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            Prologue

         
         Rory held out her bundle. “Hey, lady, do you want a kid? You can have him for free.”

         
         “Child, where did you get that baby?”

         
         “I found him in a . . . in some bushes. He hardly ever cries. He’s a real good baby, and you don’t have to pay nothing for
            him. You can just take him.”
         

         
         But instead of taking her baby brother, the lady called the police.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         Rory was drunk, and she’d earned the right to be drunk, and anybody who wanted to judge her for it could go to hell. Not that
            anyone at this party should be judging. “Juliet,” she said, extending her hand to the man who’d made his way out onto the
            hotel balcony to her side. “As in Capulet.”
         

         
         “Darth,” he replied. “As in Vader.”

         
         His voice was deliciously husky, his smile silky, and she was surprised to hear herself laugh. “Tell me, Mr. Vader, are you
            really evil?”
         

         
         His mouth ticked up at the corner, a mouth with thin, finely carved lips. “It depends on who you ask.”

         
         “I’m asking you.” The three fruity, high-octane cocktails she’d already gulped down in an attempt to erase her resentment
            over having to attend a party where she didn’t fit in made it easy to be flirtatious with this arrogant, cocksure, very sexy
            jock who had football money written all over him, from his slicked-back hair to his athletic body to his luxury watch.
         

         
         “I bend the rules here and there.” He touched the red velvet flower in her hair with the tip of his finger. “Tell me you aren’t really thirteen, Ms. Capulet.” His finger moved to her cheek. 

         
         She let it rest there for a moment before she took a long sip of her fourth cocktail. “What do you think?”

         
         “I think you left thirteen behind a while ago.”

         
         She’d left thirteen behind a good twenty-one years ago, so how could she take offense? She tossed her dishwater-blond curls
            like a pro at this hypermasculine hunk of man. “Correct. And what do you do for a living, Mr. Vader? When you aren’t destroying
            Jedis, that is.”
         

         
         “I make money.”

         
         “Really?” His gaze was brash and dangerous, exactly what she needed right now, and the alcohol numbing her brain made caressing
            the front of his dress shirt seem perfectly appropriate. “Any tips on how I could do that?”
         

         
         He gave her a cocky, bone-melting grin. “I have a few ideas.”

         
         *  *  *

         When Rory woke up, she was alone, nauseated, and naked except for the red velvet flower hanging crookedly by her ear, a black
            garter belt, and a pair of fishnet stockings. She blinked at the drizzle of streetlight seeping through the window of a hotel
            room she dimly recalled being located in the same hallway as the party suite. After a couple of years of sexual judiciousness,
            she’d gone rogue.
         

         
         She thought she remembered a condom, but maybe not, and what if he had some horrible disease that thumbed its nose at condoms? The room spun, right along with her stomach. She’d had a one-night stand—something she could check off her bucket list, except it had never been on her bucket list—but she’d been despondent and stupid, no longer herself, and this obscenely rich jock, bloated with arrogance from too much adulation, had seemed like the perfect escape. Not only had she agreed—she’d encouraged him. 

         
         The party teemed with beautiful women years younger than her, each one decked in a skimpy outfit and stilettos with hair all
            silky and swishy trying to snag the attention of the bevy of professional football players in attendance. Rory, thirty-four
            years old with runaway curls and a vintage cocktail dress that now lay in a black tulle puddle on the hotel room floor, had
            been the outlier, and yet Vader had singled her out.
         

         
         She vaguely remembered he’d had a quarterback’s build, tall and broad shouldered. His asshole arrogance and slicked-back hair
            should have sent her running. Instead, they had somehow signaled do me to her impaired brain. Now here she was, alone in a strange hotel room at three o’clock in the morning, her stomach churning
            with self-disgust from having sex with a stranger who possessed every quality she most disliked—and was almost certainly married.
         

         
         Groaning, she staggered to the bathroom, held her hair back from her face, and threw up. She rinsed her mouth and splashed
            her face with water, all the while trying not to look at the wreck in the mirror but looking all the same, taking in the mascara
            smudges under her eyes, leftover smear of bright red lipstick, and eruption of unleashed curls around her head. At least it
            was still dark. She could sneak out of the hotel and hope she didn’t run into anyone.
         

         
         Her hands were clumsy, her head throbbing, and it took forever to get her clothes back on. She snatched up the red satin evening
            bag that was all she had left of her mother—Are you proud of me, Mom?—and headed for the door, but just as she reached it, she spotted something lying on the desk. Something that shouldn’t have been there. 

         
         Five one-hundred-dollar bills.

         
         He thought she was a sex worker.

         
         *  *  *

         The party was winding down. The caterers had left along with the bartender, but three couples and a few strays remained in
            the suite. Brett Rivers’s most important client, Clint Garrett, sat alone on the couch, his head in his hands.
         

         
         Brett had arranged tonight’s party ostensibly to celebrate Clint’s birthday, but in reality to restore their relationship,
            which had hit an unexpected speed bump thanks to a slight error on Brett’s part. Brett wasn’t used to making mistakes. Mistakes
            were for losers. But then so were regrets. Winners fixed what they’d gotten wrong and came out stronger.
         

         
         Brett calculated how to approach another conversation. Clint was normally a dream client—smart and talented, with a sterling
            character and a passing arm that put him in the same league as Robillard, Tucker, Brady, and Manning. Signing him as a client
            had placed Brett in position to move up to senior vice president, second in command, at Champion Sports Management. Things
            had been going perfectly until Brett had tried to warn Clint that his current girlfriend was only after his money.
         

         
         Brett was always right about people. It was built into his DNA. But this time he’d gotten it wrong. Not only had he seriously misjudged Ashley Hart’s character, but he’d underestimated the depth of Clint’s feelings. He’d tried to retreat, but his accusatory words had been said, and Clint hadn’t forgiven him, not even after Ashley dumped him. Brett had talked trash about the woman he loved. 

         
         Brett hated being wrong. It went against everything he knew to be true about himself. Everything he’d built his career on.
            Now he had to fix the damage.
         

         
         The balcony doors opened and Darius Beale, a veteran Chicago Stars offensive lineman, appeared, his arm wrapped around a beautiful
            brunette with mile-long legs. “Wassup, man?” Darius cocked a thumb at Brett. “Laila, this is my personal barracuda, Brett
            Rivers. Best agent in the NFL.”
         

         
         Brett smiled at Laila, fairly sure she wasn’t the same woman the lineman had arrived with. “It’s easy to do good work when
            you have the great Darius Beale for a client.”
         

         
         Darius grinned. “See what I told you? The River, man. He runs swift and deep, fast and furious. No mercy. The guy’s ruthless.
            Where you been hiding yourself, dude?”
         

         
         “I had some business to take care of.” No need for his client to know Brett’s business involved an oddball woman with a round
            face, baby-doll cheeks, and crazy honey-blond curls. The city’s exclusive escort services offered more variety these days.
         

         
         The lady didn’t fit the escort mold, with the exception of that bright, crimson mouth and lacy black garter belt. She was
            no twenty-year-old working her way through college, a big point in her favor. He’d probably stiffed her by leaving only five
            hundred, but that was all the cash he had on him.
         

         
         He’d never understood paying for sex, but it had been a tough week, a long time since he’d been able to fit a woman into his
            schedule, and something about her had caught his admittedly jaded attention.
         

         
         Darius’s lady friend Laila turned out to be an econ major at the University of Chicago. As Brett chatted with them both, he kept an eye on Clint. Despite all the beautiful women in attendance, the party hadn’t cheered him up. If anything, he seemed more depressed, and Brett needed to fix that. 

         
         He excused himself from Darius and headed for the couch where Clint slouched, his head still in his hands. Brett broke the
            ice. “Things’ll look brighter in the morning.”
         

         
         Clint thrust out his empty glass without lifting his head. “Get me another drink.”

         
         Brett didn’t like Clint’s belligerence. Didn’t like it at all. But he swallowed his dignity. “Sure.”

         
         Garrett was already drunk, but Brett was his agent, not his mother, something he wished like hell he’d remembered before he’d
            told Clint his ladylove almost certainly cared more about Clint’s money than about the quarterback himself. But the lady had
            dumped him, pointing out the error of Brett’s accusation, and Clint was holding a grudge. Losing credibility with a client
            made Brett break out in a cold sweat. So far, Brett’s boss hadn’t caught wind of the problem, and Brett intended to make damn
            sure he never did.
         

         
         He grabbed a sparkling water for himself and splashed Glenlivet into Clint’s tumbler along with a few ice cubes and a generous
            amount of water. As he dropped a final ice cube into Clint’s drink, he thought about “Juliet” and hoped she’d left the hotel
            by now instead of hanging around looking for another customer.
         

         
         He’d booked extra rooms for party guests who got too shit-faced to drive home, but he’d never expected to use one himself. He was thirty-five, too self-disciplined for casual hookups, and his encounter with Juliet had been out of character. But she’d had good times stamped all over her, and he was under a hell of a lot of pressure. You didn’t get to the top in this business by second-guessing, and no way he’d beat himself up about it. 

         
         Brett knew his strengths. Maybe it was arrogance, but who ever said that was a bad thing? He was smart, driven, and, as Darius
            had mentioned, ruthless when he knew he was right. He had razor-sharp instincts, and he worked smarter and harder than anyone
            else. Nothing was going to get in his way. Before the summer was over, he’d be the new senior vice president and heir apparent
            at Champion Sports Management. All he had to do was repair his relationship with one of the agency’s biggest clients.
         

         
         Brett carried the watered-down drink back to the couch. Clint accepted it with a snarl. “Happy now?”

         
         “I’m not happy at all. I know how much you loved her.” Something he sure as hell wished he’d realized earlier.

         
         “I still do.” Clint gazed into his drink. “She’s beautiful and smart. She knows sports, she’s funny, and she cared ’bout me
            as a person, not just a football player.” His eyes darkened with anger. “She didn’t give a shit about my money!”
         

         
         That was true. By dumping Clint, Ashley had proven Brett had misjudged her. He should have known better than to butt into
            a client’s love life. Ashley was hot, one of the most beautiful women Brett had ever seen, but there’d been something avaricious
            about her, an air of entitlement that worried him. Still, if he’d kept his mouth shut, he wouldn’t be in this position. “I
            was wrong.” The words were poison in his mouth.
         

         
         “Damn right you were. Now she’s goin’ out with Karloh Cousins, who doesn’t make half what I do.” Garrett’s bloodshot eyes
            turned mean, a word Brett would never have associated with his easygoing client. “Did you fix ’em up?”
         

         
         Brett never lost his cool, no matter the provocation, but he could barely rein in his temper. “I wouldn’t do that.” Cousins was a power forward for the Chicago Bulls, a great guy, but as Clint pointed out, not nearly in the same league financially. Brett sat on the couch and risked resting his hand on Clint’s solid shoulder. “All I want is what’s best for you. You know that.” 

         
         “You don’t know what’s best for me. You just think you do.” Garrett shrugged off his hand. “She loved me, but she couldn’t
            take the pressure when the press started following her around and people kept taking photos. It freaked her out.” Clint’s
            expression grew bitter. “You should have taken care of the press. You should have kept them off her back.”
         

         
         Making his clients’ lives easier was what they paid him for, but Brett had limited powers when it came to controlling the
            media. Still, if he’d known this was a problem, he would have done something.
         

         
         Clint rubbed his beard, which was looking more street-corner homeless than manicured scruff. “You didn’t know her at all.
            You just thought you did. I was goin’ take her to Vegas. Ask her to marry me. I had the ring and everything. That’s how sure
            I was. Cost me a quarter million.” Garrett rolled the tumbler over his forehead, his words beginning to slur. “One day Ashley
            and I were okay. The next day we weren’t.”
         

         
         “I hate to see you hurting.”

         
         Clint took a long, slow sip from his glass. “If you were so wrong about her, what else are you wrong about?” Without warning,
            he drew back his thirty-four-million-dollar arm and hurled the tumbler across the room, where it exploded against the wall,
            drawing a gasp from the other guests. “You and me. Once the trust is broken, what’s left?”
         

         
         Brett’s customary iron stomach lurched. This was bad. Worse than he’d calculated.

         
         Garrett came unsteadily to his feet and headed for the bar, glancing at Darius on the way. “Did you see her leave?”

         
         Darius peeled his attention away from the broken glass. “See who?”

         
         “My sister.”

         
         An icy finger tapped the base of Brett’s spine. “Sister?”

         
         Garrett filled a fresh glass with scotch, sloshing some over the sides. Bristling with hostility, he looked at Brett. “I saw
            you talking to her earlier. Where’d she go?”
         

         
         Fate couldn’t be this much of a bitch. Not to him. He was The River. Swift and deep, fast and furious. He didn’t screw up.
            Never. “I talked to a couple of women. I’m not sure which one . . .” But he knew, and the icy finger turned into a hard fist.
         

         
         “Curly blond hair. Weird black dress.” Clint took another slug of scotch. “She was actin’ strange. Not much of a drinker.
            Hates parties like this. Doesn’ like me much. She only came ’cause it’s my birthday and I made her.”
         

         
         Cold dread shot right through him. Careful not to look as if he were rushing, he came off the couch and made his way to the
            door. Never show weakness. Always in control. “I’ll check it out. See if she’s still in the hotel.” See if she was still in
            the room where he’d left five hundred dollars.
         

         
         He cut around the hallway corner. If Garrett found out about this, he’d fire Brett for sure. As for Brett’s boss . . . If
            he knew Brett had slept with the sister of one of his agency’s biggest clients, Brett could kiss his career good-bye.
         

         
         He started to sweat. He was always careful. Always planning. Looking ahead. Positioning himself. This couldn’t be happening. Not to him. Not to The River. 

         
         He picked up his stride until he was practically running. He hadn’t been gone long. She’d still be asleep. This would all
            work out. He’d shove the money in his pocket and leave without waking her.
         

         
         But what if she woke up? What then?

         
         He’d figure it out. He always figured it out. He’d do whatever he needed to. Whatever it took. Failure wasn’t an option. He’d
            never lost a client, and he didn’t intend to start now.
         

         
         He fumbled with the key card and finally got the door open.

         
         The bed was empty, but the money was still there. Each bill ripped in half.

         
         *  *  *

         Rory rushed down the stairs of the Ravenswood three-flat apartment building where she’d been living for the past six months.
            In her hand, she clutched the latest violation notice from the City of Chicago. She rounded the landing, hurried past the
            door to Ashley’s second-floor apartment and down another flight to the first floor where her landlord lived. At the back of
            the three-flat, she pushed open the screen door.
         

         
         The early June day was already hot, not a good harbinger for the summer. Her sneakers slapped the porch’s wood floor. She
            jumped off the top step, avoiding the ugly green pottery frog at the bottom, and ran past Mr. Reynolds’s vegetable garden
            toward the old wooden garage she’d been forced to rent for an extra one hundred dollars a month.
         

         
         One hundred dollars times five equaled five hundred dollars, the exact amount that bastard had left in the hotel room three nights ago. 

         
         Just when she’d thought her life couldn’t become more dismal, she’d met a sexy stranger at a party and, in a drunken, misery-fueled
            lapse of judgment, decided it would be a terrific idea to jump into bed with him. She’d had one too many encounters with bastard
            men lately, and she had only her own shitty lack of judgment to blame.
         

         
         She turned the lock and pushed hard on the garage’s warped side door. It squeaked open to reveal the Royal Palace of Sweets,
            an ancient pink-and-purple food truck. At least that bastard Jon hadn’t driven off with her truck.
         

         
         In the dim light seeping through the cobweb-festooned garage window, she gazed at the envelope she was holding. It came from
            the City of Chicago. Her so-called business partner had scrawled a message across the front. Leaving town. Too fucking many rules.

         
         Inside the envelope was a citation from the city for violating one of Chicago’s draconian food truck laws. Their first fine
            had cost them a thousand dollars. This second fine was going to cost her two thousand dollars.
         

         
         Before she’d moved to Chicago from Manhattan—before she’d invested her savings in this food truck Jon had found on eBay—she
            should have taken into account her old housemate’s habit of jumping into new projects only to abandon them when he lost interest.
         

         
         She opened the pink-and-purple passenger door of the Royal Palace of Sweets, stepped inside, and settled into the worn, butt-sized
            indentation in the driver’s seat. Where was she going to get two thousand dollars? She’d already been working twelve-hour
            days, six days a week. With Jon gone, she’d have to work seven days.
         

         
         On the other side of the windshield, the garage’s overhead bulb lit up, and Ashley Hart swept into the gloomy interior like a queen into a peasant’s cottage. Exquisitely beautiful, charismatic, and self-centered twenty-six-year-old Ashley Hart, with her silky red hair, glorious breasts, endless legs, and husky laugh. It was no wonder every man she met fell at her feet, including Rory’s half brother. 

         
         Rory wanted to hide. Ashley didn’t know how badly Rory had betrayed their friendship, and Rory didn’t want to face her. She
            and Ashley couldn’t have been more different, and Rory doubted they’d have become friends if Ashley’d had any other girlfriends,
            and if Rory hadn’t been so lonely for female companionship after she’d moved here. Ashley was shallow and narcissistic, but
            she’d grown up in Chicago, and she’d been generous with her time, showing Rory the city and helping her get her bearings.
         

         
         “There you are,” Ashley said in her throaty bedroom voice. She stopped at the truck’s open door but didn’t climb in. Royalty
            only entered carriages, not rubbish food trucks. She regarded Rory’s high-rise canary-yellow shorts and vintage Scooby-Doo
            T-shirt with her customary bewilderment. Rory liked the way she dressed, even if her evil stepmother and Ashley hated it.
            Rory’s thrift-store finds—some vintage, some merely cheap—kept her in interesting outfits without her having to spend a fortune.
         

         
         Ashley tossed her long, shampoo-commercial hair. “Why are you sitting out here, sweetie?” Everything Ashley said sounded seductive,
            even when she asked Rory to feed her cat.
         

         
         “Jon quit,” Rory said. “I was afraid he’d driven off with the truck.”

         
         Ashley’s perfect lips made a small moue. “Jon’s quitting is a blessing. You can do so much better than selling cheap candy
            from a food truck. Jon was a loser.”
         

         
         A fact Ashley had understood from the beginning and that Rory should have admitted to herself long before she’d spent the last of her rainy-day funds restocking the shelves with a fresh supply of candy bars, bubble gum, and fizzies. She’d have to find more Little League games to park near, locate more street festivals and swimming pools. She’d work longer hours. She might be able to convince Mr. Reynolds to give her an extension on her rent, but then what? 

         
         Ashley, still standing on the cracked cement floor, braced her elegant hand against one side of the door and tilted her head
            so her hair flowed perfectly over her shoulder. “I went out with Karloh Cousins again last night.”
         

         
         The ease with which Ashley had moved on from Rory’s half brother, Clint, to the basketball player should justify what Rory
            had done, but Clint was desolate, and Rory was growing concerned. He hadn’t answered any of her phone calls in the three days
            since his birthday party when Rory had jumped into bed with a stranger.
         

         
         “Karloh loved those chocolate truffles you gave me,” she said with her effortless, seductive charm. “Could you pretty please
            make some more?”
         

         
         How could anybody resist Ashley when she looked at them with such dazzling, wide-eyed eagerness, as if they were the most
            fascinating person on the planet? “And maybe you could put the Bulls logo on top?”
         

         
         Rory didn’t want to give away another batch of her ancho chili chocolate truffles, let alone add the Chicago Bulls logo on
            top, but betraying the only female friend she’d made since she’d arrived in Chicago six months ago required some kind of penance.
            “I’ll make them next week.”
         

         
         “You’re the absolute best!” Ashley’s smooth forehead knitted in a charming little crease. “I hate to ask, but I’ll love you forever if I can give them to him tomorrow.” 

         
         “Sure.” Living with guilt was a bitch.

         
         Ashley regarded her mischievously. “Your apartment door was unlocked, and I knew you wouldn’t mind, so I borrowed that sick
            retro evening bag of yours to go with my black tank dress. Karloh loves everything bodycon. Clint did, too.” For a fraction
            of a second, Ashley seemed to soften. Maybe she’d genuinely fallen for him. But love wasn’t what motivated her friend. Or
            maybe Rory had made a big mistake by interfering.
         

         
         Mistakes were Rory’s thing. Trusting Jon, lying to Ashley, and betraying herself by jumping into bed with a rich football
            player who’d left money on the desk. She’d eventually get over that last mistake since she’d never have to see him again,
            but the others weren’t so easily dismissed. Who was she to play God with people’s lives when her own kept falling apart?
         

         
         Ashley quickly pulled herself back together. “Gotta go. Thanks for the evening bag, sweetie.” With a quick wave, a dazzling
            smile, and a toss of her glorious hair, Ashley left the garage.
         

         
         Once again, Ashley had manipulated her. She knew Rory wouldn’t voluntarily lend out her mother’s evening bag, so she’d gone
            into Rory’s apartment and taken it. Every time Rory opened that red satin clutch, she imagined the lingering notes of her
            mother’s perfume. But Ashley went after what she wanted whether it was the evening bag, free artisanal chocolate truffles,
            or a rich athlete.
         

         
         Rory gazed blindly through the dirty windshield. She’d only been five when she’d lost her mother, and she was no longer certain which of her memories was real and which she’d conjured over time. It was ironic. She’d been shocked and sad when her father had died two years ago from a sudden heart attack, but her father had been an emotionally distant figure all her life, and her deepest grief would always be for her mother. 

         
         She couldn’t keep sitting here feeling sorry for herself because her life was going nowhere. She had to find Clint. Talk to
            him. Make sure he was all right, because he hadn’t looked all right the last time she’d seen him. She needed to get to work.
         

         
         As she turned to climb out of the truck, she saw what she’d been too distracted to notice when she’d climbed in.

         
         The shelves she’d so freshly replenished with candy were stripped clean. Jon had taken everything but the truck and run.
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         Clint’s house was ridiculously ornate, a château-style white limestone mansion with chimneys, balconies, sloping slate roofs,
            and a turret. Nothing was too good for Gregg and Kristin Garrett’s little boy. The house couldn’t be more different from the
            redbrick Colonial on Minneapolis’s Lake Harriet where Rory and Clint had grown up.
         

         
         Rory pulled the Royal Palace of Sweets around to the back, out of sight of the other palatial residences in the wealthy neighborhood
            of Burr Ridge. Chugging along the right lane of Interstate 55 in an ancient pink-and-purple food truck that burped exhaust
            had been humiliating, but because of the choices she’d made, this oil-burning junker was her sole mode of transportation.
         

         
         She curled her hands over the top of the steering wheel and rested her forehead there. She was thirty-four years old, no longer a kid, and the food truck business she’d only entered because she’d wrongly viewed it as a stepping-stone to fulfilling her real passion had gone bottom up. Ever since her sophomore year in college when she’d cut psych class to attend a chocolate-making workshop, she’d dreamed of a career as a chocolatier. 

         
         Over the years, she’d worked food service jobs with restaurants and catering companies to support herself as she served unpaid
            apprenticeships with every fine chocolatier who’d have her. She’d learned how to properly temper the highly technical ingredient
            by taking into account climate, temperature, and humidity. She’d studied molding and finishing, and discovered she could identify
            a cocoa bean’s terroir simply by smell. As the years passed, she’d come to understand how beautifully made fine chocolate
            awakened all the senses: sight and smell, taste and mouthfeel, even the sense of hearing with the distinctive snap of a well-made
            bar. Unlike human beings, impeccably fashioned chocolate never disappointed.
         

         
         She forced herself to climb out of the truck. The long serving window was shuttered, the pink-and-purple awning stowed in
            the empty interior. She slammed the door twice before the latch caught. As hard as she’d worked, she wasn’t any closer to
            making her dreams come true and supporting herself as a chocolatier than when she’d first started. She was paralyzed—stuck
            in place—with no plan for the future and no idea how to move forward.
         

         
         She rounded the house and made her way up the sidewalk. Topiaries presided over each side of the mansion’s massive front doors.
            She caught her reflection in one of the sidelights: dishwater-blond curls snagged on top of her head, sleeveless red-and-white-checked
            blouse with a Peter Pan collar, blue pedal pushers from the 1950s, Walmart flip-flops, and red Bakelite heart earrings that
            hadn’t cheered her up as she’d hoped.
         

         
         She rang the electronic doorbell and heard the distant chime of “Hail to the Victors,” the University of Michigan’s fight song. Seriously? Boston University, the college that would have been her alma mater if she’d stayed past sophomore year, had a fight song,
            but not a football program—the primary reason she’d chosen it, along with its geographical distance from her Minnesota home.
         

         
         No one answered. The doorbell was wireless, so she should be showing up on his phone. She waved. Tried to smile. Nothing happened.
            Shouldn’t he have a butler or something?
         

         
         She subjected herself to another two rounds of “Hail to the Victors,” but the door went unanswered. She thought of all the
            times she’d wanted Clint to ignore her and how payback was a bitch.
         

         
         She dug into her leather patchwork boho bag, one of her best tag sale finds, and withdrew the key he’d given her, despite
            her protests that she’d never use it. But as usual, he’d been right. He was the Golden Boy, with a list of achievements that
            made her hodgepodge life even more pathetic by comparison. Rory Meadows Garrett, college dropout, failed business owner, general
            screw-up. Clint Garrett, all-American multimillionaire NFL quarterback adored by the world.
         

         
         She entered the marble foyer and took in the Grecian pedestals, sparkling chandeliers, and gilded console. “Clint! Clint,
            it’s Rory!”
         

         
         The empty house echoed. She made a quick search: sumptuous living room, spacious great room, elegant dining room—all of it
            expensive and overdecorated, although who was she to criticize anyone else’s decor? Returning to the foyer, she called out
            again, but the house felt empty.
         

         
         Her gaze drifted to the arched ceiling. A fresco of frolicking cherubs dancing around the chandeliers mocked her. Those cherubs might be a reflection of her half brother’s sensitive side, or they could be ironic. With Clint, she never knew, and she flipped them the bird. 

         
         The kitchen lay at the end of the long marble hallway. Two more crystal chandeliers hung above the central island. Of course
            he had chandeliers in his kitchen. What megamillionaire professional quarterback with fleet feet and a golden arm didn’t?
            She took in the stone floor, ice-white lacquered cabinets, and cold, black-granite countertops, any one of which would make
            a great mortuary slab. Or a perfect place to hand-temper chocolate. If only she were tempering chocolate right now.
         

         
         She set down her bag. The kitchen had a designated coffee bar with a high-end espresso and coffee maker. No basic Mr. Coffee
            for Clint Garrett.
         

         
         “Hail to the Victors” blasted into the kitchen. Her brother? Maybe he’d gotten drunk and lost his key. Ignoring the cherubs
            cavorting overhead, she hurried down the slippery black marble hallway floor. This was her chance to make things right. She
            flung open the door.
         

         
         Darth Vader stood on the other side.

         
         *  *  *

         Rory slammed the door in Vader’s face and marched back down the marble hallway to the kitchen.

         
         How much time had really elapsed before Vader had dragged her away from the party four nights ago? Twenty minutes? Thirty?

         
         Or, more accurately, she’d dragged him.

         
         “Where can we go?” She shuddered to remember saying those very words.
         

         
         He was a jock in designer clothes—almost certainly a married jock—and that breathy, drunken voice shouldn’t have belonged to her. But he’d been slick and practiced and oh-so-seductive,
            and she’d been dizzy and drunk and oh-so-needy.
         

         
         “I have a room,” he’d whispered.
         

         
         “Show me.”

         
         Alcohol and self-pity were a lethal combination.

         
         *  *  *

         As Brett stared at the front door that had been slammed in his face, his brain fired, weighing his next move. This mess wouldn’t
            go away on its own, and running from trouble wasn’t his mode. He needed to assess his opponent, unearth her weakness, and
            use it to his advantage. Depending on how she reacted, he might need to put her on the defensive, or he might have to charm
            her. Worst case, he could profess love at first sight, although that stuck in his craw. He was aggressive and occasionally
            ruthless, but he was never unethical.
         

         
         This would be a challenge.

         
         *  *  *

         Another round of “Hail to the Victors” echoed through the house. Rory slapped her hands over her ears and threw herself onto
            a white leather counter stool, the image of those five one-hundred-dollar bills forever seared in her brain—the payment for
            services rendered.
         

         
         The back door clicked open. Her head shot up.

         
         Vader stepped into the kitchen, commanding the space just by breathing its oxygen. She jumped from the stool. “Get out!”

         
         He stayed where he was, taking her in with a pair of steel-gray assassin’s eyes. At the party, the balcony light had been dim, the bedroom dark, and seeing him now was like seeing someone you only dimly recognized but were certain you never wanted to see again. White oxford dress shirt without a crease, dark pants with a perfect crease, burgundy loafers with the trademark Gucci horse-bit toggles. Everything about him represented skewed values and a devious mind. 

         
         “Juliet,” he said with a nod. “Where’s Clint?”

         
         “You tell me,” she retorted.

         
         He was tall and lean, probably around her age, with a power broker’s slicked-back dark hair the exact shade of her Irish cream
            chocolates. His jaw was too square, cheekbones too sharp, eyes too assessing to belong to a pretty boy. This dude was all
            about dominance and control.
         

         
         She glared at him. “Does your wife know about your dirty little habit of sleeping with random, shit-faced women?”

         
         “Wife?” The slight dip at the end of his nose gave him a vaguely predatory look.

         
         “It’s easy to forget about the little woman waiting for you at home, isn’t it? The one who’s watching the clock while the
            kids sleep upstairs and you’re out doing your man-whore thing.” A horrifying new thought hit her. “I’ll bet she’s pregnant!
            I’d better not be because, I swear to God, if I am, I will personally murder you and convince your wife to help me hide the body.”
         

         
         His lip curled. “Ease up, will you? When a man has four kids, he needs a break.”

         
         “Four!” Was he sneering at her?

         
         “Five. I forgot about Roland. We gave him away because he made too much noise. And, frankly, Ambrose is on shaky ground. Asthma.”

         
         She let out an unintentional sigh of relief. “You don’t have kids.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Wife?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Fiancée?” Once again, she gathered steam. “Don’t lie to me! I know there’s someone you were unfaithful to.”

         
         He hesitated for a moment before he spoke. “My principles.”

         
         “Your principles? What about mine?”
         

         
         “I have no idea what yours are,” he said evenly. “We’re strangers, remember?”

         
         “Exactly!” She took a moment to recalibrate. “How did you get in?”

         
         “I have a key.”

         
         How many people did Clint give keys to?

         
         “Who are you?” she said. “Other than a face I prayed never to see again?”

         
         If anything, those cold-steel eyes grew even colder and steelier. “I’m Clint’s agent. Brett Rivers. And you’re Rory Garrett,
            his sister, a piece of information I wish you’d passed on to me before our . . . encounter.”
         

         
         Was he really blaming her? “It’s Rory Meadows. And why should I have mentioned it? So you could suck up to me?”
         

         
         “As opposed to going down—” The corner of his mouth ticked. “Apologies. My tongue sometimes gets away from me.”

         
         She stared at him incredulously.

         
         He didn’t seem embarrassed by his horrifically inappropriate remark. “Is your brother around?”

         
         “My half brother, and he’s not here, so get out.”

         
         “Where is he?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         He pulled out his phone, checked the screen, and re-pocketed it before he glanced toward the coffee station. “Any coffee in there?” 

         
         “Why? Do you need to sober up? Again.”

         
         “With all due respect, Ms. Garrett . . .”

         
         “Again. It’s Meadows. I use my mother’s maiden name.”

         
         “Ms. Meadows. I wasn’t the only person who drank too much four nights ago.” He had her there, and he wasn’t done. “I used
            protection, so if you’re pregnant, I’m not the one who got you that way.”
         

         
         She flashed back to what she could remember of a naked Brett Rivers. He had a patch of dark hair on his very athletic chest,
            and a narrow, hard-muscled butt she’d almost certainly dug her fingers into. She didn’t remember much else, including the
            condom. On this, however, she trusted him. He was too calculating to take chances. “Of course. You’re one of those men who
            go around with pockets stuffed full of condoms in case you run into some . . . some . . . floozy.” The word popped into her head from a vintage 1920s flapper poster hanging over the bookcase in her shabby apartment.
         

         
         “Floozy?” He lifted one dark eyebrow. “Your attitude toward your own sex is outdated and offensive.” With an air of disappointment,
            as if she’d failed his personal test of political correctness, he strode toward the coffee station.
         

         
         She couldn’t believe he’d managed to put her on the defensive. She shoved aside an unwelcome memory of a long, deep kiss from
            that glib, deceitful mouth. “Hey, I’m not the one going around with fistfuls of condoms in my pants, and I’m sure there’s
            a Starbucks nearby if you’re jonesing for caffeine.”
         

         
         “Probably, and the condoms were already in the hotel room.” He pulled the lid off a canister of beans and dumped some in the grinder. As it whirred away, he surveyed her as if he had to come to terms with what he saw—an odd, curly-haired woman who bore little resemblance to her high-powered brother except for the color of their eyes and definitely no resemblance to the women he almost certainly had in his contacts list, probably listed by bust size. 

         
         He filled the carafe at the sink, dumped it in the machine, and started the brew. As he waited, he checked his phone again.

         
         The silence was getting to her, and the tightness she’d been carrying in her stomach pinched harder. “When did you see him
            last?” she asked.
         

         
         “At the party. Four nights ago. What about you?”

         
         “The same. And he’s not here, so you can leave now.”

         
         He leaned against the edge of the coffee bar, phone in his hand. “Where does he go when he’s hurting? You’re his sister. You
            must have some idea.”
         

         
         “Half sister,” she repeated. She and Clint had never been close, and, no matter how pure her intention, she should have let
            his affair with Ashley play out on its own terms. Sooner or later, he would have come to his senses. But almost certainly
            not until after a quick Vegas marriage with no prenup.
         

         
         She shoved the tips of her fingers in the pockets of her capris. “I don’t know where he goes.”

         
         He regarded her more closely. “Why’s that? You’re his only sibling, as I understand.”

         
         “He’s six years younger. We’re not close.”

         
         “I do remember you calling him an asshole the night we met.”

         
         “I never.” Except in her drunken state, she could have.

         
         He gestured toward her with his phone. “At the time, I thought you just weren’t a sports fan, but it seems there’s more to it. Interesting that Clint was concerned about you the night of the party when you disappeared.” 

         
         “I disappeared with you!” She couldn’t hold back any longer. “And you left money for me!”
         

         
         He lifted his free hand. It was big and square with blunt-tipped fingers the perfect size to find the laces on a football.
            “An error in judgment I deeply regret.”
         

         
         “Who does that? Who leaves money? What kind of man are you other than a former football player who couldn’t cut it on the
            field and decided to masquerade as a sports agent?”
         

         
         “Now that’s harsh.” It was his turn to go on the offensive. “To refresh your memory, we were having a conversation about making
            money.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         “You asked me if I had any ideas how you could make money.”

         
         “And you assumed that meant I was selling myself?”

         
         “It was the way you said it.” He abandoned the coffee he’d been about to pour. “You were coy.”

         
         “Coy? I’ve never been coy in my life.”

         
         “You were coy. And some of those guys at the party have been known to show up with beautiful, paid escorts.”

         
         She planted her hands on the hips of her blue pedal pushers. “If you think I look like a beautiful paid escort, you need your
            eyes checked.” She stopped herself before she pointed out her flaws: too-curly hair, eyes too big, face too round, mouth too
            small, legs too short.
         

         
         “In the light of day, I can see my mistake. You’re beautiful, but it’s not a surface beauty. You’re far too interesting for
            that. That’s why you intrigued me.”
         

         
         She curled her lip at him. “You’re such a bullshitter.”

         
         Instead of denying it, he smiled. “I’m an agent. We have to be adaptable.”

         
         His slick, practiced charm might work on egotistical athletes, but not on her. “Do you have any idea how insulting it was
            to leave money?”
         

         
         “The way you tore up those bills might have clued me in.”

         
         “And I could have used the cash!”

         
         He stared at her over the rim of his coffee mug.

         
         She retrenched. “I think we’re done here.”

         
         He took a slow sip of coffee. It smelled good, but no way was she pouring any for herself. With a snake like him, she was
            keeping her distance.
         

         
         He tilted his head. “That pink-and-purple food truck parked out back . . . The Royal Palace of Sweets? I assume it’s yours.
            Unusual to see something like that in Clint’s driveway.”
         

         
         “My car’s in the shop.” Her old Nissan had needed a brake job when she’d sold it to help pay for supplies, so that might be
            true. “I’m actually a chocolatier.” A chocolatier without a business. Someday she’d figure it out. Except she’d been telling
            herself that for years.
         

         
         “You don’t seem to have much to sell,” he said.

         
         “You looked inside the truck?”

         
         “It wasn’t locked.” Instead of pursuing the topic, he picked up his mug and made his way through a door near the butler’s
            pantry.
         

         
         She shot after him. “Where are you going?”

         
         “To see if he’s left any clues.”

         
         “You can’t search his house without permission.”

         
         “Come with me to make sure I don’t steal anything.”

         
         She didn’t really believe he’d steal anything, but she stomped after him—or at least as close to stomping as her Walmart flip-flops would allow—and stopped cold. 

         
         She’d been in Clint’s house only once before, but she hadn’t made it as far as his office. A three-tiered crystal chandelier
            hung from a ceiling free of cherubs. The crown molding, along with the elaborate marble fireplace, displayed a riot of scrollwork
            and acanthus leaves. A Persian rug covered the stone floor, and a pair of built-in bookcases with more scrollwork held an
            array of books her brother had probably read. The room’s most dramatic feature was the large, square bay jutting from the
            back of the house, with sweeping Palladian windows looking out on the home’s formal garden. The room was weird but oddly arresting,
            if you were into gross over-ornamentation.
         

         
         His desk, a massive Louis-something with scalloped edges, cabriole legs, and brass marquetry, sat in the center of the square
            window bay facing the garden. It was a ridiculous desk for a football player, and Rivers was opening the drawers.
         

         
         Seemingly out of nowhere, the top slid open and a very modern computer rose from the interior like the ghost of Vince Lombardi.
            Rivers booted it up. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”
         

         
         “Try ‘IMTHEGREATEST’ for a password. One word, all uppercase.”

         
         He didn’t look up from his task. “You seem more than a little hostile toward your brother.”

         
         “Normal sibling rivalry.” Not so normal. Growing up in the shadow of a younger brother who excelled at everything, while Rory
            only excelled at getting in trouble, had left scars she should have gotten over by now. Still, she’d cared enough about him
            to get rid of Ashley, hadn’t she?
         

         
         And look how that had turned out.

         
         She tugged one of her Bakelite heart earrings. “Maybe he needs some alone time.” But Clint was a social creature, and only
            a major crisis would make him go off by himself.
         

         
         Rivers was all business. “I know him better than that.”

         
         Had she really had sex with this arrogant asshole who was as foreign to her current life as an NFL locker room? “It’s only
            June,” she said. “Training camp doesn’t start until next month, so what’s the rush?”
         

         
         Apparently “IMTHEGREATEST” wasn’t working, nor any of the other passwords Rivers had been trying, because he abandoned the
            computer. “I need to find him, that’s all.”
         

         
         “I need to find him, too.” She offered up the same stubborn look he’d just given her.

         
         He set off, leaving her to trail in the back draft of his luxury aftershave. She wanted to be able to tell Clint that she’d
            tried her best to keep his rampaging agent from searching his house without permission. “Stop!”
         

         
         Rivers ignored her, which was fortunate, because she was as anxious as he to see if Clint had left any clues to his whereabouts.

         
         They traveled from one room to the next, with Rivers occasionally stopping to fire off a text. They checked out the gym and
            sauna. The house had formal areas, casual areas, a vast media room, a gym, and five bedrooms. No one should be this rich.
         

         
         Clint had offered her money more than once, and each offer was a tangible reminder of the gap between them. Gritting her teeth,
            she’d thanked him for his generosity and assured him she was doing just fine on her own. If he recognized the lie, he didn’t
            call her on it. She’d wait tables for the rest of her life before she’d take money from her little brother.
         

         
         “Have you talked to your mother?” Rivers said as they approached the master bedroom.

         
         “My mother died when I was five.”

         
         “Apologies. And I know you lost your father two years ago. Have you talked to Clint’s mother?”

         
         “Kristin and I avoid each other as much as possible.”

         
         “Your brother, your stepmother, me. That’s quite an enemy list you have, but you still need to call Kristin. If I do, it’ll
            only worry her.”
         

         
         True. Kristin was a champion worrier when it came to her baby boy. “Clint didn’t go home to Minneapolis.”

         
         “You’re sure of that?”

         
         “He’s upset about his breakup with Ashley Hart, and the last person he’d visit when he’s upset is his mother. Have you met
            Kristin?”
         

         
         “Sure. She’s great.”

         
         Not the word Rory would use to describe her judgmental stepmother. “Clint knows if he went home now, Kristin would insist
            on taking him out for ice cream and buying him a new video game.”
         

         
         Rivers didn’t have suffocating memories of Kristin coddling Clint, and he smiled. “Sounds about right.” He opened the door
            to Clint’s bedroom.
         

         
         All the bedrooms were well-appointed, but this was like stepping into Marie Antoinette’s personal boudoir. The sky-blue tray
            ceiling displayed a fresco of fluffy clouds, leafy trees, and rosy-cheeked shepherdesses. An elaborate fireplace took up much
            of one wall, and a pair of tall, narrow doors opened onto one of the small Juliet balconies she’d spotted from the back.
         

         
         “I don’t know how he sleeps in here.” But even as she said it, she thought it might be comforting to fall asleep with those rosy-cheeked shepherdesses keeping watch over her. 

         
         As she retreated toward the balcony doors, Rivers glanced at the ceiling. “I’m sure he does a lot more than sleep here.” He
            approached the bedside table only to hesitate before he opened the drawer. “Maybe it would be better if you checked this out.”
         

         
         “Not in a million years.” Who knew how many sex toys were inside? She shuddered, opened one of the double doors, and stepped
            onto the small, iron-railed Juliet balcony. From here, she could see the rear gardens and the pool glistening in the afternoon
            sunshine.
         

         
         Something else caught her attention. Something so out of place it took her a moment to register what it was.

         
         A body lay on the stone patio beneath the balcony, its torso twisted, long legs sprawled, silky red hair trapped in a pool
            of blood.
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         Ashley wore a breezy summer dress, silver bangles, and the same strappy sandals she’d worn yesterday when they’d last talked
            in the garage. Even in death she was beautiful . . . as long as you didn’t look at her head.
         

         
         Rory couldn’t stop trembling. The June sun beat down on her. Ashley’s body lay on the patio in front of her. “She must have . . .
            fallen off the balcony.”
         

         
         Rivers was cool and efficient, as if he stumbled on dead bodies all the time, although that might have been part of his supervillain
            act because he nearly dropped his phone while he was pocketing it after calling the police. Now he gazed up at the balcony.
            “Those doors were closed until you opened them.”
         

         
         A fact Rory had already taken in but couldn’t process. She frantically looked around at the pool and garden. “Maybe she didn’t
            fall. Maybe she came out here, tripped on one of the stones, and hit her head.”
         

         
         “Do you believe that?”

         
         No, she didn’t. The patio pavers were smooth, and even to Rory’s untrained eye, something about the spread of Ashley’s arms, the sweep of her hair, suggested she’d fallen from a height. “There has to be a logical explanation.” 

         
         “I’m sure there is,” he said grimly. “But we might not like it.”

         
         “What do you mean by that?” She knew what he meant. If Ashley had gone out onto the balcony and accidentally fallen, the doors
            would have been open when Rory and Rivers had entered the bedroom.
         

         
         Rivers had looked in the window of the five-car garage and told her Clint’s Range Rover was missing. Rory hadn’t known Clint
            owned a Range Rover or any of the other three cars Rivers had informed her were still inside. Where was Clint?
         

         
         “Go in the house and wait for the police,” he said. “I’ll stay here.”

         
         She wouldn’t hide inside while he stood guard, but she couldn’t look at Ashley’s body. Turning away, she remembered the quote
            on a silly T-shirt some of her friends had given her before she moved. Chocolate is to women what duct tape is to men. It fixes everything.

         
         But not even chocolate could fix this.

         
         *  *  *

         Rivers went off with the younger of the detectives, while the older, Detective Strothers, a man who reminded her of a very
            unfunny Eddie Murphy with his receding hairline, black-rimmed glasses, and neatly trimmed moustache, interrogated her in the
            kitchen. “You and Mr. Rivers were in Mr. Garrett’s bedroom because you were both concerned about him?”
         

         
         She’d already gone through this. “He hadn’t answered my calls, and I needed to talk to him.”

         
         “Tell me again why that was so urgent.”

         
         She wasn’t a deceitful person, but she wouldn’t confess the part she’d played in breaking her brother’s heart. “His mother
            and I have a difficult relationship. I wanted to talk to him about it.”
         

         
         He brushed his moustache with his thumb. “How long did your brother and Ms. Hart date?”

         
         “A few months. My brother dates a lot of women, and Ashley was one of them.” She wouldn’t tell him that Clint had fallen in
            love with her.
         

         
         “But you said they’d broken up, so why do you think she came here?”

         
         A question Rory had been asking herself. The only answer she could come up with was too awful to contemplate. What if Ashley
            had discovered Rory had lied to her, and she’d come here hoping to reconcile with Clint? “I have no idea.”
         

         
         She expected the detective to press her, but he moved on. “The doors that lead to the balcony. You said they were closed.
            Were they locked?”
         

         
         “Only latched, so it’s possible the wind blew them shut.” There hadn’t been a trace of a breeze all morning.

         
         “Why did you open them?”

         
         Because she’d needed to do something that didn’t involve looking at Rivers and remembering the particulars of their lost night.
            “I wanted to see the view.”
         

         
         He pushed his glasses higher on his nose. “You met Ms. Hart the day you moved into your apartment. That was six months ago,
            correct? Why did you move to Chicago?”
         

         
         He’d already asked her this. “An old housemate of mine wanted me to partner with him operating a food truck selling candy.”

         
         Since Chicago was Clint’s city, Rory had hesitated to make the move, but Jon had wrongly insisted Chicago was the best place to start their business. She’d also been ready for a change, and somewhere in her brain, selling candy from a food truck seemed like the next step toward becoming a full-time chocolatier. 

         
         He stroked his trim moustache. “The van that’s parked in back. You drove it here from your apartment in Ravenswood. That has
            to be about thirty miles.”
         

         
         “It’s currently my only means of transportation.”

         
         “And yet your brother is a wealthy man.”

         
         It wasn’t a good idea to lose your temper with the police, and she forced herself to speak calmly. “Clint is wealthy. I’m
            not.”
         

         
         “I see.” Detective Strothers stroked the lapel of his suit coat. “Did either of you look in the bathroom off Mr. Garrett’s
            bedroom?”
         

         
         “No. We hadn’t looked there yet.”

         
         “You seem to have looked everywhere else.” He moved on before she could respond. “Did she talk about any of the other men
            she dated?”
         

         
         “She’d just started seeing Karloh Cousins, the basketball player. She also told me about someone she broke up with when she
            met my brother. She called him Real Estate Man and said he didn’t take their breakup well, but I never met him.”
         

         
         The detective wrote in his notebook. “She never mentioned his name or told you where he worked?”

         
         “No.”

         
         He closed the notebook. “Would you mind showing me your truck?”

         
         His request took her by surprise. “All right,” she said hesitantly.

         
         The truck was hot, and she was already perspiring from nerves when they stepped inside. Strothers took in the empty shelves. There were no Skittles for the grade school kids, Kit Kats for teens, or M&M’s for moms and dads. The Milky Ways had disappeared, the Starbursts, the boxes of Reese’s cups and packets of Gummi Bears. Jon had taken it all. 

         
         “Did Ms. Hart usually carry her cell phone?” the detective said.

         
         “Always.”

         
         “Interesting.” He had to be hot in his suit, but unlike her, he wasn’t sweating. “We found Ms. Hart’s purse in Mr. Garrett’s
            bathroom, but not her cell phone.”
         

         
         That explained why he’d asked if she or Brett had gone in the bathroom. He gestured toward Rory’s leather patchwork boho bag.
            “Could you empty your purse for me?”
         

         
         Her attempt at staying calm evaporated. “You think I have her phone?”

         
         “Routine,” he said smoothly. “So I can complete my report.”

         
         If she refused, she’d only make herself look as if she had something to hide. A trickle of perspiration slid between her breasts
            as she dumped the contents on the driver’s seat: wallet, keys, gum, tampons, loose change, a snack bag of almonds, and her
            cell phone.
         

         
         He gestured toward the phone. “Unlock it, please.”

         
         Her fingers wouldn’t work, and it took her two attempts to open it. The screen showed a photo she’d always
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