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            Chapter One

          

          Chance Sterling

        

      

    

    
      Yesterday

      Fred didn’t have to say much to Chance. Chance understood contracts, and he was more than positive that his grandmother had made him sign one that was airtight. He was screwed. Period. He was also forced to admit that Rosalie might have gotten screwed as well. They had gone from pawns in his grandmother’s game of chess to the queen and knight—Rosalie was the queen, and he was the knight. Grandmother was the king, and he was damn sure that she wasn’t dead. He was going to find her and find her  fast.

      Chance had just ended the call with Rosalie after making plans to meet her tomorrow morning. A large part of him wanted to return to the manor right away so that he could be there with her. Chance didn’t trust his uncles or his father. At the moment, she and Chance were their enemies, and the Sterling men were the best at incinerating their adversaries and getting away with it.

      Come Monday morning, Chance expected to see an injunction against Grandmother’s contract. He hadn’t yet called his father back, and he wasn’t surprised Doug hadn’t rung him again. That definitely meant they were in planning mode. Chance had to be ready to fight whatever they threw his way.

      He agreed with his grandmother about one thing in particular—if she could help it, her sons shouldn’t have anything to do with running her company. They weren’t good businessmen. However, Chance, well… He could do it. He had the instincts. If given the opportunity, he would’ve been a great businessman.

      Over the years, his father and uncles had managed to diversify their personal assets, but what they had acquired could never amount to the Sterling Family Enterprises billions. And not one of them had ever intended on having no part of the big money. They had spent their lives fighting over the family chest. They would never settle for sixteen million split four ways, and maybe more than that if Conrad’s other children ever got wind of the parentage. One thing was for sure: the way Grandmother had arranged things was monumental. A tiny smile passed across Chance’s lips then disappeared. Could he ever imagine his father cutting back on his expensive life? Actually, it wasn’t about economizing. Doug Sterling was a cheap guy, anyway. But as far as Doug was concerned, a man wasn’t a man if he didn’t have a whole heap of cash to sit on, and four million would be an anthill in his book.

      Chance could live on four million, he thought as he placed the one call that made him nervous as hell. Nobody could spend eighteen billion dollars in one lifetime. Not only that, but also his grandfather lived off billions, and so had everyone else in his family—even Penelope with her fashion empire—and not one red cent or green dollar had made any of them happy. They were all miserable, and they passed down their despair to the next generation.

      Chance pressed the button on the steering wheel that allowed him to access his phone. He heard a beep.

      “Call Jack Lord,” he said then rounded his shoulders, trying to get loose. He had so much tension in his body.

      “Calling Jack Lord cell,” the automated voice said.

      The call rang once, then twice, and by the third ring…

      “Jack Lord speaking.”

      “Jack. It’s Chance.”

      “What can I do for you, Chance?” Jack said.

      Chance closed his eyes. Jack never sounded as if Chance’s phone call was a bother. Damn, he was going to miss that. That and the fact that Jack was a good listener. Jack didn’t say a word as Chance explained his new circumstances, from signing the blind contract on Thursday to the meeting that morning.

      “I see,” Jack said thoughtfully.

      “I like my job, a lot,” Chance said.

      “Your job will always be here. But I’m worried about whatever could’ve happened to Edna.”

      “Yes, some of her personal belongings were found in a dead woman’s house.”

      “You don’t sound as if you think she may be dead too.”

      Chance didn’t want to tell Jack how manipulative and crazy the money had made his family. The fact that all his grandmother’s wishes had unfolded so smoothly screamed to him that she’d planned her departure.

      “Okay… Your silence said it all.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Sorry about that. No, it’s complicated.”

      “I understand,” Jack said. “Are you in San Francisco?”

      “I just drove into town.”

      “I’m in San Francisco at the moment. How about we grab lunch?”

      Chance sat up straight. “Sure.” He sounded way too eager but didn’t care.

      Perhaps he was too hasty about leaving his job with Lord and Lord. Maybe Rosalie could run Sterling Enterprises alone. During the last few days, he’d found her to be a pretty brilliant woman. He admired the way she had handled Myrtle on their way to the Oak Motel. He was also impressed by how she took charge of the search while they were in room 117.
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      They were to meet at Char downtown in the financial district. On the way over, Chance remembered the folder with all the information on his grandfather’s illegitimate offspring. Why had Kathy felt she had to protect that information? So many wild cards were floating in the air, and none of them could be played. Then, Chance thought that maybe his grandmother knew one of Conrad’s illegitimate offspring was going to kill her, and that was why she was hiding.

      Chance shifted in his seat. He was through thinking about the whole perplexing situation. He was only trying to avoid what was bothering him in the first place. Chance was nervous. In a few minutes, he would be alone with Jack Lord. The meeting would be mostly of a social nature and not business.

      If only Chance were braver than he appeared most of the time. Sure, he could put on the right face and walk with the perfect posture. But deep inside, his knees were knocking and his feet wanted to run in the opposite direction of where his truck was taking him.

      Soon Chance had arrived at the trendy new restaurant. It was always hard to secure a table at Char, no matter what time of day. Since he was five minutes early, Chance bypassed valet and self-parked. Important men like Jack Lord never arrived on time, and Chance didn’t expect him to. But when he reached the hostess station, he asked if Mr. Jack Lord had arrived, anyway.

      The woman had to be in her early twenties, with dark hair and dark makeup around her eyes. Rosalie didn’t wear that much gunk on her face. He liked that about her. It also seemed as though the waitress had blushed when he said Jack’s name, which made the red powder on her look even darker.

      “This way, please,” she said, still grinning.

      Chance followed her. He was relieved that he didn’t have to wait but was still nervous. He struggled to appear calm, cool, and collected.

      The hostess glanced back at him as she walked. “So how is your weekend going?”

      Chance pressed his lips together as all the events of the last few days once again played through his mind. The girl glanced back at him again. Her cheeks had done the impossible and turned redder. The standard reply would’ve been to say he was fine. He was used to giving that answer, even if it wasn’t true. But this afternoon, he wasn’t his normal self. He could tell the girl was embarrassed, but her disposition didn’t last long. She was focused on the guy seated in the center of the room at the best table in the house. Jack Lord was reading the face of the phone in his hands.

      There were certain men in the world that other men didn’t feel weird about gushing over, and Jack Lord was one of them. The guy was handsome for sure, and Chance didn’t have a problem admiring that about him. Jack was also immaculate but not regal. The guy wasn’t just merely down to earth, he was humble. What Chance liked most about Jack was the way he looked him in the eye when he spoke. It was as if Jack consumed every word, and each of them mattered. The guy was probably only ten or eleven years older than Chance, but Jack Lord felt like the father Chance wished he’d had.

      “By the way,” Chance said before they reached the table.

      The hostess turned to face him.

      He read her name tag. “Ivy, I’m fine.”

      He watched her smile grow wider and eyes grow brighter as she said, “That’s good to hear.”

      Chance felt better about making her happy again.

      Jack looked up from his phone and at Chance. He smiled at Chance and stood. Doug Sterling would’ve never received him in such a warm way. Doug would’ve kept studying his phone until Chance sat, and only after a few seconds would he have looked up with his classic sour expression.

      “Glad you can join me,” Jack said.

      Chance shook Jack’s outstretched hand. “Thanks for the invite.”

      “My pleasure.” Jack pointed at the chair opposite him. “Have a seat.”

      Old Doug Sterling could’ve learned a few things from Jack Lord, in life and in business. Turnover had always been high at Sterling Enterprises because the men in charge were jackasses. For a moment, Chance felt encouraged that he and Rosalie would be driving the bus for a while. At least they were good-natured people. All the employees would benefit from that.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” the hostess asked Chance.

      “Yes, club soda with lime,” he said.

      Jack didn’t respond to his non-alcoholic order as most would have. Chance liked that about him too. Most people didn’t like to drink alone.

      Jack’s cell phone dinged. “Excuse me, please,” he said as he picked it up.

      “Sure,” Chance said. He knew Jack was texting a woman because of the way he was smiling.

      “My wife.” He set the phone back down on the table. “She’s flying in from Bordeaux. She’d been there recruiting principal bakers for two of her locations in the US. It’s been tough going.”

      “Oh, your wife owns restaurants?”

      “French bakeries. So,” Jack said, signaling a change of subject. “It seems I’m going to lose you for a while, if not for good.”

      Damn it. The thought of leaving the nest of Lord and Lord felt scary as hell. It shouldn’t have. Sterling Enterprises was made of his blood. But if his father and uncles eventually won back the company, then he would return to the place that felt more like home, which was Lord and Lord Enterprises.

      “We’ll have to see,” Chance said.

      A waiter returned with Chance’s drink and took their orders. Jack ordered the swordfish and Chance the salmon. When the waiter walked away from the table, Jack leaned in his direction.

      “It upsets me to hear about what happened to Edna. She and I are acquainted. Did you say the police department was actively searching for her?”

      “We just got the news this morning, and everything else happened so fast from there.” Chance scratched his forehead. If only he could’ve articulated his suspicions to Jack, starting with the fact that he had signed the blind contract a day before his grandmother went missing. Basically, the police department could save its resources. His grandmother wasn’t dead. He was sure of it.

      “As I remember, Edna was chair of her company. Did she name you to her seat?”

      “Um, no.” That she didn’t still disturbed the hell out of him, but at least now he knew why. “I’ve been named the appointed CEO in her absence.”

      Jack frowned. “Appointed CEO?”

      For some reason, Chance felt he had disappointed Jack for not winning the top seat. But inside, he knew those were his deep, dark father issues talking. Chance coughed into his closed fist. “Um, yes.”

      “So who’s chairman?”

      “A woman named Rosalie Stetson.” Chance was aware that his tone was cynical.

      Jack grunted inquisitively. “You don’t approve of her?”

      “It’s not that. She’s smart, but I’m qualified—I think.”

      “Hey, I agree. Hands down, you’re exceptionally qualified to run that company, but there had to have been a reason why Edna didn’t name you to the top seat.”

      Chance took a deep breath. It was time to reveal his big mistake. He told Jack about the vote and said he’d sided with his father and paid the price for it.

      Jack tilted his head back. “Ah… Yes. That sounds like Edna. She and her sons are in constant conflict. Which one is your father?”

      Chance frowned. He had no idea Jack knew so much about his family. “Um, Douglas.”

      “Humph,” Jack said, nodding, then he shifted abruptly in his seat, resetting his posture. “By the way, who’s this Rosalie Stetson? For some reason her name sounds familiar.”

      Chance was disappointed Jack had changed the subject. Perhaps he wanted to hear more of what Jack knew about his father and uncles. Chance had a funny feeling Jack knew more than he was willing to divulge. So Chance cleared his throat. “Rosalie is my cousin Pete’s ex-wife. I didn’t know until a few days ago that my grandmother was still in touch with her, but apparently they’re best buddies.”

      Jack grinned. “You really don’t like this Rosalie Stetson, do you? That can be counterproductive to running Sterling Enterprises as a well-oiled machine.”

      Chance felt himself blink as the memory of that kiss he and Rosalie had shared that morning came to mind. Her lips were so soft, and she smelled so good.

      “No. I have no ill feelings toward her. It wasn’t her fault she was made my boss. Plus, Rosalie is smart. She’s only a year out of law school, but she’s got instincts. I was actually considering hiring her as one of our litigators. You know, for Lord and Lord Enterprises.”

      Jack cocked his head, frowning. “Has she ever applied for a position with our company?”

      “I think she said she had.”

      Jack flicked his index finger. “I knew her name sounded familiar. I review every résumé that comes through our legal department.”

      “And you remember them?”

      “Absolutely.”

      That didn’t surprise Chance. Jack was the sort of guy who cared about the people who worked for him, from all of his upper-echelon personnel to the crew who came in late at night to clean his buildings.

      “She’s a UCLA law school graduate,” Jack said.

      “Yeah, she is.” Hot damn, he really does remember her.

      “She had a compelling personal story.” Jack smirked. “Hers hit me in all the right places, but she needed more experience. But I would’ve hired her if Edna would’ve recommended her.”

      Chance stretched his neck from side to side. He felt hot as a few strong and unfinished thoughts competed for space in his mind. For instance, Chance had supposed his grandmother would’ve happily recommended Rosalie for a job at Lord and Lord Enterprises. Why hadn’t she? He was sure Rosalie had mentioned that his grandmother knew she had applied.

      Finally, their lunch arrived. By now Chance was relaxed enough to engage easily in casual conversation with Jack Lord. Somehow the topic turned to fatherhood.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have voted with my father, but I did it, anyway,” Chance said.

      “It’s a hard action to take, you know—dissenting from your dad.”

      “Yeah…” Chance sighed.

      “My father died in a plane crash. It’s tough because thinking of him is like being sliced by a double-edged sword,” Jack said.

      “How so?”

      “Well…” Jack set both his balled fists on the table. It was evident that the subject made him uncomfortable. “My life has been a hell of a whole lot easier with him gone. But he’s my father, and we’re not supposed to say shit like that. If I was sitting in the same chair you were sitting in this morning, looking the guy in the eye, I’m sure I would’ve done the same.”

      Chance had unexpectedly released all the tension in his body. Watching the great Jack Lord open up and be vulnerable had made him feel less like a weakling.

      “Thanks,” Chance said. “I needed to hear that.”

      Jack lifted his glass of red wine. “Here’s to the never-ending battle to break loose from the old man’s control, even when he’s in the grave.”

      Chance chuckled and raised his glass. “Here’s to it.”

      The two men nodded at each other and took a drink.
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      Chance spent the next three hours briefing Jack on every active project he was aware of. Jack also asked his advice on how to proceed on legal matters that hadn’t yet been brought to Chance’s attention.

      When they were finished with their meal and conversation, Jack announced he had to leave. He took his napkin off his lap, laid it across his plate, and leaned toward Chance. “If your investigation into Edna’s disappearance stalls, give me a call. I can help.” He winked and sat back.

      Just as Chance was about to thank him for offering his support, a beautiful woman in a classy white dress stepped to their table.

      “Well, hello, Chance,” she said.

      Chance gulped nervously and said, “Hello, Pita.” The woman was his ex-girlfriend.
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      Pita was pretty, for sure. That was what initially drew him to her—she was pretty. Her skin was soft and supple like the perfect cup of rich café latte. Her eyes were dark, deep, and mysterious, and she always held her mouth as if asking for a kiss. Chance found that her sexiest attribute—her mouth. Then she would speak, and her every word was perfectly pronounced. Her accent was a fusion of growing up in London and being raised by parents who were from New Delhi, India.

      After Jack left, Chance and Pita had moved to the bar. He ordered another tonic with lime.

      “I never understood that about you.” She rolled her eyes to the bartender. “I’ll have the same.” Pita shook her pretty head as she turned her eyes back to Chance. “Since you were going to make me drink an adult beverage alone.”

      Chance stared at the bar top to deliberate whether he wanted to stick around and put himself through Pita’s bossy bullshit. She always had a way of making him feel as though his decisions had forced her into a state of discomfort. Apparently there was a right choice and a wrong one, and about seven times out of ten, his choice was wrong.

      “So, how has your life been?” she asked.

      “Life’s been good.” He had no problem lying to her—he’d never had a problem with it.

      “Good.”

      The bartender served them their drinks.

      She took a sip. “Are you seeing anyone?”

      Once again the morning’s kiss came rushing to Chance’s mind. Then he saw Rosalie’s face, and he released all the tension Pita had made him feel from his body. Chance cleared his throat. “Um, no.”

      She cocked her head. “You’re lying.”

      He frowned.

      “I can tell when you’re lying, and you don’t have to fib. You’re single. I’m single.” She paused, and after a few moments, her chin began to tremble. “I mean, I’m not newly single.”

      If there was ever a time he wanted to escape someone’s company, it was now. Chance didn’t want to contribute to Pita’s emotional state. But if he finished his drink, paid their tab, and said he had to leave, then he would be the jerk of the year, especially since he had nowhere to go but home.

      “It looks as if you’re hurt about that. I’m sorry,” he said.

      Pita closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. “Do you know if it weren’t for you, I would’ve never met Bradley?”

      “Bradley?”

      “Yes, Bradley Bentley Cheshire.”

      He wanted to laugh, but instead he snickered. “Does he wear polo shirts with argyle sweaters across his shoulders?”

      “It’s not funny, Chance.” She couldn’t stop herself from chuckling. “But he walked as though he had a pogo stick way up his ass.”

      They laughed. Pita turned to the side and hiked her shoulder in a cute way. “But no matter, I wanted to make it work between us, regardless.”

      Chance snorted. “Of course you did.”

      She twisted her neck again. “And what do you mean by that?”

      He really didn’t want to get into it, which was why he wished he hadn’t said that.

      “No, go ahead. You spoke it already, and you can’t take it back. Now what the hell did you mean by that?”

      He sighed wearily and looked deeply into her sexy almond eyes. A time once existed when he couldn’t resist those eyes. No matter how angry, frustrated, or distraught she made him, he was more apt to want to kiss her than kick her out of his bed. Chance was happy that the days of being unable to resist Pita were long gone. “Do you really want to know?” he asked.

      “Am I really asking you?”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “Then say it.”

      He shrugged. “Okay, well, you’re not authentic.”

      She slapped her chest. “Bollocks! I’m authentic,” she said. She spoke loud enough for the bartender to look at them. “I’m more bloody authentic than you are.”

      Chance was surprised by how calm he was. “I’m not going to argue this point with you, Pita. You asked me what I thought, and I told you.”

      She drew her pouty lips together and laughed sarcastically. “So you’re telling me you broke up with me because you felt I was not authentic.”

      “I broke up with you because I wasn’t happy.”

      “Then I didn’t make you happy?”

      Chance blew a sharp breath out of his nose. How in the hell did he step into that trap? Since he was being frank with her, he continued. “No. You didn’t make me happy.”

      “Well, you know that wasn’t my job. You’re supposed to make your own self happy.”

      “I knew that, and I still do.”

      She straightened her back, as if she was shocked by his words. Perhaps she was. Chance had never engaged with her like that before. Being honest was easier, knowing that he didn’t have to put up with her ensuing pouting and picking at him in order to even the score.

      “Listen, you’re a therapist, Pita. Be willing to examine yourself sometime. You have a tendency to project.”

      “I project?”

      Chance was on a roll. He swiveled in his chair, turning his entire body in her direction. “You tried to shrink me through our entire relationship, but you never got it right. Because to get me right, you would’ve had to get yourself right first.”

      She did her head wiggle with an eye roll again. “You have a lot to say about me. Well, I have a lot to say about you too. You’re noncommittal and uncommunicative. How can you make a relationship work if you don’t talk?”

      “I do talk, but you never like what I say, so you dismiss me. He swiveled in his seat to face the bar again. “Believe what you want. I don’t care anymore.”

      She sat there watching him as he calmly took a drink. One more swallow, and he was prepared to tell Pita to have a nice evening, and a good life.

      “Really?” she asked in a highly curious tone.

      Chance sighed. “Really what?”

      “I’m inauthentic?”

      “Only in the way that you’re not real. You portray yourself as the pillar of psychological health. And you’re able to do it because you ignore your shit.

      He shrugged.

      She didn’t say anything else. He stole another glance at her. Pita was staring at herself in the mirror across the bar. During the years they had spent together, he had never seen her look so vulnerable. It made him uncomfortable, and he wanted to take back what he’d said.

      “Listen, I apologize for telling you that.” He was even apologetic enough to sit there a little while longer.

      “No. You’re right.” She nodded insistently. “I’m one of those therapists. I can see everyone else’s mud but my own.” She raised a finger. “Not the muck of those who are emotionally involved with me, because you’re right, I project my issues onto them, onto you.”

      “Wow,” Chance said. Hearing her admit that was different and impressive.

      “How about we celebrate my newfound self-awareness with something stronger? I need it.”

      Chance slowly turned to study Pita. He had seen that look in her eyes before and had been overtaken by the energy flowing from her body. His eyes fell down her curvaceous form. The fitted dresses she wore, which stopped an inch below her knees, were his favorites. She looked good in them. What she was offering was obvious—a few drinks, some laughs for old times’ sake, then she would expect him to invite her back to his house for a roll in the sack. That was how it had always gone, which was why their history included a lot of breaking up and getting back together. Pita was ready to climb back on the rollercoaster.

      He broke eye contact with her. “I have a lot of work to do.”

      Her glassy eyes widened just a fraction of an inch more. Chance realized that he had never denied her company before. She probably had to process the rejection.

      “So, how are you celebrating tonight?” she asked.

      He frowned. “What’s tonight?”

      She wiggled her head as if his lack of awareness was mind-boggling. “It’s New Year’s Eve?”

      “Shit,” Chance said as he slapped his palm against his forehead. So much had been going on that he had forgotten it was a holiday weekend.

      She chuckled. “I bet you had forgotten Christmas too.”

      “No, but I worked during Christmas.”

      “Of course you did.”

      They smiled at each other, and it felt awkward. Connecting with Pita definitely felt like a step in the wrong direction.

      Chance scratched the back of his neck. “But I do have to leave.”

      “Then you already have a date.”

      He pressed his lips together, refusing to acknowledge her comment.

      “Very well, then, how about I call you sometime?”

      “Well, okay, sure,” he said, although he had preferred a clean split.

      “Okay, then.” Pita quickly dismounted her chair. He had expected her to challenge his hesitation, but she didn’t.

      Chance held up twenty bucks. “Here you go, Raymond,” he said loud enough to catch the bartender’s attention. The seats around him were filling fast. The number of diners had nearly tripled since Chance first sat down for lunch with Jack.

      Raymond took his cash.

      “Keep the change,” Chance said.

      Together the exes walked out of the restaurant, through the lobby, and out of the front of the hotel. The sun had gone down, and the air was nippy.

      “I valet-parked my car. How about you?” Pita asked.

      His thankful smile was slight. It felt good to not have to stand there with her any longer than necessary. “I self-parked.”

      “Oh, well,” she said, folding her arms and shivering a little. Pita’s eyes were still wide and glassy.

      Chance fought the urge to give her his jacket. It was what a gentleman would do for a cold woman, especially one as beautiful as Pita.

      “Have a nice New Year’s Eve,” he said.

      She barely smiled. “You too.”

      They hugged loosely. When they let go of each other, Chance crushed his lips together in a tense smile and walked away anxiously. It was as if he couldn’t get away from her fast enough. He knew she was looking at him and wanted to turn to confirm it, but Chance didn’t want her to get the wrong idea. “Pita and Chance” was a thing of the past.

      When he reached his car, he asked himself a question he wasn’t ready to answer. What about Chance and Rosalie? Could they ever become an item?

      Maybe.

      Maybe not.
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      As Chance drove down the narrow path that led to his garage, he questioned whether he should pack a fresh bag and head back to the manor. At midnight his grandmother would turn eighty-two. It would’ve been nice to be at her home. Not only that, but also Rosalie was there. He wanted to call and wish her a happy New Year’s Eve but decided against it because of the word “happy” alone. The day wasn’t happy, and neither were the times.

      He pressed the steering wheel button that opened the garage and drove in. He waited for the door to close before getting out of his SUV.

      As soon as he entered the house, he turned off the alarm and hung his keys on the hook next to the door. Chance suddenly realized his house was too big for one person. Pita had convinced him to buy it. Maybe once upon a time he had considered marrying her and starting a family. He thought that was what every man was supposed to do. But at some point, being in a relationship with her had turned him against that idea.

      Chance walked to the window in the living room and electronically opened the curtains and blinds. The home’s high elevation gave him a spectacular view of the bay. Pita and Chance used to sit on the patio some mornings while having breakfast.  He pictured Rosalie sitting beside him. For a second the vision felt good and right. But those feelings quickly dissipated and gave way to fear.

      He stopped rubbing the side of his face to check his watch. Boy, had time flown. It was after nine p.m., and he had a few things to take care of before going to bed. He yawned and walked through the large living room and up the floating staircase made of blackwood. Once he was on the second floor, he passed his bedroom and entered his home office.

      He fired up his computer and drafted two messages, one of which he and Jack had discussed. He would write his personal assistant, Stacy Wilson, thanking her for her hard work and making his life easy. He said that if she ever needed a glowing professional reference, he would be happy to provide one. Next was an email that would be sent to the entire legal department on Monday morning, stating that he had to resign from his position effective immediately because of family issues. Jack had been certain that Chance didn’t need to explain more than that. He would make sure they learned of his position at Sterling Enterprises.

      Chance sent both memos to Jack’s assistant and sat back in his seat. Despite all the sad things going on in his life at the moment, he was able lock his fingers behind his head and smile. Lunch with Jack Lord was good. He liked the man—he liked him a lot.

      Finally, Chance shut down his computer and headed upstairs. When he made it to his bathroom and stripped naked, he realized he had left his overnight bag in the back of his SUV. It was too late to get it now. He would get it in the morning. Instead, he hopped into the shower and took a quick one. Soon he got into bed and turned on the nightly news. The program had started twenty minutes ago, but the segments usually replayed at the top of the hour. He sat in bed, listening to the reports on more rain. That was good news, especially because of the terrible years of drought that had wreaked havoc on the state. His eyelids turned heavier and heavier as the minutes ticked by, and before long he couldn’t hear the TV anymore.
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      A phone’s continual ringing woke Chance. The sound was louder than the TV, which aired a program featuring a blender that could grind a cell phone into pieces.

      “Shit,” Chance muttered. He had to get out of bed to find his cell phone and the pants he wore yesterday, then he tapped Answer. “Hello?” He was slightly winded.

      “Chance, Fred.”

      He stopped rubbing his eyes. “Fred?”

      “Yes, it’s me. Something happened tonight, and you should know about it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Chance Sterling

        

      

    

    
      Chance could hardly believe what Fred had said. A gunman had attacked Rosalie while she was in bed. The guy was able to get off two shots.

      His stomach sank. “Was she hit?”

      “Her ear was grazed,” Fred said. “But other than shaken, she’s fine.”

      Chance ran his hand over his face. It was hard to believe what he was hearing, but then it wasn’t.

      “Surprisingly she fought the gunman and was able to disarm him,” Fred said.

      “Did she shoot him?”

      “No, he got away.”

      “How in the hell did he get away?”

      “He slipped through a secret tunnel that led to her room.”

      Chance drew his lips together and shook his head. Those damn tunnels. He always wondered when his grandmother was going to have them sealed. When he was a kid, he got lost in them once. He cried and ran until he found his way out.

      As Fred finished telling him all that he knew, Chance tried to picture Rosalie—with her long dark hair, wearing her silk robe, and skirmishing with a man three times her size—but couldn’t. The report was horrendous. He kicked himself for not following his instincts and driving back to the manor after his drink with Pita.

      As soon as he ended the call, Chance packed a bag that would get him through an indefinite stay at the manor and hit the road. He had been driving for more than a half hour. He took his hand off the steering wheel and ran it anxiously through his hair before glancing at the speedometer. “Damn it.”

      He slowed. He was driving twenty-six miles per hour over the limit, but he couldn’t get to Rosalie fast enough. It was nearly six o’clock in the morning. Fred told him that the incident had occurred around 4:45 a.m. Driving so fast and not really concentrating on the road, Chance could’ve killed himself before he was able to lay eyes on Rosalie. Fred had said she was fine, but Chance wouldn’t rest easy until he saw for himself.

      It was 6:05 a.m. by the time he made a turn onto the property.  He pictured his father’s face as he sped up the long driveway. If his father had had anything to do with what happened here this morning, then that would be it. Chance would never have anything to do with Doug again. Having an innocent woman murdered was unforgivable.

      Anger shot through Chance’s body. He squeezed the steering wheel so tightly that his fingernails sank into his palms. He liked the sensation. The stinging. It matched his ire. When he reached the carport, he saw three police cars parked in front of the entrance to the manor. Chance came to a screeching halt behind the last black-and-white police cruiser. Reality had set in. The manor was the site of a crime scene.

      Garcia came trotting toward him, shaking his head. “They’re inside,” he said.

      As he had many times before, Chance tossed Garcia his keys. Chance noticed how stressed Garcia looked as he caught them. “Did you see or hear anything before or after the incident?” Chance asked.

      Garcia shook his head frantically. “We were asleep. Then we heard the gunshots. Nobody knew where they came from, but you know…” He shrugged as if the gesture was a sufficient answer.

      Chance wanted Garcia to elaborate on what he’d just said but was eager to check on Rosalie.

      “Where is she?” Chance asked.

      “In the sunroom.”

      “Is she alone?”

      “The officer is with her.”

      Chance nodded. “We’ll talk later about security.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Garcia said as he entered the driver’s seat of Chance’s SUV.

      Chance went inside the manor. His steps were long and strong. He couldn’t make it to the sunroom fast enough. As he rushed in, his attention was split between the sixty-five-inch television screen, which was broadcasting a picture of Baylor, and Rosalie, who was curled up in a chair, wearing jeans and a gray sweatshirt that swallowed her. She had a bandage over her right ear and her hair pulled up in a ponytail. Chance had thought she’d be in worse shape, but she seemed to be strong and concentrating on the television screen. An officer with red hair sat in the armchair beside her. Chance recognized him from yesterday morning—Deputy Fitzpatrick, Myrtle’s nephew.

      “Hello,” Chance said to announce himself.

      Rosalie quickly turned toward him. She perched as though she wanted to jump out of her chair to hug him, then she settled back into the cushions. Chance wished she had gone with her first instinct. He wanted to hug her.

      Chance wished Fitzpatrick weren’t around. Yesterday morning, he’d gotten the feeling that the deputy was attracted to Rosalie. Today the fact that the guy was in the room alone with her let Chance know he was right about Fitzpatrick. Chance wanted to say something that would rouse the man to get up and leave, but the spectacle unraveling on TV held his attention.

      “What in the hell?” Chance muttered as he moved closer to where they were sitting.

      “It’s the North Cal News Report,” Fitzpatrick said without taking his eyes away from Baylor’s image. The deputy sounded on edge, as if he was way too invested in what was happening in their lives.

      On the TV screen, Baylor spoke to a reporter. “It’s all unfolding as I sit here. Our family is worried, but…” Baylor paused and pressed his lips together. “But we’re hopeful.”

      Chance didn’t know whether to laugh bitterly or curse. He couldn’t do either at the moment because he wanted to hear everything that was said.

      “There was a report that Mrs. Sterling’s personal items were discovered in the home of a woman who was found dead, a Mrs. Christine Valdez. Was your mother acquainted with her?”

      Again, Baylor pressed his lips together as if he were grieving and shook his head. Chance glared at his uncle’s fat red face that filled the screen, then he snorted bitterly. He knew when Baylor was faking emotion.

      “I don’t believe my mother knew the woman. And as I said, we’re remaining hopeful,” Baylor said.

      “And so are we,” the interviewer replied before facing the camera. “If anyone has seen this woman, please call the number on the screen.” The screen flashed a picture of Edna, looking feeble and three times her age.

      “Ha!” Rosalie blurted out and shook her head. She had a lot of energy for someone who had just suffered what she went through. It worried Chance.

      “How are you doing?” he asked, looking down at her.

      Rosalie folded her legs Indian style. “Fine. So you heard?”

      “Yes. How’s your ear?”

      “The paramedics didn’t even have to treat it. The bullet just scraped my ear, that’s all. I was lucky.” Rosalie aimed the remote control at the television and turned it off.

      Chance nodded at Fitzpatrick. “Deputy, thanks for being here.” He sort of meant it. Rosalie hadn’t fallen apart, and that might have been because Fitzpatrick was there with her.

      Fitzpatrick nodded briskly. “I came as soon as I heard.” He glanced at Rosalie. The guy was definitely into her.

      Chance wanted to tell the deputy that he was dismissed and free to go upstairs with the other officers and do his actual job, not babysit Rosalie simply because she was beautiful. Chance turned his focus back onto Rosalie, who was already watching him.

      “Fred said the assailant escaped through one of the hidden passages.”

      “The bones of a lot of these old houses were built in the thirties, before the end of prohibition.” Fitzpatrick’s gaze rolled around the room. “Winemakers used to use the secret passageways to cart their illegal booze from one room to the next so they wouldn’t get busted by the law in case of a raid.”

      Fitzpatrick was looking at Chance, who had softened his expression. For some reason Chance couldn’t be hostile toward the guy after that history lesson. Jealousy had never looked good on Chance—or felt good inside of him, anyway.

      “Chance, could you have a seat?” Rosalie asked.

      Chance looked at her. Her legs were unfolded, and she pointed her head toward the lonely sofa. Chance would have rather sat in the chair occupied by Fitzpatrick.

      But he said, “Sure,” and sat down on the sofa.

      Rosalie took a deep inhale then exhaled forcefully. “Okay, so Barry knows about the letter that Edna left the both of us.” She lowered her voice. “I know I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but we need some allies. Don’t you agree?”

      Chance had no idea how to respond. Sure, they needed allies, but he wouldn’t have shared the letter with a guy they knew nothing about. He just wouldn’t have. And the fact that she had didn’t sit well with him.

      Rosalie held up her hands in a calm-down gesture and explained how she had conducted an Internet search for James Hague from Blushing Green and 1997, which pointed her to the Blushing Green coroner’s office. She was able to access a page that had annual coroner’s reports, but they didn’t go back to 1997. So she’d called Barry. They met at the sheriff’s department yesterday evening. Volts of tension soared through Chance’s body when he heard that this morning wasn’t the only time Rosalie and Barry had spent alone. He realized he was becoming jealous again and forced the emotion out of his head. He adjusted in his seat and said, “Okay.”

      Rosalie told him how she and “Barry” had contacted a guy named Ross Landers who was currently principal examiner at the coroner’s office. The guy’s father, Paul Landers, had been chief examiner for thirty years. Ross had called his father to inquire about James Hague, then Paul called Barry to tell him to keep his son out of whatever the hell he was doing.

      “I’ve known Paul for a long time, and I’d never heard him talk like that before,” Fitzpatrick said.

      Chance felt his forehead crush into a severe frown, as it did whenever his brain was processing all the details.

      “Last night after work, I drove over to Mr. Landers’s house,” Fitzpatrick said. “I only wanted to talk to him face-to-face and see if he’d have a change of attitude.”

      “Did he?” Chance asked.

      “Nah… He didn’t even want me there or for it to be in the records that I had showed up to talk to him.” Fitzpatrick smirked. “So I told him he’d have to give me something or else I’d continue my investigation.”

      Chance was on the edge of his seat. “What did he give you?”

      Rosalie’s expression was eager, as if she was waiting for Fitzpatrick to repeat what she already knew.

      “He said he couldn’t confirm it, but there may have been a James Hague who used to work for the coroner’s office. But he’s dead now. And the guy may have worked on Conrad Sterling’s body.”

      Chance and Rosalie looked at each other.  The news Chance had just received was extremely pertinent, but it didn’t stop him from wanting to kiss her again. No—he wanted to make love to her.

      Chance cleared his throat and refocused on Fitzpatrick. “And you believed him?”

      The deputy nodded resolutely.  “Yeah, I did.”

      Hard footsteps and muffled radio voices made them all turn to the doorway. Two police officers walked into the room and let them know that not much evidence had been collected. They said that if anything came up, they would contact Rosalie or Chance.

      “Then you’ll be checking the gun for evidence?” Rosalie asked.

      “Yes, that’s something we’ll do, but our main goal is to keep you safe. Teresa, one of the staff members, said they’ll move you to a room that doesn’t have a passageway to it.”

      “You should probably get some rest,” the other officer said. “You’ve been through a traumatic event. Most people don’t survive what you’ve gone through. The guy got off two shots at close range.” The office shook his head, as though he still couldn’t believe Rosalie had survived the scuffle.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through what you endured, ma’am,” the other officer said.

      She looked at her lap. “Thank you. I survived it, and that’s all that matters.”

      Chance was sensing something. He watched how she folded her fingers together to keep them from shaking. Perhaps Rosalie was holding it together so well because she had been in shock. Some people faded and detached when they were in shock, and others, strong people like Rosalie, fought harder.

      She got up and shook their hands and said goodbye. So did Chance. Fitzpatrick left with them but promised to stay in touch, especially if he heard anything new. Finally Chance and Rosalie were alone. They looked into each other’s eyes, which was something that was becoming a habit.

      “How about you get some rest?” Chance asked.

      Her lips trembled as if she wanted to speak but couldn’t.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

      Rosalie scoffed, indicating she was insulted by what he’d just said. “I promise. I’m fine.” She yawned then chuckled about it. “I’m tired, but it’s not time to rest. Not yet.”

      Chance felt his face tighten. She was being unnecessarily stubborn. “Then what is it time for?”

      Rosalie looked at her feet again. He noticed her wobbling a bit. When she lifted her head, Chance saw fire in her eyes.

      “You know what I think?” she asked in a sharp tone.

      He leaned away from her and the firm energy she was hurling at him. “What are you thinking?”

      She inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and rubbed her forehead. “You have a weakness, Chance, and it’s your father. I bet you can’t even finger your father for having anything to do with what happened to me early this morning. The guy could’ve killed me!” She opened her eyes and took another deep breath. “And Douglas? He’s, like, the third of the worst of them, and there isn’t much distance between Baylor, Carlton, and him. The more I think about it, the more I understand why Edna made me the chairman of her company. You would’ve given everything to that man.”

      Rosalie was glaring at him. He figured she was through laying into him.

      “Wow,” Chance said. “That’s a lot to swallow in one sitting.”

      Rosalie’s droopy eyes widened then slowly returned to their previous shape. She started
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