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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	I'd barely lain down when Asher called.

	"Hazie."

	"Mm," I mumbled, fuzzy.

	"Come home and stay. Your room's still the way it was. I had it cleaned for you."

	I drew a long breath. I pictured what it had been like a few years ago, with Anya at the house.

	I refused on instinct.

	What would I go back for? To watch him be in love with her in front of me?

	I laughed, bitter, at myself.

	There was a beat of silence on his end.

	"This time you're home... stay. I'll get you a position at Whitcombe."

	He was about to get engaged. Why would I stay?

	"No. I'm just here to see everyone."

	A spasm of coughing came down the line.

	"Are you all right?"

	"Fine. Caught a chill, maybe."

	"Take care of yourself, then." I hung up and tossed the phone aside.

	The alcohol pulled me down fast. I dreamed about being a child.

	My mother had brought me with her when she remarried Asher's father, and Asher had become my brother.

	I had thought we'd be happy.

	I hadn't known I was falling into a different kind of pit.

	His father drank. When he drank, his fists came down on us.

	My mother, to protect herself, would push me in front of her.

	She had always treated me like baggage. I had gotten used to it.

	The only person who looked out for me was Asher.

	Later, when he went away for college, I had to learn even more caution at home.

	But I never imagined his father would turn on me directly.

	I fought him with everything I had — until the knife went into him, and his blood ran down the handle onto my hand.

	Then I lost consciousness.

	When I came to, I was in a hospital. The moment I saw Asher, I lost what control I had left, and the tears poured out.

	"I killed him."

	"Don't be afraid. It wasn't your fault. Nothing will happen to you. Trust me." Asher stroked my hair, soothing me, over and over.

	"Where's my mother?"

	His face stiffened. He hesitated a long time. Finally, halting, he said, "I'm sorry, Hazie. She's... gone."

	I went to the bathroom. I looked at the face in the mirror — bruised beyond recognition — and for the first time in my life I smiled for real.

	Finally. The world had gone quiet.

	It was just me and my brother now.

	After that, Asher became my father and my mother both. He spoiled me into a little princess.

	After I graduated from college, I made an entire table of food at home, waiting for him to come back.

	I drank a little too much wine on purpose, and used it as cover to confess.

	"Asher... I — I love you."

	What came back was a low, cool refusal.

	"We're brother and sister. Don't let me hear it a second time."

	"But we don't share any blood —"

	"Enough. I can only be your brother."

	When he turned me down, he looked like he was forcing himself to do it.

	The next day, as if afraid I'd keep hoping, he brought Anya home.

	"Hazie, this is my girlfriend, Anya Pierce. Say hello."

	Anya stepped forward and stroked my hair, sweet as anything. "Hi, Hazie."

	I shoved them off, eyes red, and ran out of the house. I didn't come home that night.

	After that, Asher brought Anya around constantly. I couldn't bear watching them be intimate in front of me. So one day I packed up and left for another country.

	In the morning I was jolted awake by my phone.

	"My liege, today's your first day of work. You haven't forgotten, have you?"

	Wesley's voice came through.

	I'd had too much to drink the night before. My head hurt. I rubbed my temples and dragged myself up.

	"Get a move on. Your most gracious lord is downstairs. You've got half an hour."

	The day he heard I was coming home, Wesley had given me at least ten reasons I needed to come work for him. I was back for Asher anyway, so to save the trouble, I'd said yes.

	Now Asher was about to get engaged. There wasn't much point in staying.

	In the car, Wesley handed me breakfast.

	The same breakfast we used to grab on the way to school growing up — the works.

	Maybe he could sense I was thinking of leaving, because he said, very deliberately, "Listen, you promised. A month as my secretary."

	A casual yes, and he'd taken me at my word.

	Fine. For the sake of an old friend, I'd help him out.

	And, while I was at it, I'd attend Asher's engagement.


Chapter 3

	"There's a jewelry auction. Come with me." Wesley walked into my office and sat himself on my desk, one long leg crossed over the other.

	I patted his leg, signaling for him to get down.

	"No."

	"Every other CEO has a date. I'm going to be sitting there alone like a sad sack. Take pity on me. Come on. Please."

	I laughed in spite of myself.

	I'd met Wesley after I moved into Asher's family. We were the same year in school, so we'd ended up running together.

	I'd never been much for girl friendships growing up, because the girls who saw Asher always wanted me to deliver their love letters for him.

	Selfishly, I'd said yes and never delivered a single one.

	The chocolates they sent had all ended up in my stomach.

	Sometimes I'd even play tricks — slip a beetle into an envelope, pretend it was Asher's response, and watch their faces.

	I look back on that and cringe.

	"If you don't say anything, I'll take that as a yes. I'll come pick you up." Wesley's voice pulled me back. He was my boss now anyway. Whatever.

	Wesley dragged me by the wrist into the gallery and picked seats in the middle of the room.

	"If you see anything you like, don't hold back. My lordship is buying."

	I yanked my hand back, irritated, and rolled my eyes at him.

	"Cash burner."

	"Lordship has plenty. Don't try to economize on my behalf."

	I scanned the room. I didn't see anyone I knew.

	Asher wasn't the sort to show up at something like this.

	The auction started. The first few lots were ordinary — until the fifth.

	It was an aquamarine set. The necklace was a long string of huge aquamarines paired with tourmalines, and under the lights, it looked like it had been touched with magic.

	Dreamy. Lavish.

	My eyes lit up. I leaned forward, almost ready to raise the paddle.

	"Five million."

	My hand stopped halfway up, trembling slightly.

	I was a fresh graduate. I genuinely did not have that kind of money.

	And the money I lived on was still the allowance Asher transferred to my account every month.

	"Ten million."

	The room rippled.

	I turned toward the voice. Anya sat next to Asher, talking to him, animated, delighted.

	He listened with his head slightly tilted, patient — and then, perhaps feeling my gaze, he looked up.

	He looked at me. I couldn't read what was in his eyes, and I didn't want to guess.

	While I sat there, sick of it, Wesley's voice came from beside me: "Twenty million."

	I tugged at his sleeve. "What are you doing?"

	"You liked it. Your eyes lit up."

	I had liked it. But thinking of how gently Asher had looked at Anya, the necklace looked unbearably bright now.

	I shook my head. "I don't like it anymore."

	Asher took it for thirty million.

	Back at the hotel, my body felt off. I didn't think anything of it.

	By that night, I was running a high fever. Dazed, I think I dialed a number my fingers knew without thinking.

	"Hello? Hazie?" The call connected at once. His low voice came through.

	"Asher. I feel terrible." My voice broke, my tears already running silently down.

	It was the fever, maybe. I felt impossibly fragile.

	I missed him so much.

	As a kid I'd gotten sick often. Asher had sat by my bed all night, every night, until I recovered.

	Those three years overseas, I'd taken the card he'd given me on purpose, thinking he'd be able to trace my address through it.

	If he'd come for me, I would have gone home with him.

	But he never came.

	Not a message. Not once.

	When I got sick out there I had to ride it out alone in my rented room, fighting the urge, again and again, to call him.

	But the thought of Anya always shoved that urge down.

	Drifting, I dreamed about that night again.

	The night that still terrified me to the bone.


Chapter 5

	Once I was well, I went to the mall to buy a few new outfits.

	The clothes I had were all too casual for a secretary's job.

	I asked the salesperson to bring me a few work-appropriate options.

	In the fitting room, I happened to overhear a conversation.

	"Anya, you and Asher are getting engaged next month, right?"

	"Mm. Yes."

	"You're about to be the new Mrs. Whitcombe. So how come you don't look happy?"

	She should have been smiling ear to ear. How could she not look happy?

	While I was still scoffing internally, Anya's voice came through:

	"Oh, it's all just for show, in the end."

	"You don't love him?"

	"There are some things love alone can't solve. We're just helping each other out."

	I didn't listen to any more.

	I waited outside her dressing-room curtain. When she came out and saw me, she startled.

	"Hazie! What a coincidence — shopping?" She tried to cover the awkwardness.

	"What did you just mean — 'helping each other out'? 'Just for show'?"

	"Nothing. You misheard."

	She wouldn't look at me.

	I backed her against the wall, step by step.

	"My ears work fine. Tell me. What kind of game are you running on my brother?"

	"What kind of arrangement do you two have?"

	"Hazel. The one getting engaged to your brother is *me,* not you. You should put away whatever feelings you've still got for him."

	"Whether I got close to him or not — whatever arrangement we have — it's between him and me. It has nothing to do with you."

	She jabbed a finger at my chest as she said it.

	Each word a knife.

	I gripped her wrist.

	"You really did approach him with an agenda? What are you actually after?"

	"Let go. You're hurting me."

	In the scuffle, we knocked over a display piece.

	It shattered. So did what was left of my patience.

	I didn't think. I went at her.

	In the end the staff called the police, and we were taken to the station.

	Asher arrived fast. He came in, glanced at me — I made a wounded little face on instinct.

	His long stride took him right past me, straight to Anya.

	"Are you all right? Are you hurt?"

	I pushed up my sleeve and showed him the gash on my arm.

	"Asher, I'm hurt too. Care a little, would you?"

	The unfairness welled up in my chest.

	He had once been the person who panicked when I so much as scraped a knee. Now his eyes were on Anya, and only on Anya.

	I sat there, hair a mess, my chest tight, finding it hard to breathe.

	A shadow fell across me. I looked up and saw Asher's face, cold as frost.

	His black eyes locked onto mine. His voice was ice.

	"Hazel. Apologize."

	Something twisted in me. Hurt and grievance I'd never known tangled around my heart.

	A film of water rose in my eyes. I blinked hard, and the tears spilled.

	I scrubbed them away
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