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To my bossy beta, Tracey Wilson Vuolo.


  San Francisco is for you.


  

  I feel it’s the place where soul sisters were made . . .


  brought together from different coasts . . .


  united through the love of books.


  

  I’m honored to have borne witness to it.
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1
   “Whiskey neat. Two fingers.” Royce’s voice sounds like rolling thunder off in the distance as I push my way through the other first-class patrons to the empty seat next to my partner. “Look who finally made his appearance.” He cocks a questioning eyebrow.


  I smile at the flight attendant who took his drink order. “Beer. Sierra Nevada if you have it.”


  “We do. I’ll be back shortly.” The thin, pretty woman smiles before heading to the galley.


  “Yeah, yeah. I know I cut it close, but I’m here.” I shove my briefcase into the overhead bin, remove my sport coat, and set it on the hanger in front of my seat.


  Royce lays his hands over his stomach, fingers interlaced. “Was worried you might pull a skip, seeing as you were supposed to be back two days ago.” His lips have a slight curl to them, proving he’s not angry but giving me shit on purpose.


  I turn a bit in my seat. “Couldn’t be helped. Once Sky and I did the lunch interview on set a few days ago, the crowds went crazy. Tracey suggested we go out around town, give them something more to capture, which, as you know, took the heat off the IG offices.”


  Royce nods. “True. Gotta be rough, dating an A-list celebrity. Imagine everyone wants a piece of your girl and you . . . by default.”


  By default.


  His words zip through me like an approaching storm, rumbling and growling with the promise of a full downpour. Being with someone like Skyler is unimaginable for a regular guy like me. It’s the shit they make movies about. Hell, a movie she’d play a starring role in. Then where would I be? The hero who won the girl, or the one that got passed over for someone better suited to her lifestyle?


  I push those irritating thoughts aside and focus on the here and now. “Yeah well, all the pieces are mine. At least the pieces that count.” I smirk, and he shakes his head. “Besides, I’m here, and we’re heading to Cali right on time. Now, bring me up to date on our client. You said her name is Rochelle?”


  When I pose the question, Royce smiles, and his face takes on a dreamy, serene quality. Shit. As I suspected from our chat last week, he’s already gonzo for the woman.


  This is not good. Especially since we’ve been hired to find her a man.


  “Top-notch businesswoman, beautiful, intelligent. The shit she pulls with numbers, the logical analytic approach she takes is second to none, man. And I know numbers. They never lie. This woman has an uncanny ability to anticipate market fluctuations and profit and losses, making her one of the all-time best financiers in the business.”


  “Sounds like you’d trust her to manage your money.” I toss out the carrot to see if he bites.


  Royce sits up and fluffs his suit coat. “I have mad respect for her skills. It’s an art form the way she works.”


  “Really? An art form?” I grin and lean back into the comfortable seat.


  “Yeah. Not a lot of people can do what she can do, especially at her age.”


  “Oh yeah? How old is Ms. Renner?”


  He doesn’t even have to look at her file before answering.


  “Twenty-eight.”


  “And you happened to memorize her age.”


  Royce frowns. “I did my homework, which is much more than I can say about you, I might add.”


  “You could say that, but I did read through her file on the plane from New York. I wouldn’t necessarily have remembered her exact age. When does she turn twenty-nine?”


  “December 1 . . . ,” he says automatically, then realizes his error and firms his lips into a flat line before glancing out the window as if the airport tarmac is the most interesting thing he’s seen all day.


  “Brother . . .”


  Royce lifts a hand. “I have a good memory. Don’t read anything into it.”


  I shake my head and am about to dig into how much he knows about Ms. Renner when the flight attendant approaches with our drinks.


  “Here you go,” she says to Royce and me. “Please buckle up, the captain is going to prepare for takeoff now.”


  “Thank you.” I smile at the efficient woman. She’s nice looking, tall, a little on the thin side. Not much for curves. I’d put her at about a six to a seven on my sexy scale, which means she could score herself a man who’s around a five in the looks department and he’d worship the ground she walks on.


  I sip on my beer and let the cool taste of the hops settle in my gut as I mull over how to best approach what I think is going on in Royce’s head.


  “Look, Roy . . .”


  “Park, respect, brother, but you have no business telling me anything when you’re currently bedded down with a client, and not for the first time. Frankly, I don’t want to hear it.” He puts his drink to his lips, his shoulders shifting toward the window.


  I know better than to push Roy when he feels he’s being backed into a corner. The bruiser inside will come out fighting if provoked. Still, I wouldn’t be a good friend if I didn’t put out there what my intuition is telling me.


  I try a different approach. “It’s cool, man. Happy to be here with you. Mind showing me what the two of you have discussed with her profile?”


  Royce nods succinctly, sets his drink on the armrest between us, and leans over to retrieve his briefcase. He pulls out a blue file and opens it on his lap.


  “Here, we’ve filled in the particulars about her. Educated, wealthy, city girl. Doesn’t have much in the way of family. Work is her life. Looking to have a child, lay down a legacy to leave her business to one day.”


  “I know a guy like that.” I chuckle, and Roy’s gaze lifts to mine, the happy sparkle I’m used to seeing in his eyes now present . . . thank fuck. I’d much rather be on his good side. No one wants to be on his bad side.


  Roy continues with a smirk. “Lives alone, penthouse in the heart of the city.”


  Opposite of Royce. He has a three-bedroom, two-bath home, complete with front and back yards he mows every weekend without fail. Says he wants to keep the neighbors off his back, but I think he likes things looking pristine. He’s proud of what he has achieved against all the odds.


  “Penthouse . . . wow. Far cry from the family life you’ve always mentioned wanting,” I state, needing to see if Royce’s attraction is truly an attraction and nothing more.


  “What are you gettin’ at, Park?” His face becomes a blank mask.


  I clench my teeth and hold my breath, wondering if I’ve tweaked his temper. “Not much, just pointing out an observation.”


  He grabs his drink and takes a healthy sip, pointing a finger at me around his glass. “And your girl, where does she live again?” His voice is deeper, a touch of indignation fluttering along the edges.


  Dammit! I was trying so hard not to back Roy in a corner, I did it to myself.


  “Not only a plane ride away, but in a swank penthouse, if I remember correctly,” he adds accurately, making one helluva point.


  I lift my hands in surrender. “I get it. You win. You’re right. Skyler and I do currently have a long-distance relationship, but it’s not across three thousand miles.”


  Royce moves to interject, but I cut him off.


  “And . . . she loves Boston. With her job, she can live anywhere in the world. I won’t leave my family or business behind. Would you?”


  For some reason, his nonanswer feels weighted, like a heavy burden placed around my shoulders. Here we are, two men looking at our futures, women who—on the surface—seem absolutely perfect, and yet we both have some major hurdles to jump. I couldn’t be happier in my relationship with Skyler. As much as our seeing one another is limited, those times are filled with connection, laughter, incredible sex, and talk of the future. She’s a woman I can share my day with, my hopes and dreams, as well as bring home to my mother and my team. Skyler fits into my world in a way I never thought possible.


  What happened in my past destroyed my idea of having a loving relationship built on trust and mutual care for one another. Skyler single-handedly rebuilt that desire.


  One kiss at a time.


  One hug.


  One whispered promise.


  She has filled my heart with unending possibilities, ones I can’t wait to explore further. I want that for Royce. He deserves to have the world, and as his brother, I feel as though it’s my role to help keep an eye out. Make sure he’s not making a shit decision based on mere lust, but on genuine connection and compatibility. Since my time with Skyler, I know what that looks like now, how to spot it more clearly than ever before.


  Royce leans farther into his seat and glances out the window. Without looking at me he responds, “For the right woman, anything is possible.”


  [image: image]


   Rochelle Renner’s outer office has clean lines and tasteful pops of color. The reception desk is white and chrome, rather sleek. Purple orchids in full bloom sit at the end of each corner as we approach.


  We’re greeted by a painfully thin, rather petite African American woman wearing a perfectly fitted navy pencil skirt and white silk blouse with a pair of nude pumps. Her black hair is pulled back into a low ponytail.


  “Hello, little lady,” Royce purrs, putting on his charm.


  “You are?” she asks with banality.


  I flick my gaze to Royce’s and hold out my hand. “Mr. Ellis and my partner, Mr. Sterling, with International Guy. We’re here to see Rochelle.”


  “She’s on the phone right now . . .” She starts to answer with a bored tone, and then her eyes suddenly light up like candles on a birthday cake. “You’re the team that’s going to find her a man! Praise Jesus. Hallelujah!” Her excitement is palpable and instantaneous as she comes around the desk and shakes our hands. “Oh, I didn’t think she was going to go through with it, but she is. How long are you planning to be here? I’m heading out on vacation tomorrow, because if I don’t use my vacation, I’ll lose it, according to her highness.”


  Royce whispers under his breath, “Ouch.”


  Her babble is constant and unusually candid for a personal assistant. If Wendy blabbed about one of us, she’d see the back of the door.


  “This is perfect. Just perfect. Now there will be nothing in my way.” The woman beams.


  Royce frowns and takes a seat in the small waiting area. “May I ask who you are?”


  She waves a hand. “I’m nobody, but once Rochelle is off the market, I’m bound to be a somebody. An available somebody who will definitely get his attention.” The woman practically gushes, her face alight with joy.


  Instead of sitting I walk over to where she’s now straightening papers on her desk and lean against the side. “You’re her receptionist, I take it?”


  “Yes, sir. Helen Humphrey.”


  “And how long have you worked for Ms. Renner?” I offer her an easy smile, but I’m getting a strange feeling from the slight woman. Her body language is wired, her word choices and inflections erratic.


  “Ages.” Her eyes widen as if she realizes she’s forgotten something she left burning on a stove and is in desperate need to leave and tend to it. “Can I get you some coffee? I’m sure you have a lot to discuss about setting Ms. Renner up with a man,” she says while wagging her finger. “Even when the perfect man is right in front of her face. Not that she’d notice. Work, work, work, work, work.” She tsks and shakes her head.


  “You think your boss works too much, Ms. Humphrey?”


  “Mm-hmm. Taskmaster too.” She dips her chin definitively. “This will be great. Having some days off, fun in the sun . . .” Her voice lowers as she moves around the space, stopping in front of a corner bar where a gleaming silver coffeepot and espresso machine sit. She puts coffee grounds in and pours water from a freestanding pitcher into the machine. As she does so, I can hear her mumbling, “And then I’ll come back to find the dragon lady is out of the picture. Poof!” She spins around on her spiked heels.


  Dragon lady? Wow. This woman does not care for her boss.


  “If you need anything, and I mean anything, you just come on out and call on me. You hear? I’ll take care of you. VIP all the way.” Helen smiles wide and practically dances her way back to her desk. “She’s off the phone. Come on.”


  She leads us down a hall past numerous offices with people milling about in sharp suits and professional attire. Once we reach a large white door with windows on each side, she knocks sharply and opens the door without waiting for permission to enter.


  She introduces us while holding the door open for us to enter. “Ms. Renner, your eleven o’clock. Mr. Sterling and Mr. Ellis from International Guy Inc.”


  I enter first as the face of the company, but before I can reach our client, Royce comes up from my side, hand extended to Ms. Renner. I watch the interaction take place, knowing exactly what this is.


  The woman is gorgeous. Tall, at least five feet ten, maybe closer to six feet in her stiletto boots that come to just under her knees. Her black leather skirt is skintight with royal-blue stitching, which runs down the side of each hip to the hem. She’s wearing a royal-blue sleeveless blouse, the collar tied into a flirty bow. It accentuates her figure but leaves enough to the imagination to instill intrigue and mystery at what is hiding underneath.


  “Ms. Renner, so good to finally make your acquaintance in person.” Royce pours on the charm, smiling wide to show off his even white teeth. I’m told his smile makes the ladies gaga with one glance.


  Ms. Renner offers him one of her own pearly-white grins, her eyes never leaving his face. “And you, Mr. Sterling. I recognize the deep timbre from our phone conversations.” A blush dots her cheeks.


  Oh boy.


  I wonder if this is how Bo felt when I first had eyes for Sophie? Maybe we need a new rule. No hanky-panky with clients. A prickle of irritation at myself needles me at the temples. Hypocrisy is running rampant through my mind, and I’m at a loss for how to stop this train from leaving the station when I’ve already taken two trains myself. One that led me to the woman of my dreams. Who am I to tell Roy to back off?


  Royce continues to shake her hand, showing no intention of letting her go anytime soon, which leaves me to introduce myself.


  “And I’m Parker Ellis. We’re happy to be here and help you with your . . . situation.” I roll the word around my tongue, but it still doesn’t sound right.


  Finally she pulls her hand away, takes mine for a brief shake, and sits back in her chair, gesturing for us to sit in the two chairs opposite her. She steeples her fingers, elbows on her glass desk, and rests her chin on the tips.


  “I guess calling it a situation fits.” She grins and becomes even more lovely. “Let’s just put it this way, Mr. Ellis: mostly I’m tired of being alone. Tired of dating losers who, on the surface, seem perfect but always have something wrong with them. And without sounding like a whimpering woman in a cheesy romance novel, my biological clock is ticking. Like a bass drum. Maybe some bongos.”


  Royce chuckles and covers his mouth. “I heard that.”


  Her gaze flicks over to his, and a sultry smile crosses her lips. “Basically, I don’t have the time or desire to keep hunting in a sea of goldfish. It’s why I’ve hired your team. To find me a great white.”


  “Since I’m being brought up to speed, I’d like to hear your thoughts on the last three men you dated and why they were wrong for you.”


  She tilts her head, and her eyes dart to Royce. I can see her tracing his body from the tips of his Hermés shoes up his pitch-black Tom Ford–clothed form to his bald head and goateed jaw. I’m sure she clocked his fancy watch, trimmed nails, and large hands. A woman like her doesn’t get into her position by not being able to read people. And if nothing else, Royce dresses to impress. Watching her take him in, I get the feeling she is as taken with him as he is with her. The fact that they have barely looked away from one another since we entered her office says it all.


  Eventually she sighs and sits back in her chair, seemingly put out. She lifts a hand and hooks the first finger. “Last man was Jamal. Built, NBA player. God in the sack. The problem there was he wasn’t just fucking me. He was screwing half the cheerleaders on the team.”


  I shake my head, my mind instantly flicking back to when Kayla did the same to me. Except Kayla did it with my best friend. At least now with Skyler I don’t have to worry about cheating girlfriends ever again.


  She hooks another finger. “Before him was Trey. Perfect on paper. Actually, met him through a friend of a friend. She’d given me his resume.” She furrows her eyebrows and purses her lips, a bit of attitude coming out in her tone. “Brother played me for a song. Turns out he was broke, practically homeless, and wanted to move into my house within the first two weeks of dating. We’d only gone on four dates. When I asked why he was so eager to move in with me, jumping several hurdles in our relationship, he said he’d spent all his money on our dates and was stone broke. I get that a man comes up on some hard times, but to spend your cash on a woman and then expect her to take you in from the cold?” She shakes her head. “What kind of crazy fool did he take me for?”


  “I couldn’t say,” I respond, when, in my head, I’m cursing the brother out. This is the type of man ruining the playing field for all our kind.


  Royce groans. “Ruining it for brothers everywhere.”


  I grin, wanting to fist-bump my friend but remembering to keep it professional. “And the one before that?” I ask.


  She huffs, her chest jerking with the effort. “Worst one yet. I thought I loved him and he loved me in return. We talked about marriage and babies. He was the perfect man.”


  I cross my leg, resting my ankle on my knee. “What happened? He lied about wanting marriage and children?” I surmise.


  “If only. Lord . . .”


  “What’d he do?” Royce sits up, a machismo in his tone we do not need right now. Like the man could up and find the guy and beat the shit out of him for playing a pretty woman.


  “Oh, he was honest about the marriage and children . . . he already had both. A wife and two children. Was living two lives. I was with him for close to a year before I found out the truth. He gave me a promise ring and everything.”


  “Say what?” Royce growls.


  “Damn” slips through my teeth as I grind my molars so I won’t convey what I really think of the scumbag. She doesn’t need me to commiserate with her; she needs me to help her out of her funk when it comes to finding a good man.


  I know exactly what she’s going through. Kayla played me for the ultimate fool. Studied with me. Slept in my bed at night, talked about how many kids we were going to have and what we’d name them . . . all to get me to put a ring on her finger. And I did. Schmuck of the century. She had me wrapped around her golden lies as she was banging Greg and planning to break it off with me. Apparently Greg wanted her to wait until we’d set up the business before announcing she was leaving me. So while she openly planned our wedding and I prepared for the brightest future with what I thought was the ideal woman, she was actually living a lie.


  I push all thoughts of Kayla aside. She’s no longer part of my life. Kayla can’t hurt me, and Skyler never would. Her soul is pure and her intentions sound. I believe she very well could be the woman that changes my life forever.


  “Mm-hmm, except I got him back in the end. Told his wife all about his lies. She’s taking his ass to the cleaners in divorce court right now.”


  “As she should.” Royce sneers. “Man like that should have his balls cut off, even if I can see why he’d do it.”


  Rochelle and I focus our gazes on him. “Excuse me?” she says at the same time I give a baffled “What?”


  Royce rubs at his chin. “I said, I can understand why he’d do it. Risk living two lives.” His voice is clear and concise.


  Rochelle sucks in a breath, obviously about to interrupt, when Royce keeps going.


  “He probably took one look at you, all you had to offer, and wished he had a different life, was a different kind of man. Instead of doing the right thing by you and his wife, breaking it off with her or never going there with you, he took the lazy man’s route and did nothing. Man probably looked over his shoulder all the time, which means he never got to fully experience the beauty that is you.”


  Rochelle’s eyes are coal black and piercing as she stares at Royce. “No, I don’t suppose he did. What would you have done, if you were in a similar circumstance?”


  He purses his lips but doesn’t move an inch otherwise when he responds. “I mean no disrespect, Rochelle. You’re a mighty-fine woman, and any man, including me, would be lucky to have you as his own, but I hold the commitment of marriage in the highest regard. I wouldn’t have strayed. If I were lucky enough to have a wife and kids, they would be my everything. Nuthin’ could break that bond.”


  The tension in the room thickens so much I swear I could karate chop that shit as Royce and Rochelle have a stare-off. I’ve seen staring competitions between pro wrestlers last for a shorter length of time, and they’re paid to build the intensity. Finally she cuts the tension and speaks first.


  “Good answer.”


  “It’s who I am,” he says automatically.


  “I think I like who you are, Mr. Sterling.” Her tone is unmistakably flirty.


  “Feelin’s mutual, Chellie.” He licks his lips and smirks.


  Chellie? A fucking nickname? He’s known her all of five minutes. This is going to hell in a handbasket real quick.


  I clear my throat until the client looks at me. “Now that we’ve established what you don’t want, let’s get to what you’re looking for and how International Guy can help.”


  She sighs as if the entire thing is draining, even though she’s the one who approached us.


  “For starters, I need a man who’s confident in who he is. Not a liar. Had enough of those.”


  I nod. “Any ethnic preferences we should know about?”


  She clucks her tongue a bit suggestively as she eyes Royce once more. He’s a tall, six-foot-four African American who undoubtedly could grace the cover of any magazine with his good looks.


  “I’ve always preferred black men, but I’m not going to cut my nose off to spite my face by reducing the pool of prospects because they are white, Latino, or otherwise.”


  “Noted. Work, career?” I nudge her because her entire focus is on Royce. Hell, maybe I should let them have a go at it and tell her to call me when it falls flat. I’m not getting a match here other than intense attraction. If this woman wants her forever, as Royce recently stated he’s in the market for, she’s knocking at the wrong door. He’s not going to leave Boston or his mother and sisters. As the sole male in the Sterling family, he watches over his women like it’s his second job. He’s a family man, regardless of his success with IG. The difference between us and other corporations is we make the rules to enhance the lives of our employees rather than regulate those lives. If he wants to build a family and work from home a couple of days a week, he can do that. If he wants to travel less, he can make the choice. Still, it does not mean he’s going to move three thousand miles away for a woman, and by the looks of this woman’s office and her success on the West Coast, I don’t see her moving either. And those are not the only red flags.


  “White-collar career would be preferred, because a lot of times I need to attend black-tie events and hobnob with the big dogs in my industry. I need a man comfortable enough in his own skin and around other businessmen to shoot the breeze when required, not just talk beer and baseball.”


  I choke down a laugh. I personally can talk beer and baseball all night, and so can Royce. It’s one of the many things we brothers have in common. Although you wouldn’t know it from our business acumen, which leads me to believe she may have preconceived notions about men in general.


  “Again, Ms. Renner, it would help tremendously for you to give me your top-tier desires as they pertain to finding the perfect mate. If we’re even capable of such a thing. Love is tricky; it doesn’t follow rules and regulations, and people don’t wear signs over their heads saying ‘compatible.’” I speak straight from the heart, because every word is true. Love is the most complex thing I’ve ever experienced. From being destroyed by Kayla to being lifted higher than the galaxy by Skyler, I know how extreme the differences can be. Especially if one has been burned, which Rochelle and I have in common.


  Rochelle tips her head back and laughs heartily before placing her hand on her chest as if to catch her breath. “Oh, Mr. Ellis. You misunderstood my request. I want you to find me the perfect mate. No one ever said anything about love, though it would be a huge bonus. Hiring a service to find me love would be preposterous, don’t you think?”


  “You’d be surprised what we’re hired to do.” I grin and clasp my hands, thankful that Rochelle’s expectations of finding a love match are realistic. It took me several years to be open to love again, and finding it even longer. I don’t know if I would have even come this close if Skyler hadn’t come along.


  “Fair enough.” She sits back in her chair, where she crosses her long-ass legs, her skirt riding up her shimmery mocha-colored thigh. I glance at Royce, who’s clocked the move, nostrils flaring as he swallows slowly.


  “If you’re not looking for a love match, lay out your parameters. What is it you want in the perfect mate?”


  “Like a laundry list?” She chuckles.


  “More like your absolute must-haves. Don’t pretend you don’t have a list already going in your head. You’re an intelligent woman, and you didn’t call us in for nothing. What is it you desire, Ms. Renner?”


  “For starters, tall, black, and beautiful.”


  “Got it. Next?” I urge.


  “Has a job but doesn’t need to make a lot of money. I make plenty to provide. Doesn’t have a lot of bad habits, like expecting me to cook his meals and be home every night at six.”


  “Working and independent. Next?”


  “Can stand by my side at functions without complaining. Contribute to conversations eloquently or be silent as needed.”


  I have to grin at that last one, because Royce is not the type to sit back and watch his woman work a room without participating. Hopefully he’s seeing some of the differences between them and isn’t too blinded by her looks.


  “Well-spoken but not intimidated by his woman’s success. Anything else?”


  She nods. “Doesn’t have an overbearing mother. Ugh. I can’t stand dealing with momma’s boys.”


  I glance at Royce. He’s tugging at the collar of his shirt and readjusting his tie.


  Score one for my superior instincts. Royce is the biggest momma’s boy known to mankind.


  Maybe this client won’t be an issue after all.


  
2
   The bar is barely filled with patrons when I pull out a stool and place my tired ass in a seat. We picked a spot right in front of the big screen at the bar so we could catch the Giants playing the Brewers without our view impeded. These days, it feels like I never catch a game as it’s happening. My DVR is practically maxed out. I need to spend a weekend at home burning through nothing but the games I’ve missed. My mind immediately adds a fuckhot blonde curled against my front while we lie on my leather sofa and take in the game.


  I think Skyler would appreciate the serenity of sitting around and loafing on the couch. Eating hot dogs, chips, and nacho cheese followed by some rowdy sex. Yep, I’m certain my girl would be up for it.


  “Hey, man, you know what the end score was for the Red Sox by any chance?” I ask the bartender as he approaches.


  He nods and wipes his hands on a towel. “It was awesome, man. They won eight to five against the Orioles.”


  I lift my hand and high-five the guy. Man code. I could tell by the enthusiasm in his tone he was happy the Red Sox won. “Sweet! Can I have a pint of the Almanac IPA? Gotta drink the local brew while I can.”


  “Same for me.” Royce lifts his chin and maneuvers his big body onto a stool. He’s obviously taking a break from his normal whiskey neat, which isn’t unusual when he’s having a meal. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if he switched after dinner.


  “Two Almanacs coming right up. You want a menu?”


  “Sure do. Thanks,” Royce says.


  When the bartender leaves, Royce doesn’t hesitate before turning toward me and leaning against the bar. Almost the same exact body positioning Bo took in Copenhagen when I was spewing my fears about Sky and me.


  “What?” I frown.


  “Wasn’t Rochelle the shit?”


  I’m pretty sure I look like one of those stress dolls with the bulbous eyes that bug out when you squeeze it really hard. “Dude, seriously? What was with the nickname?”


  Royce rubs at his chin. “Man, what you talkin’ about?”


  “Chellie. When did she become Chellie and not Rochelle, or hell, even Ms. Renner, since she’s a client.” There’s no hiding the irritation in my tone; it’s like a live wire running through me.


  “Says the man who fucked not one, but two clients in the past few months.” He holds up two fingers to emphasize his point.


  I wince and suck in a large breath, planning to let out what I’ve got to say quickly and, I hope, painlessly for us both. Still, he’s nailed me to the wall. He’s got me stuck, at war between needing him to see the truth in this scenario—how it’s going to turn out all kinds of bad—and acknowledging what I did. “I get this is a pot-and-kettle vibe you’re feeling, but man, this woman, she is not for you.”


  He scowls. “Not that I want to go there, but I’d sure as fuck like to know why you think you’ve got a lock on why she’s not the woman for me? Seeing as I met her, have been talking to her for the past three weeks, and got to know her pretty fuckin’ well. What, just because I grew up with a shit-drunk father in a shit-hole two-bedroom house, working at the age of fifteen to help pay bills, does that mean I’m not good enough for a woman who’s living the high life? You don’t think I can play ball with the bigwigs or somethin’?”


  A sledgehammer to the face would have hurt less. My entire body locks down, preparing for battle. “Fuck no! Jesus, Roy. Your upbringing, brother, it’s something to be proud of. Taking care of your sisters and mother when you were only a teenager. Helping make ends meet any way you could while still pulling in the grades? I have more respect for you than any man I know.”


  Royce seems to firm his jaw as he focuses his gaze straight ahead. Him not making eye contact burns like a white-hot poker to the heart.


  “I know what you went through growing up. Father who put you in the hospital, mother who worked till her fingers bled, taking care of four kids.” I shake my head. “Mad respect. Though part of your history is what makes me see that Rochelle is not like you. She has zero interest in settling down for the long haul.” I note the obvious from our conversations with her.


  “So? What does that have to do with anything? Besides, she said she wanted a kid.”


  I nod. “Yeah, to set her legacy in place, to hand over her company one day. I do not see that chick taking time off work or even being a typical working mother. Nannies will be raising any child she has. There’s nothing wrong with that, but it’s not you. You come from a tight-knit family. The loyal, get-in-your-face type, like mine. You gonna tell me that’s not the type of woman you want for the future?”


  He shrugs. “Not sure what I want. All I know is there’s something between us. I can feel it in the air.”


  “It’s lust, Roy. Believe me, I know it when I see it. You’re hot for her. As you should be. Every man in his right mind would be bending over backward to get in there.”


  Royce rubs at his bottom lip with his thumb. “The woman sure is fiiiine.”


  I sigh. “Yeah, she is. She also wants to find the perfect man to play housemate with her so she’s not lonely at night. Wants to look good at events with a trophy on her arm. Roy, she doesn’t want an alpha-male type like yourself, even if you push one another’s hot buttons. She wants a submissive man. Someone who worships her and caters to her every need.”


  “What makes you so sure? Just because you’re in good with Skyler, for the first time in fuckin’ forever, you think you’re the expert on love now?” He scowls. “’Sides, I didn’t get that from her feedback.” He grabs one of the pints the bartender sets down in front of us.


  I try to ignore the jab he threw, and continue undaunted. He needs to see what I see. Open his freakin’ eyes to the obvious. “You weren’t reading between the lines. Part of what I do in my role is figure out what the client really wants, even if they don’t know it, or think they know it, and I have a pretty good track record, as you know.”


  He shrugs.


  “Roy, I’m telling you, she wants a submissive male. Mark my words. You go there with her, not only will we lose a client, which I can handle—risked that myself, as you pointed out—but I don’t want to see you losing your heart in the process.”


  The bartender interrupts by handing us both menus.


  “Do you have a pulled-pork sandwich?” I ask without looking at the menu.


  “Course.”


  “I’ll have that with fries.” I hand back the folded piece of paper.


  “Same for me.” Royce passes his menu too.


  When the bartender leaves, I watch the big screen, allowing Royce a few moments to collect his thoughts. The Giants score a run with a runner on second base.


  Royce sips his beer and then rubs his bald head with his free hand. “Not sure how I can avoid the heat between us, Park. Not sure I even want to,” he admits, concern coating his words.


  I nod. “Feel ya, brother. Still, I think it’s in your best interest to fight it.”


  He purses his lips and nods succinctly. The two of us continue our evening watching baseball, drinking beer, and eating a helluva good pulled-pork sandwich. The silence isn’t as comfortable as it usually is, but it’s my cross to bear. One I will willingly take on for what I believe is the greater outcome.


  [image: image]


   Back at the hotel, my cell rings, and I see “Peaches” on the display.


  “Hey, baby, you’re done early tonight.” I grin and flop onto the bed in my underwear.


  “Not really, it’s midnight here, but we did have a good day. With your chemistry tips, we were able to shoot all the sexy scenes the last few days. The director didn’t want to risk waiting.” She chuckles.


  I clench down on my molars, not wanting the jealousy monster to claw its way to the surface, especially since I’m the one who gave her costar the tips he needed. Instead of asking for details, I change the subject. “That’s good. What are you filming next?”


  “My action scenes! I’m super excited about them too. I’ve been taking krav maga training, which is helping give me a more realistic approach to my combat scenes.”


  “And probably a killer workout too.” I imagine her body moving across the floor, punching mightily, getting all slicked up with sweat. A flicker of arousal glimmers at the edges of my subconscious as I attempt to focus on the conversation.


  “Well, you’re not here, so I’ve got to burn off the restless energy somehow.” Skyler’s voice lowers to the sultry timbre I recognize as her bedroom voice.


  Well, there goes the hold I had on my arousal. Time to kick it up a notch. I want to see my girl. I smile and click the “FaceTime” button on my phone. She accepts it pretty quick because, in mere seconds, I’m gifted with her pretty face and soulful brown eyes.


  “Peaches, you are so beautiful.”


  She smiles huge, which makes her more magnificent.


  “Have I told you I like you today?” she responds.


  I shake my head. “Nah, but I sure as fuck like you. A lot.” I waggle my eyebrows to get her giggling.


  “Me too, honey.” I watch as she enters her kitchen. I can see the cabinets in the background and her movements telling me she’s opening the fridge.


  Boo. I was hoping for some sexy FaceTime. Still, I’ll settle for conversation.


  “What are you doing over there?” I ask, watching her move around her space.


  “Haven’t had dinner yet.”


  I frown. “I thought you usually got something with Rick.”


  She crinkles her nose and pouts. “I spent all day kissing and touching him.”


  Kill. Me. Now.


  It doesn’t matter that Rick presented himself as a brother-type figure to Sky when I met him—I don’t want any man touching what’s mine. And Skyler is mine. I’m going to hold on to her with both hands and never let go.


  Sky crinkles her nose and continues. “The last thing I want to do is have a meal with him. I mean, Rick’s cool, and the things you taught him are definitely helping, especially the chewing gum before a scene.” She runs a hand through her hair and blows on the loose bangs hanging over her forehead. “Thank you, by the way. No more onion breath.” She raises her hand as if she’s fist-bumping me.


  I laugh and watch my girl as she sets about making herself a PB&J, one of her favorites. God, now that I have her in my life, I wouldn’t know what to do if I didn’t have this. Her telling me about her day, looking absolutely tousled and gut-wrenchingly fantastic at the same time.


  “What did you do tonight?” she asks, and this incredible feeling warms my body from the inside out. Being able to share with someone who cares what I was up to, how my day went, and whether I was happy or sad. It’s nice. Not a luxury I’ve ever had before.


  “Visited a pub with Roy. Watched the game.”


  “Oh yeah? Which teams?”


  “Giants versus Brewers. Giants won.”


  Her eyes light up. “Oh, that reminds me. I heard the Red Sox won today. One of the camera guys was talking about it. Bet that made you happy.”


  Even at work she’s thinking of me, as I do about her. It’s amazing how thoughts of your significant other can weave into your day. Lately I find that there’s always something I want to tell her about or think she might find funny or interesting. Then again, knowing I have someone to vent to if I have a rough day or one of the guys pisses me off is a surprising blessing. The only thing better would be coming home each night to a warm bed with her in it.


  “Peaches, do you like baseball?”


  She shrugs and sets the phone down on the counter so I can see her upper body. She opens the peanut butter and slathers on a heaping serving. I’m glad to see she’s eating a bit more lately. In my opinion, she was far too slight. This man likes a little meat on his woman’s bones.


  “I don’t not like baseball, or sports for that matter. My dad used to love baseball, so I know more about that sport than any other. I haven’t been to a live game, though. Maybe you can take me.”


  Exactly what I was thinking. “Oh, baby, it’s a date. I’ll have Wendy check the Sox schedule and book us a couple of seats.”


  “Really?” Her eyes light up at the prospect.


  “Long as you can get away for a couple of nights, hell yeah.”


  “I think I can manage it. The director feels like she owes you. I’ll use her words as my ‘get out of jail free’ card if needed.”


  I chuckle at her savagery. “Good idea.”


  She continues to make her sandwich as I think back to the meeting earlier today with Rochelle and Royce. It’s weighing on my mind, and I can’t shake the bad vibe I have.


  “Honey . . . I can see something is bothering you. Do you want to talk about it?” Her concern is soothing, breaking through the tension nudging at my temples.


  I bring her up to date on the meeting we had today and my concerns about Royce falling for the client.


  “Park, you did exactly what you’re telling him not to do.” She smirks.


  Letting out a deep breath, I nod. “Yeah, I know. Still, I have this gnawing sensation in my gut that if either one of them makes a play for the other, it’s not going to be pretty.”


  Skyler takes a big bite of her sandwich and chews thoughtfully before swallowing and adding her two cents. “Royce is a big boy. He’s got to make his own mistakes. If this is indeed one of them. You have to let him choose his own path, and if it goes to hell, be there for him as his brother in life and partner in business.”


  This woman blows me away. Her logic, compassionate soul—it all comes so effortlessly with her. “You’re so wise. Must be why I’m falling for you.” And I realize what I’ve admitted.


  My girl licks her lips and sets down her sandwich before picking up the phone, bringing it closer so I can see more details of her face. “Now why did you have to go and say something so freakin’ sweet when I can’t be there to show you my response properly?” She pouts.


  I laugh, so damn thankful she didn’t backtrack or slow down where this is moving. Not wanting to make too much of it, yet eager to hear what she’d do if I were there, I smile and ask, “Oh, and what would your response be?”


  Her face lights up with joy, and the sensation of relief turns into a simmering excitement, anticipation of all this woman could bring to my future settling nicely in my heart.


  “To tell you I feel the same, and I’m falling for you too.” She cocks an eyebrow.


  “Oh yeah?” I grin ear to ear. This is a major step for me, for us. Not a scenario I ever thought I’d be in after the shit show with Kayla back in college. Skyler and I may have jumped into the sack lightning fast, but we’ve taken our time getting to know each other these past months. It feels good to admit she’s more to me than any other woman from my past.


  “Yeah,” she murmurs sweetly, and I wish with my whole being I could be there to kiss her lips and make slow, passionate love to her, sealing this new phase in our relationship.


  “What would you do afterward?” I prompt, trying to get her to play along.


  She taps at her lips. “After? Hmm . . . I’d likely jump your bones.”


  I bite down on my bottom lip, trying to hold back the wide grin her words bring. “Let’s speed forward to the part where you jump my bones. How exactly would you go about doing such a thing?”


  Skyler glances off to the side, taps at her beautiful pink lips again as if she’s deep in thought about the best way to achieve her desired outcome. “I’d start by straddling your lap.”


  “Mmm. Good start. And . . .”


  “I’d get really close to your face, hands on your shoulders.”


  My dick perks up at the visual she presents in my mind. Having her soft naked body in my lap, rubbing against my hardening erection. I’d run my hands up her back and down the silky skin of her arms. That simple touch would have her nipples hardening, and she would arch forward to offer me a succulent pink tip.


  I suck in a harsh breath and run my hand down the bricks of my abdomen toward my dick. “Would I have clothes on or off?”


  She shrugs nonchalantly. “Could be either. I’d take you how you came.”


  “How I come . . . this gets better and better,” I snicker, even though my boxer briefs suddenly feel an entire size too small over my rapidly growing erection.


  Sky rolls her eyes.


  “Then what? Baby, don’t leave me hanging.” I run a hand over the stiff ridge of my shaft and give it a firm squeeze.


  She crinkles her nose in the cute way I’ve come to adore. “No, you’re going to make fun of me.”


  I shake my head avidly. “No, Peaches, baby, I won’t make fun of you. Tell me,” I urge, lust filling my tone, the heat of my arousal suffusing my skin.


  Skyler licks her lips and sets the phone down and away so I can see her body. She’s wearing one of her tanks, but I can see the erect tips through the thin cotton.


  In a second flat, she reaches down for the hem of her tank and whips it over her head, leaving her upper body completely bared to me.


  “Fuck!”


  I grip my dick harder than before, pleasure spiking from my pelvis and out.


  Skyler runs her hands up her belly to her pillowy mounds. Her breasts are perfection. I could look at a hundred Playboy bunny photos and not find a more fantastic pair of tits. They are a full C cup, and the right size for my hands. Her nipples and areolae are the palest pink. Sky cups her breasts as I stare at the magic before me.


  Her wicked grin proves she knows what she’s doing to me. I jerk my length once in response and let a groan slip past my lips.


  “Do you have a hand wrapped around your cock yet?” she teases.


  “You know I do.” My voice is rough, like I swallowed a box of jagged rocks.


  One of her eyebrows rises. “Show me yours. I showed you mine.”


  “Oh, you want to play that game, huh?”


  Instead of speaking, she nods. I shimmy my hips and, with one hand, rid myself of my underwear. Then I wrap one hand around my eager length once more. With the other hand, I point the phone down my body, so she can see my dick standing at attention. All for her.


  “Jesus, honey. You’re so hard you could drive nails into the wall with that thing.”


  I turn the phone to look at her once more. She’s cupping her breasts with both hands, her thumbs swiping back and forth along the tight nipples, which I’d like to wrap my lips around and tug with my teeth.


  “Pinch them hard, baby. Enough to hurt a little, like I would if I were there. See if you can make yourself come from just playing with your tits, imagining it’s me doing the playing.”


  She moans and closes her eyes but continues to do what I’ve asked. “Are you stroking yourself?”


  “Fuck yeah. Watching you touch yourself . . . God, I wish I were there. I’d suck each tip so hard, baby. Until it burned and you cried out for more!”


  She drops her head back, her hair falling down behind her. God, I love that look the best. When she’s succumbing to the moment, to her passion. My mouth waters at the sight of her tugging at her pretty flesh.


  “That’s it, tweak those little tips for me. Do you like plucking your pretty titties while I watch and jack my dick? Hmm?” I arch my hips into my hand, imagining I’m sinking my cock into her wet heat . . . no, between those soft-as-fuck breasts.


  A shiver of excitement ripples up my spine, and I arch into the pleasurable sensation. “You know what I’d do if I were there right now?” I continue.


  She shakes her head. “Tell me . . .” It comes out as a whimper.


  Her nipples and areolae are dark, a deep crimson. “I’d lay you down on the kitchen floor . . .”


  “Yeah,” she moans, her lips falling open as she gasps for air. The sound ping-pongs through my chest, making me feel alive, warm, my body tightening, knowing what those little puffs of air and moans mean.


  My balls ache, feeling full and heavy, ready to blow. I grind my teeth, and a fine sheen of sweat mists along my hairline, torso, and abdomen as I stave off my pending orgasm for a little bit longer.


  “I’d straddle your chest, wedge my hard fat cock between those perfect tits . . .”


  “Oh my God, Parker . . .” She gasps and licks her lips, fingers still moving over her breasts in a whirl of motion.


  “And I’d press those babies together tight around my dick. Then I’d fuck your tits, allowing the wetness at my tip to graze your lips, and you could suck the head.” The visual alone causes tremors to erupt all through my body. “Jesus! You make me so hard . . .” I moan and thrust faster into my firm grip.


  “Parker . . . ,” Skyler croons, and rapid gasps leave her mouth as her body jerks.


  Watching her go off from hearing my voice and playing with her breasts sends me over the edge. I cup my balls and thrust up into my hand one, two, three times until I’m gone. Shooting straight into bliss. “Sky . . . baby!” I cry out as my release coats my hand and abs in a sticky mess.


  Both of us spend a minute or two coming back to ourselves, our breathing labored as if we’ve been running and are now trying to catch our breath.


  When I open my eyes, Skyler is leaning on the counter, her head down, hair falling in waves around her face. “Wow. Remind me to FaceTime you more often.” She smirks. Her cheeks are a lovely pink, and the rest of her has a healthy glow I love seeing on her skin.


  “That will not be a problem.” I laugh and stretch the rest of my body, letting the pleasure twist around every ounce of my being for a few more blessed moments.


  “I wish you were here,” she admits before I can say the same damn thing. She swallows and dips down behind the counter, I assume to grab her tank. “How long do you think you’ll be in San Francisco?”


  I sigh, letting all the air out of my lungs before sucking in another weighted breath. “Not sure. Depends on how quickly we can set up the client with a pool of prospective men we’ve vetted.”


  “Assuming Royce is not leading the pack.” She grins and tugs on her tank, her beautiful body covered once more.


  I pout at the missing visual and at the comment. “Not funny, Peaches.”


  She tips her head. “I don’t know. I found it kind of funny, pretty boy!”


  “Well, as much as I’d like to talk to you all night . . . I’ve got quite the mess to take care of here.”


  Her eyes heat up with a renewed lust. “If you were here, I’d take care of that for you. Actually, you wouldn’t have had a mess at all. Think about that and see how long it takes you to make it home.” She winks at me, picks up her sandwich, and takes a bite, chewing while gloating.


  “You are bad.”


  “You like bad. As a matter of fact, I believe you said you were falling for bad.” She gifts me a smug smile.


  “I am. Get some rest, eh?”


  “Okay, honey. You too. Talk to you tomorrow?”


  “Yeah, baby.”


  “Dream of me.” And then she blows me a peanut butter kiss before ending the call.


  I shake my head and get up to head to the bathroom.


  Dream of her.


  With a body like hers, a face angels would sing to, and she comes like a goddess . . . it’s safe to say Skyler is always in my dreams.
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   “Ms. Renner, good morning.” I hold out my hand to our client.


  She barely nods at me while shaking my hand before taking both of Royce’s between hers. “And good morning to you, handsome.” Rochelle smiles at Royce.


  He grins wide, looks her up and down, and pours on the charm with a “You’re looking lovely this morning, Chellie.”


  I nudge his shoulder . . . hard.


  He clears his throat, and the smile slides off his face. “I mean, Ms. Renner.”


  Her lips quirk, and she murmurs an “Mm-hmm” as she walks around her desk and sits in her chair.


  Both Royce and I take a seat across from her.


  “I’ve cleared the morning for the two of you so we can get right to business, or should I say play?” She leans back in her chair, the red of her silk blouse popping against the supple-looking leather. Her hair is flat ironed into a sleek, glossy sheet, parted down the center, leaving the longer lengths to fall prettily over her shoulders. There is no denying Rochelle Renner is a stunning woman.


  Royce removes the first set of folders we have to show her. He stands, moves around the desk to her side, and lays one of them out and hands me my copy.


  “First and foremost, we connected with the biggest online dating/relationship site, I-Bliss. For a fee, we were able to work with them to secure their top ten suggestions for men who fit the criteria we set. We have since contacted all of them, and eight are interested.”


  Instead of keeping her distance, Rochelle places her hand on Roy’s forearm and cocks one perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Is that so? Eight?”


  “Indeed, it is. You’re a very desirable woman.” Royce’s voice flows into a deep rumble that sounds like Barry White reincarnated. I want to lash out, but instead I dig deep and keep my shit in check, trying to remember that Royce is his own man, and as Sky recommended, he can make his own choices.


  I do, however, jump into the fray before things get more complicated. “Ms. Renner, aside from the eight prospects we’ve secured, we have also contacted our long-standing matchmaker. She has reviewed your criteria and was able to locate five additional prospects.”


  “Thirteen . . .” She sucks in air between her teeth. “An unlucky number—” She starts to interject her thoughts, but we’re interrupted by the door flying open.


  “Chelle, I’m sorry to interrupt, but this is too important to wait!” A tall, built black man in a bespoke suit enters. He’s wearing thick black-framed glasses, the kind Superman wears when he’s disguised as Clark Kent. The overall impression is marred by the heavy frown he’s sporting. He has close-cropped black hair, shaved at the sides, giving him a Tyson Beckford appeal. Unlike Royce, whose skin is a darker ebony, this man’s skin tone is lighter by quite a few degrees. More of a milk chocolate to Royce’s dark. Rochelle is right in the middle.


  Her gaze tracks the man across the room until he’s standing before her. “Gentlemen, this is Keehan Williams, head of information technology and analytics and overall Mr. Universe. Best man I know.”


  Keehan stops in his tracks for a second and smiles at Rochelle. The smile seems far more personal, as if the two of them share some type of secret code.


  “Keehan, this is Royce Sterling and Parker Ellis of International Guy.”


  Keehan’s eyes flash from the tablet he’s holding to the two of us, his mouth tightening at the corners. “You went through with it, then?”


  She grins, completely ignoring the clip in his tone. “I told you I would.”


  His shoulders rise with what I can sense is irritation. “It was supposed to be a joke, Chelle. Lord Almighty. What have you gotten yourself into?” He rubs a hand over his short hair as an unease settles in the air around the room.


  Her gaze narrows on him, Royce and I disappearing from the space as they hash it out. “What do you mean? I told you I needed a man in my life.”


  Keehan winces when she says man in my life, which to me is beyond telling. This dude is hung up on his boss. Big-time. Huge.


  “Kee, I’m tired of spending my evenings alone. Holidays . . .”


  He visibly bristles. “With me?” he blurts, offense coating his tone.


  Her gaze softens, and she lays a hand over his wrist, petting the top of his hand with her thumb. “You know I enjoy our time together, but a woman has needs, Keehan. How the hell you go about your celibate lifestyle is beyond me.” She shakes her head and laughs before sitting back in her chair, putting distance between herself and the man who’s 100 percent focused on her. A herd of galloping broncos could ram through the wall, and he’d have eyes only for her.


  I glance at Royce to see if he’s catching what I’m seeing. His jaw is hard, his lips tightly pressed together into a flat line.


  He sees it. And he doesn’t like it.


  I bite back the laughter wanting to spew out of me and follow Keehan’s hand gestures and body language while he communicates with his boss. His very attractive boss. One he seems to know on a rather personal if not intimate level.


  Keehan lays the tablet in front of her. “While you’ve been planning to become a happy homemaker—”


  Rochelle bursts out laughing. “Homemaker? As if. You’re funny, Keehan. I may want a kid one day, but I will not be doing the child-rearing full time. Man, Kee, you always make me laugh.”


  Oh snap! She’s basically just confirmed everything I’m thinking about how wrong she is for Roy. If we were back in Boston and I were behind my desk, I’d stand up and take a long bow.


  “And you have such a beautiful one,” he says with a smile, reaching out a hand to touch a lock of her hair. “Like your hair straight, Chelle. It’s silky smooth.”


  She beams at him.


  Holy smokes! It’s like they’re experiencing foreplay right in front of us, but neither of them realizes there’s an audience. And one of them has no idea it’s foreplay.


  Royce finally glances over to me, his brows furrowed. He lifts a thumb toward the desk and mouths, “This guy?”


  I nod and grin wide. He can finally see that Rochelle doesn’t plan on falling in love with a man, because she’s already carrying on an intimate relationship with Keehan. Hell, she may be in love with him and not even know it.


  The memory of me telling Skyler I was falling for her flutters through my mind. My heart squeezes, and I swallow against the dryness in my throat. Am I in love with Skyler, but haven’t admitted it to myself? The wild thought has me gripping the arms of the chair, digging my nails in. I take a few deep breaths and do my damnedest to focus on the craziness playing out in front of me instead of the potential revelation I just had about my own life.


  “You’re too good to me, Kee.” She pats his hand affectionately, and the truth smacks me in the face. Rochelle doesn’t need a man at home; she already has one at work. Her two loves in one place. Work and Keehan. Although from the body language, it seems Rochelle hasn’t crossed the barrier from boss to girlfriend. Unlike me, she seems to have a different version of professional etiquette I somehow missed in my training at Harvard.


  I cough, rather unsubtly breaking through their intimate chatter.


  Keehan blinks slowly and turns his head in our direction, almost as if he’s just remembered there are two strange men sitting in front of his boss’s desk. “I’m sorry, I’m being rude. Keehan Williams.” He holds out his hand to me and then Royce. We both take him up on his offer and shake his hand.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but this simply could not wait. Chelle, look at these numbers here from last quarter.” He points down at information I can’t see from here and then swipes left. “Then here, the quarter before.” Swipes left again. “And the one before that.”


  “They’re dropping, which happens when interest goes up and down. You know this.” Her gaze runs over the information in front of her.


  Keehan shakes his head. “You see, that’s the thing. These stocks have gone up in the past two years, and the interest rates are fixed. The quarterly figures should be steadily going up, not incrementally going down.”


  Royce stands up and walks around the desk. “May I? I’m a numbers man myself.”


  Keehan looks Royce up and down and clenches his teeth. “I’ll bet you are. Just her type too,” he says under his breath while moving off to the side so Roy can take a gander at the work.


  Dang, if I didn’t sense a threat before, I absolutely can now. Keehan is not pleased with the fact that we’re here or the fact that she’s looking for a man. To me, it’s plain as day from one meeting that he wants to be the man in Rochelle’s life.


  Royce scans the information on the tablet. “And the profit-and-loss statements?”


  “At least five here. Just click on each tab,” Keehan mumbles.


  Royce and Rochelle scan the documents.


  “Hoo-boy, this is not good.” Royce rubs at his chin. A move he does when he’s uncomfortable with a piece of information.


  “You can say that again.” Rochelle crosses her arms defensively and inhales loudly. Frustration oozes from her pores as she silently takes in whatever unsettling information is in front of her.


  I, unfortunately, or rather fortunately, am not a numbers man. I can get by with standard profit-and-loss checks and balances and generic accounts payable stuff, but nothing deep in the nitty-gritty. It’s the reason why Royce manages IG’s money as well as Bo’s and my personal investments. He’s made all of us very rich men by using his Midas touch when it pertains to the stock market. He’s a genius at knowing where and what to buy and when to sell.


  “Then, it’s what I think it is?” Keehan directs his question at Rochelle.


  Her voice is laced with a tinge of anger when she responds. “If you think someone is stealing from me, then yes, it’s what you think.”


  I cringe but stay silent. This is not my territory. In sensitive situations such as this, it’s best if I keep my opinions to myself and let the experts figure out the proper course of action. My job in San Francisco is to find a suitable mate for our client. And watching Keehan offer his support and undivided attention to Rochelle has proven my job is going to be far easier now that my top candidate has unintentionally jumped into the pool of prospects. While they worry about an embezzler in the firm, I’m quietly planning how I’m going to work this scenario to the best advantage.


  “Finding the culprit will be interesting.” Rochelle bites her bottom lip and taps at her chin, seemingly lost in thought. “At least forty of my staff have access to those accounts.”


  Royce starts to pace as Keehan walks around the desk and places his hand on Rochelle’s shoulder, a show of support if I ever saw one. She pats his hand and looks up at him with a somber smile. “Thank you for looking out for me, as usual.”


  “It’s my job in more ways than one, Chelle. We’ve been in this together since the beginning.” He says it loud enough for the entire room to hear his meaning.


  Lay off my girl, big, bad Royce.


  I smile, enjoying the pissing match. “You’ve worked for Rochelle a long time?” I inquire.


  Keehan nods, then squeezes Rochelle’s shoulder. “Since the very first day she opened the doors of Renner Financial Services.”


  Rochelle nods and grabs Keehan’s hand. “He’s my rock. I couldn’t do what I do without him.”


  I smirk. Maybe this will be a walk in the park.


  [image: image]


   While Rochelle and Royce put their heads together, requesting documents, reports, and a variety of other things, I follow Keehan out the door.


  “Um, can I help you with something?” he asks.


  I shrug but match his stride, even though I’m a couple of inches shorter. “Figure while they’re busy, I could tag along with you, get to know more about your boss.”


  He frowns.


  “You two seem close.” I let the statement hang out there in the wind and hope he picks it up.


  “We are. She’s an amazing woman.” His words carry a sense of awe and devotion one wouldn’t usually hear from a mere employee.


  “Gathered that in one meeting. Not to mention her business profile is superb.”


  He nods. “She’s the best in her field.”


  “And what about you?”


  “What about me?” He nudges his glasses higher on his nose.


  “What’s your take on your career? Your position with RFS?”


  He frowns but keeps up his pace. We steadily move past employees busily working in their offices. It appears the entire place is set up with nothing but offices and meeting rooms. No cubicles, which I imagine is ideal for people working with confidential information such as a person’s or business’s money.


  “My position is solid. Like I said before, Chelle and I have been together since the very beginning. We’ve been through a lot. People may come and go, but one thing is always the same.”


  I grin. “And that would be?”


  “Me.” He smiles. “I’m here for the long haul.”


  “What about settling down? You’re hitting the age most guys find a woman, have a coupla kids. The whole nine.”


  Keehan clasps his hands in front of him as we walk. “I don’t know. Sometimes I imagine having a child. But a woman would have to understand my work comes first. Rochelle has been screwed over by countless men in her personal and professional life. I’m never going to be added to that list.”


  “Wow. You make it sound like Rochelle is the most important person in your life.” I chuckle but continue to lead him to what I want him to at the very least see, or even better, admit to.


  He shrugs a little. “She is. We both have very little family and none in the area. We spend holidays together, long nights in the office working the numbers, setting goals. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I didn’t have her.”


  “Interesting.”


  He turns a corner, and I follow him down a long hallway. As we pass a wall of windows, the hum of the giant servers within makes the air pulsate against the back of my neck, hands, and face.


  “Why interesting?” Keehan inquires.


  “Doesn’t matter. You didn’t seem happy Rochelle called us in to find her a mate. Why is that?”


  His eyes harden, and I can see a muscle in his cheek flicker. “No reason. If she wants to find herself a toy, it’s her business. They never last. I’m not worried.”


  Um, he doesn’t know my man Royce. If Royce wants Rochelle, he’ll be relentless in his pursuit. Besides, I have confidence in my abilities to find her the right man.


  “Oh, this one will last. I’m getting paid to find her the proper mate. Someone to share her life with, have a child with.”


  He stops as if he’s been jolted by a lightning bolt. “You have got to be kidding me.” He growls, turns, and starts to pace in the hallway like a caged animal. “This is insane. She can’t seriously be planning on settling down with whomever you find for her.” He grits his teeth and practically snarls like a pit bull ready to attack an intruder.


  “Why?”


  “Because she can’t marry someone and have a child!” He runs his hands over the back of his head, his elbows parallel to the floor. Anger swirls around his form like a physical tornado. I can almost see his fury about what I’ve stated.


  “Why not?” I ask again with the same easy tone, not letting his irritation affect my attitude.


  “Because she’s supposed to be mine! Marry me. Have my child! Fuck!” He groans, turns on a heel, and slams open the door at the end of the hall. It shakes in its frame as he storms through. “I cannot freakin’ believe she’s doing this.” His shoulders slump. “Why can’t she see?” He turns around and stares at me, his eyes black as night. “Tell me, please, you’re the expert. Why can’t she see what’s right in front of her face?”


  I shake my head and clasp my hands in front of me, being the epitome of calm. “Based on what I’ve witnessed so far, the two of you are close.”


  He nods. “Absolutely.”


  “You count on one another,” I hint.


  “Implicitly.”


  “Have worked together for a long time.”


  “Yes. All of that,” Keehan says, exasperated at my not getting to the point.


  “Yet I get the feeling you have never made a move on her.”


  Keehan’s entire body seems to slump right before my eyes. His broad shoulders curve forward, his chin dipping down toward his chest, and his face displays a sullen expression. “You can’t just hit on a woman like Rochelle. Especially not after the history we have. She’d laugh in my face.”


  “Why?”


  He half laughs. “Rochelle is way out of my league.”


  The man is insane. I look him up and down, taking in his large form, fit, well dressed. I see no reason for him to think he’s not in her league, and I set about making sure he knows it too. “Not true. You’re handsome, career minded, intelligent. Seems to me, you fit pretty well.”


  He huffs and looks away, resting a hand on his waist, the other rubbing over his chin. “You wouldn’t understand.”


  I jerk my head back. “Excuse me? Actually, you’d be surprised. I know exactly what you’re going through. Wanting someone you think is so far out of your stratosphere you’re in another universe completely.”


  “Yeah right.”


  I put my hand on his shoulder. “Man, my girlfriend is Skyler Paige.”


  His entire body seems to go stiff as a board, and his eyes widen. “The actress?”


  I nod.


  “The hottest woman in Hollywood . . .”


  I squeeze his shoulder with a little extra force. “Watch it.” Without even trying, my voice turns into a warning. Like a dog circling its territory. Even mention my woman’s name in a sexual manner and I’ll bite your head off.


  Keehan whistles through his teeth. “Damn. You do know what I’m going through. Only to the hundredth degree. Still, when it comes to Chelle, I become a total loser.”


  “So, you’re admitting to not having given her a reason to think of you as more than a friend and confidant. A colleague.”


  “We’re more than colleagues,” he sneers.


  I raise my eyebrows. “Could’ve fooled me.”


  “It’s never been the right time.”


  “At the rate you’re going, bro, it never will be. I’ve seen snails move faster than you. Ninety-year-old men chasing tail in a nursing home move faster. Be real with me. What’s holding you back? She’s beautiful; you’re a handsome man. The two of you seem to care for one another, if what I saw back there in her office was any indication.”


  “I guess that’s the problem. I care too much,” he admits with a note of defeat.


  I wager a guess. “You don’t want to risk a good thing?”


  His gaze is tortured. “If it goes south, we lose it all. Our working relationship would be impossible. And as sappy as it sounds, man, she’s my best friend. Work has been our combined goal. It’s what makes us who we are.”


  “And yet you want more.”


  “Yeah.” He rubs at the back of his neck.


  “She sure as hell wants more, or she wouldn’t have called us.”


  Keehan walks over to his desk and sits behind three matching monitors all lined up in a row.


  “What is this? The command center? Wow.” I scan the room, noting more desks with stacks of monitors lined up. A couple of flat-screen TVs are against one wall, showing the stock market and Nasdaq numbers in real time.


  Keehan grins, finally showing a bit more of his natural exuberance. “You could call it that. I run a variety of the company’s reports, keep track of the financial shifts, track different stocks and markets, all while sending real-time reports to the team and Chelle. I also manage all the rest of the networks, developers, help-desk guys, and the like.”


  “So, tell me . . . With running such a tight ship, how could someone steal from RFS? Wouldn’t red flags be flying?”


  He nods while his fingers tap the keys, flying into a blur of activity. “I know Rochelle said there were forty people who could access those accounts, but they can’t without leaving an electronic trail. Royce told me to look for an unusual person accessing that account. And the system logs everything people do.”


  “Then it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out who’s accessed the accounts and made withdrawals or moved money in a pattern of some sort, right?”


  “In a perfect world, yes. From what I was able to surmise over the last six quarters, the person has been doing it for at least eighteen months, maybe more. I’d have to go back further to find out for sure.”


  “If I were you, I’d get on it immediately. Take your results to the boss lady.” I grin and wink suggestively.


  Keehan’s cheeks seem to darken a bit. “Yeah, I’ll do that. What are you going to do while we deal with this storm?”


  “About this situation?”


  He jerks his chin up in agreement.


  “Nothing. I’m not here to find out who’s embezzling from her company, although I’m certain Royce is making it his personal mission. Regardless of how you feel, I’m here to find her a mate.”


  Keehan scowls and clacks away at his keyboard. “And how do you propose to do that, if I may ask?”


  This is too freakin’ easy. Like shooting fish in a barrel. “Why? You going to throw your hat into the ring, finally?”


  “Maybe.” He centers his gaze on me and doesn’t move a muscle, his fingers hovering over the keys in front of him.


  “I have thirteen prospects to present.”


  He huffs. “Including me?”


  “You’d make fourteen,” I add dryly, as if the number isn’t high. Technically it really isn’t, but to a man who’s in love with a woman, been hiding it for years, that’s thirteen competitors vying for the heart of the woman he wants.


  “Good Lord. This is a nightmare.” He presses his fingers to the bridge of his nose.


  “Sorry to hear you feel that way. I can say I’m glad this scenario is pushing you out of your comfort zone. Something tells me Rochelle is not a woman who waits around. She’ll want a man to be assertive. Show her he’s interested. Not sit twiddling his thumbs while she goes to bed alone every night.”


  “Oh, she’s not alone unless she wants to be. Have you seen her?” He smirks.


  I cant my head to the side. “How does that make you feel?”


  The smirk dies on his face. “Like scum on the bottom of her Louboutins. Like a loser who’s pining away for a woman, living a rather celibate lifestyle because no other woman will do it for him. I see her, and my entire being comes alive. Other women, and my lower half flatlines.” He shakes his head. “Nothing.”


  I whistle. “Harsh.”


  “Truth,” he rebuts.


  “Sounds to me like you need to make some serious changes and fast, if not for you, then for your friend.” I flick my gaze to below his desk and back to his eyes, so he catches my meaning loud and clear.


  “And how do you propose I do that?”


  I grin, pull up a chair, and sit my ass down in it. The plan I hatched while they talked embezzlers is falling right into place.


  
4
   The next morning, it’s business as usual as I make my way through the halls of Renner Financial Services, or RFS as the employees call it. I know Royce worked late with Rochelle trying to nail down the schmuck who’s stealing from the company, but I haven’t been briefed. I went to bed before he made it back to his hotel room, which, if I think about it, concerns me, but as Skyler reminded me again last night, Royce is a big boy and can handle himself.


  Still, I’m not certain I shouldn’t ask him to jump ship and fly home, take on another client he’s not so affected by. It would be the wise thing to do for sure. His desire for her is messing up the flow.


  Kind of like when you were falling all over yourself for Skyler, or falling into bed with Sophie for that matter.


  I’m such a hypocrite. A knot forms in my gut. I know I need to let this play out, but it’s gnawing at my insides to fix it. Fix Royce’s problem. Help my brother find what will soothe his soul, like I’ve found what soothes mine. How can wanting to see someone you care about get what they truly desire in life be so wrong?


  When I reach Rochelle’s office, I’m still debating with myself on how to best broach the issue again with Royce when I hear laughter through the door. A very distinctive laugh to be exact. I open the door slowly and grind my teeth at the tableau I encounter.


  Rochelle is sitting on her desk, skirt hiked up to her waist, Royce cradled between her opened thighs. Her head is tipped back, more laughter coming from her throat as Royce lays a line of kisses up her neck to her lips. His hand curls around her smooth thigh and hikes it up higher around his waist.


  Sweet baby Jesus, this is bad.


  “You want me to nail you right here in your office like I did last night?” His voice is a wicked promise.


  “God, yes.” Her hands move around his form to his ass, and she pulls him even closer.


  I can’t tell if he’s dressed, but he seems put together from behind, his pants not sagging around his knees; I guess I can thank the good Lord for small favors.


  “It’s very unprofessional . . . ,” he taunts.


  “Yes, it is. Very unprofessional,” I state loudly.


  One bald head and one dark one jerk out of the sex trance they were in and both turn to me. Royce, still in front of Rochelle, lets her leg fall back to her desk. Rochelle pushes him back so she can slide off the desk, gripping her skirt and tugging it down as she does so.


  “Brother.” Royce’s tone is flat and devoid of emotion when he faces me. As I suspected, his pants are still done up, not much out of place besides his tie dangling around his neck and a few of the shirt buttons undone.


  “I see someone is working hard.” I clasp my hands in front of me, one holding the tablet with the information about the men I was planning to go over with them.


  Royce closes his eyes momentarily and sighs.


  “Mr. Ellis, this is not what it looks like . . . ,” Rochelle starts.


  “Really? It looks like my partner was about to pound you into next week on your desk, and from what I heard, it wouldn’t be the first time.” All of this I state flatly.


  Rochelle smiles coyly. “Okay, so it is what it looks like, but no harm, no foul. It’s not serious. We’re having a bit of fun.”


  A bit of fun.


  The phrase spins around in my mind back to a time where I thought I was having a bit of fun with a fuckhot blonde. A bit of fun turned into a committed relationship. Which would mean, if I believed that Rochelle was Royce’s one in seven billion, I’d back off. The confirmation from her mouth that Roy means nothing to her but a little fun in the sack proves my point.


  I shake my head, turn around, and close the door to avoid any onlookers who might happen by. “Look, if the two of you want to go there with one another, far be it from me to get involved. However, you hired us to find you a mate. Has that changed in light of recent events?” I gesture to Roy and the desk he’s leaning against.


  Before Royce can respond, Rochelle immediately replies, “No.”


  Royce’s mouth opens and closes tight. His professional mask slips over his face. Having known this man for a decade, I can tell her response is not what he was expecting to hear. Royce may have his fun and games, but he definitely wouldn’t risk something at work if he weren’t at least a little taken with the woman, more than for a quick fuck on her desk.


  “No? Are you sure?” I ask again to be certain she’s not hung up on a certain brother of mine.


  Rochelle smooths her hair down on each side before responding. “Roy and I are compatible physically, but his life is in Massachusetts; mine is in California. A few fantastic fucks is all either of us can offer one another. Right, handsome?” She smiles and winks in his direction.


  Royce licks his kiss-swollen lips and jerks his chin up at her. “Right, Chellie. And you’re one fantastic fuck.” His voice is guarded, but the choice of words is meant to pierce the woman’s steely veneer.


  The barb hits and rolls right off her chest. No wound can be found. “See, no issue here. Parker, I understand you want to go over the list of men?” she asks me, her eyes lighting up in the process. “I admit, I am excited. It’s kind of like Christmas, but instead of unwrapping a present, I’m unwrapping my future husband.” She brings her hands to her chest in a little show of cheer.


  My God, was I this callous about sexual relations in the past? I mean, I had my man whore days for sure, especially after Kayla screwed me over, but I’m convinced any woman I bedded since those days knew the score. Sophie definitely knew the parameters; hell, she helped set them. Royce does not. My gaze flickers to Roy, and my heart beats hard. He’s standing tall and seemingly unaffected, but I know better. He likes Rochelle. Likes her for more than what she is offering. This has to be a blow to his manhood. Silently, I chastise myself for being so careless toward women in the past. No more. Sky’s it for me. She’s changed me for the long haul. Now if I could only help my brother find the one.


  I remind Rochelle of our commitment while watching Royce brood silently. “We can’t promise marriage. Our goal is to set you up with the best possible match. It’s up to you to take any relationship further.”


  She waves her hand in the air. “I understand.”


  While I try to figure out how to smooth this situation over—one Rochelle is obviously not seeing as a situation at all—Royce adjusts his jacket and attitude, becoming the perfectly poised professional, and heads over to the door.


  “If you two will excuse me, I’m going to meet with Keehan and go over some of the things we found last night. Give him the list of the five people we need to investigate further regarding the missing funds.”


  Rochelle smiles wide. “Excellent idea. Thanks, Roy.” She bats her eyelashes as if nothing’s happened. She really is a smooth operator and a hard-and-fast workaholic, treating her request for a mate as a business transaction and nothing more. And I thought I was bad. Rochelle puts the entire IG team to shame when it comes to work ethic. Morals, however, may be an entirely different story. The woman can blatantly bang a business associate on her desk, try for more in the morning, and brush it off as though she’s dismissing a second cup of coffee.


  I don’t think I could be so brash, but I search my memory bank, pretty sure I’ve been rather douche-like in my past. When Kayla ruined what we had, I definitely dipped my wick in a lot of women. Many whose names I can’t recall. Again, these were club and bar hookups. They got out of me what I got out of them. Royce wants more. Keehan wants more.


  It makes me wonder if I’m going to be able to make her see the truth. Help her figure out that what she truly needs is something she’s had all along.


  On top of my budding concern about whether or not I’ll be able to fully help this client with what we’ve been tasked to do, I’m worried about my brother. He hasn’t put himself out there in a long time. This might be a huge blow to his confidence he doesn’t need. At least with me, Royce can be honest and let his displeasure show, but having to hold it back because of the job . . . I don’t know how that’s going to go over long term. I hope he sees the situation for what it is. A hookup.


  Royce bails before I can say anything to him, which is probably best. We’ll catch up later once the burn cools.


  “Ready?” Rochelle asks, the excitement she mentioned before coming off her in waves of electric energy.


  “As I’ll ever be.” I smile tiredly as I sit on the couch near her desk, and with a few taps on my tablet to mirror it on her monitor, a picture of a black man in his early thirties appears on the screen. Rochelle sits up, brings her knees together, and sets her chin on her propped hands.


  “Michael Conway. Software developer in Silicon Valley. Freelance. Has created successful apps that work with the emergency response network in the area. Income annually is in the low six figures, but has solid investments.”


  “Family?”


  “Divorced. No kids.”


  “Really? He’s either been hurt before or was the one doing the hurting.”


  “Is that important? Do you have a preference either way?” I go right for the jugular, wanting her to feel a twinge of remorse, especially after the shenanigans she inadvertently pulled on Roy. Inadvertent may be too generous of a word, because I don’t think it’s possible that Rochelle does anything without thinking through every possible outcome. It’s definitely the way I would and did handle a business hookup. Except with Sophie—I respected and cared enough about the woman to form a platonic relationship after the fact.


  “Just taking this seriously. My future depends on it. If he’s been hurt, he’ll be more likely to not hurt me. Right?”


  It’s sad, but she’s right, and I’m not surprised to see her taking this seriously, asking the questions that are truly important to her, regardless of any potential judgment. I respect the ballsy approach. It’s obviously gotten her far in her professional life, but less so in her personal. Hopefully I can fix that.


  I click my tongue and pull up his file to scan it once more. Once I find the nugget I’m looking for—thank you, Wendy, world’s greatest assistant—I offer it up. “According to the county recorder’s office, his wife filed for a marriage license a week after their divorce was finalized three years ago.”


  She makes a sour face and pouts. “Poor, sexy man.”


  I flick to the next image. “Sean White. Recently retired from professional baseball. Already secured a job as coach of the San Francisco State University team.”


  “Pass. I have zero desire to go to college baseball games or any sports-related events of any kind. Ever.”


  “You sure? His mother has passed, which means no annoying mother-in-law, and he was cheated on by his last two groupie girlfriends, which means he’ll be loyal to you.”


  She shakes her head. “Again, Parker, I have no desire to watch, talk, or deal with a jock in any shape or form. I’m not trying to be difficult, but I dated a professional ballplayer. They are angry when you don’t want to go to games, angry when you want them to shut it off and spend time with you, angry when you know very little of the sport or don’t root for a team. Jocks need to be off the list.”


  Angry when you don’t spend time with them.


  Flashes of midnight studying spells where Kayla would walk out in a sexy nightie, wanting me to stop prepping for finals and, instead, spend time making her feel good come to mind. Those nights would kill me. It seemed every time I had something crucial to prep for, she’d pull her “you’re not paying any attention to me” bullshit. I’d spend half the evening making her feel worshipped, and the other half pouring coffee down my throat and going to class bleary eyed and sleep deprived. All for what? A woman who was getting herself some from not one but two different men. Making sure her future was shiny and bright with at least one of us to take care of her.


  With a scowl, I bring up the next image. “Done. What about a man in finance?” I ask, even though the next candidate is not in finance but a firefighter.


  She looks at the monitor. “He’s hot.”


  “He’s a fireman.” I point to him. He has cornrows tightly braided to his scalp in what seems to be a perfect quarter inch apart. His smile is wide, and based on his bio and evaluation, he’s the most down-to-earth gentleman of the bunch. Still, I need to get her to think about someone a bit closer to home. Someone who is already ass-over-dick in love with her. “What about a man who shares your profession?”


  She shrugs. “Would make things a lot easier at functions and work events.”


  “This guy has a big family, but they’re on the East Coast, so you’d likely have to visit only on holidays, anniversaries, etc.”


  “Nice. Keep him in the mix for sure.”


  I flick the button to bring the next image on the screen.


  “Damn . . . you’ve got some striking men. Kudos to you.” Her dark eyes light up at the image before her.


  I grin. The man is wearing glasses similar to what Keehan wears and looks a lot like the guy. Similar skin tone and close-cropped black hair, except Keehan is usually clean shaven and this man has a goatee and thin mustache. The image is his professional headshot Wendy pulled off the UC Davis website, so he’s in his standard white coat and wearing a hospital badge. She can’t be visually attracted to this man and not be attracted to Keehan. It’s aesthetically impossible.


  “Doctor. Head of emergency medicine at UC Davis.”


  “Nice. Busy guy. Wouldn’t have a problem with me working all the time because he’d be working all the time. We could meet at home long enough to share a meal, take a roll between the sheets, and sleep. Having a doctor on my arm would be lovely at parties.”


  “If he doesn’t have an emergency. Apparently, that’s his reason for not having a mate. He goes on plenty of dates, but most of the time, he’s also on call and has to leave the woman hanging.”


  She tips her head. “Not a big deal for me. I’d likely never have the time for the date in the first place.” Her corresponding laughter rings out.


  Hell, that reminds me. When was the last time I took Skyler on a bona fide date? The Italian restaurant and show. Unless you count the royal wedding we attended together. Skyler deserves some romance. A candlelit dinner, a walk along the beach . . . something that will make my girl feel as special as she makes me feel. I make a mental note to have Wendy send her some flowers, which has me wondering what her favorite flower is.


  I’m a shit boyfriend. I see my woman enough to eat, sleep, and fuck her most of the time. We need a change. The idea of her moving to Boston sends a little thrill up my spine, weaves its way around my neck and face until I’m sporting a huge smile. My mother and Wendy would love getting to know Skyler better.


  Rochelle’s voice cuts into my thoughts. “Uh, hello? Next guy.” Rochelle laughs.


  Instead of changing the screen, I lean forward and make a show of scrutinizing the photo. “Man, this guy reminds me of someone . . .” I put the carrot out and hope she takes a bite.


  Her eyes narrow, and then, out of nowhere, a huge smile spreads across her cheeks. “Oh my God! You’re right. He looks like Keehan! Down to the glasses and all.” She laughs.


  This is my chance to plant a seed.


  “Keehan said you guys have been together since the beginning?” I ask.


  She nods and looks wistfully at the image on the screen, but somehow, I know she’s not seeing the doctor but Keehan’s face. “Yeah, he’s like family to me. Committed. Best employee and friend I’ve ever had.”


  “Really? You two hang out?” Damn, I’m good at my job.


  She grins. “When our schedules permit. Nice thing, we almost always have the same schedule, so it’s natural to eat a lot of our meals together, spend holidays with one another, and the like. I’ve met his family, he’s met mine. We are both single children of overachievers. My parents live in New York and run their own company. His parents are in Seattle, big in the shipping industry.”


  “And the two of you have never hooked up?” I toss out the golden coin, hoping she reaches for it.


  Her face contorts into a confused expression. “What? No. We’re colleagues. Friends.”


  “Oh, so you don’t find him attractive.” I state it matter-of-factly in order to urge her to consider his physical attributes.


  She frowns. “I never said that.”


  “Well, do you?”


  “Keehan is one of the most attractive men I know. Women everywhere drool when we enter a restaurant or walk down the street. And you can’t see his body behind his suits, but we often hit the gym together, and the man is a brick house.”


  “And yet you don’t drool over him?”


  She chuckles. “When he’s got his shirt off, I will admit to the possibility of a little drool.”


  I laugh to keep the comradery and light conversation going. “Huh, I guess it’s weird.”


  “What’s weird?”


  “You and he, two attractive people, working closely together all these years, spending your free time together. Just seems, I don’t know . . . a little strange you haven’t fallen into a relationship.”


  “I never said we didn’t have a relationship. My relationship with Keehan is the most important in my life. He means the world to me. He’s the one man in the world besides my father I trust to always tell me the truth and treat me with respect. Keehan has my back in all things, as I have his.”


  “Oh, so it will be a little strange when you have to give up a lot of your time together for your future husband.”


  “Excuse me? What are you saying?” She frowns, pushes into the seat, straightening her body in a more defensive posture.


  I lean back into the couch and stretch my arm out. “Rochelle, any man who secures you as his woman is not going to be okay with the tight relationship you have with Keehan. He’ll have to take a bit of a step back in order to let your man be the one you count on, go to for things. Be there for you at night, on holidays, if you’ve had a hard day. Take you out for your birthday . . .”


  Her response sounds strained as she replies. “But Keehan takes me out every year. We have a tradition. On my birthday we fly to a new place we’ve never been. We stay the weekend and take in all the sights. We do the same on his birthday. It’s kind of our way of taking a small vacation and decompressing. It’s sacred, and we’ve done it since we were in college together.”


  “And you think your new man is going to be okay with you gallivanting away for a weekend with your ‘friend’ and employee, while he sits back at home?” I cock an eyebrow so she realizes the gravity of what I’m saying.


  She shakes her head and puts her hand over her mouth. For a long time, she doesn’t say anything. “Show me the next picture, please.” Her voice is tight, no longer expressing any excitement in the task at hand.


  “You’re the boss.”


  Mission accomplished. I smile smugly as I bring up the next photo.


  “Harkin Elba. Engineer. Never been married. Parents are deceased. Has a sister and a brother he’s close to—” I’m about to say more when she cuts me off.


  “Fine. Next.” She waves her hand at the screen, barely giving the man a glance, she’s so lost in her thoughts. Which I hope all lead back to one man.


  Keehan Williams.
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   “Hey, Peaches.” I answer the phone and plop into the armchair in my suite. “I’m about to meet up with Royce for dinner, so we have to be quick.”


  A sob tears through the connection, and my hackles rise.


  “Skyler, baby, what’s the matter?” I stand abruptly, looking around the room, not knowing what to do when I hear her cry.


  “H-he, he’s going to show the w-world . . .” Her voice shatters into another bout of loud sobs.


  I clench my teeth and roll my shoulders. “Skyler . . . baby, you gotta stop crying so I can understand what’s got you so upset. I want you to breathe with me, okay? In . . .” I suck in a long breath. “. . . out.” I let the air out loud enough for her to hear me. I do this several more times until her crying subsides.


  “Now talk to me. You’re scaring me. Who’s going to show the world, and what are they going to show?”


  “Johan. He . . . Oh my God, Parker, it’s so bad.” Every word seems painful.


  “What is, Peaches? What is so bad? Tell me.”


  “You’ll hate me. They’re all going to hate me!” The tears start back up.


  “Skyler, stop crying right now and speak to me!” I scold with the harshest tone I can muster, hoping it shocks her out of her crying jag.


  “Johan is my ex.” Her voice cracks.


  “Yes, I know. You were with him almost two years. We haven’t talked much about him, though I know he was important to you and he hurt you.”


  “Yeah, but not like he’s about to.” Her words come out in a breathy whimper, each one apparently requiring extreme effort.


  My heart pounds a furious beat in my chest as my worry for her increases. “Baby, what is going on?”


  “He has pictures of me, Parker. Scandalous ones. And he . . . he . . .” She swallows loudly and lets out a breath. “He says he’s going to write a tell-all book and include the pictures. Show everyone! And I . . . That’s not who I am! I only . . . God . . . I did it for him!” She starts crying again.


  “Okay, okay, sweetheart. I think I’ve got the gist of this. He’s going to write some type of bullshit book about your relationship with him and share some pictures you don’t want shared? Am I following?”


  “Yeah.” Her voice is broken, and I can hear the devastation in every word she utters.


  “What are these pictures of?”


  “Me!” she chokes out.


  “I gathered that, baby, but be more specific so I understand why you are so upset.”


  “Doing things. Posed in compromising positions.” Her breath comes out ragged, and I wish I were looking into her face right now, ready to help take on this burden by her side.


  Based on how much this is hurting her, I’m guessing the man took naked photos of her. I grind my back molars, walk over to the bar, pour two fingers of scotch, and slam the liquor back in one go.


  “I’m assuming you’re naked in these photos?”


  She sniffles. “Yeah, honey. But it’s more than that. He was into kinky things and made me do things to him . . . wear things he wanted.”


  Visions of my Skyler in a variety of seriously debauched positions fly through my mind. “Such as?”


  “Well . . . in one of them, I was tied up to a cross on the wall. You can see e-everything. I was blindfolded. I didn’t even know he took them!” Her voice rises and falls with her fury.


  “Fuck!”


  “Parker . . . ,” she whimpers. “Please don’t hate me.”


  “Baby, I could never hate you. I’m not so innocent. We’ve both tried some kink in our past. As long as you were a consenting adult, there’s no problem. The problem is him taking photos without your knowledge.”


  “In another one, I’ve got a ball gag in my mouth, and I’m wearing nipple clamps and nothing else. Again blindfolded, but you can tell it’s me. Anyone could!”


  The ball gag doesn’t do a thing for me, but the nipple clamps would have my dick firing at attention if my girl weren’t so distraught and I ready to commit bloody murder on her ex.


  “He says he’s going to tell the world about how kinky I am and how I liked to whip him and I left scars on his back the makeup artists have to cover up in his photo shoots. But I never did that! The most I did was flog him, and it wasn’t much fun. He always wanted it harder than I could do, and we’d get in a huge fight, and he’d tell me I was a terrible lover, and . . . and . . .” Her breath starts coming in labored pants, leading to a whopper of a meltdown.


  “I know, baby, and he’s dead wrong. You’re the best lover I’ve ever had. Ever. You’re so hot in the sack, baby, I never get enough. Don’t listen to him. He’s pissed he doesn’t have a chance with you ever again. He’s a piece of shit who wants to make money off your good fortune.”


  “But what am I going to do? He’ll ruin my reputation in the industry. Kill my career.”


  I shake my head, though she can’t see it. “I highly doubt that, Skyler. Have you talked to Tracey?”


  “No. I called you first.” Her tone is soft and needy.


  “Oh, baby . . .” My girl is being threatened, and she calls me first. I’m the first person in the world she goes to. Nothing could make me feel stronger, bigger, and more of a man than I do in this moment. Now I need to figure out how the hell I can help her through this. Flying to wherever this Johan is and beating the shit out of him sounds like the perfect idea right about now.


  I pour myself another two fingers of scotch right as there are a couple of knocks on my door.


  “Sky, listen to me . . .” I wait for her crying to stop again as I open the door and wave Royce in. “You’re going to breathe through this. You’re going to go and take a long hot shower. Then you’re going to call Tracey and tell her everything this schmuck threatened you with and what you think he plans to do with those pictures and his bullshit story. Then you’re going to pour yourself a nice stiff drink and order a pizza. Turn on the fire and watch the romance streaming app you like. Passionflix, is it?”


  “Yeah . . .” She sniffs and lets out a shuddery breath.


  “You’re going to be okay. Repeat it for me, Peaches.”


  “I-I’m going to be o-okay.”


  “Good. Real good. Now hang up with me and call Tracey. I want you to call me back later when you’ve gotten more information and heard from Tracey. Okay?”


  “Okay.” A beat of silence greets me before she says, “Park?”


  “Right here, baby.”


  “You don’t think any differently of me? You know, because I did that stuff?”


  My poor girl. I close my eyes and run a hand through my hair, pulling at the roots until I feel the prick of pain. “No, Skyler. I don’t feel any differently about you. You’re my woman. I like you a lot, remember? And besides . . . I’m falling for you.”


  “I like you so much.” Her voice cracks on a little sob. “I might even love you a little bit. Especially now.”


  I smile huge, because I feel the spear of her words hit my heart and burst my chest open with pride. “Save that type of talk until we’re face-to-face and I can hold you . . . and do other things to you. Okay?” I try to use my most suggestive tone so she’ll calm down.


  “Promise?”


  “Peaches, very little could keep me away from you for very long. I wish more than anything I were there with you now, so you could cry on my shoulder and I could hold you close. I swear this will pass. We’ll figure it out. You, me, Tracey, whatever it takes.”


  “I’ll do what you said and call Tracey after my shower.”


  “And order a pizza, and turn on your Passionflix. Remember when you told me they made one of your favorite author’s books into a movie? Sylvia Day, right?”


  “Yeah, but it’s not the Crossfire series.”


  “No?”


  “No. It’s Afterburn Aftershock.”


  I frown. I have no reference for that title, but it doesn’t matter. It’s a distraction. I hope a good one. “Have you watched it yet?”


  She sighs. “No, I’ve been filming.”


  “Then treat yourself.”


  “Okay.”


  “Okay, shower, Tracey, pizza, movie. Got it?”


  “Got it.”


  “Call me later,” I remind her.


  “I will.”


  “In the meantime, I’ll be thinking of you.”


  “Me too.”


  She hangs up, and I hold up a hand to Royce, who is on instant alert. I’m sure he’s figured out my girl is in a bad place and wants the details. I pull up my contacts, find Tracey Wilson, and type out a text.


  To: Tracey Wilson


  From: Parker Ellis


  After you speak to Sky, please go stay with her. I don’t want her alone tonight.


  She responds in two seconds flat.


  From: Tracey Wilson


  To: Parker Ellis


  What’s going on?


  I text back as fast as my fingers can move.


  To: Tracey Wilson


  From: Parker Ellis


  Let her tell you. Please go there tonight. She needs her best friend.


  I turn to the table with the scotch and pour Royce a drink. My phone dings as I hand the tumbler to him.


  From: Tracey Wilson


  To: Parker Ellis


  Done.


  “Now tell me what the fuck is up with your girl,” Royce demands, holding his drink level at his knee.


  I shake my head. “It’s a shit show, brother, and it’s about to blow up in a big way.”
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   The scotch burns as I sip the fiery liquid, letting it mellow the rage inside my soul. I bring Royce up to date on what Skyler told me. His body becomes more rigid, like a jaguar ready to pounce, with each new piece I reveal.


  “This chump is going down . . .” Royce’s words are a shrewd, lethal promise.


  “Damn straight.”


  “We need to find out who his friends are, what’s going on with his finances. Something is riling him up. He didn’t wake up one day and decide to do this to a woman he hasn’t been with in years. There’s got to be a reason, Park.”


  I nibble on my bottom lip and pace the room until I realize there’s one person besides Tracey who can help. I grab my phone and pull up her name.


  It rings a couple of times before a man picks up. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your call at . . . eleven in the evening, Mr. Ellis?” He addresses me formally, as he knows this wouldn’t be a call I’d be making at this hour if it weren’t business or extremely important.


  “Michael, I need to speak to Wendy. I need her help with something immediately.” I form my request as a demand, leaving not even a hint of wiggle room for him to deny me if he wants his woman to keep her job. I wouldn’t fire her, but he doesn’t know me well enough to come to that conclusion.


  Wendy has become part of our extended family in the short months she’s worked for us. She’s irreplaceable.


  “I see.” His tone is direct, businesslike. “Please hold a moment.”


  There’s a rustle of sound, and then as if from far away, I can hear him speak.


  “Cherry, you may put on your robe for the length of time you speak to your boss. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir.” I hear her voice but just barely.


  “The moment you end the call, you will remove the robe and come kneel at my side.”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” I hear Wendy’s answer, much softer than her usual go-getting nature.


  I grind down on the back of my teeth, wishing I hadn’t heard all that, but I’m intrigued nonetheless. I’d already figured out their D/s dynamic prior to this call. But if I hadn’t, overhearing what I did definitely confirms they are deeply into a lifestyle I know very little about. Unfortunately, with the pictures likely to be released to the public, I may have to become a lot more knowledgeable once my girlfriend’s photos hit the stratosphere.


  “Parker? What’s up?” she asks, all chirpy Wendy. I’m not sure what I expected, but she sounds normal as usual.


  “Wendy, look, I’m really sorry to bother you.” I rub at my temples with thumb and forefinger and start to pace once more. “Skyler’s in trouble. Her ex, Johan Karr, is threatening to share some kinky naked photos of her and write a tell-all book about her sexual proclivities, which actually aren’t hers but his, and I need to figure out why. Or at the very least, come up with something that can go up against what he’s threatening.”


  “Oh my God! What a creep!” She yells into the phone so loud I have to pull it away from my ear for a second.


  “You can say that again.”


  “I’ll um . . . talk to Mick and get right on it.”


  “I want you to go deep. We need to know his finances, what, if anything, he owes, who his friends are, where he frequents, anything and everything. If he’s threatening to ruin my woman’s career and good name, I want to fight fire with fire.”


  “Oh, I’ll find everything,” she promises.


  I lick my lips and lower my voice, not wanting to put myself or IG on the line, but knowing I’d do anything for Sky. “Even if you have to use some questionable means to do it . . . I . . .”


  “Parker, this is family. When one of us gets hurt, all of us get hurt.” Her words make my chest constrict and my heart feel like it’s going to pound its way right through bone and muscle and burst to the surface.


  She continues, “We may not have known one another for long, but besides Mick, you three guys are all I have. I’ll dig deep. Real deep. There will be no stone left unturned. Feel me?”


  My mouth goes dry, and it’s hard to speak around the sudden catch in my throat. “Yeah, Wendy, I feel you. Thank you.”


  “I’ll hit you back when I’ve got something.”


  “Anything,” I whisper, but it comes out as a plea.


  “You got it, boss man.” She hangs up before I can thank her again.


  “Good idea, calling in Wendy. She’s a freakin’ genius, man. If there’s anything to find on him, she’ll uncover it. For sure.”


  I nod numbly and stare out the window at the San Francisco skyscrapers, wishing I were seeing a different view. The one from Skyler’s penthouse would be ideal right about now.


  Royce claps me on the back. “We’re going to figure out how to help your girl. Let Wendy and Tracey do their jobs. There’s nothing more we can do from here ’cept wait.”


  I agree with a short chin lift, then tug at my tie, yank the offending thing off, and toss it at my suitcase.


  Royce pours me another drink, picks up the hotel phone, and orders from room service. “Yeah, we’d like a couple of steaks, medium, with a side of potatoes and greens sent up, along with another bottle of scotch. Put it on our room. Thirty minutes? Great.”


  I kick off my shoes, and after hanging up the phone, Royce follows. He undoes his tie and the first two buttons on his collar, then folds his tie nicely and sets it on the table. He removes his jacket, folds it in half, and places it over the back of a chair. Once he’s more comfortable, he sits down on the large sofa in the suite’s living room, grabs the remote, and finds the latest baseball game. I bring my drink over to where he’s sitting and stretch out, phone in one hand, drink in the other. Silently, but in absolute solidarity, we watch baseball and wait to hear something back from either Wendy or Skyler.
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   Two hours fly by and no news. I’ve texted Skyler and called. She’s not answering, but I do get a text from Tracey stating she is with Skyler and has some ideas.


  I groan when the baseball game ends late. It’s ten in the evening here, with no word from either female. I sigh and move around the room, needing to release some of this pent-up energy. A distraction right now would be nice—then I remember what happened earlier in the day. Since Royce is here keeping me company, there’s no reason not to dig into what went down at Renner Financial Services.


  “You gonna talk to me about what happened with Rochelle?” I lift a leg up on the couch and turn toward the big man.


  Royce shakes his head resolutely. “Nope.”


  I grind my teeth, trying to figure out a way to get him to open up. I know he’s miffed about her blowing him off. Any man would be. Then again, maybe he doesn’t want to talk about it because it proves I was right about her all along. He needs to get this out, for the sole reason of moving on.


  “Brother . . . you banged her, were about to do it again until I walked in, and then she dismissed your time together as a fling. Knowing you’re not a ‘hit it and quit it’ man, that had to burn you up inside. At least a little.”


  “Not really.” He attempts to lie, but I can hear the scratch of disappointment in his tone. “Who’s to say there still won’t be anything between us? We had something last night. It was intense, filled with passion, and felt as if it could last awhile if given half the chance.”


  He’s insane! The man still thinks he has a chance. “Roy, she’s not available to you. Not to mention she spent hours with me looking at suitable future husbands. She’s also eagerly anticipating the party we’re throwing at the end of the week where she can meet the top candidates. She’s probably going through their profiles now.”


  He shrugs and leans his bulk back against the couch, putting his feet up on the coffee table. “Don’t care. There was something there . . .”


  “Yeah! A whole lot of lust. Believe me when I say I know exactly what that looks like. I had it with Sophie. Now she’s one of my closest friends. But it’s nothing compared to what I feel for Skyler. She turns my insides into molten lava when I see her. The shit about butterflies in your stomach and stars in your eyes . . . yeah, that sums it up. I’m batshit crazy over the woman.”


  “You’re in love with her, man,” Royce says resolutely.


  “Yes!” I admit out loud for the first time since Kayla. I’m in love. Holy shit. “Fuck!” I brace my weight against the back of the couch and take several deep breaths.


  I’m in love with Skyler.


  Skyler freakin’ Paige.


  My dream girl.


  Mine. All mine.


  And she’s hurting. Dealing with this shit storm without me by her side. We can’t go on being this far apart from one another all the time. They say absence makes the heart grow fonder, but right now, I want to throat punch the guy who came up with that shit. I need her. I need to be there for her when life throws her a curveball and vice versa.


  “We need to get through this case, but in the meantime, you can’t be fucking around with the client. No more. I mean it.” The words leave my mouth, and I hardly recognize them. It’s the first time I’ve ever made a demand of one of my business partners. Suggestions, yes. Idea sharing? Absolutely.


  Demands? Never.


  “Say what? I think you better get off your high love horse and think about what you just said to me . . . part-ner.” He emphasizes the single word that means the world to all three of us. “I’m your partner, not your employee. And I am your brother . . . by choice. Don’t you dare try and tell me how I’m going to act with a woman I’m interested in. I would never intervene if a woman meant something to you.”


  “Roy . . . I’m sorry. I . . . She’s not for you.” It’s a lame statement if I ever heard one, but I’m at a loss to figure out how to get through to him.


  “What? Now that you’re in love with your woman, have found your one in seven billion, you think you’re the expert on love? The love guru or some shit? Let’s not forget the last woman you loved jacked you over with your best friend. I’d never jack you over like they did. I’m not him. I’m also intelligent enough and capable enough to make my own fuckin’ decision about who I choose to be with and who I don’t. You hear me . . . brother?”


  “Roy, she may have taken you for a ride, but the woman is in love with someone else . . .”


  His head jerks back. “Now you’re making shit up.”


  I shake my head furiously and stand up. “No, I’m not.”


  “Who?”


  “Keehan.”


  “The black Clark Kent?”


  I roll my eyes, because even though we’re having a heated conversation, I made the same comparison he did. “Yeah.”


  “Shee-it. She doesn’t have eyes for him. He may have them for her, but she didn’t so much as blink when he put his hands on her the other day in support. She patted his hand like he was a good friend and nothing more.”


  I disagree and make it known. “She didn’t act that way when I showed her pictures of other guys. One in particular looked like him, and she was all over it like white on rice. She’s pushed the idea of them so far out in left field, it’s never surfaced as an option, but if it’s thrown in front of her face, I believe she’ll bite.”


  Royce gets up off the couch, walks over to his shoes, and sits on the chair to put them on. “I don’t see it. Rochelle is a strong woman. She needs a strong man by her side. Someone who can bear some of the burdens for her.”


  I shake my head. “No. She needs a man who can stand by her side and be there to lean on when things get tough, someone who will help lift her up, not take the spotlight from her. Mark my words, Royce, she wants a submissive male. Someone who lives to be with her, whose every decision is based on how to make her happiest. Keehan is that man. He has already devoted his entire life to her. She needs to open her eyes and see what’s in front of her face. It’s time for Rochelle to want what she already has.”


  “This is ridiculous. You’re shooting out in left field, and I’m warning you . . . there’s something between Chellie and me, and I’m going to find out what it is.”


  I sigh and place my hands on my hips. “I’m afraid you’re sorely mistaken, and the last thing I want is to see you get hurt.”


  Royce’s eyes are sparkling with white-hot fire, and he raises a finger to me. “You need to trust that I know what’s right for me.”


  “I can’t do that when I know she’s all kinds of wrong for you. I’m going to continue with the contract and find her the right man for her. Mark my words, Roy . . . it’s not you.”


  “Well, I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree now, won’t we. And may the best man win.” He positively sneers his venom.


  I raise my hands and let them fall to my sides in defeat. “It’s not a game!” I holler, and race for the door in time to see his long strides eating up the hallway alongside his ire.


  “No, it’s not.” This time he points at his chest, puffed up with pride. “It’s my fuckin’ life. Stay out of it!” he roars, then shoves his key card into the door of the suite at the end of the hall and disappears inside.


  “Fuck!” I grumble as my phone buzzes on the coffee table.


  I stalk over to it and see “Peaches” on the screen.


  “Sky?”


  “No, it’s Tracey.” Her best friend’s voice comes through the connection.


  “Where’s Sky?” My heart is pounding a million beats a minute. Between my fight with Royce and the anxiety over what’s happening with my woman, I’m a goddamned mess.


  “Sleeping. My phone died from all the calls I made while she watched her movie and drank a few glasses of beer.”


  “Is she okay?” I rub at my temples and close my eyes tightly, rivers of anger washing over my skin. I wish I were in her bed, holding her protectively in my arms where nothing could harm her.


  “No. Johan means business. His lawyer already called me with an offer.”


  Knife straight to the gut. “An offer? Like he’s selling something to the highest bidder?” I scowl. “What’s his offer?”


  “Fifty million and the problem goes away,” she states flatly with zero emotion.


  He wants $50 million.


  “Jesus Christ! She’s not going to pay that, is she? Does she even have that much money?” I muse absentmindedly, not realizing I’ve said it out loud.


  “Parker, she’s the highest-paid actress in Hollywood and has been for the last few years. Of course she has the money. Her last film alone netted her that much.”


  My entire body feels heavy, and I sink down into the nearest armchair and rub furious circles over my temples to ease the pounding in my head. “Oh,” I say lamely. I guess it never dawned on me how loaded my girlfriend is. Not that I care. I love her, not her millions.


  “The lawyer is pulling together the agreement. We’re going to see about meeting up with them next week.”


  “She’s going to meet with the bastard?”


  “It was part of the agreement. Sky’s choice. She wants to look him in the eyes.”


  I run my hand through my hair and clench my teeth, practically spitting through them when I respond. “This is fucked up, Tracey. Can’t you or one of her lawyers get her out of it?”


  She sighs deeply. “I don’t think so. The pictures are real. Sky confirms it. They are in his possession to do with what he wants.”


  “But she says she didn’t agree to them.” I slam my closed fist on the tabletop nearest me. The light flickers at the onslaught, and Roy’s empty whiskey glass rattles, almost falling over.


  “She agreed to be gagged. She agreed to be blindfolded and tied up. Now that the pictures could hurt her, she’s saying she didn’t agree to those. It’s hearsay. We don’t want this taken to a judge and have a media storm of the century on our hands. If she pays the money, we get the pictures back.”


  “And the book?”


  “I don’t know. At this time, they’re negotiating for use of the pictures. He doesn’t want to agree to a full NDA. We may have to offer more to secure his silence.”


  I close my eyes and let the powerful punch of this information hit me fully. Pain oozes from my heart through my veins and out every pore. Disgust coats my nerve endings as I tighten my hands and try my damnedest to control the urge to go ballistic and destroy this hotel room in a blind rage.


  I want to hurt him.


  I want to smash his face in so many times he’ll never model again.


  I want him dead.


  I’ve never wanted a person dead before. Never had enough hate in my heart to wish death upon someone. Even Kayla. Sure, I might wish her an STD, or a punishment equally fair to how she broke my heart, but never death.


  I wish Johan Karr would fall off the face of the earth and never be heard from again. Disappear so he will never be able to hurt the woman I love, or anyone else for that matter, again.


  Those tears she shed over him on our call tonight were torturous enough. Now to find out she’s going to pay this pig $50 million for pictures he wasn’t supposed to have taken and another whatever amount to keep him from lying through his teeth in a tell-all book? It’s not right. The world cannot possibly be this lopsided in doling out justice.


  “Parker . . . Parker, are you there? Did you hear me?”


  I shake off the image of Johan, handcuffed behind his back, being led into a jail cell wearing an orange jumpsuit. If only . . .


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m here.” I clear my throat and take a deep breath.


  “I said, I’m going to have her call you tomorrow, but I’ll be here with her. I won’t leave her side.”


  “Thank you, Tracey. You’re a good friend.”


  “After all that’s happened . . . I’m trying to be. Sky deserves to be happy, and she’s changed since she met you. She’s different. There’s a lightness in her steps, an excitement in her eyes all the time. Especially when she’s talking to you or about you. I haven’t seen her this happy since before her parents died. You’ve done that for her.”


  “Yeah, well, she’s opened my eyes to a lot of new things too.” One being falling in love. Not something I ever had a hope of finding again, but I wouldn’t admit that to Sky’s friend. No, those truths are all for my girl. “Take care of her.”


  “I will. When are you planning to come home? I know she mentioned something about a baseball game. Was all giddy about going to one with you. Would likely take her mind off this garbage, if only for a few hours.”


  I smile at the idea of enjoying a baseball game with my woman. Eating hot dogs, yelling at umpires, kissing for the kiss cam, sharing something I love with someone I love. Nothing sounds better.


  “Not sure when I’ll be home. Hopefully in a few more days. However, if Sky needs me, I’ll head out and leave Roy to handle the rest of the job.” Usually what I said would be accurate, but this time, I don’t mean it. I’ll have to call in Bo. Royce is 100 percent off his rocker on this one and can’t see the forest through the trees. Maybe I should call Bo, get his opinion on what to do in the meantime.


  “All right, well, it’s close to two in the morning here. I need to get some shut-eye if I’m going to be any use to Sky in the morning.”


  “Thanks again, Tracey. For being there when I can’t.”


  “Parker, I don’t want to be rude when I say this, but she was mine first. She’ll always be mine in some way.” Her voice takes on a twinge of humor, but I can’t help reading through it to the fact that she considers Sky more important than just a friend.


  “I know you’re her family, Tracey. And I know you feel responsible for not doing more when she lost her will to act and you thought you pushed her to her breaking point. I think you learned a little more of what was most important during the experience. Now you’re stronger for it. And besides, if it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have met the love of my life.”


  Tracey gasps. “I knew it. You’re in love with my best friend.”


  “Not going to answer one way or another, because the first time I tell my woman I love her will not be through her best friend. Got it?”


  “Loud and clear. Lips sealed. But, Parker?”


  I sigh. “Yes, Tracey.”


  “You hurt her, and I’ll kill you. She’s been hurt enough by people claiming to love her, and she’s about to undergo a new battle with another one. She wouldn’t survive being hurt by you. Especially now.”


  I close my eyes and let the statement seep deep into my bones. “I know, and I don’t intend on hurting her. Have her call me in the morning, okay?”


  “Sure will. Good night.”


  “Good night, Tracey.”


  With the end of this shit day, I pull off my clothes and fall into bed. Hopefully Wendy will provide more information about what this Johan character is up to. There has to be a reason he’s going after his ex for such a large sum of money. None of it makes sense. He leaves her alone for two years and then—whammo—decides to threaten her reputation and livelihood? Why did he wait a couple of years? It would have made more sense to go after her when they were still linked. Now, it seems desperate.


  A man doesn’t go after a woman from his past unless he’s being backed into a corner.


  It makes me wonder, Who’s doing the pushing, and what do they have on him?
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  To: Peaches


  From: Parker Ellis


  You okay? Call me when you’re free.


   I pinch my lips and read the text again. I’ve already tried to call once with no answer. She probably woke up and jetted to the set. I know they’re close to wrapping this film, and the director was going to do as many reshoots as possible with the little time they had allotted. Still, it doesn’t calm the worry swirling around my mind like a vortex, sucking up all the energy in its wake.


  A twisting sensation fills my gut as I make my way into Renner Financial Services. As much as I want to be on the next plane to New York, there’s still a job to be done. Before I left the hotel, I checked Royce’s room. He didn’t answer, leading me to believe he’d already left for RFS.


  As I make my way to Rochelle’s office, my phone buzzes.


  I stop in my tracks and grin at the display. I have no idea how she did it, but at some point, Wendy accessed my phone and changed her name in my directory from her given name to the title of her choosing. The smile on my face also digs into my heart, making me feel a moment’s reprieve from the heaviness of the past twenty-four hours.


  From: World’s Greatest Assistant


  To: Parker Ellis


  Compiling information. Was at it all night. Will have more tonight. Lots more. Someone has been a very bad boy . . .


  I read and reread the text. A bad boy. That could mean anything, but knowing Wendy, she means Johan Karr has some skeletons in his closet, and she’s unearthing them. I smile, knowing whatever she’s found could very well help my woman not have to pay a red cent. God willing.


  Pushing through the door to Rochelle’s office, I spy her sitting at her desk, head back, laughing openly at something Royce must have said. A smug grin sits on his face as I enter the fray.


  He dips his chin in greeting, not showing any hint of the battle we had last night; however, I know it’s not fully resolved, simply held back for the sake of our client and business relations. The last thing I would ever want is bad blood between me and one of my brothers, especially over a woman. I’ve got to find a way to fix what I’ve broken.


  “Good morning, Mr. Ellis.”


  “Morning, Ms. Renner . . . Royce.” I focus my gaze on the client. “I trust you slept well?”


  She smirks. “Not as well as I could have if someone here hadn’t turned down my offer of dinner and drinks.”


  I slide my gaze back to Royce. He turned her down last night? I don’t have time to fully digest her comment before he cuts in.


  “Yeah, well, family needed me, and as sweet as the thought of having dinner with you is . . . when family calls, I answer.” His response digs a hole into the meaty muscle of my heart, right where he intended the blow to fall.


  Rochelle clucks her tongue. “Pity. We could have had a little more fun before I zero in on one of the delectable specimens Parker has set up for me.”


  A dark shadow passes behind Royce’s eyes before he blinks it away and is all business. I want to call Rochelle out on her bullshit, but Royce reminded me last night that it isn’t my business. Made it very clear I need to back off.


  “Yes, well, we can’t always have fun, now can we. There’s also work to be done.” Royce’s irritated tone cannot be denied. “Speaking of, I worked with Keehan to narrow down the list of potential employees who may be stealing from you. I added one more to the list you may not like, but it has to be considered . . .”


  I’m proud of him for tossing her a grenade. The woman needs to see she’s playing with fire. Curious, I walk over to her desk to see the name he added. I’d already gotten the list from Keehan and had Wendy working on it.


  While Rochelle reads it, I note her entire body goes ramrod straight, and she pushes back from her desk until her fingertips are barely holding on to the glass edge.


  “It’s not possible.” Her voice is tight, irritated.


  I scan the list and note the single familiar name scrawled on the bottom in Royce’s penmanship. Damn it all to hell. The single name has me working hard to put myself in check. He’s trying to push her, and it’s not cool. I tilt back my head and sigh at the sky.


  Fuck.


  This will not go over well, and worse, I have to wonder if Royce is suggesting it to get Keehan out of the running as a possible man for Rochelle. Only he doesn’t know we already went there, at Keehan’s insistence.


  As I shake my head and assess the way Rochelle is shooting daggers at Royce, it’s hard for me to swallow against the thought that Roy might be putting his desire for the client over the truth staring us all in the face. Keehan Williams is in love with Rochelle. He’d never in a million years steal from the woman he’s devoted his life to. The problem is, Royce is too blinded by lust and the thought of his own picket fences to see the truth staring him in the face.


  “Brother . . . ,” I say in a harsh whisper.


  “Had to be said. There’s one man in this entire company with full access to everything and the ability to cover his tracks completely.” If I didn’t know him better, I’d swear he’s gloating.


  Rochelle shakes her head, her crimson lips compressed into a thin, flat line. “Not possible.”


  “Chellie, it’s very possible,” Royce encourages.


  She continues to push herself back before she stands and faces us both. Rochelle crosses her arms over one another and cocks out a hip. “No. It. Isn’t.”


  Royce’s facial expression softens, making him look less imposing in his dark-gray suit. “Just because you’re friends doesn’t mean he couldn’t hurt you. He has the means and ability, Chellie . . . I’ve seen it before. Too many times, in fact.”


  Rochelle huffs obstinately, blatantly not appreciating where Royce is taking this conversation. “He’s the one who brought the concern to my attention. Why would he do that if he were stealing from me?” Rochelle grinds out through clenched teeth, anger coating every last word.


  I’m about to tell her that’s a very good point when Royce leans against the desk, resting the flat of his palms on the glass surface. “To throw you off the scent.”


  She lifts her hand in a “stop” gesture. “No more. I will not hear any further suggestion that Keehan could be stealing from me. It’s simply not possible.”


  “No, it isn’t. I’d never hurt you or what I helped you build.” Keehan projects his thundering voice into the conversation from where he stands, having just entered the office.


  Perfect timing, Keehan.


  Royce stands up and places his hands in his pockets. “It had to be said. No offense, brother, but it’s our job to make sure she has all the evidence,” he states mechanically.


  Keehan shakes his head. “I’m not your brother, I’m your client’s veteran employee and longtime friend. If you were doing your job, you’d have already scoured my bank accounts, which I gave to your partner yesterday, looking for additional money.”


  Jesus, this situation is deteriorating quickly. My desire to protect Royce and his suggestion is overpowering.


  Royce’s eyes shift up so his gaze meets mine. “Park?”


  I nod. “Keehan mentioned his concerns, and I asked Wendy to run the names of the employees on your list and run their financial histories for the last two years. He had me include his own for the record. Full disclosure. Wendy emailed them last night before I called her about the other thing.” I allude to the Johan issue, having no desire to share my personal dealings with our clients.


  Royce nods. “I wish you had mentioned that to me.” His statement is accusatory and uncalled for.


  “Was planning to this morning. Emailed over Wendy’s findings to the three of you not an hour ago when I had a chance. As you well know, I was a little busy last night.”


  He closes his eyes and briefly dips his chin. “And what did you find?”


  Keehan lays out the sheets in his hands. “None of the people on this list have any unusual fluctuations in their bank accounts or investment portfolios.”


  Royce scans the documents and nods. “It’s true. These staff members are clean.”


  “Well, that’s a small relief. All of these names are people I’ve worked with a long time,” Rochelle says. “Each of them has their own stake in the company doing well. Stock shares, the whole nine. But where does that leave us in narrowing down the search for who is doing the stealing?”


  “At this point, we’ll have to run every name in the company, which is going to take some time.” Royce picks up his phone and lifts it to his ear. “Wendy, yeah, we got the information for RFS. Unfortunately, we’re going to need to broaden the search to the rest of the staff.” He nods silently and glances out the window. “We understand that could take some time. Send over the ones you get completed as you get them.”


  I inhale sharply, instantly aware that if Wendy is doing the work for the client, she’s not doing the funky poaching on Johan.


  Royce’s gaze flickers to me, and his voice turns hard when he asks Wendy, “Did you, uh, finish with the other thing? Okay, I’ll let him know. Get on those names, yeah?”


  Wendy must ring off, because Royce hits a button on his phone and shoves it into his pocket. “She’s going to run the rest of the staff’s names and financials and see if she can come up with anything. Said it will take a couple of days for that many people.”


  Rochelle sighs. “So, we’re back to square one.”


  “I’m afraid so.” Royce knocks two knuckles on the glass top of her desk. His chin dips, and his dark gaze reaches mine. “Parker, I need to speak to you . . . privately.” He gestures to the doorway.


  Both Rochelle and Keehan frown.


  “We’ll be right back,” I say.


  “While you’re gone, I’ll call HR to have the employee list sent over in Helen’s absence.”


  “Thanks, Chellie.” Royce smiles.


  Rochelle nods, and Keehan looks at Royce with fire in his gaze. Accusing Keehan is not going over well with Rochelle’s right-hand man or Rochelle, especially when Keehan offered up his information freely.


  Royce didn’t have any nefarious intentions when he added Keehan’s name; nevertheless, even if he did it because he was jealous and wanted to get a leg up on the man, I would still back him. He wasn’t wrong about the need to run Keehan’s information, if one takes in the bigger picture, which I did at Keehan’s suggestion. However, Roy could have been more tactful.


  What it comes down to is he’s letting his lust get in the way of the job. Been there, done that. Got the hot blonde to prove it. And the job didn’t suffer in any way when I hooked up with Sophie and later with Skyler.


  Once Royce steps outside the client’s office and into the hallway, he takes a few long strides to the right, giving us more privacy.


  “Wendy said she’s got the information ready for you and is emailing it now. I wanted to make sure you had the time to go over it, and see about us taking a couple of hours to review it, put our heads together . . .” He licks his full lips, prepping for a team huddle.


  I put my hand on Royce’s arm. “Brother, one of us has to deal with the client, but it means the world to me that you’re willing to drop it all and step up to the plate for me, and more importantly for Sky. Means you’re not still angry about last night—”


  His head jolts back. “The fuck? You are not getting off that easy.” He places a beefy finger against my breastbone. “You said some things that were completely uncalled for . . .”


  I shake my head, glance around the space, and see an empty conference room. I nudge Royce into the room and shut the door. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Royce, you were out of line.”


  His eyes widen so much those black orbs are nearly bulging out of their sockets. “Oh, so you can fuck two clients, fall in love with one, but I can’t?” His black eyebrows are dark arrowheads arching over his eyes.


  “This isn’t about me!” I blurt.


  “It sure as fuck is!” he growls. “Regardless of what’s going on with Rochelle and me, I should be able to explore what’s between us in whatever way I deem appropriate, without worrying my brother is going to be up in arms.” His words are scathing.


  I sigh and run my hand through my overly long hair. “What do you expect me to do? Cut and run? Let you woo the client who’s hired us to match her with prospective husbands? You want that role, Roy? You going to jump ship and move across coasts to be with her?”


  Royce’s jaw firms before my eyes, and a muscle in his cheek jumps while he grinds his teeth.


  I continue, knowing I’m poking an already angry bear. “You going to leave your momma and three sisters behind in Boston? Alone?”


  This time Roy’s lips flatten, and he sucks in a harsh breath through his teeth.


  “It’s my decision, not yours.” Each word is clipped.


  “You going to bail on IG?” The mere suggestion sends a lightning bolt through my mind. Fear. Anxiety. Grief. All batter at my fight-or-flight instinct, making me want to grab Royce and blow this Popsicle stand. Get the hell out of Dodge and leave Rochelle and all her drama behind.


  Royce rises up to his full imposing height of six feet four. “I could run a West Coast office, if I so desired. Wouldn’t be a bad idea . . .” His nostrils flare as the magnitude of what he’s suggesting has me reeling.


  An invisible claw wraps around my neck. The concept of not having Roy in my life every day is far too much to swallow. “You’re willing to leave us? Your brothers, when shit just got good?” I gasp, shocked nearly stupid at what I’m hearing.


  He closes his eyes and backs up a step before rubbing his bald head with both hands.


  “No. I’m not. None of those things are going to happen. I couldn’t leave my mother and sisters. I’d never leave what we built for a woman I just met, unless it was dead serious. Marriage, kids, all of that. And I sure as shee-it wouldn’t leave my brothers from another mother!”


  “Thank Christ. Then why the hell are we fighting?” I let my shoulders fall and put my hands in my pockets, tipping my face down to make sure my shoes are still on my feet for how heavy my head feels.


  “It ain’t about that. It’s about it being my choice. Park, you’re gettin’ in my way. You’ve made demands you never should have.”


  “Because I can see the writing on the wall . . .” I raise my hand and point to the side of the conference room in the direction of Rochelle’s office. “She is not going to settle down, go to family dinners with her man and his mother and sisters. She may be beautiful, intelligent, and all kinds of hot in the sack, but she is not for you, brother.” I rub at the back of my neck and lift my head to lock my gaze with his. “You deserve it all.” The words leave soft and sincere from my suddenly dry lips. “A woman who will worship the ground you walk on right alongside the foundation you’re laying for your future with her.”


  “Park . . .” Roy’s voice is thick, but I don’t let him get a word in edgewise. Not yet. Not until he understands.


  “Rochelle is great; she’s amazing, but she’s not made for you. She’s made for a man like Keehan. A man who already worships her. She needs to see what’s on offer right in front of her face. It’s everything she needs and wants. She consumes him. Now it’s my job, our job, to make them see that. You are getting in the way with your big dark-chocolate awesomesauce. The right woman will present herself, and the day she does, I’ll be her biggest fan. Today is not that day. Maybe not tomorrow either, but soon. Mark my words. You are not meant to be alone, but you are not meant to be with her either.”


  I stop my rant and take a few moments to breathe, feeling like I just ran a fuckin’ marathon.


  “Brother, you called me dark-chocolate awesomesauce.”


  I cringe and run my hand down my face. “Yeah. Sky’s lingo is rubbing off on me.”


  Royce smiles wide and claps me on the back, pulling me into a hard hug. “Love you, man. Love that you want to watch out for me. Love that you care. Do not love you telling me what to do.” I can hear the slightest quaver in his voice, but he’s staying strong, just the way I’d expect him to.


  I hit him a couple of times on the back. “Couldn’t stand by and let my brother wade too far into a bad deal. I’d have done the same for Bo, or my brother Paul. Blood or not, doesn’t make a difference. I don’t have it in me to sit and watch you fall when I can do something to help.”


  Royce backs up, rests both hands on my shoulders, and leans down so we’re eye to eye. “I get you, but you need to get me. When I want your opinion, when I need your opinion—and there will come a time when I’m ready to have it—I’ll ask for it. You may be right on this one, but it does not change one fucking thing.”


  I nod, letting his words soak in. I got lucky on this one, but for the foreseeable future, I’m going to have to watch how I wade into Royce’s dealings with women. He’s testy about it, and part of me wonders if it’s because I’ve found Skyler and he wants to find his own forever. Be that as it may, I need to respect his wishes and stay the fuck out of it.


  “Brother, I’m sorry I pushed so hard regarding Rochelle—”


  Royce cuts in. “No. You were right . . . about this one. She has little feeling about our connection other than the physical. And possibly it’s because she’s gone for Keehan. That remains to be seen. You were wrong to push so hard, especially in light of your own past with clients, but . . .” He sighs and shakes his head. “I’m not used to having my decisions questioned, especially by you. We support one another. It’s who we are and the brotherhood we’ve created between the three of us. However, there’s a line . . . You crossed it. Big-time.”


  I close my eyes, concerned this is going to be a huge thing between us. Right now, with the worry over Skyler, it seems as though everything is falling apart one brick at a time.


  Until Roy brings me peace with his next comment.


  “Park, I accept your apology. We move on from here, more knowledgeable about where we stand with one another, and wait for the other brother to give the go-ahead to wade in. Truce?” He lifts his fist.


  “Truce.” I knock his fist with my own. A wave of relief fills the room, acting as a balm on my fraying nerves. “Now are you going to help me hook Rochelle up with Keehan?”


  He purses his lips and sighs. “Jeez-us, Park. I just barely decide I’m pulling my hat out of the ring, and you want me to hook her up with the geek?”


  I grin. “Hell yeah, I do. I’ll get you up to date on the plan I’ve made while you’ve been pining away despite my advice.”


  “Watch it.” Royce inhales sharply but doesn’t deny it. He wouldn’t have a leg to stand on if he did.


  I spend the next ten minutes giving him the plan while he listens intently, nodding and smiling.


  “I like it. Sneaky,” he admits.


  “You cool to handle the next phase while I head to the hotel and review the information Wendy sent over regarding Johan?”


  “You can count on me.”


  I grin wide. “I know.”


  Royce lifts his hand in a fist, and I bump it with my own again. He nods. “Get out of here. Go find out how you’re going to kick the fool in his family jewels without having to do it in person and have charges pressed against you. Then again, if he’s ever in Boston in a dark alley . . .”


  I chuckle. “Uh-huh. Don’t be planning evil ways to get back at my woman’s ex without me. I want in on all the action.”


  He grins. “We’ll see. Go review the information and hit your girl up. See how we can best destroy this chump without her having to pay a dime of her hard-earned cash.”


  I wave over my head. “Will do.” I stop at the door and turn to my friend. “Royce?”


  “Yeah?” He straightens his tie and presses it down flat against the wall of muscle he’s hiding under it.


  “Thanks, man.” All of the frustration, hurt, and anxiety start to seep out of my body one breath at a time. At least for now, Royce and I are back on the same page.


  “Back atcha, brother.”


  Without a second glance, I’m out of the office and pulling out my phone.


  I hail a cab at the same time I press “Call” for Wendy on my phone.


  “Boss man.”


  “Lay it on me, Wendy.”
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   Jesus! Johan Karr is the biggest douchebag in the known universe. The more I read from the documents Wendy emailed over, the more disgusted and angry I get.


  “How has none of this come out in the press?” I glare down at Wendy on the phone. We’re FaceTiming one another while going over the documents on the computer.


  Her red hair is shiny and slicked back on the sides, leaving a large pouf at the front. She’s wearing bright-red lipstick, which makes her skin look pearlescent. Between the skin tone and the red hair and lips, her blue eyes pop wildly.


  “I don’t know, boss man. I’m pretty surprised some of this information hasn’t leaked to the press. Which, of course, I have zero problem making happen.” She grins wickedly.


  I shake my head and hold up a finger. “Not yet. We need to think about the best way to approach him. The goal is not to ruin him, although after his despicable history, I’d like nothing more than to string him up by his toes and let the paparazzi have a go at him, but the priority is Skyler.”


  Wendy nods and taps at her lips while I scour another document and read out loud.


  “Repeated DUIs, four stints in and out of juvie for thievery before the age of eighteen. As a kid, Johan was no better. Besides the two sexual assault charges his family settled out of court with his high school girlfriend and a woman his first year in college, did you find any others?”


  She shakes her head. “No, just those two. Family paid off both girls handsomely, and the reports were dropped with the police. I had to dig deep to even find anything on Johan from before he dropped out of college and started modeling his way through life. Lot of reports of him dating Sky, though.”


  I grind my teeth, wishing my girl had never gotten mixed up with this scum. “Yeah, don’t remind me.” I cringe.


  Wendy smiles. “Check out his finances. He’s in the hole big-time. Apparently invested most of his money in some company that folded and went bankrupt a couple of months ago. His bank accounts are not only dwindling, they are practically destitute. And with how he’s been partying, jetting all over Europe, snorting things up his nose, I’m getting reports of some shady dealings with loan sharks, who he owes a pretty penny. As in hundreds of thousands. Not to mention, he’s in the hole huge with his credit cards. All maxed out. He needs money and fast.”


  “And what about his parents? They bailed him out several times before. Had his juvie records sealed; otherwise, the press would have dredged up his past long ago.”


  “Yep, and there’s nothing on them having any type of relationship after that point. It seems he wore out his welcome with the Karr clan through those two settlements. I haven’t seen anything in the past five years to indicate they have any relationship. No phone calls listed from his phones. No social media posts of family gatherings of any kind. It’s as if they wrote him off after the last screwup in college.”


  I groan. “I don’t blame them. Mess up once, shame on you, mess up twice, shame on me. My mother would hold on until the bitter end, but my father would never let the two of them get taken over and over by me or my brother. With his history and record as a kid, my guess is they got to the point where they realized they were enabling his bad behavior by bailing him out all the time. When you don’t suffer the consequences of your actions, you tend to repeat them. Johan has been repeating his offenses in different, more despicable ways.”


  Wendy nods while scanning the computer and typing furiously.


  “Even with all of the strikes against him, do you think the two assault charges will be enough to get him to leave Skyler alone?”


  “You mean if we release the charges and the names of the women and what they endured at his hands . . .” Her voice cracks, disappointment and uncertainty slipping along her pixie-like features.


  “Hell no! I’d never do that to those women. They are survivors of whatever he did to them. We can’t dredge up their past in order to hurt Johan or save Skyler’s future. It wouldn’t be right.”


  Wendy beams, and her gaze says something she’s not. Pride, perhaps. Pride that I wouldn’t risk another to save my own woman’s ass.


  “No, it wouldn’t. However, there’s something beyond bad in the last document. I think that will be your ace in the hole. Definitely something so hideous it will get him off Sky’s case. If the information in that report gets out, he’ll be destroyed. His career. His name. Everything. No hope for curing his dire circumstances.”


  I frown and open the last document, scanning it.


  “What am I looking at?”


  “It’s a private accident report. One for which I had to use personal contacts and Michael had to promise favors to secure. This one is very serious, Parker.”


  “Wendy . . . I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have asked had I known you were going to include Michael in this.” My voice quavers, and tension builds at the base of my skull.


  Wendy waves a hand in front of the screen. “No problem. You care about Skyler. I care about my new bestie. I don’t want anyone hurting my new family. We have to stick together and do what it takes to protect one another, right?”


  I close my eyes and take a single calming breath. “Yeah, Wendy, we do. Thank you.”


  “No worries. Michael will enjoy every second of cashing in his rewards with me.” She winks. “And regardless of what you might think, he may be arrogant and growly around all of you, but he loves me to distraction. He wants me to have an extended family. Men and women I can count on. He knows all I’ve ever wanted in life is a family. Marrying him, working here, is giving me everything I ever dreamed of. I want to help, and he wants to help in order to make me happy.”


  Wendy’s words are a sledgehammer to my pride. This woman is honest, straightforward, with no bullshit. If my parents had ever given me a sister, Wendy would be perfect. Even so, she’s digging her way into my heart and the hearts of Bo and Royce as well.


  Before I can say anything, she starts talking, speaking low into the phone.


  “Apparently, Johan is a regular member of a sex club. A heavy-duty, underground, membership-required type of torture club.”


  The word torture rings like an alarm in my mind.


  “I would disgrace the practice and the lifestyle by implying it’s a BDSM club, because what they do there is not part of the lifestyle, nor is it always safe or possibly even consensual. This particular establishment caters to twisted, dark pleasures. Bloodletting, bestiality, burning, branding, whipping to scar, and so much more I can’t even stomach to tell you.”


  “Jesus, Wendy.” The sour taste hits my mouth again.


  Bestiality?


  Whipping to scar?


  What the fuck.


  “And Johan’s a member?” I ask, knowing the answer already.


  “Card carrying. Used to send a hundred thousand a month to an account I was able to track down through a bunch of shell companies and corporations.”


  I grind my teeth.


  “Apparently, one night six months ago, Johan and two women had a bad accident.”


  “Accident?” I’m almost afraid to ask.


  “One of the women ended up dead, the other so messed up in the head she still regularly sees a shrink.”


  “What happened?”


  Wendy’s jaw tightens, and her lips curl into a sneer.


  I watch as she gets ahold of whatever response is plaguing her and emotionally detaches herself from it. She takes a slow breath and swallows. “According to the police statements, Johan and two women got high on cocaine. So high, the women agreed to allow Johan to tie them back-to-back to a spinning Saint Andrew’s cross. The crosses are usually used so two Masters can access their subs at the same time or spin it around and trade, make the subs a little dizzy, off-kilter, that type of thing.”


  “Okay, I’m following . . .” The image of Skyler tied to one of those, blindfolded, forms in my mind’s eye, and a foreboding shiver races up my spine.


  “Well, Johan gagged one of them with his boxer briefs and blindfolded her. Usually the practice is when you gag a sub in any way, they have a signal, or something they hold that they can drop, a button they can push that makes noise. Basically, something to alert the Dom to the sub’s distress. While high, they didn’t put any of those safety precautions in place.” She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. I can see by the lines around her mouth and the tired look in her eyes this story is hard to tell.


  “It’s okay, breathe through it and finish up when you’re ready.”


  She takes another calming breath and then rushes what she says next. “So, while he was having sex with one woman, the other had gotten nauseous from the spinning and drugs, and he didn’t realize she was vomiting behind her gag. She drowned in her own vomit. By the time he made his way to the other woman and pulled the gag out of her mouth, she was gone.”


  “Holy hell.” My gut clenches, and my palms become sweaty.


  “Yeah. It shouldn’t have happened.”


  “And how did he not go to jail for this?”


  Wendy shrugs. “The woman signed her life away in explicit consent forms. Also, you could see from the videotapes he didn’t intend to hurt her. The club paid off the family, and used its ties to the judges they had in their pockets and kicked Johan to the curb. It was all swept under the rug as if nothing happened. I will say, if this gets out to the press . . . I may have to go into the witness protection program. The people who run the club are notoriously bad guys, and Michael and I want nothing to do with them.”


  “Christ! This is insanity. This man is disgusting, and he’s got his clutches on Sky.” I slam my fist down on the desk and push my hand through my hair so hard, the curls on top get tangled in my fingers, sending bouts of pain sliding along the surface of my scalp.


  “Well, I’m pretty sure if you threaten him with this information, he’ll back off instantly. He used up all his ‘get out of jail free’ cards on this one, which is probably why he’s doing this to Skyler. He needs the money . . . now. Loan sharks are after him. He’s got a drug addiction, and there’s little interest from the industry for him to model now that his body is looking haggard.”


  This definitely explains why he’s coming after Skyler. He’s a man with nothing to lose, which puts Skyler in a very dangerous predicament. Johan is unstable. Thank God she’s working and not scheduled to meet him and his lawyer for another few days.


  “Thank you, Wendy. I need to try to call Sky again. Please, give my appreciation to Michael and let him know I owe him one. Same goes for you.”


  Her face lights up, and the earlier distress flickers out of sight. “Oh, I know you do. And I’ve already chosen what I want.”


  I furrow my brow and focus on my coy assistant.


  “Which would be?” I tap my fingers against the wood surface of the desk in my suite.


  She grins wide. “Three things, actually.”


  “Three?” I chuckle, enjoying her happiness, the darkness leaving her eyes. I decide to play along, needing to let go of the garbage we’ve uncovered. And I do owe her huge for this info. I don’t know what she and Michael had to do to secure it, and frankly, I don’t want to know. It would likely piss me off and make me want to tie her to her office chair, where we could keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t get herself into any trouble.


  “Number one . . .” She holds up her index finger. “Two weeks’ paid vacation at the end of the year so Michael can whisk me away on our honeymoon.”


  “Done.” That was painless.


  She claps her hands with unhindered glee. My goodness, this woman is easy to please.


  “Next?” I encourage her to continue.


  “Double date with you and Sky, when she’s in town, and me and Michael. I kinda sorta already bought four tickets to the Red Sox game next month so we could all go together.”


  I shake my head and laugh out loud. “Meaning you already planned to trample my baseball date with Sky.”


  She pouts. “Michael loves baseball as much as you do, and I want you two to be friends. Plus, I want to get to know Sky better.”


  I think about Michael and his cold, stoic nature. How he secured a fireball like Wendy is beyond me, but there’s nothing wrong with the guy. Seems nice enough based on the one time we all met up at Lucky’s. I actually know very little about him and am intrigued by their relationship and lifestyle choices. A double date isn’t a bad idea. And Sky would love that it’s a very normal, couple-like thing to do. My girl is always looking for ways to live outside of the limelight. Still, it’s not likely she wouldn’t garner any attention.


  I focus my gaze on Wendy. “You know what going out on a date with Skyler could mean, Wendy? The paparazzi are relentless.”


  She shrugs. “Believe me when I say there’s nothing to find on me except my picture on the IG website and only professional stuff to find about my man. I’ve made sure that’s the only info anyone would find, even good hackers. Besides, I already told Michael, and he was ecstatic,” she says with a flourish.


  I snort, thinking of the extremely self-possessed man. “I highly doubt that.”


  “He was!” She pouts.


  I narrow my gaze.


  “Okay, maybe ecstatic is the wrong word to use, but he definitely didn’t hate the idea, and I was able to use your contacts to score us seats behind the dugout. Which means we won’t be bothered by other fans. It’s where all the celebrities sit. Cost you a mint, by the way. I’m figuring out a way to make it ‘entertaining staff and a client,’ so we can write it off on IG’s business expenses.”


  “Of course you are. What’s the third?” I offer a crooked smile and wait for her to lay it on me. The next thing could be as crazy as a pajama party at the IG offices for all I know. With Wendy, anything is possible.


  She frowns. “Third?”


  “Minxy, you wanted three things from me for your sleuthing services.” I cock an eyebrow and lean back in my chair to hear what crazy thing she’s come up with.


  “Oh yeah.” Her eyes widen, and she twists her lips into an expression that leads me to believe she’s uncomfortable . . . no, nervous.


  “Wendy . . . you can ask me anything.” I dip my voice to a tone that’s calm and hopefully kind, especially in light of the harsh information we’ve burned through about Johan.


  She licks her lips, a bit of anxiety set in her body language. “I was hoping, um, thinking maybe you could, you know . . .” Her head tips from side to side. “I mean, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, and you wanted to . . .” She twists her fingers in front of her.


  “Spit it out . . . ,” I laugh, trying to relieve some of the tension that seems to be rattling my usually unflappable assistant. The only other time I saw her uncomfortable or anything but in control was when the confidential pictures of Sky and me got out to the press. Other than that, she’s solid as a rock and can be as hard if she wants to be.


  “You see, I don’t have anyone to, you know . . . um, at the wedding . . .”


  “Wendy.” I voice the single word as a command to get this show on the road already. She’s beat around the bush long enough.


  She lets out a fast breath. “Would you walk me down the aisle?” She lets out the request as if it was painful for her to say and she had to get it out as fast as possible.


  I frown. “You want me to walk you down the aisle at your wedding? You mean . . . as in giving away the bride?”


  She locks her fingers together and nods.


  “Why?” My surprise is obvious.


  “There’s no one else. I don’t have a father or brother to do the job, and I know you’re technically my boss, but I look up to you, and respect you so much, and . . .” Her face crumbles for a brief moment. “Oh, forget it. Never mind.” She shakes her head, and I can see her shutting down.


  “Wendy, look at me.”


  She doesn’t and looks everywhere but at me. “It’s okay, it was stupid, and I . . . uh, I’m sorry I asked. It’s too soon. You haven’t known me that long, and—”


  “And . . . shut the hell up and let me speak, woman!” I fire off hotly.


  Her head lifts, and her eyes darken.


  “Jeez, woman, you’d tire a priest in the confessional! Let me speak.” I lighten my tone but still put enough force into my demand for her to truly listen.


  Wendy bites her bottom lip and nods.


  “First and foremost, I’m honored you’d think of me. Second, it doesn’t matter how long you’ve known someone. When they are a part of your life, it’s not up to anyone but each individual to decide the value a person has in their lives. I hold you in the highest regard, Wendy. I’d be very pleased to walk you down the aisle, if you wish.”


  She grins huge. “I wish. I mean, it would be awesome.” The last word is said with a note of awe and excitement.


  “Then I believe we are even.” I smirk so she knows nothing she’s requested is out of left field.


  “Even Stephen, boss man!” She salutes me in a ridiculous imitation of a soldier signing off. “Let me know if there’s anything else you need. I’m going to get back to checking out the staff at Renner Financial Services. What are you looking for in their financials anyway?”


  “A thief,” I state flatly.


  She grimaces. “Bummer. Righto! Back to it.” Wendy finishes and hits the button, and my iPhone reverts to the home screen.


  I scan through the documents she sent once more. Johan Karr is a disgusting individual with some pretty twisted tastes. It looks like his family may have disowned him. His career is going downhill, and he’s a druggie with very little to lose. My blood boils inside my veins.


  How can this disgusting piece of shit have held the beauty that is Skyler in his hands?


  Swallowing down the urge to break every last one of Johan’s fingers, I count my lucky stars that I have Skyler now. I’m in her corner. Me and my team will do anything and everything to get her out of this mess he’s created. I need to move carefully, plan out how I’m going to hit him with this information, so he’ll back off Sky for good.


  Without realizing it, I’m already tapping Sky’s number on my phone. I need to hear her voice. Let her breathy timbre calm me down before I do something stupid. More than anything, I need to make sure she’s okay. After finding out more information, seeing and hearing how dangerous Johan is, I need to know she’s all right.


  She answers breathlessly on the second ring. “Hey, honey . . .”


  “Sky, baby.” I let out the breath I was holding until I heard her beautiful voice. The burning anger licking at the edges of my nerves starts to ease, shifting into a simmer. “How are you?”


  “I’m okay. Throwing myself into work today, trying to get my mind off everything. Tracey is doing some research about how to best drop this type of bomb to the press and how to deal with the backlash if he does release the pictures and write the book.”


  My entire body tightens like a live wire, and I breathe through the madness I feel weaving its way through my system. Regardless, Wendy’s supersleuthing is the answer to the problem, and I make a promise to my girl, believing every word. “It’s not going to happen.”


  Her voice is weak when she replies. “You say that, but you don’t know Johan. When he sets his mind to do something, he does it, and if I don’t pay him off . . .”


  “You’re not paying that piece of shit a penny. I’ve had Wendy looking into his past. He’s got some nasty skeletons in his closet, ones we can use to get you out of this predicament.”


  Her tone lifts. “Really?”


  The speck of hope in her voice fills my chest, pride swelling in my mind as I assure her, “Yeah, baby, really. I’m going to take care of this. When can we go over what I’ve got on your ex? Preferably when you’re safe and sound, sitting within the privacy of your own home.”


  “As much as I want to know everything right now, I have to stay focused. We’re shooting late tonight and early tomorrow. Later tomorrow, after we wrap and I’m home, I’ll call you.”


  A ten-foot-tall pine tree isn’t as high as I am knowing I can give her some relief. “Okay, honey.” I use her endearment.


  Her voice is calm when she says, “You really think whatever you got on him will get me off the hook?” I can hear the contentment in her tone, and I’m overjoyed to be the one to give her a modicum of comfort.


  “Not think . . . know.”


  Her voice teeters on the edge of tearful emotion. “Parker . . .” She sniffs, and I know she’s trying to hold back the tears.


  I press the phone closer to my ear, wanting to hear every inhalation, every word more clearly. “I’ll always take care of you. As long as I’m alive, no one is ever going to hurt you. Not ever.” It’s a vow I intend to keep.


  “Honey . . . I love . . .” She starts to make the most important admission in our relationship yet, one I’ve recently made myself, but I want to say it when I’m looking into her eyes, sitting next to her, preferably naked and in bed.


  It kills me to make her wait. I too want to shout it from the rooftops. “Peaches, hold that thought until we can be together. I have some admissions of my own.” My voice comes out rough, as though sandpaper scratched up my vocal cords.


  “Yeah? Ones starting with I love . . . ,” she teases, and the weight of the world slips away. This woman is all I need. Everything I could ever want.


  I grin wide, tip my head back, and laugh at the ceiling. This woman is all mine. All freakin’ mine, and I can’t wait to tell her to her face how very much I adore her.


  “Maybe,” I admit softly.


  “Then I’ll look forward to when you’re back from the West Coast and firmly planted in the best coast.”


  I chuckle at my silly girl. “Call me tomorrow, and we’ll go over what Wendy found on Johan. Does that work for you?”


  “Yeah, honey, it works perfect. And . . .” Her voice shakes a little. “Tell Wendy I appreciate whatever she did for me.”


  “You’ll be able to tell her in person. When you come up next month for our baseball date, we’ll be doing it as a foursome with Wendy and Michael.”


  Skyler giggles, and the sound fills my heart and wraps my body in all things good and right. The blackness, which slid all over my skin from reading through Johan’s past, is falling away with every word my woman says.


  “Sounds like fun! I enjoyed spending time with Wendy and her guy. He seems pretty serious; maybe a baseball game double date will lighten him up.”


  “Maybe. If anyone could do it, it would be the two of you wild women together.”


  She laughs heartily. “Beer and baseball won’t hurt either.”


  My mouth waters at the idea of a ballpark hot dog in one hand, my arm around Skyler, that hand holding a cold beer while watching my favorite team play. It honestly sounds like the perfect day. “No, it wouldn’t hurt. As long as you’re there, I’ll be golden.”


  “I can’t wait,” Skyler says happily.


  “Me either. But first, we have to get through this case, your movie demands, and your scum bucket of an ex and his threats.”


  She groans. “Ugh. I just want to live my life. Why can’t it all be easy, run smoothly?”


  No truer words have ever been said. We all wish for ease but live with drama. “Nothing in life is smooth sailing. Sometimes we have to make our own waves in order to move forward.”


  “I guess so,” she says distractedly, and I hear a voice in the distance calling to her. “I’ve gotta go. Break time is over.”


  “Okay, Peaches, remember to call me tomorrow after shooting, and we’ll figure out the Johan situation together.”


  “Okay. Tonight, when you’re done with your evening and you’re back in your room . . .” She lets the rest of what she was going to say float away.


  “Yeah?”


  “Will you dream of me?”


  “I always dream of you, Skyler. Always.”


  
8
   “Everything in place?” I call out to Royce as he maneuvers his big body through the crowd of club goers.


  I’m sitting in the VIP section of a rooftop club in San Francisco called Skyline. According to a business contact who owns the joint and my googling, it’s the premier hot spot for those who can afford the hefty entrance fee of two hundred a pop. Since I’m acquainted with the owner, I scored VIP for a song.


  “Yep.”


  “And Rochelle?” I glance around him but don’t see her.


  “Touching up her makeup in the bathroom. The five finalists?” he adds, making his way up the five steps to the VIP section.


  I hook a thumb over my shoulder behind me to where the men are sitting on the black velvet benches scattered throughout the posh area. “Settling in with drinks and talking to the couple of fill-in women we vetted and hired from the agency to make things not seem so focused on Rochelle but more of a party atmosphere.”


  He rubs at his chin and watches while our client finally makes her appearance. It’s as if the crowd is parting like the Red Sea for her. She is quite the vision, wearing a silver swath of fabric that swishes around her body like shimmery water flowing over her curves. The dress has a deep V with a slip of fabric between her breasts to prevent the garment from showing her unmentionables. There’s a slice up her thigh that leaves very little to the imagination about how long and toned her sexy legs are. I bite down on my lip and chance a glance at Roy.


  “Jeez-us,” Royce rumbles, his gaze all over our client. Knowing him as well as I do, I’m sure he’s likely remembering the one time he got in there and wishing he could get in there again.


  I clap a hand on his shoulder and squeeze. “For the greater good, brother.”


  He grits his teeth. “Got it. Don’t like it, but I’ve got it. Where’s Keehan?”


  This time I grin and lift my chin. “At the bar, getting a cocktail.”


  Royce scans the area and then finds him. He also notices what I notice. One of the women we vetted is carrying on a conversation with the tall, geeky, buff, black Clark Kent. She flings her hair over her shoulder and touches his forearm. Keehan laughs at something she says and then looks down and back up, flirting with her.


  I still as Rochelle grabs the banister and approaches us. “Are we ready for some fun tonight?” she says, all smiles and confidence.


  “We are. Looks like your friend has already started without us.” I nod to where Keehan is talking to the buxom brunette, setting the plan into motion.


  Rochelle’s gaze flashes to where Keehan is, and a frown slips across her face. “Who’s he talking to?”


  I shrug nonchalantly. I didn’t hire her to be in the VIP section, but I did hire her to hit on Keehan mercilessly, mostly because she’s beautiful and looks a fuck-of-a-lot like Rochelle. What’s more entertaining is Keehan is none the wiser. He’s genuinely putting a little mack daddy action on the model. I’m proud of him.


  “Not one of the women I hired for the VIP.” I fudge the truth.


  “Shouldn’t Keehan be over here, with us?” Her tone is agitated.


  “Why?” Royce asks flatly, still probably miffed she had the goods, as in him, and could so easily move on to the prospects we’ve chosen. Apparently when Rochelle says something is fun, she means it. When it’s over, she doesn’t look back. It’s her nature. If it weren’t Royce she’s blowing off, I wouldn’t have a problem with it. People are who they are. Plus, she did make it clear to him, regardless of whether he might have been feeling differently.


  Her gaze narrows. “Because he should be checking out these guys, helping me pick the right one.” Her tone is put out, and I have to hold back my own laughter at the haughtiness she’s expressing.


  “And why would he do that?” I query lightly, making sure not to lead her horse to water so quickly.


  She huffs. “He’s my best friend. My right hand in all things. I would assume he wouldn’t want me making a bad choice. This is the rest of my life.”


  I nod, agreeing. “True, but maybe he doesn’t want to see you commit to another man the way you’ve committed to him all these years.”


  She frowns and leans a hand on the banister, seeming to need the balance. “What do you mean?” She wraps one arm around her waist but doesn’t so much as glance my way. Her eyes are glued to the spectacle before us.


  Keehan leans in, brushing the woman’s hair off her shoulder. She preens beautifully and smiles away at his gentle affection.


  “Well, he’s always been the constant man in your life in all ways except physically, right? Maybe he’s tired of the celibate lifestyle you were hinting he had earlier in the week.”


  Her brow furrows. “I . . . I guess so.”


  “And with you offering up all that is you, maybe he realized he better find his own replacement.” I intentionally dig the knife in a little.


  “That’s absurd. I’d never replace Keehan. He’s everything to me.” She grips the banister with both hands, fingers blanching with how tight she’s holding on.


  I set my hand on her shoulder, and she finally looks at me. “Is he?”


  “Yes.” She shrugs off my hand.


  “Then why are we here?” Royce questions rather dramatically.


  Her nose crinkles, and she purses her lips. “I need a man in my life and my bed. Eventually I want to have a child. A legacy to carry on what I’ve built. What we’ve built.” Her eyes flash with heat, but they don’t stray from Keehan.


  “And you want to do that without Keehan?” I push.


  “No! He’ll always be a part of my life . . .”


  “In what way?” I push harder.


  “All ways,” she fires back.


  I shake my head. “Not if you don’t find him attractive. That’s why all of these men are here and he’s about to score with a hot brunette.”


  “This is ridiculous.” She spins on her heels and practically storms to the VIP section.


  “Not what I had hoped would happen.” I sigh and massage the back of my neck.


  Royce smiles away, hands in the pockets of his tailored-to-perfection suit, and rocks back on his heels.


  “What do you know that I don’t? The situation feels pretty out of hand right now. I’d expected her to see him with Gloria over there and get so jealous lasers would spew from her eyes, causing her to dramatically intervene and claim her man. Only she’s now in the VIP section about to chat up her prospects.”


  “Oh, she’s jealous. Look at her.” He lifts his chin in our client’s direction.


  I turn around and watch Rochelle politely introduce herself to the firefighter, whose gaze slides up and down her form and then back to her face. She offers him a tight smile, not appreciating his assessment. However, as she speaks to him, her gaze keeps flitting to the bar where Keehan and his companion are carrying on. Her lips seem to tighten, and her jaw firms in what I now know, after having been around her for the past week, is pure irritation.


  “I think we should turn this up a notch. What do you say?” Royce grins wickedly.


  “How so?”


  “I’m going to go over and invite Keehan and his lady companion to have a drink in our section.” He grins some more.


  “You’re ruthless.” I cover my smirk with my hand.


  “Perhaps, but you’ve got a woman to get back to, I’ve got a life back in Boston, and I’m tired of being in Cali. It’s time to turn this motha out.”


  “Brother, I couldn’t agree with you more.” The desire to get the hell out of California and back to the East Coast and Skyler is burning through my veins.


  Royce nods and heads over to where Keehan and his friend are at the bar. I see him order a drink from the bartender and then speak to the couple. Once he has his drink, the two of them follow him back to the VIP section, all smiles and soft touches.


  “Keehan.” I offer my hand in greeting.


  “Parker.” He shakes my hand. “This where all the excitement is happening?” His word choices encourage the party vibe, but they come across solemn. He is definitely affected by what we’ve set in motion for Rochelle, regardless of spending time with the beautiful woman next to him.


  “Yep. And who is this lovely lady?” I pretend not to know the woman I hired from the modeling service where I found the other women.


  “Gloria,” she states without missing a beat, following along.


  “Pretty name for a pretty lady.” Royce lifts her hand and kisses her knuckles. It’s one of his signature moves when meeting someone he thinks is sexy.


  I nudge Roy’s shoulder, and Keehan’s eyes narrow at the spectacle of Rochelle laughing at one of the men’s jokes, slapping his shoulder playfully.


  “Come, Gloria,” Keehan says. “I want to introduce you to my friend Rochelle.”


  I grin and watch as the two approach the crowd we’ve assembled in the private section of the club.


  “Man, I wish I’d brought popcorn. This shit is about to get interesting,” Royce says, chuckling, as I watch Rochelle’s eyes turn to ice shards and her bitch face come out at the introduction of Keehan’s companion.
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   As the night wears on, the dance Rochelle and Keehan do around one another is comical at best, annoying at worst.


  “Why the hell hasn’t he made his move?” I growl into my gin and tonic as the two couples square off on the dance floor. Rochelle has chosen the doctor, who is essentially the Keehan look-alike. Keehan has stuck to Gloria like glue, even if his eyes have followed Rochelle all over this club.


  Royce shakes his head. “I will admit to this being exhausting. Why the hell did we agree to do this?”


  I cock an eyebrow and point a finger at him around my drink. “You chose this client and this job because you fell for a pretty face.”


  He inhales so deep his nostrils flare. “I will admit to being taken by her looks. The woman is fiiiiine.”


  I nod because he is not wrong. Rochelle is an absolute knockout. Legs for days. A tight body. High cheekbones. Bright smile. Long dark hair. Intelligent. Driven. An absolute catch. She just needs the right fisherman to throw his net over her.


  “True.” I watch as her body undulates suggestively around the doctor.


  Keehan’s gaze is glacial as he watches her seductive dance.


  Silently I root for the man. Come on, Keehan. Take charge.


  It happens when the doctor puts a possessive hand on Rochelle’s hip and grinds his crotch into her backside. His other hand runs up her rib cage and over her breast. Rochelle goes still in his arms, and her face contorts into an expression of discomfort. In the doctor’s defense, she was grinding up on him, but she was the one in control. She touched what she wanted, not the other way around. This gave the impression to me, and likely to him, she’d appreciate a little more handsy behavior from her dance partner, but his bullishness has absolutely gone too far.


  Royce and I stand up abruptly from where we’re sitting and head to the dance floor to intervene. When we make it to the duo, Keehan is right there. He grabs the doctor by the wrist, yanks the offending hand away from Rochelle, and twists it behind the man’s back. The doc hollers in pain.


  “Watch it! I’m a doctor!” he yells pitifully and rather drunkenly.


  Rochelle crosses her arms over herself defensively. “Then you shouldn’t have been grabbing my boob with it!”


  Keehan twists the guy’s hand higher. “Apologize to the lady.”


  “But she started with her grinding . . .”


  Keehan roars into his ear and yanks his arm up higher until he cries out once more. “I said, apologize.”


  “Sorry. Shit, I’m sorry. Let me go!” he pleads.


  Keehan keeps the man’s arm twisted but puts his other hand around the guy’s neck and grasps his chin, forcing him to look at Rochelle while Keehan grates angrily into his ear. “I’ll let you go, but you will turn around and get the hell out of this club and never look back at my woman again. You see her . . .”


  “Yeah, man, I see her. I see her!” he screeches painfully.


  “No. You. Fucking. Don’t. See. Her. Ever again. You hear me?” He pinches the man’s face and hurls him toward the exit. “Now get the fuck out of here.”


  The doctor catches himself before falling to the ground. He rolls his shoulders and shakes out his arms. “You’re nuts! And the two of you”—he points to Rochelle and Keehan—“can have each other. You’re both a mess!” he snarls, and cuts his way through the crowd and out of the club.


  I come up around Gloria, who is standing there with wide eyes watching it all go down. I lean down near her ear and slip an extra couple of hundred dollars into her hand. “Now’s the time for you to disappear. A tip for a job well done.” I wink, and she grins, waving as she slinks through the patrons to head home. She’s already been paid handsomely by the agency, but extra cash never hurt anyone, and she did do an excellent job making Rochelle jealous and Keehan feel like the strong man he is. Though the Hercules he became when the doctor touched Rochelle inappropriately was not something I expected he had hidden inside of him.


  Rochelle throws her arms around Keehan, planting her face against his neck. He wraps his arms around her and runs his hands up her bare back until her rapid-fire breathing slows and his own temper gentles.


  “If you weren’t here . . . Ugh, I can’t believe I was so stupid. Rubbing up on him like that,” she admits.


  “Why the hell were you doing that? I’ve never seen you act so wanton.” His words are a fiery brand on her ego, and she pulls back but doesn’t take her arms from around his neck, nor does he let her go.


  “I was trying to make you as jealous as you were making me!” Her voice rises with her agitation. “Although I’m not sure you could see anything with Gloria all over you like a wet freakin’ blanket.”


  “She was not all over me. We were dancing. Unlike you, grindin’ all over the blubbering idiot I kicked out.”


  “Are you saying it was my fault he grabbed me inappropriately?” She flings herself back again, her face losing its calm and composure.


  Keehan locks his hands around her waist above her ample ass so she can’t move away. “Absolutely not. No woman is asking to be groped unless that man is her man.”


  She places a hand on his chest. “And what was that about you calling me your woman?”


  “You are,” he grinds out.


  Her gaze narrows, the lights of the club making specks of color dance across her face. “Am not! Says who?” she demands angrily.


  “Says me. I’m tired of this dance, Chelle. I’ve been your man for the last decade, and it’s high time I be your man in all the ways that count.” He runs both of his hands down to her ass and squeezes her against him.


  “What are you doing?” she cries out in surprise, but holds on to his neck, bringing her body closer, instead of pushing away like she did with the doctor.


  “Groping my woman,” he states honestly.


  Her mouth opens and her eyes blaze, but before she can fire off a saucy retort, he slams his lips over hers.


  I want to applaud as the two go at it on the dance floor, mouths fused, hands groping.


  “Damn. I thought she was hot for me. Shee-it. It was nothing compared to the way she’s lightin’ up for him.”


  Keehan holds Rochelle close, one of his hands firmly on her ass, lifting her up against him, the other tunneled into her hair, holding her face to his so he can devour her. And devour he does.


  “Um, I’m wondering if I should stop this before they tear one another’s clothes off in the middle of the club.”


  Royce chuckles and nods. “Yeah, that kiss is . . . still going.”


  “Like the Energizer Bunny. Jesus Christ. I’ll break it up.” I head over to the couple sucking face, giving the entire club one helluva show, and tap Keehan on the shoulder.


  He shrugs off my touch, focused solely on the woman he’s kissing.


  “Keehan, man, you gotta let up. Take your girl and get out of here,” I suggest loud enough to break through their lust.


  “Huh?” He pulls away, and his unfocused gaze centers on mine before he looks around the club. “Shit. Chelle, sweetheart, we gotta take this elsewhere.” He hooks a hand around her waist, and she looks dazedly around her before she starts giggling.


  Rochelle, giggling. Not something I expected I’d ever witness with the fiery female.


  “’K, your place or mine?”


  “Mine’s closer,” he rumbles, and clears his throat.


  She laughs. “You’re on the tenth floor, and I’m the penthouse.”


  “Like I said, my place is closer.” He nips at her lips, and she melts against his side. “Come on. I think we’ve got some life-altering things to discuss.”


  “Oh, we’re not talking.” Her statement is more of a suggestion of what they’ll be doing, which probably doesn’t include conversation.


  Keehan looks down at the woman he’s gone for and smiles. “All right, making love until you fall asleep exhausted in my arms, then talking over breakfast.”


  She hums against his neck and nuzzles him there. Keehan’s smile, when he looks up at me, is a moment I’ll never forget. Seeing a man with his arms full of the one thing he wanted more than anything else in life, something he never thought he’d have . . . powerful. The joy and relief at securing the love of his life is an incredible moment to witness.


  Keehan leads Rochelle toward the door.


  Royce calls out to them, and the couple stop and look back. Keehan, none too pleased with being interrupted in his goal of getting the woman of his dreams home and in his bed, has an angry expression plastered across his face. Rochelle is happily dazed as she tilts her head.


  “Tomorrow afternoon we meet up to go over the staff findings. Then we’re off to Boston tomorrow night.”


  “Royce is right. Once we’ve nailed down the issue of who’s embezzling from Renner Financial Services, I don’t think we’re needed here anymore . . . unless of course Rochelle wants us to continue finding her a mate,” I add to ensure Rochelle steps up and fights for her man the way he fought for her.


  Keehan’s body stiffens next to her. She sidles up to him, gluing her body to his side. “No, I agree. I most certainly will not be needing your services after we figure out the embezzlement. I’ve finally got the man I want to be with, the right man for me.”


  I smile even when Royce’s body language goes from easygoing to solid rock. He’s putting up his walls and applying his armor. I want to extend a friendly word or a gesture of some sort, one that says I know what he’s going through, that I’ve felt the sting of rejection in the past myself, but now is not the time, and he wouldn’t welcome it. He’s not that type of guy. He’ll deal with the burn of what wasn’t meant to be in his own way, and I have to let him have that. I’m not his mother—most certainly not his father. All I can do is stay back and be his friend. His brother in this disappointment.


  “We’ll see you two around ten,” I state, making sure they know we’re not expecting them to come in early.


  Rochelle runs her hand up Keehan’s chest. “Take me home.”


  “Better make it noon, fellas. We’re going to be very, very busy.” He licks his lips and looks like he’s about to devour Rochelle right here.


  Before he can dip his head, I clap my hands loudly. Both of them jerk and must realize they’re still standing in the club. I smile. “Carry on, then. Be safe.”


  Rochelle offers a little wave, and I head to the VIP section to release the men and tell them Rochelle has made her decision. When I get to the section, they’ve all paired off with the models and are enjoying themselves, so I leave them be.


  Royce takes the steps behind me and glances around the area. “Damn, we’re good. Matchmaking motherfuckers.” He shakes his head, and I laugh.


  I clap Roy on the shoulder. “Come on. Drinks on me, brother.”


  He nods and follows me to the bar silently. When we get a seat, the bartender puts a whiskey in front of him and a fresh gin and tonic in front of me, and I lift my glass to his.


  “To another successful job.”


  He clinks his glass against mine. “Cheers.”


  We both sip our drinks, and then I stare at his big dark form, the lights making his normally kind face look a bit more sinister. “You upset she chose Keehan?” I ask.


  He shakes his head. “Nah. Wasn’t meant to be, like you said.”


  “Still, you liked her,” I note softly, not wanting to rub it in.


  “Yeah, I did, but I think I liked the idea of her more.”


  I frown and set my drink on the napkin in front of me. “How so?”


  “It’s time, man.” He’s dead serious.


  I cock an eyebrow. “Time?”


  “For me to settle down. Feel it in my bones.” He lifts his shoulders as if he’s feeling something right this very second in his body.


  “Momma Sterling pressuring you?” I know his mother is one meddling woman.


  He laughs and sips his drink. “Always, but not more than usual. She wants me to be happy, so of course she brings up the benefits of a good woman.” He sighs. “Want to have something to look forward to at home. Something waiting for me. A warm body to sleep next to. A woman I can love and dote on, put my babies in her and watch them grow. It’s time,” he says again matter-of-factly.


  I nod.


  “Do you feel that yourself with Skyler?”


  I shrug. “I know I love her and can’t wait to tell her. I have a feeling she loves me and is waiting to tell me too. She’s mentioned moving to Boston, and I’m all for it. Mostly because, like a lot of the things you said, I want to come home to her. I see Sky, and I want to tell her everything that happened in my day and am genuinely interested in what happened in hers. I want to shove my fist in the face of every costar she has but glory in the fact that they may get to pretend with her, but I get the real thing. I get all of Sky’s morning smiles and sleepy hellos. I get all of her good nights. And her beautiful body is mine to worship. If that’s what you mean by feel it, then hell yeah, man, I feel it with Sky.”


  Royce chuckles and claps my back. “Happy for you. I can imagine it’s not easy being in a relationship with a celebrity, but the two of you seem to be handling it A-OK.”


  “I’d do anything to be with Skyler. Now that I’ve had her, all of her, I’ll never want for anything else. Her fame is an inconvenience and nothing more.”


  “Good man. Now update me on the ex and his threats. What all did Wendy find?”


  I sneer and suck back the rest of my gin and tonic in one go.


  “Shee-it. That bad?” His eyebrows rise up on his forehead.


  I raise the glass to the bartender. “Another round, please.”


  He nods, and Royce finishes his whiskey.


  “Yeah, it’s that bad.” I grit my teeth and hold my hands in fists until the bartender brings our refreshers.


  “Lay it on me, brother.”
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   The next morning, Royce and I walk through the offices of Renner Financial Services to find Helen back from her vacation and making coffee. The woman is painfully thin, but when she turns around, I’m shocked at how much she looks like Rochelle. Similar hair, makeup application, and attire. Pencil skirt, stilettos, and a silk blouse. What she’s wearing honestly could have come direct from Rochelle’s closet.


  I frown and glance at Roy. “You seeing what I’m seeing?”


  He runs his gaze over the slight woman. “Has no booty, but damn. Girl could be Rochelle’s sister.”


  I nod. “Weird,” I whisper, before Helen smiles and greets us.


  “Gentlemen. I’m back and ready to find out the goods. Did you find Rochelle a match?” Her eyes are more excited than should warrant for a simple employee. Then again, she did say she’d worked here for ages.


  “Client came to her own conclusions about the opposite sex and the individual’s contribution to her life,” Royce offers vaguely.


  She grins wide and squeals. “Eek. I can read between the lines. She’s got a man, but you can’t say one way or another because you’re all professional and smooth operators!”


  “We’re just going to go on in and wait for Rochelle, if you don’t mind.”


  Obviously excited, she waves a hand and leads us into her boss’s office. “Have a seat. I can get you some coffee . . .”


  Before either of us can accept, Rochelle and Keehan enter the room, both with dazzling smiles and a bounce to their steps. A lot of sex will do that for you. It’s exactly how I feel after a weekend with Skyler.


  Helen’s head lifts and turns to the door, but her eyes are not on welcoming her boss; they are focused solely on Keehan. “Hi, Keehan,” she whispers throatily.


  “Hey, Helen!” He greets her warmly, hooks an arm around her shoulders, and squeezes, giving her a side hug. “Long time no see. How was the time off?”


  She shrugs and pouts like a woman flirting and trying to get a man to look at her mouth. “It would have been better if I’d had a man like you to share it with.” Her eye color changes from a deep brown to coal black, and I can practically see the animated cartoon hearts floating around her head.


  Keehan nods. “Now that I understand.” He rubs her arm, and she sighs.


  Then Keehan continues, not realizing the effect his touch and words are having on Helen. “If I didn’t have Chelle to be with on my vacations, they’d be boring as all get-out too!”


  Helen’s nostrils flare at the mention of Rochelle, and her expression falters into one of irritation. As quickly as it crosses her face, it’s gone and a fake smile in its place.


  I am not getting a good vibe about this interaction.


  “Glad to have you back, Helen. It’s been rough without you,” Rochelle states over her shoulder, going to her desk and sitting down.


  “I doubt that,” Helen whispers under her breath, but it’s loud enough for me to hear.


  “What’s that?” Keehan asks.


  “Don’t doubt that.” She blinks up at Keehan prettily.


  “You remember the team from International Guy?” Rochelle asks.


  Helen’s lips twitch into a scowl for a nanosecond until she turns around and places the fake smile back on her face. “Yes, Ms. Renner. Introductions were made prior to me leaving. I was delighted to see you’d moved forward with your plan.”


  “I have,” Rochelle confirms, happiness filling the air in the office with positive energy.


  Helen twists her fingers together. “Any sparkling, noteworthy prospects?” Her voice wavers, almost as if everything in her existence is hinging on Rochelle’s answer.


  Rochelle’s entire face lights up. “Turns out, I didn’t need IG to find me a match.” Her eyes land on Keehan’s, and he moves from Helen’s side to Rochelle’s.


  Helen’s face goes completely blank as she takes in how close Keehan stands to Rochelle. “What do you mean?”


  I cant my head and watch her body language and the microexpressions as they flit across her face when Rochelle wraps a possessive arm around Keehan’s waist with her right arm and rests her other hand low on his belly above his belt. A very telling location. Rochelle’s body language telegraphs loud and clear the intimacy she and Keehan have shared.


  Helen inhales dramatically, and her hands clench into fists at her side. “I’m not sure I understand.”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” Rochelle rubs Keehan’s belly up to his chest and stands by his side, bringing her body closer.


  Helen stands stiffly, her eyes blazing white-hot fire. “Not to me, it isn’t,” she grates through clenched teeth.


  “Rochelle finally saw what was in front of her all along . . . ,” I add, watching this woman silently fume. If smoke came out of her ears, I wouldn’t be surprised.


  “Which is what?” She scowls.


  “That Keehan is the man I’ve always desired, and I was too afraid to risk what we already had, of course.” Rochelle laughs, tipping her head up, and Keehan lays a big, fat smacker on her lips in front of all of us.


  Helen’s expression contorts into one of shock, then rage. “What!” she screeches unusually loud, almost as if it is ripped right from her very lungs.


  “You know, you were right all along, Helen. Apparently, Rochelle was hot for me,” Keehan jokes, nipping Rochelle’s lips. “We’re together now. Isn’t it fantastic!” He’s gazing into Rochelle’s face. He’s a man with the entire world in his arms, and he knows it.


  “No! All the conversations we’ve had. You said . . . you said you were only friends, and she’d never see you that way!” Helen’s response is one of a scorned lover, not a friendly employee.


  Keehan and Rochelle both cut their gazes to Helen, but it’s Keehan who speaks first. “I thought you’d be happy for us. You were always saying how I needed to get out, find a woman of my own. Someone I could take care of, who could take care of me.” He eases his woman’s chest to his front. “Rochelle has always been that, and we finally realized what we had was more than friendship.”


  The woman digs her hands into her hair and pulls at the waves, screeching, “This can’t be happening!” She shakes her head back and forth, her entire face darkens, and her pupils are completely black.


  I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience while watching a demon take over the petite body of Helen Humphrey.


  “You said she was your friend. You said you weren’t like that with her!” she yells at the top of her lungs.


  “Damn, girl, relax.” Royce raises a hand, but she continues in a storm of anger and begins pacing the floor.


  “Helen, what’s the matter with you?” Rochelle asks softly. “You’re acting strange. Are you feeling all right?” Rochelle moves out of Keehan’s arms and is set to approach the woman.


  I shake my head, and Royce stands up, creating a wall between Helen and the couple. Keehan pulls Rochelle back into his arms protectively.


  Helen points a finger at Rochelle. “You get everything! Everything you want. It’s all yours. The job. Money. The man! I’m so tired of being your little pushover doormat! I’m tired of watching you treat men like playthings. I’m tired of watching Keehan pine away for you, year after year, and never once look at me!” Her mouth twists into an ugly sneer. “I’m as good as you. No, better! Because I’m not a stuck-up bitch! My God, Keehan, you can’t possibly want to be with this trick!” Her body jolts with the effort of expelling so much fury, and she stands with her chest heaving and a nasty snarl about her lips.


  Keehan lets Rochelle go and walks around the desk toward Helen.


  Royce puts out a hand. “I wouldn’t if I were you. She’s unstable, man.”


  “Unstable!” she screams. “I’ll show you unstable.” She grabs a crystal vase filled with flowers and chucks it at Rochelle. It falls short, crashing through Rochelle’s glass desk, shards flying everywhere.


  Before Royce can finagle his arms around the spastic woman, she lunges for Rochelle with the strength and speed of a puma. Her little body lurches past Royce and Keehan and tackles the client. Rochelle falls to the floor, and she cries out.


  “Fuck!” I roar, and enter the fray, trying to step around glacier-shaped pointy desk pieces and get any kind of grip on the two women tussling, rolling around over glass, punching, kicking, and pulling hair. At one point, a black length of hair flies through the air, and I notice it’s one half of Helen’s extensions.


  “Bitch! Those cost a fortune!” Helen tugs at Rochelle’s hair, but nothing happens. Either Rochelle has awesome extensions, or her hair is real. My bet would be the latter.


  Rochelle rolls on top of Helen, grabs the other side of her hair, and rips that one out too, holding it up triumphantly.


  Helen screeches in pain and runs her pointed nails down the sides of Rochelle’s arms, leaving nasty red welts.


  “Bitch.” Rochelle reiterates what Helen called her. “Oh, hell no! I’m far worse, you triflin’ ho! I’m your worst fucking nightmare! You’re fired, and I’m pressing charges!” She grabs Helen by the head and smashes her skull down against the carpet. The woman’s eyes roll, and the fight leaves her body momentarily.


  I shove a piece of desk aside and kick at her office chair. “No . . . no . . . no!” I rush to grab Helen’s arms right as Royce loops one of his own arms around Rochelle’s waist and pulls her up into the air, where she kicks wildly. He twists and deposits her in front of Keehan’s chest. Her man wraps his arms around her immediately, locking her in place.


  “Hoo-boy! I can’t remember the last time I saw two women fight it out over a man.” Roy’s grinning while straightening his bespoke suit.


  I chuckle, because it’s impossible not to at this juncture.


  Royce picks up the phone off the floor and presses a button. “I’m going to need security in Rochelle Renner’s office. We have a woman who needs to be detained, and please call the police.”


  He nods and sets the phone in its cradle on the floor near the shattered desk. Large shards of glass point every which way, making her office a dangerous place for the two of them to have been rolling around fighting, but neither of them seems to need more than a first aid kit.


  While Keehan speaks to Rochelle in hushed tones in the corner of her office, I tend to Helen. Royce gets me a wet washcloth, and I wipe away the blood from her head and nose. She’s mumbling under her breath, and her gaze is unfocused. It’s as if she’s completely left the building altogether.


  I dip my head and try to hear what she’s saying.


  “Was supposed to be mine. I got the money now. He was supposed to be mine. I got the money now.”


  She keeps repeating the two sentences over and over, and it hits me what she’s referring to. The embezzled funds.


  “Roy, can you keep an eye on her? I have a call to make.”


  I glance down at the woman, who’s rocking back and forth, knees to her chest and chanting.


  I leave the office and walk down the hall, pull out my phone, and call Wendy.


  “Hey, boss man, did you get your girl?”


  “Girl?” I frown, thinking she’s referring to Skyler.


  “She’s been stealing from RFS. I sent over the report ten minutes ago. I narrowed it down to a Helen Humphrey. She’s the only employee who’s had majorly fluctuating finances with tens of thousands of dollars deposited every two to three weeks. Plus, when I dug a little deeper, she was doing it using Rochelle’s access code. Technically, it looks like Rochelle is stealing from herself.”


  “Wow.”


  “Yeah, according to what I gathered, she’s stolen over six hundred thousand dollars in the last two years. The woman needs to be in a jail cell.”


  I look over my shoulder at the open office door and can barely see the slight speck of a woman who lost it this morning. “Or a psych ward.”


  “Uh, something tells me there’s a serious story behind that reply. One I’m eager to hear!” Wendy chuckles.


  “I’ll let Royce update you. I’m planning to visit Sky on my way home.”


  “Figured. Which is why I already have your flight taking you direct to the Big Apple tonight on the red-eye, instead of back home.”


  I grin. “You are the best.”


  “I know. Don’t forget it!”


  “Please, you’d never let me.”


  She laughs loudly. “True. True!” Her voice gentles. “Have you, uh, talked to Sky about the information I found?”


  I lower my voice. “Not yet. She knows I’ve got information to share and it’s not pleasant. Since we’re going home tonight, I’ll save it for when I see her.”


  “Face-to-face. Probably a good idea. Let me know if there’s anything else you need from me, and hopefully, you’ll come home soon. I’m tired of having the Flirt Master Two Thousand as my only company. Or better yet, next time you and Royce feel the need to flee, take him with you.”


  I’m laughing out loud and shaking my head. “Giving you a run for your money, eh?” I imagine Bo hitting on Wendy nonstop, barbs flying across the office, her verbal retaliation.


  “Nah, I can handle him.”


  “God willing!” I hear Bo’s instant quip, and then suddenly I’ve got his familiar voice in my ear as he continues. “Brother. Read through what Wendy sent over. I’m here for you. Whatever you need. If you want me to get on a plane and meet you somewhere to beat some ass, I’m right there with you. The shit he’s pulling with Sky . . . fuck no. Nuh-uh. Not one of ours.” He growls into the line.


  I close my eyes and press my fist against my forehead. “Thanks, Bo. For now, I’m going to head to New York, hash it out with Sky, and plan our next steps.”


  “I can meet you there. Hell, I can beat you there, with you being on the West Coast.”


  I grin. “’Preciate it, brother. More than you know, but I’m going to go solo on this one. Will let you know if any further action is needed.”


  “All right. You know I’m a phone call away.”


  “I do.”


  “Get back to it, then, and tell Roy I’ll be seeing him at the office. Sophie’s been calling about some document she needs him to look over immediately.”


  “Have her email it to him.”


  “She did. Apparently since he’s been so focused on you and the client, he hasn’t picked up his emails for the last couple of days.”


  I sigh. “We’ve been busy. Between this shit with Sky, the embezzlement, and finding the client a mate, it’s been one thing after another.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I figured. Also had Wendy look into Sophie’s new boyfriend.” Bo’s tone is neutral, not betraying anything.


  My heart starts pounding, and I’m worried Bo’s going to impart additional shitty information that will make me lose my mind. Skyler’s man issue is already running rampant in my head. I don’t need my best female friend’s new beau added to the list.


  “Please tell me he’s clean . . .”


  He chuckles. “Checks out. Wendy said she did her worst, and the dude is positively squeaky. And get this . . . apparently he recently visited a jewelry store and bought a very expensive item.”


  “You think he’s going to pop the question? Already? It’s been what, a month or so?”


  “Brother, I don’t know. You’ve seen Sophie . . . all of Sophie. Not to mention she’s smart, rich, and full of life. No reason to wait when you’ve got something like that on the hook.”


  “Says the man whose dick shrivels up and dies at the mere thought of commitment.” I rub at the back of my neck, trying to work out the tension. “Fuck. He’s going to pop the question.”


  Bo howls with laughter. “Suspect it.”


  “I’ll give her a call. Check in on her.”


  “Probably a good idea. Make sure she’s not jumping into her rebound man after you.”


  I instantly take offense. “I wasn’t her man in order for her to have a rebound, punk ass!” My voice sounds scathing even to my own ears.


  “If you say so. Woman seemed pretty hung up on you when we were in France,” he says with a nonchalance his comment doesn’t carry.


  “A lot happened when we were in France. Then everything, my whole freakin’ life, changed when I was in New York. And that’s forever, brother.”


  “Figured that too.”


  “Then why are you bringing this up?” I frown and tap against the wall of the hallway outside Rochelle’s office. I turn around and lean my back against it.


  “Because I know how much you care for Sophie. How much we all do. Just want you to know, things are progressing in her love life at warp speed. The train has left the station, and it is not stopping.”


  I swallow down the instant worry I have about my friend being screwed over. Not every person is Kayla. Skyler’s not Kayla, and Sophie’s man isn’t either. Not everyone is out to burn another’s heart. “As long as she’s happy, I’m happy. The bastard better worship her.”


  “No joke.”


  No sooner do I finish my call with Bo than the elevator doors open and a pair of security guards leading a police officer walk up.


  “In there.” I point to Rochelle’s open door.


  The three of them enter, and I follow closely behind.
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   I’m bone weary as I slouch into the comfort of one of Rochelle’s office couches. She’s lying longways on the opposite one, her forearm over her eyes. The cops have taken Helen for processing, and a team of janitors came and cleaned up the mess, carting away the giant shards of broken glass. Her office looks far too open and bare without the large glass desk taking up the bulk of the space.


  “We got lucky, you know,” I mutter to her prone form. Keehan and Royce are pulling together the final reports to give to the cops. Rochelle’s going to hire a forensic accounting firm to do a full audit of the company’s books to determine the extent of Helen’s damage. Eventually she’ll probably get back some of the money the woman stole, but these things take a long time when the legal system gets involved.


  “How you figure?”


  “Helen wanted Keehan. You had Keehan this whole time without even knowing it. She was doing everything she could to secure him. Used your access code to steal from you. Dressed like you. Did her hair and makeup the same. Never a good combination. Then she throws a vase at you, busts up your desk, and the two of you go at it.”


  She sighs. “I shouldn’t have been so stupid. He’s always been in my life. My right hand, the man I go to for everything. I compare all others to him and have always found them lacking.”


  I snort-laugh. “I guess sometimes it takes an expensive business agreement to find what’s been in front of your face all along.”


  She smiles, lifts her arm, and winks. “Worth every penny.”


  “Glad to hear it. Do you mind if I give you another bit of advice?”


  “Would I be able to stop you?” One of her dark eyebrows rises in question.


  I grin, appreciating the banter with Rochelle. I can see why Royce went for her. Besides the outer package, which is nice, she’s got a quick wit and a smart mouth. All of which can be a lot of fun for any man, especially a man like Royce. In a lot of ways, Rochelle Renner is the perfect package for Royce. Still you can’t change that the woman is going to work herself into the ground and doesn’t want to deal with familial distractions. Royce’s mother and sisters are so deeply enmeshed in who he is, there is only room for a woman to be added to his heart, not replace the women already there.


  “Shoot.” She turns on her side and rests her head in her hand, giving me her undivided attention.


  “It’s not always about seeing what’s right in front of your face, although it was very important in your case. Sometimes that part can be managed by opening your eyes.”


  “Then what is it about? I’m on pins and needles here.” She smirks.


  I take a deep breath and hope I’m not about to offend her. We’ve ended this case with her falling for her man and weeding out an embezzler; the last thing I want to do is piss her off when she’s already got a lot on her plate. Still, I wouldn’t be doing her justice if I didn’t put the truth out there for her to chew on.


  “I firmly believe the answer to what you’ve been seeking is not as simple as finding a mate, or being the best in your field. It’s about wanting what you already have. Keehan’s always been there. Fear got in the way. Don’t let fear control your life . . . and for the love of God, live a little!” I scold playfully. “If you spend all of your time working, you spend none of your time living.”


  The door opens. Keehan goes right to Rochelle’s side and sits in the curve her bent hips leave available on the couch.


  I stand up. “I’m going to use the restroom before we head to the hotel and airport.”


  I move to leave the room, and she calls out, “Parker,” and points to the closed door in her office.


  “Thanks.” I open the door and find a perfectly white bathroom. Everything is white. The floor, the walls, the towels, the sink, even the faucet.


  “Strange woman,” I mumble under my breath, and take care of business. As I’m washing my hands I notice the vanity mirror runs all the way across the sink and the area behind the toilet. I grin and think back to the four times I’ve written a message on a mirror. In a split second I decide if there’s a lipstick tube in the first drawer, I’ll do it. If not, I won’t.


  I open the drawer and find it filled to the brim with makeup and beauty products. Three tubes of lipstick practically gleam in the right-hand corner of the drawer. I pull one out and find a deep crimson color just itching to be used.


  “Must be fate.” I take in the cocky expression on my face as I lift the tip to the corner of the mirror and write Rochelle a little reminder.


  Want what you have.


  Love, Me


  I cap the lipstick and toss it back into the drawer. Time to catch a plane and get to my girl, because I am one man who absolutely wants what I have.


  
10
   The town car Rochelle hired pulls up to San Francisco International Airport at the curb for departures. Royce and I pour out of the vehicle and secure our luggage from the driver.


  Once we’ve both checked into our flights, we head to the closest bar.


  “Drink first, food after?”


  “Hell yeah,” Royce rumbles on an exhausted sigh, his big form trudging through the airport crowd in the direction of the nearest flashing neon sign. We find a sports bar, if you can really call it that, in the dead center of the airport; it will do for our purposes. The top-shelf liquor in gleaming bottles along the back of the bar makes it a good choice for us.


  “What can I get you?” a ginger-haired brute of a man asks. With his red flannel shirt and the curly rust-colored beard and mustache, he looks like he’d be more suited in the Sierras, chopping down trees and yelling timber than behind the bar serving drinks to folks rushing to catch a plane.


  “Whiskey neat, three fingers. Macallan Eighteen if you have it.” Royce tucks his jacket over the back of his chair.


  The bartender glances over his shoulder at the array of whiskies displayed. “We do.”


  He goes for the bottle as I call out, “The same for me.” I crack my neck from side to side, attempting to relieve some of the built-up tension this case and the worry for Skyler have brought upon my shoulders. At the rate things are going, I’m going to need a full-body massage to get through this stress. Instantly the visual enters my mind of Skyler’s toned thighs straddling my ass, her silky hands running up and down my back. The pleasant image has my dick stirring, reminding me of what’s to come when I get done with the five-hour flight to JFK. Jesus, I can’t wait to see her. Get my hands all over her tanned skin.


  Royce’s gaze flicks to mine, a thick black eyebrow cocked in question, which kills the vision in my head.


  I answer the only way I can. “Need to feel the burn tonight.” There is so much clouding my brain right now, a veritable tornado of information flying dizzyingly around.


  “I heard that.” Royce offers a tight-lipped smile, drops his head low, and runs a big paw over his neck and the back of his scalp a couple of times.


  The bartender sets two tumblers in front of us and fills them a touch higher than three fingers. “You boys need some food?”


  “Eventually,” Royce says tiredly, lifting his glass to offer a toast.


  I lift my own and clink it against his tumbler.


  “Thank fuck this one’s done!” he says tiredly.


  I chuckle with the hilarity the toast brings. This case wore big, badass Royce out. “Glad it’s over.” I let the whisky slide down my throat, settling like liquid warmth in my gut.


  Royce sucks in his bottom lip and runs his teeth over it. I can tell he’s chewing on something he wants to talk about.


  Taking a guess, I wade in where I know I shouldn’t. “You thinkin’ about Rochelle?”


  He eyes me sideways but doesn’t turn his head before he takes a slow sip of his drink, hissing softly upon completion.


  “I’m man enough to admit I was wrong about her. She wasn’t meant for me. Got that. You and I came to an understanding. Got that too. Doesn’t change the fact that I’m heading home to an empty fuckin’ house ready to be filled with a family I don’t have, now does it?”


  The weight of Royce’s current situation is hitting my brother hard. The waves of his unhappiness swirl around us, and I reach out a hand and clap him on the back between the shoulder blades while leaning closer. He stays solid, looking straight ahead when I speak.


  “What can I do?”


  He shakes his head once. “Not a thing. Unless you’ve got a beautiful sista who’s ready to settle down and deal with my overbearing momma and crazy-ass sisters”—he flicks a finger out past his glass—“and who’s willing to handle a man who travels a lot, has two brothers from another mother who are always around, and a business that needs attention . . . there’s not a thing you can do.”


  I breathe deep and let it out slowly. “She’s out there.”


  He nods, but I don’t get the impression he believes it. Rochelle was a bigger blow to his ego than I initially realized.


  “Think of it this way. Skyler came into my world out of nowhere. Woman opened the door in a camisole and the tiniest pair of panties, thinking I was her best friend who’d forgotten her key.”


  Royce blinks slowly and shakes his head, about to interrupt, but I forge on.


  “I spent too long fighting my instincts with her but eventually caved in to the best thing that ever happened to me. And believe me, brother, it is not easy. She lives a plane ride away. She’s a fuckin’ celebrity everyone wants a piece of, including me. Only the piece I want is huge. The whole damn pie.” I take a breath and dip my head in his direction. “What we’ve got is special. And you know, anything worth having is worth working for. Now you’re going to have to put in the work. Put your feelers out there. Find your soul mate.”


  Finally Royce turns his head to me, and I drop my hand to my knee but stay close so as to not share our conversation with anyone in hearing distance.


  “She your soul mate?” His tone is filled to the brim with emotion I most certainly was not expecting to hear from him, especially in a crowded sports bar in the middle of a bustling airport.


  I think about Skyler’s blonde hair falling down her shoulders. Her nose crinkling cutely. The way she calls me honey and how it makes me light up. How she loses herself completely when I’m inside her, giving me everything that is her. Remembering Skyler’s excitement and nervousness about meeting my family and brothers, wanting to be liked by them. How she lets her entire self go when she’s laughing. There’s a lot to Skyler; every day I’m finding out more, and it’s only been a few months. I couldn’t imagine the possibility of another woman being my soul mate. Loving someone more than I do her.


  “I want to believe she is. How’s about I tell you when I’m certain?”


  “Fair enough.” Royce purses his lips and lifts his drink. “Gonna hit the dating scene hard back home, but don’t tell my momma. She finds out, and she’ll have every one of her friends’ available daughters lined up with numbers on their backs like in an auction.”


  Laughter bubbles up with no stopping it at the visual. “She’d absolutely do it too!” I chuckle and sip my drink.


  “Yes, she would. You eager to get to New York?”


  I run my finger over the rim of my glass. “More than I can express. I’m worried about her. This Johan is a real piece of work.”


  “You think he’s going to hurt her? Physically?”


  I shrug. “Don’t know. All I do know is he’s hurting her mentally and emotionally, and I’m about to lay the ration of shit on him Wendy found, which is not going to be pleasant one way or the other.” Chills ripple down my spine, and unease sets up a beat in my stomach.


  “You in touch with Sky’s security team?” he asks thoughtfully.


  “Yeah, sent a message to Nate about keeping a close eye on her and that I’d update him on the new threat when I get there.”


  Royce chuckles. “How’d it go? Don’t suspect a man like Nate Van Dyken or his pistol of a wife would be okay with you butting in on how they take care of their charge.”


  Once again, I laugh out loud. “Too true. He responded with a single word: Done.”


  Royce smiles wide, the first time since we left Renner Financial Services. “They picking you up at the airport?”


  I shake my head. “Nah, I haven’t even told Skyler I’m coming to see her, plus it’s the red-eye. Want it to be a surprise. I know she’s working late tonight. We were supposed to talk later this evening, but I sent her a text telling her I’d touch base tomorrow when I’m home.”


  God. All I want to do is fall into her bed, wrap my arms around her warmth, and let her peaches-and-cream scent fill my lungs and ease my soul.


  “Good man.”


  I nod. “Since it will be late, and Skyler is on set, the paps won’t be hounding me. I should be able to slip through the airport, catch a taxi, and be at her place with no one but her doorman being the wiser. Unless, of course, they’re watching her door, which could be possible. Either way, it’s worth the trouble.”


  He takes another swallow of his whisky. “Oh, wanted to let you know I reviewed the documents Sophie sent over and sent her my response. She’s nervous about some board meeting coming up and wants everything to be in place, but she’s got it all. She didn’t need to be so worried.”


  “Good. Did Bo tell you he had Wendy looking into her new boyfriend?”


  Royce grins. “Find anything on him?”


  I shake my head. “Nope. Clean as a whistle. Wendy did find out he made a sizable purchase at a jewelry store recently. Very sizable.”


  Royce frowns.


  “Bo thinks he might propose.”


  Royce’s eyes widen with the comment. “Shut the fuck up. I mean, Sophie’s all of that, but it’s been, what . . .” He flicks a few fingers out as if he’s ticking something off in his mind. “. . . a few weeks?”


  “Something like that,” I mutter, and suck back the rest of my whisky.


  The bartender lifts his chin in a silent request to see if I need another.


  “Beer. Sierra Nevada.” I switch my drink. Unlike Royce, I can’t hammer back the whisky and not get shit faced fast. As it is, I can already feel the liquor swimming in my empty gut.


  “I’ll take a refill.” Royce lifts his glass, and the bartender nods. Royce eases his body against the chairback and crosses his arms over his chest. “You okay with this new development in Sophie’s world?”


  I lean back and put my arm on the bar. “How so?”


  “Know you’re protective of her. Had your physical moment, but more than that, she’s important to you. Hell, she’s important to me and Bo too.”


  “Yes, she is. More than anything, if this is the man she wants, I’m happy for her. Do I think it’s too soon? Fuck yeah. Gonna reach out, make sure she’s doing all right and not jumping with both feet into something because she’s still grieving over her father. Plus, she’s got a lot on her small shoulders running that company. I won’t tell her not to marry someone if she’s in love with the guy and thinks he’s her future, but I will warn her to slow down and take a breath.”


  Royce runs his thumb over his bottom lip. “Agreed. Sophie’s young and sweet. And with no one to look after her, it’s on us to make sure she’s being smart.”


  “Truth.” I make a mental note to check in with Sophie as soon as I can. “Where to next?” I ask, since he was running the show before I came back from Milan and we headed out on this trip.


  “Montreal. A cyber-tech company CEO wants us to ferret out a rat in her company. Someone selling trade secrets, and something about bugs in the system.”


  Thank God it’s not another case involving romance of any kind. Corporate espionage. Sounds downright mellow compared to the emotional shit show we’ve been dealing with as of late.


  “Gonna take a few days off. Get past the shit with Sky and Johan.”


  Royce nods. “Figured. We’ll discuss next steps back home, yeah?”


  “Yeah. Catch you on the flip?” I stand up and pull on my jacket. Royce does the same before clapping me on the back and squeezing my shoulder.


  “See you back home, brother,” he says.


  I drop three twenties on the bar to cover our bill. “You got it.”


  “Call us if you need us in on this Johan issue.”


  “Will do.”


  Royce lifts two fingers. “Peace.”
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   Skyler’s penthouse is deadly quiet when I enter at two a.m. Not wanting to wake her, I place my suitcase quietly on the floor near the front door. Since it’s so late, the paparazzi weren’t out hovering like vultures at her door for a speck of meat, as I suspected. The doorman waved me through as if he’d known me for ages.


  I untie my dress shoes and step out of them, not wanting to make too much noise by clomping through her home. Once I’ve removed my jacket and tossed it over the couch back, I set the single white rose, which was waiting for me on the plane in first class, down on top of it. Seeing it reminded me of Skyler, so I saved it for her, knowing it would make her smile. Since I live for each smile, I had the stewardess wrap it in a wet napkin and a baggie and brought it with me here. I let out a long weary sigh before heading through the dark halls to Skyler’s bedroom.


  When I get there, I’m surprised to see her bed is still made and she’s not in it. I frown and glance at the clock on the bedside table. Two fifteen. My shoulders fall as if they’ve had a ton of cement added to each side.


  Bone weary, I make my way into her bathroom, strip off my clothes, and get in the shower. Her scent assaults me the second I enter the steamy space.


  I groan. “Where the fuck are you?” I let my head hang and the water glide over my muscles. Needing to be with her, feeling her all around me but not here, I pour her bodywash into my palm and wrap a tired hand around my cock. I find it’s already semihard merely being in her home, surrounded by her peaches-and-cream smell. With a firm grip around the base, I tug up to the very tip, imagining it’s Skyler with her petite hand wrapped around me instead, running her slippery thumb around the bulbous crown.


  “God, baby, I miss you.” I let my forehead rest against the chilled shower tile. My mind fills in the blanks for me as I slide a soapy hand up and down my length.


  My dream Skyler plants her naked breasts against my wet back, one hand on my waist, the other wrapped around my cock, jerking me to beautiful oblivion. Her lips fall to my shoulder, where she scrapes her teeth along the ridge up to my neck. There she lays an openmouthed sucking kiss, driving me wild.


  My dick hardens painfully in my hand as my ass cheeks clench and thighs tighten, holding my weary weight up. I slam my other hand against the tile wall and arch into each pull.


  “Peaches . . . ,” I whisper, my balls becoming heavy with the need to burst.


  I close my eyes as dream Skyler wraps both of her hands around my cock, jacking me magnificently with all her might. Her soft pants are lost against the noise of the shower beating down over us and my loud grunts.


  “Give it to me, honey. Give it all to me.” She rests her face against my bicep so she can watch the power she has over me.


  “Fuck!” I growl out, tightening my hand into a fist against the tile. I squeeze my dick hard, needing the firm grip as dream Skyler talks dirty to me.


  And then it hits me: the base of my spine tingles, and I go up on my toes and arch into the pleasure ripping through my body as jet after jet of my essence spills out over my hand to the watery floor below. The orgasm goes on and on as I imagine Skyler pumping away, greedy in her desire to get every last drop of my pleasure.


  I hang my head but keep a tight hold of my cock as I come down from my one-handed pleasure escapade, wishing it were my girl and not my own hand. I figure she’ll be home soon. She has to be. They often go late at the set, and I know they were wrapping today, but this is ridiculous.


  Maybe they had to reshoot some scenes.


  Taking hold of my bodywash—the last time I was here, my girl had stocked up on all of my preferred products—I pour some into my palm and quickly wash the grime of the day along with any remnants of my hand job from my body.


  Tired as fuck, I dry myself off with one of her fluffy towels and drop it into the hamper on my way out of the bathroom. I walk naked through her home and find my phone in my jacket pocket. Uncaring about my nudity, knowing Skyler won’t give one flying fuck, I head back to her bed, pull the covers back, and roll onto my side. I go to my favorites, press her number, and let it ring. Instead of a tired “Hey, honey,” as I would expect, it goes to voice mail.


  “You’ve reached Skyler. Leave a message after the beep, and I’ll give you a ring when I’m available.” Her chipper voice mail greeting finishes.


  “Peaches, it’s me. Wanted to surprise you, but you’re not home. I’m naked in your bed, waiting for you. Come and get me.” I dip my voice seductively at the end and grin before hanging up. I set the phone ringer for high volume and toss it on the bed beside me in case she calls back.


  I’m dead to the world in a second flat.
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   My standard alarm on my phone goes off at six a.m. on the dot, and I pat the bed, looking for my phone. Shit, I should have turned it off before falling asleep. I knife up, find it blaring in the empty space next to me. Skyler’s side of the bed is still empty. She didn’t come home. I rub the grit and sleep from my eyes and realize I’ve had less than four hours of sleep, but she should have been home.


  I tap the display on my phone and note she hasn’t called me back. No text, no voice mail, nothing. Since I left a voice mail for her, I can’t tell whether or not she’s even had a chance to listen to it.


  What the fucking fuck?


  A knot of tension pounds against my tired brain, and I rub at my temples. I frown and punch her number. It rings several times before her voice mail picks up again.


  “Call me ASAP. I’m at your house, and you’re not here. I’m worried.”


  Then I bring up the text feature and text her.


  To: Peaches


  From: Parker Ellis


  Left you messages. You didn’t come home last night. I’m at your house. Call me soon as you get this.


  I sigh and flop back on the bed before I go to the display once more and pull up Nate Van Dyken.


  To: Nate Van Dyken


  From: Parker Ellis


  Sky still on set? I’m at her house.


  I get out of bed, pad out to my suitcase, and get a clean pair of underwear and slip it on. Next, I pull on a pair of jeans, grab a Red Sox T-shirt, and tug it on. My phone buzzes when I’m on my way into the kitchen to start the coffee. Only it’s not Skyler; it’s Nate.


  “Ellis, it’s Nate.” He speaks gruffly into the phone. “We saw Skyler home last night at five p.m. She stated she would not be going anywhere and would not need our services.”


  My heart starts pounding in my chest. “Five yesterday? I got here at two this morning, and she wasn’t here. Bed unmade, house quiet. She’s not been home.”


  “Fuck! I’m tracking her cell phone now.” His voice is firm yet controlled.


  Not capable of any normal brain function, worried out of my gourd about Skyler, I lean against the kitchen counter, gripping the bullnose edge and listening to Nate’s breathing as he does his thing.


  “Says here she’s at St. Regis Hotel right here in New York.”


  The pounding at my temples presses in, and I frown. “Why the fuck would she be at a hotel when she lives in the city?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll head down there, see what I can find out. Scare a few people.”


  “I’m coming with . . . ,” I grate through my teeth, heading to my suitcase to get my socks and shoes.


  “No, you’re going to keep calling her and wait at home in case she shows up. Rach and I are on this. We’ll get your girl. Stay put.”


  I grind my molars down so hard they might turn to sawdust in my mouth. “You have no idea what you’re asking me to do. I can’t just sit here,” I growl, making my intent perfectly clear.


  “You’re not. Call her phone again in ten minutes. We’ll be at the hotel in twenty. If I think something nefarious is going down, I’ll have the cops on it and call you immediately.”


  Swallowing down the sour taste in my mouth, I close my eyes tight. “Fine. Get there.” I hang up the phone and start to pace. When the clock reads seven minutes later, I say, “Fuck it,” and dial her number. It rings almost as many times as it would if the voice mail were going to pick up when a man’s deep voice answers.


  “Hello?” he says sleepily.


  “Who the fuck is this?” My voice is harsh and brooking no argument.


  “Johan. Who the fuck is this?” he responds in kind.


  My heart leaps into my throat at the man’s name. “Where’s Skyler?”


  The man chuckles. Actually. Laughs. In. My. Ear. “Taking a quick shower. What’s it to you? You the boyfriend?”


  “Yes,” I grind out, my heart pounding, sweat prickling at my hairline. “Put her on the phone.”


  “Man, she’s washing off a rather fun-filled evening, and if I were going to bother her in the shower, I wouldn’t have answered the phone. Besides, girl needs a break from me, if you know what I mean.” Sexual innuendo drips from his words, and an overwhelming rage plows into my chest.


  She cheated on me.


  With her scumbag douche of an ex who’s blackmailing her.


  She’s a liar and a cheat.


  I love her, but she never loved me.


  Horror and self-doubt shred my heart and mind, making it hard for me to focus on the here and now. Except, regardless of what she did, I can’t let her go without making sure she’s safe. It’s not in me to walk away from the woman I love when I know she’s still in danger.


  “Look, Johan, I know what you did. How you let a girl die in that club. How loan sharks are all over you for hundreds of thousands. I even know about the two women you assaulted and your family paid off. Now I’m thinking the people from the club who tossed you to the side wouldn’t take too kindly to this information getting out to the public. I’m assuming neither would your modeling agency or your family for that matter.”


  “You son of a bitch!” he roars into the phone. “You say a fucking word—”


  “And what? What are you going to do? I’ve got nothing to lose, motherfucker!” You’ve already taken all I hold dear is what I want to say, the ice pick going straight through my heart, but I won’t ever give him the satisfaction of knowing what he’s doing, what she has done to me.


  I can hear his labored breathing through the line and take the opportunity to continue my own threats, which are more like promises. “Here’s how this is going to go down. You’re going to leave Skyler alone—”


  “Not thinking she’ll like that much, now that, you know, we’ve rekindled our connection.”


  I clench my teeth so hard I could crack rocks with them. My heart is ready to explode, and I want to break everything in my line of sight, but I breathe through the pain and anger and speak as clearly and as directly as possible.


  “Leave her alone. Let her walk out of that hotel room. Do not contact her ever again. You destroy those images, or I will make sure every media outlet from here to Timbuktu spreads the disgusting truth of how you let a woman die under your care in a filthy underground torture club. Also, I’ll let it be known you’re a drug addict, and I’ll take your parents down for paying your way out of jail on two separate sexual assault charges. You think your mommy and daddy dearest deserve to get thrown to the wolves after having your back? Hmm?”


  “You say I’m scum, but you’re no better,” Johan sneers, his accent becoming thicker the angrier he gets.


  “That may be. Regardless, you don’t have a choice. Let her go, and stay the fuck out of her life.” I grind out each word as if I’m stabbing him in the chest the same way the knowledge Skyler cheated on me is digging into my soul.


  “Johan? What are you doing with my phone?” I hear her sweet but guarded voice in the background.


  “You’ve got fifteen minutes to get her out of your room and into the lobby, where her security team will be waiting, or I press ‘Send’ on the email I’ve written to the New York Times. Among others.” I end the call and slam the phone down on the counter.


  Picking it back up, I call Nate. “She’ll be in the lobby in fifteen minutes.”


  “I’ll bring her back home to you, man,” he assures me.


  “No need. I’ll be gone when she arrives. It’s over between us.” On that note, I end the call and chuck the phone at the tiled wall so hard it shatters into pieces, metal bits flying everywhere. Stomping over to my suitcase, I pull on my socks and shoes and close my case.


  It’s over. Sky and me. Done. I can’t fathom that she’d rip my heart in half this way. She was supposed to be the one. My one in seven fuckin’ billion. Now what?


  Acute rage slithers through my entire body, building like gas contained in a small space, expanding, needing to get out. I grab the first photo I see on the table near the couch. It’s the one of Skyler and me in the pool. She framed it. Put it on the table with all the people she cares about.


  A lie.


  It’s all a fuckin’ lie.


  On a roar, I slam the frame to the ground and stomp it into pieces, the glass and wood splintering. It’s not enough. Without even thinking, I glance at the table of pictures.


  All lies! She’s a liar. A liar and a two-bit cheat! On another animalistic cry, I slide my arms down the table, pictures falling to the floor, shattering on impact.


  It’s not enough. It will never be enough. Nothing feels this bad. Kayla’s betrayal didn’t destroy me like this. I’ve got to get out of here. I look around and notice the mess. Fuck her! I don’t care. I need a car. I spy my destroyed phone. I didn’t think that through. Picking through the rubble I find the SIM card and tuck it in my pocket. It’s the last lucid thought I have before the black of everything that just happened fills my mind and soul.


  Without looking back, I leave Skyler’s penthouse in the sky, planning never to return.


  
SKYLER
 

   Twelve hours earlier . . .


   I glance down at my phone for what feels like the millionth time and read Parker’s message again. He’ll call me tomorrow. Ugh. I’m tired of waiting to talk to him. He said he had some information to give me about Johan and his threats, but I’m still waiting. Tracey is on my case to approve the press releases she’s written regarding the pictures coming out, and I don’t want to do that until I’ve spoken with him. He seems so convinced that whatever Wendy’s found will take this problem off my hands, and the pictures will be safely destroyed with the public none the wiser about my stupidity.


  Except Wendy and Parker don’t know Johan. He’d never do something like this without a reason. I may have been young and infatuated when we were together, but that’s not who I am now. I’m stronger. More capable of handling the problems I’m faced with. And I know Johan. Regardless of what Parker might think or suggest, Johan isn’t dangerous. Nevertheless, something major is happening in his life that’s making him strike out at me.


  He wants $50 million.


  I’ve known Johan for a long time, and he was never that cruel. He may have been aloof, cheated on me repeatedly, and used me for my money, but cruel wasn’t his gig. And when my parents died, he was there for me. Held me close every day through the months when I cried myself into oblivion. Went to the funeral with me and sat with me while I clutched his hand, a tether to the real world when everything felt so surreal. He helped me during my lowest point. Without him in my life, I might have done something worse than drown my sorrows in booze and pills. When I couldn’t function and saw nothing but darkness, Johan lifted me up. Made me better. Helped me to see the light at the end of the tunnel, which, at the time, was my career.


  It’s hard to believe he’d blackmail me like this. The sensation I’ve been dreading tugs at my mind, and I purse my lips. I need to talk to him. Face-to-face. Find out why he’s hurting me like this. I walked away from him eighteen months ago and never looked back. He didn’t care. Practically urged me to go. Of course, all of that was after he’d cleaned out our shared house account of every dime it had in it. Thankfully I’d transferred only monthly payments into our combined account and not the money I made from working or I fear he’d have cleaned me out too.


  Which is kind of what he’s doing now. He doesn’t know I’m worth several hundred million, more money than I’d ever know what to do with. All I’ve ever wanted was to act in great films, tell beautiful stories with my craft, find a man to love who would love me, and build a life. Have a couple of kids one day and give them all my parents gave me and more.


  I sigh at the vision of Parker with a toddler on his shoulders as he touches my pregnant belly with happiness. One day. But I’m afraid the day will never come if I don’t get this situation with Johan settled and him out of my life.


  I was so close to telling Parker I’m in love with him. And I know he feels the same about me. I believe it in every breath I hear through the phone, each one of his whispered “Peaches” in my ear, and the way he worships me and my body when we’re making love. He’s everything I want in this world, and I’m not going to let a pissant like Johan and his attempt at extortion ruin that. I don’t want Parker’s lovely mother and happy-go-lucky father to see those tawdry pictures of me and think ill of me. Those pics shouldn’t have been taken. Johan talked me into doing those kinky things because he’s into it, and at the time, I wanted to please him. I don’t have any problems with the kink lifestyle, but after a few forays into it, I know it’s not for me. What Parker and I have when our bodies come together with one another is. It’s everything I need and more. I can’t let anything get in the way of what we have. I’ll pay any dollar amount.


  Decision made, I pick up the phone and dial Johan’s cell, feeling confident I can handle this myself. Shockingly he hasn’t changed the number and answers it on the third ring.


  “Hello, Skyler. I was expecting you’d call at some point. How are you?” His tone is that of a long-lost friend, not someone who is blackmailing me for more money than most people will ever see in their lifetimes.


  I grit my teeth and take a huge breath. “I want to meet you. Now. No lawyers.”


  “You going to bring the money? If so, I’ll bring the pictures,” he says nonchalantly, as if he blackmails women every day.


  “I want to talk, Johan. Where can I meet you?”


  “The St. Regis Hotel. Room two four two.” He hangs up the phone, apparently without a care in the world.


  Instead of turning around and calling the Van Dykens to get me there, I call down to the front desk and have a taxi booked.


  [image: image]


   Johan holds his hotel room door open wearing a pair of jeans and a blue dress shirt unbuttoned at the collar. His eyes have dark circles around them, and his normally thick dark hair is a lackluster mess atop his head. Even his cheeks are sunken in, making him seem gaunt, skinny even.


  “You look like shit,” I observe, storming into the room and tossing my purse and jacket on the couch.


  “You, however, do not. Always beautiful, all golden sunshine with great tits, ass, and legs. I’m sure your new beau is enjoying your attributes very much. I know I always did.”


  “Really?” I huff. “If you enjoyed them so much, you wouldn’t have been banging half of the models you worked with.”


  He tuts. “Water under the bridge. Besides, you’re not here to fluff my ego, and I’m not here to sample your extraordinary wares. Nevertheless, I could very easily be persuaded, as you well know.”


  I roll my eyes and gag. “Why are you doing this to me? Blackmailing me?”


  He ignores the question. “Blackmail is such an ugly word, don’t you think?”


  “I believe it accurately describes what you’re doing to me. Threatening to show inappropriate pictures of me, ones I didn’t know you were taking, in a moment where I was very vulnerable. I trusted you, Johan.” My voice cracks, and he has to know what this is doing to me. If he cared for me at all, he must know.


  “And I took care of you, many times if my memory serves. You were always such a hair trigger in the bedroom. Easy to please,” he muses, as if this is a game, ignoring the hurt he’s causing.


  Furious, I hold my fists at my sides and let him have it. “Because I loved you!” I holler, wanting to stomp my foot and throw a full-on tantrum the likes of which the world has never seen. However, for my own pride, I barely rein it in.


  He frowns. “That is unfortunate, because I’m not capable of love. You figured that out.”


  “The hard way. Yes. Yes, I did. Even so, I never thought you were cruel. I know you cared for me. Took care of me through my parents’ deaths . . .”


  “I still care for you. It does not, however, change the predicament I’m in. I need money. A lot of it, or my life is in danger. I’ve made some very bad decisions in the past and with some horrible people who plan to hurt me. Take my life if I don’t pay. I have no choice,” he grits out through clenched teeth, and I’m finally putting two and two together. The worry in his eyes, the fear in every word he utters even as he’s trying to hide it. He’s scared. Afraid for his life.


  “Johan . . .” I clutch at my chest. “Everyone has a choice,” I gasp, allowing the hurt he’s causing me to filter through my words.


  “Not if I want to live. You’re my last resort.” He swallows and clears his throat.


  Making a rash decision, I do what my mother would have done. She’d never let someone she cared for live in fear. Even if they hurt her. When she loved someone, she loved them unconditionally. I do as well. With her in my thoughts, I offer something I know I shouldn’t. “Then I’ll help you, because you were there for me when my world went dark. Because at one point I loved you more than anything on this earth. And because I could never live with myself if I walked away and your life was in danger.”


  His gaze flies to mine and softens, his shoulders falling in what I imagine is relief. “Skyler . . .” His voice shakes, and he rushes to me and pulls me into a full-body hug. Memories of the time he held me when I was numb to the world after my parents’ deaths come rushing to the surface. His cold nose dips to my shoulder, and beyond my comprehension—for I’ve never, not ever, experienced this type of emotion from Johan—I feel his tears wet my skin.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry I hurt you. Thank you. Thank you, Skyler.”


  As much as I loathe what he did to me when we were in a relationship and what he’s threatened to do to me now, I feel his agony. He’s lost and scared and going about it the wrong way. It’s up to me to show him real kindness. The same he showed me. “We’ll figure this out. I’ll help you. Let’s start with you telling me who you owe and how much.”
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   By the time we called for room service last night, we’d already gone through the extraordinarily long list of individuals he owed and who he referred to as very bad guys. It was well after one in the morning, and I was exhausted when we were done. With the press hounding the entrance of the hotel, Johan encouraged me to spend the night in his room, saying he’d take the couch. After compiling the list and working with my broker to pay off each debt—to the tune of $20 million, not $50 million—he handed me the flash drive of pictures, which I pocketed, planning to use a hammer on it when I got home.


  He still didn’t tell me what the extra $30 million he’d originally demanded was supposed to be for, but I had a feeling it was to put him in a cushy position because he’d lost his status completely in the modeling and acting industries. When all was said and done, he admitted to me he had a serious drug problem, and I once again agreed to help him by paying for him to be in a drug rehab facility that catered to the rich and famous and kept things anonymous and quiet, so the clients could get clean in peace without worrying about losing their status in the industry. Eventually he agreed to this and thanked me profusely. He also apologized repeatedly for what he had been planning to do.


  This morning, my entire body feels as if it’s coated in grime. I didn’t have a chance to shower after a full day at the set before I rushed over here. Knowing Johan won’t mind, I double-check the lock is still in place on the bedroom door, slip into the bathroom, and take a long shower, letting the entire week flow out of my fingertips as the water heats up and eases my tight muscles. When I’m done, I dry off and put my grubby clothes back on, not about to walk out of here in another man’s attire. As it is, the press is going to go crazy when they see me leave a hotel in the same clothes I wore last night.


  Grabbing my shoes, I head to the bedroom door and hear Johan on the phone. I eavesdrop, not believing for a second that he’ll be perfectly honest with me about his dealings, but knowing I have the pictures ultimately puts me in the clear—for now. I also know I will have helped someone I once cared very much for. My mother would be proud. Hell, I’m proud of myself. Besides, he was there for me when I needed him, and I feel as though this has returned the favor hundredfold. Now I can go about my life with Parker, knowing I did right by Johan, and in the end, I hope to be able to say he did right by our friendship.


  “You son of a bitch!” I hear him yell into the phone. “You say a fucking word—”


  I cringe, thinking he’s likely talking to yet another one of his dangerous “very bad guys,” trying to work out the debts with the money I’ve given him.


  “Not thinking she’ll like that much, now that, you know, we’ve rekindled our connection,” he says in a tone I recognize as his sexy voice. It does absolutely nothing for me now, but it’s an odd thing to say to a man you owe money to. So much so that I open the door and pad into the area where he’s standing, phone pressed to his ear.


  “You say I’m scum, but you’re no better,” he sneers into the phone, and turns around. That’s when I realize he’s holding my phone, not his own.


  “Johan? What are you doing with my phone?”


  He ignores me, listens intently, and then presses it off, tossing it back onto my purse.


  “Who were you talking to?” I demand, knowing instinctually, my heart starting to pound a foreboding beat in my chest.


  “Your so-called boyfriend, but I don’t think he’s your man anymore. You’re welcome.” He shivers and makes a gagging sound. “Skyler, you sure know how to pick ’em. First me, then that guy? You’re downgrading, not upgrading. You deserve better.”


  I rush over to him and push at his chest with both of my hands, knocking him off his feet to the couch behind him. He falls in a pile of limbs.


  “What the fuck have you done?” I screech so loud I hurt my own ears.


  “Skyler, the guy is a dick. Threatened me with some shit in my past that would end up getting me killed if it got out.”


  My entire body begins to shake uncontrollably. “Oh my God . . . ohmygod! He thinks . . . Jesus!” I grab my phone and notice the texts and the voice mails. Before dialing Parker back, I listen to his messages and slump to the couch, tears in my eyes. Each message strikes a blow to my heart so deep I don’t know how I’m ever going to heal from it.


  “He thinks . . . oh no.” My world is crumbling all around me, piece by piece, as my stomach clenches and bile works its way up my throat. I’m barely capable of breathing through it.


  “Skyler, what I did was a favor. A thank-you for helping me out. The guy isn’t good enough for you. But you have to go, because he said your security team is down in the lobby waiting.”


  I choke out a sob and stand up, grabbing my things. “Johan, never, ever contact me again. I wish you the best, but you’ve ruined my life for the last time. Please, please consider the money I’ve given you as the gift it is and get your life back together.”


  “Skyler, no, let’s be friends. We helped each other out, like old times . . .” He follows me to the door of his suite.


  I shake my head and spin around, tears falling down my cheeks faster than I can wipe them away. “No. Move on with your life. I already have, although I don’t know how I’m going to clean up this mess with Parker.”


  “Fuck him. He’s not worthy,” he states snidely.


  “You’re wrong.” My voice is shredded as though I’ve swallowed razor blades. “I’m the one who’s not worthy of him. I love him, and now he thinks I’ve done the worst possible thing a person could do. Cheat.” I gulp down the pain that single word brings to my heart.


  I spin around and thank my lucky stars the elevator doors open right away when I press the button.


  I’ve hurt the man I love, and I don’t know how to repair it.


  He thinks I cheated.


  Mom, Dad, if you’re up there in heaven, please help me reach Parker before he ends it all.


  I need to tell him I love him, and I’d never in a million years be unfaithful to that love.


  The elevator dings, and I rush out of it and right into Rachel’s arms. She catches me easily. “Hey now, I’ve got you.”


  “I have to get home! Now!” I state emphatically, terror and anxiety ripping along the frayed edges of my consciousness.


  “Okay, okay, we’ll get you home, but you have to calm down. There’s an entire mess of paparazzi outside.”


  “I don’t care! I need to get to Parker!” I yell hysterically.


  Rachel nods, grabs the baseball cap off Nate’s head, and tugs it down over mine, shielding my sodden face from view. She removes her long jacket and wraps it around me protectively. “Keep your head low. They don’t need to see your tears. Don’t give them that.”


  I nod and wrap my arm around her familiar weight as they lead me through the throngs of people screaming my name and taking pictures. I jump into the SUV and slam my back against the leather. “Did you talk to him?” I put my arm on Nate’s shoulder.


  “Yeah.”


  “And . . .”


  “He said he’d be gone before you ever stepped foot out of the hotel.”


  I smash my hand against the back of the seat and scream my frustration. “No! No! No! This can’t be happening. I love him. Don’t you understand!”


  “Yeah, Sky, we do. You love him. We know that. He knows that. It will be okay. We’ll get through this together. Right now, we need to get you home and safe.” Rachel’s voice is controlled and completely in charge.


  I shake my head and slump into the seat. “I’ll never feel at home again. The only safe place I’ve ever been since losing my parents is in his arms. And he’s gone. I don’t know how I’m going to get him back, make him understand what happened.”


  Rachel rubs my arms and tucks me lovingly against her chest, the way I imagine a sister would. “It will all work out,” she promises. I fear that promise is empty before she ends with, “When love is involved, there’s always a way.”


  The end . . . for now.


 


   If you want to read more about the guys—Parker, Bo, and Royce—from International Guy, get your copy of Montreal: International Guy Book 6.


  In the sixth installment, the team is called in to infiltrate a cyber-tech company. The CEO, Alexis Stanton, is tired of having her company’s top-secret ideas end up in the hands of her competitor. She knows there’s a mole in her company, but none of her digging has been able to ferret out the perpetrator. On the cusp of a huge product announcement that will likely put her company right up there with the likes of Google, Apple, and Amazon, she can’t risk her secret project getting out before the launch.


  With Parker’s mind complete mush after finding out the love of his life was unfaithful, he needs the entire IG team to help him locate the rat in Ms. Stanton’s system. And if he beds the busty blonde CEO in the process, maybe he’ll get over the burn he feels in his soul far quicker. At least that’s his logic. Find out if his logic is sound in Montreal: International Guy Book 6.
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