

[image: Cover: Heartbreak for Hire, by Sonia Hartl]




“Wow! Romantic comedy doesn’t get much better than this!”


—Lyssa Kay Adams, bestselling author of the Bromance Book Club series


A Novel


Heartbreak for Hire


Sonia Hartl










PRAISE FOR HEARTBREAK FOR HIRE





“Wow! Romantic comedy doesn’t get much better than this! Witty, sexy, and smart, Sonia Hartl has written a truly laugh-out-loud story that you won’t be able to put down.”


—Lyssa Kay Adams, bestselling author of The Bromance Book Club series


“An absolute treasure. I would read a million books about Heartbreak for Hire’s charming, relatable employees and all the clever ways they punish people who totally deserve it. This book is both a breath of fresh air and a ray of sunshine.”


—Rosie Danan, author of The Roommate


“I loved every page of this refreshingly modern battle of the sexes. Heartbreak for Hire shimmers with whip-smart dialogue, pitch-perfect humor, and burn-you-up steam. Sonia Hartl is a fierce, fearless new voice in romance.”


—Rachel Lynn Solomon, bestselling author of The Ex Talk


“Sonia Hartl’s adult debut, Heartbreak for Hire, showcases her trademark killer sense of humor. If you loved the film Heartbreakers, you’ll fall head over heels for this super sexy, hate-to-love romance. You’ll devour it in one sitting.”


—Roselle Lim, author of Natalie Tan’s Book of Luck and Fortune and Vanessa Yu’s Magical Paris Tea Shop


“A Sonia Hartl book always comes with the promise of humor and heart—and her adult debut is no exception. Heartbreak for Hire is about trying to escape the past, and that overpowering instinct to protect oneself from getting hurt again. More important, it’s about just what can happen when you let that protective instinct go. Laugh-out-loud funny and fan-yourself sexy, this book is an absolute delight!”


—Annette Christie, author of The Rehearsals














Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.













[image: Heartbreak for Hire, by Sonia Hartl, Gallery Books]










For Jen Hawkins, who knows me inside and out and loves me anyway. I’m lucky to call you my CP, even luckier to call you my friend.










CHAPTER 1
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Dealing with the male ego was a lot like painting. Both required me to create an image, evoke an emotional response, and find the balance between indifference and trying too hard. They needed gentle strokes, the right amount of buildup.


Such fragile things.


Soft indie rock filtered out of a nearby speaker as I sat at the end of the fiberglass bar. Pixels—a pub with concrete floors, smooth white tables, and clean minimalist lines—catered to the up-and-coming tech crowd. Two women on the opposite side of the bar negotiated the sale of a search engine over martinis, while a guy at a nearby table double-checked the sales figures for ad space on a new social media platform before the rest of his party showed up. This was where people in tech came to network and make deals.


My target had big plans tonight.


I took a sip of my martini and twirled the tiny umbrella I’d requested between my finger and thumb as I went over my checklist for tonight. Chad Collinsworth, who sounded as douchey as his name suggested, had worked with my client for two years developing a dating app called Triple M (for mix, match, mingle). He’d worked in the register’s office, so he’d handled all the filing and paperwork. My client had trusted him. A mistake, since right after they gained a relative amount of success, he blocked her number and disappeared. Turned out, Chad had not only listed himself as sole creator, but he’d also tricked her into signing away any rights to the app by slipping an affidavit in with all their other paperwork.


When she couldn’t find a lawyer to take her case, she called Margo Pheffer.


I’d worked for Margo for the last two years at Heartbreak for Hire, an undercover operation that specialized in a variety of revenge schemes for jilted lovers, annoyed coworkers, and frenemies. For a price. Those in need of our services found us through word of mouth, Craigslist, and coded ads in magazines that catered to the women of Chicago. There were four of us Heartbreakers, each with her own specialty: Egos, Players, Cheaters, and Grifters. I handled the Egos, men in the workplace who needed to be taken down a notch, and I was generally hired by women who knew them on a professional level and hated them with the scorching rage of a thousand suns.


The pay couldn’t be beat, and one day I’d have saved enough to buy my own gallery where I could surround myself with art and maybe even sell my own paintings, if I ever worked up the courage to show them. Until that day came, I’d happily give my clients the retaliation they deserved.


Chad walked into the bar and ran a hand through his game-show-host hair. He had the kind of face that just begged to have a drink thrown at it. He wore a navy suit, red tie, and smarmy smile, as if he’d been personally styled by the Young Republicans Club. The idea of flirting with this guy kicked up my gag reflex, but I was nothing if not professional.


Step one: get his interest.


His gaze met mine across the bar. I dipped my head and gave him a simpering smile. The tight red dress I’d chosen for tonight pushed my boobs up to my neck. My golden curls rippled down the length of my back. According to my research, he wanted a woman with an empty head and a full wallet. I fully intended to play the part.


Chad took a seat at a nearby table and checked his teeth in the reflection of a spoon. A waitress tried handing him a menu, but he shooed her away with a swish of his well-manicured hand. He thought he’d be meeting Tom Berry, the head of a software engineering company, here to negotiate the sale of Triple M. It had taken me two weeks of monitoring his social media interactions to put this con together. Posing as the real Tom Berry’s secretary, I’d scheduled the setup. By the time Chad figured out he’d been had, my client would be well on her way to suing him for rightful ownership of the app.


After fifteen minutes Chad relaxed his posture and checked his watch as he drummed his fingers on the table. Any moment now he’d call Tom’s secretary. I ordered a scotch on the rocks, then paid the waitress twenty dollars to give Chad the martini I’d sprinkled with edible glitter.


Now the real fun could begin.


Before the confusion could set in, I made my way over to Chad’s table and set the scotch in front of him. “I think there’s been a mistake.” I let out a breathy giggle. “I’m so bad at this. I meant to send you the scotch and keep the Gold Rush for myself.”


He smirked and picked up the martini, examining the glitter floating around in the clear liquid. “What exactly is a Gold Rush?”


A drink that didn’t technically exist, but he didn’t need to know that. “It’s off-menu.” I slipped into the chair beside him and took a sip of the martini, closing my eyes as if in ecstasy. “Made with edible gold leaf. Expensive, but delicious.”


He perked up at the word expensive. Interest received.


Step two: feed his ego.


“I hope I’m not interrupting a date.” I forced a blush. “I noticed you the moment you walked through the door, and I said to myself, ‘You need to meet that guy.’ ”


He laughed like I was just the cutest. Darned. Thing. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”


He asked it absently, to my boobs, like he genuinely could not give less of a shit. Typical Ego behavior. In the two years I’d been working for Margo, I’d yet to meet a target who did the bare minimum of looking me in the eye when he asked my name.


I took a sip of my drink, letting my tongue sweep my bottom lip while I stared at his mouth. Egos didn’t respond well to subtlety. “My name is Anna.”


I never gave targets any personal information, including my real name. My job as a Heartbreaker was to craft an image and play whatever part necessary to reel them in. Margo gave us all three rules when we started at H4H: never trust a target, never break character with a target, and never sleep with a target. She’d created the rules to protect us from the enemy, and considering our histories, none of us had a problem following them.


“Well then, Anna. I’m here for a business meeting.” He leaned in closer, and I could feel a sneeze building from the fumes coming off his aftershave. “Not a date. How about that?”


How about that? Was he expecting applause? I thought about fuzzy kittens, long days at the beach, my ex getting swarmed by bees, anything happy to keep my expression from betraying my disgust. “That’s good news for me.”


“I’d say that’s good news for both of us.” He gave me what I’d bet he thought was his most dazzling smile. Very toothy. Like a cartoon shark. “Have you ever been to Monaco?”


I shook my head. Was that his idea of an icebreaker? Apparently, by the way he droned on about the places he’d traveled and the restaurants where he’d eaten and the people with whom he’d rubbed elbows. I did my best to look sufficiently awed.


“Wow, how exciting. It must be wonderful to have a job that lets you travel so much.” I motioned for the waitress to bring him another drink. Not enough to get him drunk, but just enough to loosen his tongue. It was time to get this show moving along. “Do you work in tech?”


“In a manner of speaking.” He glanced toward the door. Sweat beaded his upper lip as he glanced at his watch again. “What about you?”


Not bad. It had only taken him twenty minutes of puffing himself up to ask me a single question. “I won the lottery.”


He swallowed too fast and beat against his chest as he coughed. “You did what now?”


I blinked at him, careful to keep my face blank. The lottery was a little over the top, but I needed to convince him I had money while simultaneously making him think I wasn’t all that bright. This required the least amount of research.


“I won the lottery,” I repeated just as earnestly, as if he hadn’t actually heard me the first time. “My advisor said I should diversify my portfolio by getting into tech. That’s why I’m here tonight.”


“Really.” He leaned back in his chair with an amused expression. He looked me up and down, like I was nothing more than a bubble-headed woman but he’d do me the favor of humoring me. “What kind of tech are you looking to get into?”


I took another sip of my drink and shrugged. “He set me up with a Tom Berry? I’m supposed to be meeting him here any minute now, but the decorators are redoing my condo, so I showed up a little early.”


The front legs of his chair slammed to the ground as he sat forward. That had got his attention. “What business do you have with Tom Berry?”


Step three: make him chase.


“He’s going to sell me a dating app.” I picked up my drink and stood. “I should probably let you get back to your business, though. Call me sometime?”


I left a napkin with a fake number and walked to the bar with an extra sway in my hips. He’d need a good five minutes to pick his jaw up off the floor. While Chad spun that last bit of information around in his mind, I took my phone out of my beaded clutch and double-tapped the tracking app that Margo made us all install. Not only would it pinpoint my location for safety reasons if need be, but it was also a direct line to Margo. I’d informed her earlier today that I would need her to call me when she got the notification. My phone buzzed against the bar, and I answered.


“Hey, Tom.” I kicked my heels against the legs of my barstool.


“You’re ahead of schedule,” Margo said. “Nice work.”


Pride swelled in my chest as I glanced at Chad. His eyes narrowed as he watched me. “Oh no. That’s too bad.… Sure.… Tomorrow then.”


I hung up on Margo and settled my tab. Any moment now. Three, two…


Chad approached me with that humoring grin back on his face, though it was a little more strained around the corners. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear your phone conversation. Were you talking to Tom Berry?”


Step four: hold his interest.


I nodded. “It turns out he’s not buying that dating app after all. But he said he has something else that might pique my interest. We’re meeting for dinner tomorrow.”


“I see.” Chad swept a hand over his pale face. “Did he say why he’s not buying it?”


“It was designed by a man. Not what we’re looking for. I want an app that’s women-centric, and I think it takes a woman designer to really achieve that, you know?” I let my fingers graze his hand. A casual touch to draw him in. “It’s a shame. Dating apps are so big right now. I’d love to get in on the ground floor of one.”


“What if…” He took a swallow of his drink. “What if I told you that you could cut out Tom as the middleman and still have your app designed by a woman?”


Step five: finish him.


I swirled my finger around the rim of my glass. “I’m listening.”


“I own Triple M.” He gave me the dramatic pause. My cue to be impressed.


“Oh my God.” I bounced in my seat. “That’s the app I was looking to buy.”


“I know.” He managed to pull off the perfect blend of mocking and superiority. A verbal head pat. “And there was more to the development than Tom is privy to.”


This was the fuel that pushed me to do this job. Anytime I was inclined to feel guilty, I’d pull this moment out and recall the slight curl of his lip, his gaze clouded with equal parts disdain and desire. This was how he viewed women. They were either discardable or fuckable, but never worthy of respect. He was about to learn just how much his underestimation would cost him.


“Are you saying your app was designed by a woman? I have so many questions, I’m afraid I’m going to forget them before I talk to my advisor. All this techy talk goes right over my head.” I unlocked my phone screen and turned on the camera. “Is it okay if I record this?”


I held my breath as I waited for his answer. Thanks to Illinois state laws, I had to have his permission to record for this to be admissible in court. If he said no, I’d have to take a different, more unpleasant route. One that would require me to continue pretending I enjoyed his company.


“Sure thing, sweetheart.” He gave me a finger gun for good measure.


“Yay!” I clapped my hands together and held them under my chin. “Tell me everything about your company.”


Chad proceeded to give me all the dirt on Triple M. How my client had actually been the majority designer and programmer, while he handled the business end of things. Of course, he painted a grandiose picture of his administrative duties, as if they were just as vital to the business, but he made it perfectly clear my client had been the brains and the muscle behind Triple M. It was the most glorious display of self-incrimination I’d ever witnessed.


Once I’d gathered enough information to give my client a fighting chance in a lawsuit, I set up a fake date for next week to handle the sale. Unfortunately for Chad, he’d be getting served papers well before then. After he left, I uploaded the conversation to a movie player and e-mailed it to my client. Per our agreement, I’d get 5 percent of whatever she made off the sale of the app, which was expected to be around half a million dollars.


I didn’t typically make that much off an assignment, so this called for a celebration. On my way home, I picked up a chocolate cake and a bottle of Malbec. Balancing both under one arm, I unlocked my apartment and pushed open the door, losing my grip on the cake in the process. The box hit the floor facedown with a dull splat. I dumped my purse by the door and picked up the cake. Most of the frosting stuck to the lid, but after I polished off the wine, I’d probably end up licking the box clean anyway.


“I’m home.” I made kissy noises at my cat, Winnie, as she jumped on the back of the couch. Her black hair stood on end as she hissed at me in return. Her love language, or so I kept telling myself.


An evening of cake and wine with my angry cat. It didn’t get much wilder than that. I stripped off my too-tight dress and left it on the floor. On my way to the kitchen, I peeked in on my latest painting. Soon I’d have the funds to start my gallery. Soon I’d be able to reclaim my nights and weekends for myself. Soon I’d have to muster up the courage to show my work.


Soon.










CHAPTER 2
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Still riding high on my success with the dating app scammer, I took on a few smaller-scale assignments, the kind that required me to humiliate targets rather than maneuver them into incriminating themselves. At a thousand dollars, humiliation was the cheapest—and most popular—option on my pricing list.


I hoped that tonight’s paycheck would allow me to carve out time to do some painting this week. I’d been playing with my latest canvas for the last month now, and I’d finally hit a breakthrough. All I wanted was a full, uninterrupted day to lose myself in my art.


I ran a finger over the pink, floral-scented card stock that held the info on my latest target. Markus Cavanaugh was an adjunct professor at the University of Chicago with lofty career goals and the ambition to match. He wore sweater-vests and argyle socks, and his hobbies included metal detecting and watching historical documentaries. He liked bullet-point outlines and a well-organized office, and hated animals dressed like people. In short, this guy was no fun.


Markus spent his Tuesday nights at the Reading Lounge, a snooty bar with dark paneled walls, stiff leather chairs, and top-shelf scotch on the rocks. The kind of place where a professor would feel right at home. I knew of it, though I’d never been. On purpose.


My phone buzzed, and I grabbed it from my purse. Selena, the woman who had hired me for the evening, chirped in my ear: “Quick change of plans. He said he was going to Finnigan’s Hobby Shop before the bar, so hold off on the Reading Lounge for at least an hour.”


“I know Finnigan’s.” It was my favorite place in the city outside my apartment. “I’ll just do the meet-cute early.”


“Are you sure about that?” So much haughtiness in her tone.


To say I didn’t like my newest client would be an understatement. She’d talked down to me during the interview, then proceeded to call me every other hour with questions and suggestions as if she didn’t fully trust me to pull this off. Even though I felt bad for her—Markus had dismissed her research in front of their colleagues and made her work look like a joke, all because he couldn’t stand being bested—dealing with her had been difficult and exhausting. I was so ready for this assignment to be over.


“It’ll be okay.” I aimed for reassuring, though I feared my voice came out more biting. “He’ll be a ruined man when he walks into work tomorrow.”


“Maybe I should call Margo and tell her this was a mistake.”


Closing my eyes, I rubbed the lids and took a deep breath so I wouldn’t scream. “If that’s what you want, but I’m already on my way out.”


“Fine, just know if you mess up, I expect a full refund.”


I clenched my jaw and hung up before I said something I’d regret.


I needed to get going anyway if I was going to catch Markus at Finnigan’s. In our initial interview, Selena had said he had a thing for smart women, so I wore a cherry-print cardigan, cat’s-eye glasses, a knee-length skirt, and three-inch heels with a rounded toe. My outfits were always carefully crafted to snag the target’s attention as quickly as possible. I only had one night to make an impression. I had to make it count.


“Be good, Winnie.” I gave my cat, wearing her pink angora sweater, a pat on the head. She hissed and swiped at me. “I’ll miss you too.”


I grabbed my purse, locked the door behind me, and took the elevator down from my eighteenth-floor apartment. As I stepped onto Michigan Avenue, a strong wind swept down the street, threatening to undo the tight bun I’d spent an hour trying to contain. Wisps of curly blond hair escaped and blew around my face. The scent of exhaust and woodsmoke with the first hints of fall lingered in the crisp air.


Finnigan’s Hobby Shop was only a block from my apartment, with the Reading Lounge another two blocks over from there, so I opted to walk. My smart heels clicked along the concrete as I breathed in the pulse of Chicago. The city came alive at night as young professionals shed their suit jackets in favor of slinky camis and rolled-up sleeves. A woman rushed past me, changing her boring gold posts for dangling silver earrings. No doubt on her way to a real date.


I hadn’t had one of those in over two years.


By choice. An important distinction I had to make whenever those wistful feelings threatened to make me sentimental. I had my career, my cat, control. The Three C’s of avoiding that hopeless cycle of loving someone who didn’t love me back.


The warm glow of Finnigan’s greeted me as I pulled open the heavy oak door, and a charming bell chimed above my head. I loved it here. I’d spent more Friday nights than I could count loading their adorable wicker baskets with fresh art supplies.


Markus had been impossible to find on social media—he probably had a self-inflated username, like TheProfessorCavanaugh or something—so I had no pictures to reference, only Selena’s description. I was supposed to be on the lookout for a guy with dark-brown hair, wearing a blue checkered button-down and a navy sweater-vest.


I allowed myself one longing look at a new set of oil paints before I found my target in the last aisle on the left, by the metal detectors. He had his back to me, giving me a chance to evaluate him before I made my move. Dark hair that curled slightly on the ends brushed his collar. He had broad shoulders tapering down to a lean waist and a tight butt that just begged to be squeezed. Good grief. No wonder this guy had an ego.


Nothing prepared me for when he turned around though. My breath caught as I took in his strong jaw, pouty bottom lip, and dark eyes the color of gathering storm clouds. Eyes that currently assessed me as my heart raced and I stood frozen like a posable doll.


Library Barbie, meet Hot Professor Ken.


I gathered my wits and remembered the role I was supposed to play. This wasn’t a real meet-cute. This guy was a serial bragger, an entitled prick, and a narcissist unfairly blessed with a pretty face. His dark eyes took me in from head to toe, and I willed myself not to flush under his unhurried gaze.


I gave him a nod, then squeezed past him in the tight aisle, as if I’d come here for a reason other than getting his attention before our chance run-in at the bar later. He cleared his throat and continued to peruse the books on dig sites around Chicago. I watched him from the corner of my eye as I pretended to do the same, and when he moved to grab what he’d been seeking, I shot my hand out. My skin prickled with awareness from the brush against his as we reached for the same book.


“I’m so sorry.” I ducked my head and blushed. Not entirely the act I’d intended it to be.


“Don’t be.” His storm-cloud eyes lit up with interest. “It’s nice to have some company. I’m usually the only person in this part of the store.”


“Yeah.” I glanced at the shelf, as if it would reveal some secret language of the metal detecting world. “I’ve been looking for a new dig site for ages, but you were here first.” I shoved the book into his hands. “You should take this one.”


“No, I couldn’t.” He moved to hand the book back to me. “I only came in here on a whim, this isn’t even my regular store.”


“So did I.” I pushed the book back at him with enough force to have him raising his eyebrows. So help me if I got stuck buying the world’s most useless paperweight.


I let my hand fall to my side and casually tapped the upper left corner of my phone. The nifty little app had gotten me out of more than one tight spot. A second later, it buzzed.


“I have to take this.” I let regret flood my eyes as I glanced at the book. “But it was nice to meet you…?”


“Mark.” His lips pressed together when he said his name, making the pouty-shape more prominent. A little shiver went down my spine.


“Mark,” I repeated before I answered my phone and rushed out of the store.


“Everything okay?” Margo asked.


“Close call with my lack of metal detecting knowledge.” I looked through the windows, watching Mark pay for the book I’d narrowly avoided buying, and groaned. “I need to do some quick reading before I go to the bar.”


“It’s not like you to be unprepared. Are you sure you don’t want me to—?”


“I don’t. I’m fine.” It had taken me a year and a half of heartbreaking for Margo to loosen the reins and let me have solo control over my assignments. I didn’t like anyone meddling in my work, and Margo was a classic type A. We’d finally come to terms, though we both agreed the tracking app was a necessity. “I’ll handle it before I get to the bar.”


“Don’t screw this up.” The line went dead.


As far as pep talks went, I’d had worse.


I ducked into the corner CVS and hid in the tampon aisle while I googled “metal detecting near Chicago.” Once I’d read enough to comfortably fake my way through a conversation, I headed to the Reading Lounge.


The brisk Chicago wind once again played hell with my no-nonsense bun. I took the cement stairs leading down to the entrance of the bar. While the leather chairs by the fireplace and the cozy private cubbies certainly looked inviting, I pulled up a stool at the bar where I’d be most visible. The place had a ton of nooks for small gatherings or reading while having a drink. Low voices hummed in the air, giving the place an intimate feeling, different from the other loud and crowded bars in the city. The rich mahogany bar and dark wood walls with low-light sconces added a touch of class. My earlier assessment of this place had been way off, and I had to admit I’d only avoided it because I avoided all places where academics like my mom gathered. But the Hot Professor had great taste.


I ordered a Maui Wowie, complete with a ridiculous umbrella, and waited. As soon as the waitress appeared and asked the bartender for a whiskey sour, I made my move.


“Is that by chance going to a good-looking guy in a navy sweater-vest?” I asked.


The corner of the waitress’s mouth lifted. “A friend of yours?”


Definitely not. “Can I make you an offer?”


Five minutes later, the waitress had an extra twenty in her apron and my Maui Wowie on the way to Mark. His whiskey sour sat in front of me as I pretended to be too engaged in my phone to notice his drink. I had dig sites around Chicago pulled up on the off chance he’d look at my screen. He leaned against the bar next to me, radiating the kind of warmth that made him feel like part of the atmosphere.


I allowed myself two steady heartbeats before I met those intense eyes. Two heartbeats to remind myself of who I was and what I was doing here. I was a spider. A devourer of egomaniacs. Karma personified. And I would not be deterred by a strong jaw, pouty lips, and whatever he was packing beneath his academic attire.


“The metal detector.” His low voice held the tremor of a growl, like he was giving me a preview of exactly what he’d sound like when he came.


“The other metal detector.” I averted my gaze before he could see every dirty thought written there and tilted my chin toward the drink in his hand. “I didn’t take you for a Maui Wowie guy.”


“It seems the waitress mixed up my order with someone else’s.”


I allowed myself a glance at the whiskey sour before me and willed my expression into one of surprise. “Did you order this?” I scooted the glass toward him. “Because I think you got mine.”


A seductive smile curved his lips. “What are the odds?”


I shrugged and took my drink from him. “Since fate seems determined to throw us together twice in one night, we might as well make the most of it.” I patted the stool next to me.


“No, thank you.”


Okay, then. We were off to an excellent start.


“Suit yourself.” I turned my nose up and faced the front of the bar. Years of doing this had taught me that I couldn’t show interest. Guys like Mark wanted the chase.


“It’ll get really crowded up here in about an hour. I have a more private seating area in the back, if you’d like to join me.” He offered me his hand.


I cocked an eyebrow. “Why not?”


My palm tingled as I slid it against his solid grip. The scent of light rain and moonlit nights enveloped me. It had been too long since I’d touched a guy I found attractive, and it took everything in me not to melt into the ground. I really needed to figure out the art of one-night stands. Clearly, I had a lot of built-up tension.


“I told you my name,” he said. “But I didn’t get yours before you ran out of the store.”


We walked past the fireplace and around the corner. This bar was way bigger than it looked from the outside. Near the back, in one of the little sectioned-off cubbies, were two leather chairs. Facedown on the low table was the metal detecting book.


“I’m Anna.” I picked that one often, for simplicity’s sake.


He pursed his lips as he took a sip and set his glass down next to the book. “That’s funny, because the clerk at Finnigan’s seems to think your name is Brinkley. She wanted me to let you know they got a new set of oil paints in yesterday.”


Well, shit.










CHAPTER 3


[image: ]


Breathe. Breathe. Don’t panic. The game wasn’t up yet. I plastered a coy smile on my face and crossed my legs. I didn’t miss the way his gaze fell to the hem of my skirt as it inched higher up my thigh. “Okay, fine. My name isn’t Anna, but a girl can’t be too careful in the city. Too many creeps have access to Google.”


“Fair enough.” He tapped his lips. “Though I do wonder why the fake name when you’re the one who’s been tailing me all evening.”


I waved him off. “Coincidence. But if you still want to discuss metal detecting, I did some quick studying on the off chance I’d run into you at Finnigan’s again.”


He threw back his head and laughed, deep and throaty in a way that made my toes curl. “I appreciate the honesty.”


“I’ve never actually gone metal detecting before, but it seems like an interesting hobby. How long have you been doing it?”


He relaxed, leaning back into his chair. “I started when I was a teenager. My grandfather got me into it, thought it would keep me out of trouble.”


“So you’ve been at it for a while.” I rested my hand on his arm. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his collared shirt and he had incredible forearms, so it wasn’t a hardship to move into the casual touches phase. “Is it something you do for work or pleasure?”


“Pleasure.” The word rolled off his tongue like warm honey, and the way he looked at me when he said it had me squeezing my thighs together. Good Lord. I needed to get my shit together. “I’m an adjunct in the anthropology department at UoC, but part of me still wants to be Indiana Jones when I grow up.”


He definitely had the sexy professor look going on, and though he had more smolder than Indy, he also would’ve looked excellent with a wide-brim hat and a whip. But those types of fantasies didn’t belong in my head. Librarian Brinkley wouldn’t approve.


“Relatable. I still want to be Georgia O’Keeffe when I grow up.”


“You want to paint giant vaginas and call them flowers?” He put a hand on his chest. “Because same.”


I burst out laughing. “They are not giant vaginas.”


“They absolutely are.” He pulled out his phone and tapped on it before turning it toward me. He scrolled through tons of O’Keeffe’s paintings. “I mean, come on.”


“Okay, fine. I’ll give you that one. This is my favorite.” I touched the iris painting on his screen, running my finger down the opening of the bud and back up again in slow motion. Crude, but effective. “The up-close details are lovely.”


“Yes. Lovely.” His voice had a strained edge to it as his darkening gaze met mine.


Holy hell. I was so turned on right now. What was wrong with me? This was a target. An Ego who put down a female colleague’s work so he could step over her to get more classes. Not a prospective hookup. The quicker I finished this, the quicker I could get out of here and take a painfully cold shower.


“Good to know where I can find inspiration if I ever need it.” I swallowed half my drink in one gulp. Where was that waitress when I needed her?


“I…” He cleared his throat and rubbed his hand over his face. The poor guy was very cute when flustered. “I can’t believe how interesting my Tuesday night just got.”


“Are you saying you don’t discuss vaginas with strangers on a weekly basis?” I lowered my lashes. “Because I find that hard to believe.”


“It’s one of my best icebreakers. I’m a blast at parties.”


“I’ll bet.”


He needed to stop being so charming.


“Enough about vaginas. There’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.” He gave me a playful grin. “What about you? You said you wanted to be Georgia O’Keeffe when you grew up. Is that something you ended up pursuing?”


I rarely had a target who asked me anything about myself, and it threw me for a loop. Usually it was a chore to get them to look at my face rather than my chest. If he’d just show a hint of that ego, it would make my job much easier. I could deal with Egos. They practically drew a map directing me to their buttons and invited me to press them.


“I’m an aspiring artist, so I guess you could say I’m pursuing it.” I had no idea why I told him that. I never shared anything about myself with targets. Librarian Brinkley wasn’t an artist, aspiring or otherwise. She liked knowledge and writing essays and five-page outlines, all the boring things that made her a perfect match for Mark.


“I think that’s really cool.”


“You do?” I didn’t talk about my painting with anyone other than my best friend, Emma, who also worked at H4H. I’d been burned by too many people before. “A studious career man such as yourself, you don’t think it’s a silly pipe dream?”


“I think passions are always worth pursuing.” He paused, studying my face in the way that only academics who studied people for a living could. “I don’t think it’s silly at all. More important, I don’t think you think it’s silly.”


How long had it been since I’d talked to someone outside my immediate circle about my art? And how much longer than that had it been since my aspirations were taken seriously? I’d have to noodle what all that meant at a later time. But for now, I needed to stop enjoying myself with the man I was supposed to be sabotaging and get to work. Though if I was being honest, I’d have to admit that the more of myself I let filter in, the less this felt like a setup.


I always played a part on assignment, always kept a healthy distance between myself and my character. After my breakup with Aiden, and the careless indifference of my former friends, I didn’t care to open myself up. Maybe this evening with Mark was my subconscious’s way of telling me to let the past go and move on. Or maybe I just really needed to get laid.


“Not everyone feels the same way.” My mom’s cold and dismissive voice crept into my mind, and I shoved it out again. “And how do you pursue your archaeological passions while climbing the academic ladder?”


“I have my hobbies.” He nudged my foot with his own. “I’m glad I ran into you again. What were you doing in the metal detecting aisle anyway?”


“I was checking out the new oil paints.” Not technically a lie. I had looked them over for a second. “Then I saw you.”


“And?”


“You looked like someone I wanted to meet.” I glanced away, as I’d done hundreds of times in hundreds of bars before. The setups changed, but the push and pull remained the same. Get his interest, make him chase, leave him wanting more.


“I noticed you right away too. I’m glad you made the first move, because I’m not sure if I would’ve had the guts to approach you.” His genuine tone, the earnestness on his face had me reconsidering how I wanted to end this evening. If we’d run into each other by chance one day at Finnigan’s, maybe I could’ve tried this for real. Regret stabbed through me as I once again reminded myself that I didn’t do casual dating and I’d been hired for a different sort of game.


“I doubt you have trouble approaching women.” I swept a hand up and down. “With all of that going on.”


He blushed—actually blushed—and if I’d thought he was sexy before, I was definitely in trouble now. “It’s not that easy meeting new people in the city.”


“Tell me about it.” I’d tried dating after Aiden, but it took so much energy, and most men I’d matched with on Tinder felt too much like work. Literally. “The bar scene is a nightmare, but I like it here. This place seems way more my speed.”


He looked around, as if just becoming aware that we were in a public place, though the private cubby we occupied wasn’t nearly as public as the main bar area. “This is more my speed too. I come here most Tuesdays. It gets busy out front, but I can still have a drink and feel like I’m making an effort to go out. Even if I keep to myself.”


I wanted to touch his hand, a small physical connection that said I understood, but it was time to get this setup moving again. “It reminds me of the library at Northwestern.”


He tilted his head. “You went to Northwestern?”


I had. A sore spot in the series of disappointments known as my life, but he didn’t need to know that. “I work there.” I paused. “I was practically raised in their library too.”


Why had I told him that last part? I’d picked the Northwestern library specifically because I knew it so well, in case he was familiar with it. He only needed to think I worked there, nothing more. But I couldn’t seem to stop the truths from coming out. My mother had been so determined to make me follow in her academic footsteps that while other kids spent their summers chasing down ice cream trucks and braving the freezing waters of Lake Michigan, I spent mine in the library with my mom as she tried to get me interested in her research. It was where I’d first discovered books on art and realized what I really wanted to do.


“I spent a lot of time at the library as a kid too.” He ran a thumb over his pouty bottom lip. “Is that where you picked up an interest in art?”


“Yes.” Screw it. I’d already blown my studious librarian persona, and I still had his interest. Part of being a Heartbreaker involved leaning into the curves when a date went off-track. I relaxed as more of myself bled into the character I was supposed to be playing. “Working at Northwestern pays the bills, and that’s okay for now. One day I’d like to have my own gallery though.” One day would be within a few months if I kept saving my killer commission from H4H. “Immersing myself in art is all I’ve ever wanted to do. I’m not confident enough to show my own paintings yet, but I’d love to showcase other types of work from local artists, like sculptures, beadwork, photography. A mishmash of different media all in one place.”


“Are you thinking of staying in Chicago? Or trying a larger market, like New York?”


“Chicago is my home, and the art scene here is pretty amazing. It doesn’t feel as cold or competitive as the New York market. There’s a real sense of community here.” And I’d officially talked about myself too much. I needed to steer this ship back toward him. “What about you? Was Harvard or Yale ever your academic goal?”


“Nope. My family is here. I enjoy teaching at UoC and living in Chicago for much the same reasons you do. I’d like to have a full-time position though.”


He went on to share the specific areas of anthropology he connected with most. His area of expertise was modern culture, though he also had a passion for history. His enthusiasm for teaching was evident, though it felt a bit distant. As if the act of teaching meant more to him, but he had to hold back and play the part of the distinguished professor.


I knew all about playing parts.


Two hours later, which went by way too fast, I paid my tab with the waitress. She gave me a wink as she discreetly pocketed the second twenty I gave her for her silence. I should’ve moved this evening along faster, but I didn’t want it to be over just yet.


“Can I take you out this weekend?” he asked.


His easy question jarred me out of this temporary fantasy where I was just a woman in a bar having a conversation with a man I found interesting. It couldn’t go past this point. The thought made me inexplicably sad. I should’ve maneuvered the conversation while we were talking about his work and gotten him to say something disparaging about his position while I discreetly recorded him on my phone, but in the end, I didn’t have the heart to do that to him. Emma would call me soft. Margo would probably try to elbow her way back into overseeing my assignments. I’d just have to say he hadn’t gone for me. Not every target fell for the bait.


“Where do you want to take me?” I asked.


“Anywhere you want.”


“So eager to please.” I rubbed my thumb and finger up and down the stem of my glass, aware of the way Mark tracked the movement.


“I’m always eager to please.”


“Hmm.” I took a last sip of my drink. “Give me your number and I’ll call you later this week to make plans.”


As much as he intrigued me, as much as I wanted to see him again, I was a professional. Mark couldn’t be for me, but it wouldn’t hurt to get his number. I’d probably end up deleting it tomorrow when I was thinking more rationally anyway.


We stood, and I stumbled before I found my footing after sitting for so long. Mark put a hand on my shoulder to steady me, and I looked up at his storm-cloud eyes. His gaze once again dropped to my mouth—as it had been doing all night. I swallowed. This was so, so bad, but for some reason, I couldn’t recall why.










CHAPTER 4


[image: ]


Forgetting my role, my job, what I was supposed to be doing here this evening, I pushed up on my heels and caught his bottom lip with my teeth. I’d been wanting to nibble on it since I first saw him at Finnigan’s. He groaned, cupping the back of my neck as he dragged my body flush against his. He was rock hard. Everywhere. My hands roamed over him, as if I were desperately searching for a soft spot and coming up empty.


He backed me into the corner, tilting my head back to kiss me deeper. Heat pooled in my core. As my lips parted to let him in, a moan soon followed. His tongue, so gentle, brushed against mine before becoming more demanding. Wanting more, taking more, I dug my nails into his shoulders, going straight through that ridiculous sweater-vest. I needed to get closer.


He ran his hand under my skirt, gripped my thigh, and hauled me up against him. Right there. Oh God. Exactly where I wanted him. I was panting, literally panting. My hips ground against him, and I was on the brink of having an orgasm right in the middle of the bar.


Suddenly he broke away. I might’ve whimpered. Not my proudest moment, but dry-humping a guy I was being paid to manipulate in a public bar left little room for pride.


He ran a hand through his hair. “Christ. I just mauled you like an animal in the bar I come to every week. I’m so sorry.”


“I’ll accept your apology if you do it again.” That sounded dangerously like begging, which I had personal issues with, but screw it. I’d been too close to let him quit on me now.


He huffed out a shaky laugh. “I live a block from here, if you want to keep this going.”


I nodded. It was wrong on so many moral and ethical levels, not to mention it broke Margo’s cardinal rule—but no one had to know. I could do this one thing. One time. Just let go and take because I wanted to. It had been too long since I’d had a man’s hands on me, and while I managed to get by on my own, I missed the feel of being pressed beneath a hard body.
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