her surprise, Stevens laughed. Ethan Wolf also smiled, but it held a promise of something dangerous if she tried to take him on. Though he didn’t have the dark, smoldering looks of a movie star, he was certainly handsome enough. Add a little false charm and there was his advantage. But it seemed that Stevens was as dedicated to his employee as it was the other way around. Brooke—a mousy workaholic who couldn’t charm a seagull with a handful of breadcrumbs— didn’t stand a chance.


  Why even waste her time when it was obvious she was dealing with children? With her chin up, she pivoted to storm out, with or without her friends.


  “Ms. Monroe.”


  Her wet hair fanned out around the lapels of Miranda’s too-big jacket as she turned with attitude.


  With his fork, Stevens pushed the remaining kernels of seasoned rice toward the center of his plate. The clatter heightened her nerves until she realized he was deep in thought. “If Ethan agrees, I’ll let you compete for the position.”


  As she processed this, Ethan’s gaze shot up in surprise. “Why would I do that?”


  Stevens met it from across the table. “Because you love competition. This is perfect for you, especially right now.”


  Covert signals flew between the two men with quiet intensity. Brooke’s lips spread into a slow smile as the sense of victory surrounded her.


  Sure enough, Ethan let out a breath, sat back, and grabbed a napkin. “Alright, but as acting vice president, I get to add a stipulation to this so-called competition.”


  Stevens nodded once. “Let’s hear it.”


  “When Ms. Monroe loses to me, I want her to spend the remainder of her twelve-month employee agreement as my personal secretary.”


  “You already have a—”


  “I believe you mean administrative professional,” Brooke interrupted with a bright smile, earning Ethan’s extended gaze. “And I’ll agree to those terms as long as the corner office stays empty until it’s been won. We can each take a cubicle in the main work area.”


  Brooke knew she’d struck a cord when a riotous anger replaced Ethan’s carefree mood. The thought of him enjoying her leather reclining chair with its six-point massage made her boil. Watching him do it through the window of his private reception desk was worthy of a dramatic dive from the roof of their eight-story building.


  “Sounds fair,” Stevens said. “Since this isn’t exactly a conventional way of doing things, I assume a handshake will suffice in sealing the deal.”


  Brooke barely heard the man since she was returning Ethan’s death-ray glare. Did Stevens really expect her to believe that the man was willing to let her keep her office? He’d probably already spent time in her leather chair; studied the fishing boats as they unloaded their catches directly into the back doors of bayside seafood joints; watched the seagulls fly overhead while the pelicans bobbed on the waves below in competition for the same snack.


  Though she hadn’t accomplished everything she’d set out to do that afternoon, Brooke reveled in the glow of achievement. Once she was VP, she would have the power to get Amy and Miranda’s jobs back, as well as the other terminated employees she felt were worthy. To her, it was already a done deal.


  She cocked an eyebrow, meeting Ethan Wolf’s glare with equal fervor. Yes, this time she would welcome the storm that brewed ahead.


  2


  DRIVING AT NIGHT WAS THE PITS IN SOUTHERN Florida. Ethan turned on his windshield wipers and cleared the condensation that impeded his view. The humidity was stifling for a northerner born and raised in South Dakota. How in the world did people breathe down here?


  He squinted and tried to look past the thick, twisting Banyan trees rising from just about every manicured lawn he passed. The average-sized home in this neck of the woods must have five thousand square feet of living space at the least. And though Ethan enjoyed the view of lit up beachfront mansions, the sound of Brooke Monroe’s snotty little voice continued to plague him.


  The fucking nerve of some people. When he’d agreed to upend his whole life and move to southwest Florida to help run Ken’s new division, it wasn’t supposed to come with risk. Not that he feared losing to Brooke…the woman was a train wreck who dressed as if she’d raided her mother’s closet, not to mention a native who’d allowed herself to get caught in the only ninety-second downpour of the day…wow.


  His body jerked with a laugh. Even her pretty friends appeared embarrassed to claim her as their only representative. He remembered her stringy hair and dripping skirt, and those gigantic green eyes that never lost their primness behind her wire frames. She had fucking fangs for Christ’s sake, venom-tipped, pointy little canines gnashing at him while he struggled to enjoy his first taste of fresh seafood in ages.


  Well, she could take her judgment and shove it up her watertight ass. He’d worked hard all his life, earned every right to run this new office. He also understood how the world worked—never rode mommy and daddy’s coattails to the point of complete, sheltered ignorance. Hell, would she even be able to function without them?


  Why she bothered him so badly was what bothered him most. It wasn’t because she’d seemed to judge him at first sight. If she wasn’t interested in him, fine. But to dismiss his not-so-subtle hint for her company with a comment about strays was downright bitchy. She was the one who was all wet and disheveled. For some odd reason, that had stirred his interest in her even more than when he’d seen her picture on a shelf in her corner office.


  Not anymore. What he’d dismissed as shallow had been nothing more than a raging hatred for someone she had deemed to be the enemy. Considering her position, it was something he could sympathize with…if she hadn’t pushed every sensitive button he had to push.


  And that was why she bothered him so much. He’d lost his cool, said some things he shouldn’t have, demonstrated the same lack of tact she had. Not one single pair of beguiling green eyes was worth that, no matter how long he’d gone without sex.


  Not that he should have nurtured any sort of attraction for a fellow coworker, something that was largely frowned on by his boss.


  When Ethan awoke from his reverie, he found himself in a completely different part of town—east of the city where flat, barren stretches of road disappeared into the night, and intersections and streetlamps were few and far between. When visiting Naples before, he’d found himself in these parts once or twice and had taken advantage of their reputation as a problem area for law enforcement.


  The threat of a hefty fine and a suspended driver’s license was much greater in Florida than where he’d come from, but the need to drive beckoned more.


  Just one more time.


  He rolled up to the last stoplight for miles. Since nothing and no one was around, he stopped at the green and waited. Seconds later, someone pulled up to the crossing in a purple, modified Supra with tinted windows.


  A little rev here, a bigger rev there. Ethan crawled through the lit intersection and waited. Sure enough, the Supra turned and followed. When it caught up, Ethan rolled down the window.


  “You can’t be serious, man,” the other driver shouted as the sultry air pushed around them.


  Ethan grinned. “Is that thing even legal?”


  “Does it matter?”


  Asking questions wasn’t smart, especially with a stranger, but no one would believe he was a cop anyway. Not in his ride. “It may.”


  The guy jerked his chin. “That’s a Miata, dickhead. There’s a reason we don’t see many of those on the scene.”


  Ethan shot forward a few yards to make a point. Shut up and try me. The Supra caught up and its driver laughed through the darkened window. “It’s your funeral, friend. On three?”


  They both stopped and squared up—one vehicle high in street cred, the other with a much different reputation in cool. But Ethan knew that his Miata had a bit more than just sex appeal. He and his brother-in-law had spent countless dollars and hours rebuilding his 2008 MX5 into the lone Super20 concept car that Mazda had reintroduced at SEMA in 2011. All it took was a few simple modifications, from the Cosworth engine, the widened wheelbase, racing beat header and exhaust, down to the custom yellow paint scheme. Her black fender flares and side skirts made her an edgier MX5 with a street-tough style. Ethan didn’t care that she was slower than most on the straights. Since he had no business behind the wheel of a legit racer, his souped-up Mazda was more of a consolation prize than anything else.


  He might lose tonight, but he’d win by tapping into his inner bat-out-of-hell, a release he hadn’t enjoyed for more than a year.


  They’d stopped beyond the amber glow of the last streetlamp. With nothing but their dashboard lights to see each other by, they waited in the dark, keeping a constant eye out for anything that looked like law enforcement. Engines revved. While he counted, Supra gave him a look of surprised approval.


  On three, tires squealed. Ethan shot forward from second gear and made it to fourth at 60 mph. The car beside him screamed along with air whooshing through the open window, floating forward and back in a bid to outrun. Ethan’s blood raced too as the centerline blinked faster and faster in his headlights. When they broke 100 mph, the roadside blurred. His eardrums whirred with a good kind of pain. The next stoplight grew larger in the distance, a small sign of life in the middle of a desolate place.


  They hit 110 miles per hour and Ethan edged forward. Either the Supra wasn’t so super, or the guy behind the wheel knew something Ethan didn’t. In a street race, cops usually pursued the car in front.


  “Shit.” He eased off the accelerator, letting the Supra shoot forward. Just then, red and blue lights lit up the night.


  It was a sight no driver wanted to see, but for someone like him, it could be a devastating blot on an otherwise-clean record. He made an executive decision and held his breath. While the Supra blasted through the intersection, Ethan yanked on the parking brake and cut a hard right. The Mazda drifted through the turn as if it had wings. When the world straightened again, he watched in his rearview mirror as the cop tag-along chose which one of them to pursue.


  The police car’s siren pulsed loudly behind him and then faded as it went after the Supra. Ethan sat back and gripped the wheel with a resounding whoop of victory.


  When he pulled onto his street a half-hour later, he realized he’d just spent a good forty-five minutes without Brooke Monroe even entering his head. For most of the drive home, he wondered if he should push his luck somewhere else, or if the Supra’s driver managed to outrun his tail.


  Ethan wheeled into the driveway of his lavish condominium, vowing to keep his latest escapade a secret. His neurosurgeon would fly down from South Dakota and make him write “I will die next time I break my skull” one hundred times with a piece of chalk on the pavement of whatever road he was caught on.


  With his heart rate back to normal, he parked in the underground garage and rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. When the doors parted, his phone rang. He answered with a smile as he sifted through the keys on his key ring. “I was just thinking about you.”


  His twin sister’s voice immediately took on an apprehensive tone. “Dare I ask what you were thinking about?”


  “How much I’m going to miss my part-time job.”


  “What part-time—oh, you mean your excuse to torture yourself.”


  Though Ethan helped run the motorsport track that belonged to his sister and brother-in-law, it was more out of an innate need to feed his addiction rather than to earn a paycheck, even if it would only be as a spectator from now on.


  “Ethan, I’ve watched you contemplate the risks far too long. You are physically impaired, and sneaking onto the track at night when no one is looking will only lead to disaster one day.”


  “I only dipped my toe. I didn’t even make it into fifth gear.”


  “No excuses. This move is the best thing for everyone, especially for me. I nearly lost you. You can’t put me through that again.”


  “I won’t,” he grumbled. Besides, the only thing around was that public drag strip in Immokalee, and until he settled into his new life, scheduled races weren’t in the cards. Spontaneity was all he could fit in for now. And tonight’s race would have begun and ended a whole different way if he’d been behind the wheel of his M3 turbo, may it rest in peace, or pieces rather.


  At least he’d managed to survive the wreck that had taken his beloved BMW and left him nearly blind in one eye and with a slight vertigo problem. After months of healing, both physically and mentally, Ethan had decided to take his doctor’s orders to heart. Find another addiction, whatever it was.


  “Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid on the streets,” Harper pleaded. “You know how Florida is.”


  The sound of sirens rushing through an intersection still reverberated through his head. “Yes, and you also know my car won’t give these guys so much as a woody.”


  “That’s not a promise.”


  What he’d already done that night was definitely stupid, especially allowing the Supra to take the left lane where he couldn’t see him as well. If he planned to become a full-timer in this city, he’d need to keep it down. Focus on settling in, bury himself in work, and hope it was enough to keep his restless spirit in check.


  “Are you settled in?” Harper asked.


  “Almost.” Once inside the spacious condo, Ethan plunked the keys down on the granite-topped bar on his way into the living room. “I took the guest room. Adrianna’s is a little too pink for me.”


  Harper chortled a laugh. “And she was so looking forward to sharing her princess boudoir with her favorite uncle.”


  “I’m her only uncle.”


  “Oh right.” As if she were surprised by the well-known fact. “And what a sport you are for filling in as her only aunt too.”


  The razzing he took for allowing his four-year-old niece to make spriggy ponytails all over his head had not died down apparently. In fact, his scalp still tingled with the painful memory since he’d lost nearly half his hair one root at a time pulling out the entangled rubber bands. Ethan ran a hand through it as he crossed over to the sliding glass doors. The terrace called to him even at night. “When are you coming down?”


  “Adrianna and I will be there in a few days for a visit. But if you mean for the winter, Grant is planning to shut down the track in late October.”


  “That’s at least five weeks. I should have my own place by then.” As Ethan leaned against the railing, warm salt air enveloped him. For some reason, it wasn’t stifling up there. He supposed the privacy had a lot to do with that.


  Twinkling lights reflected off the Venetian Bay to his right. Small waves lapped over the white sugary beach to his left. The luxurious peace of this city was reserved only for the rich since no middle-class resident could afford it. Savoring the lap of luxury, Ethan breathed deeply, took it all in, and let himself relax. Hurricane Brooke with her path of destruction was no longer on the forefront, replaced by the memory of screaming engines and the sound of his sister’s voice.


  [image: Image]


  STOMACH LURCHING WITH NERVES, BROOKE leaned against the back of the elevator as it began its climb to the eighth floor. She closed her eyes, clutched the handle of her briefcase, and effectively bolstered her courage against the enormous changes taking place in her life. It was Monday, her first day under a new employer.


  God almighty, what had her father done? Brooke ran down the list of what must have occurred since the day she left for vacation.


  No…before she left for vacation. The man who had sired her— whom she would now refer to as Stanley—had been busy making plans without her. Then he had guilted her into a seven-day hiatus she never wanted, all so that he could execute his scheme in secret to avoid the inevitable confrontation. Since when had her father become a coward? Since when had he become a liar?


  “Your grandmother wants you in Dallas by Saturday afternoon,” he had said. “This may be your last chance to see her alive.”


  Bullshit. As soon as she’d entered Thorncliff Retirement Center’s lobby with a bouquet in her hand and tears in her eyes, the seventy-eight-year-old spud dragged her all the way down to Galveston for a full week of art galleries, theater, nude swimming, and enough dirty martinis to pickle a whale, all while Brooke watched from under a wide-brimmed hat and five layers of sunscreen.


  It turned out that Nana Louise had a bucket list. Who better to chauffer her around than a granddaughter with “no fella to take the starch out of her britches?” That was code for how could you have let a fiancé slip out of your fingers?


  Unfortunately, when they returned to Thorncliff, her parents were waiting with bright smiles that reeked of something wrong.


  That was the day her world fell apart—the day her parents broke the news that Monroe Graphics was no longer theirs to run.


  The elevator dinged out the sixth floor. Brooke snapped to attention and checked her hair for fly-aways. All was good. It was at least dry this time, pulled back in a low ponytail, perfect and professional. So were her clothes: a beige pencil skirt that reached below the knee and a white buttoned blouse that was closed up to her throat. This time she wore heels so that if or when she ran into Ethan Wolf, he wouldn’t have the chance to look down at her again.


  Shoulders back. Chin up. Bend a knee before you pass out. Which she did just before the doors finally slid open on the eighth floor.


  To her enormous relief, the Monroe Graphics insignia still graced the wall behind the reception desk, which was placed right in the middle of the building. It was dramatic and modern, curved with a strip of backlit chrome running its length. To the left were the administrative offices. To the right was the creative team’s domain.


  A stranger sat behind the desk, but Brooke was prepared for that. She approached with a smile, fully intending to bank left and head toward the administrative side. Her smile faltered as soon as a man in blue coveralls popped up out of nowhere. He was holding a sign that he must have been in the process of hanging. It was the smaller print that hammered home the gravity of her arrangement.


  A division of Master Ink Innovations.


  “May I help you?”


  Brooke blinked down at the receptionist. The woman’s black bangs, smoky eyes and cocoa skin glowed against the computer screen as she looked at Brooke with expectation. Unable to recover a smile, Brooke managed to introduce herself. “Brooke Monroe. I work here.”


  “Um…hold on.”


  The woman’s voice halted her progress down the sunlit hallway. Brooke watched her in dumb shock as she picked up the phone and dialed an extension.


  “Yes, sir, I have a Brooke Monroe here. She says she…oh…” She turned around and glanced at the sign above her. “Yes, okay. Sorry.” Once she put the phone down, she looked at Brooke with apology. “You can go back.”


  Permission? She needed permission to enter an office she knew better than her own townhouse? An office that bore her surname for God’s sake? Brooke swallowed back a sudden wave of fury and took in two recuperative breaths. “Thank you.”


  It came out as a constrained attempt at civility, but the new receptionist had already moved on, hunkered over her keyboard like a dutiful employee, leaving Brooke to stew alone.


  Again, she felt as if she’d been dismissed, but in her own office this time. Far from deterred, she walked along the row of windows letting in the eastern sunshine, which brightened the russet colored walls and filled the place with a creative kind of energy. The hall opened into a main pool of cubicles, half of them already occupied by new faces. At least the art was still up—mural-sized pieces showcasing Monroe’s highest achievements on the lofty walls overhead. Half of those achievements were hers, not that anyone here would know that. Brooke supposed that Stevens simply hadn’t gotten around to taking them down yet.


  Even though the general appearance was the same, the soul of the place was notably gone. A jolt of loss went through her at the absence of Amy’s blonde head, always with a phone to her ear, and her father scoping out the latest projects with a bagel in hand. This was the new administrative department, a dozen or so strangers who’d already made themselves at home.


  It was the first time Brooke wondered whether Stevens had had enough time to hire locally. So removed from this sudden takeover, Brooke naturally assumed that he’d brought his own staff from South Dakota. But that would be absurd. The cost of living here was more than double that of most places. Unless he owned a hotel in which he housed his travelling circus, there was no way all these people could have settled in so quickly.


  “Brooke.”


  She whirled around, nearly dropping her briefcase. Ken Stevens stood there with his hands in his pockets, looking considerably more professional than the last time she’d seen him. He was shorter than she had imagined, his nose nearly level with hers. Of course, her only sight of him had been in a booth with lettuce all over his shirt. She wanted to ask him how long he had planned this expansion, but couldn’t for fear that she’d look even more stupid in the eyes of someone so gauche.


  “Mr. Stevens,” she murmured, soaking it all in. “Before our meeting, I’d like to get some things from my office.” His eyes twinkled at the correction she made first. “I mean…the office that will soon be mine again.”


  He chuckled and indicated that she follow him with the wave of a hand. “I already had the files removed from it, but you’re welcome to retrieve your personal items. In the meantime, this will be your desk.” He stopped in front of one of the cubicles. It was plain with an L-shaped desk wiped clean except for a computer, a stack of empty trays, and a stapler. Swallowing her disappointment, she dropped her purse and briefcase into the partitioned box before her—one that used to belong to a young man who’d only been employed there for three weeks.


  “I’ll be in the conference room when you’re ready,” Ken said, his shadow moving across the taupe-colored partitions. The windows behind him offered a view from the west side of the building and would brighten later in the afternoon sun. Her father had ensured that the private offices and conference room would share their generous bounty of light with the rest of the floor through inner glass walls. The corner office was the only one that was remotely private with just a thin strip of glass to see through from the main work area. She headed that way.


  The door was slightly ajar. She pushed it open and was relieved to see that her office was empty. It still looked the same. Her few belongings were still on the modern, black mahogany desk and the matching bookshelves behind it. Her potted Ficus tree thrived in the corner, adding a splash of green to the wood-and-leather decor.


  And, of course, there was the view offered from a whole corner of shaded glass. Her view. She approached the windows, looked down and watched a pair of fishing boats glide through the canal toward the open gulf. Morning sun cast a golden shimmer over the V-shaped wakes they left behind. High masts filled the marina to the right, bobbing on the stirred-up surface of the water. Beside the marina was a rustic marketplace waiting for the ten o’clock opening rush. Until then, its boardwalks and tropical signs remained quiet with anticipation.


  And so did she. Her creative mind took in the sights thoughtfully. How could she ever give this up, especially to that pretentious blow-hard Ethan.…


  “Are you lost?”


  Spoken by the very man of her thoughts, his words came with a slight accent as if he fancied himself a smooth-talking southerner. To Brooke, Ethan Wolf’s voice was the symbol of her own doom, which reinforced her resolve to keep this particular office out of his grasp. “Not anymore,” she answered with her nose to the glass.


  Behind her, he moved across the plush carpet until he appeared in her peripheral vision. “Nice,” he said. “I do like to look at pretty things.”


  When she finally stole a sideways glance, it was to see that he wore a tailored gray suit with a black shirt and tie—dressed for success and oozing with casual confidence. Unfortunately, she still looked up at him despite the heels. “Then I hope you brought a nice poster and some thumb tacks, because it will be the only view you’ll get.”


  Her clipped remark was met with a smooth chuckle. He leaned one hand against the double-paned glass and shoved the other in a pocket. She noticed that he wore no cologne and no jewelry, a sort of lackluster representation of the label she’d pinned on him. Amy would probably say that he emanated enough raw sex appeal on his own… something Ethan probably thought as well.


  When he spoke, Brooke jerked her gaze away, horrified by the possibility that she’d been staring.


  “Something tells me the next two weeks are going to end in my favor.” He let out an exaggerated sigh. “But you can still admire the view when you bring me my morning coffee.”


  Brooke clenched her jaw against an urge to tear into him, knowing it was exactly what he wanted. Instead, she walked to the desk and, with her back to him, said, “It’s a shame you can’t move in today as you’d planned.” Grateful for the distance between them, she began collecting the few framed pictures and personal items that marked the coveted space as her own.
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