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            Chapter One

          

          Rosalie Stetson

        

      

    

    
      At least now Rosalie’s steps were easier and quieter as she and Chance walked under the cloudy sky. He led the way. Twigs and damp earth crunched beneath their feet. The air was bone-chillingly cold beneath the scant rays of winter’s sun. The coat that the lady at the front desk had given Chance to give to her wasn’t doing a very good job of keeping her warm. The awkwardness between them couldn’t have been swept away by the winds of a typhoon. Last night Chance had spoken words that he couldn’t take back, and Rosalie was sure he wished he had never said them. Now both their hearts sat on the apex of vulnerability. Before they left this morning, she was just about to say it—reveal the big what-if. Then, there was a knock at the door. After that, everything had happened so fast, and now they were here.
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        Four Days Ago

      

      

      

      “Is this really happening?” Rosalie said again. She had already asked the question three times, but the moment was so surreal that she couldn’t fathom that it was actually happening.

      Frederick Holland sat back in his seat and folded his arms. It was as if he were contemplating taking a break so Rosalie could pull herself together. Instead, he unfolded his arms and said, “Yes, this is real.”

      The impact of his words made Rosalie blink hard. About fifteen minutes ago, six burly men in security uniforms had escorted the entire Sterling clan out of the conference room. They had gone kicking and screaming, threatening to sue Frederick and Rosalie.

      “Don’t get too comfortable, you conniving little bitch,” William roared as one of the guards dragged him out with his hands behind his back.

      Rosalie frowned as spittle sprayed out of his mouth and foam stained the corners. He was as angry as a raging bull. And she had been unable to speak as fear raced through her bones. It was as if the brothers wanted to physically harm her, and there was nothing she could have said to change that.

      “But why me?” Rosalie realized she was rubbing her scalp and abruptly stopped. Falling apart was not her style, yet she was crumbling like an avalanche.

      “This was all Mrs. Sterling’s doing,” Frederick said.

      Rosalie looked deeply into his eyes, searching for any sign of him screwing with her head. Nothing felt right about what was happening, starting with her arrival at Sterling Manor on Thursday to the discovery earlier Saturday morning that the police had found Edna’s belongings in a dead woman’s house. The timing of the situation was too perfect to be coincidental.

      For many years she had forced herself to view Edna through rose-colored lenses. But she was starting to question whether Halo’s version of her ex grandmother-in-law was the true picture of her. Halo was Edna’s granddaughter. And Halo believed that her grandmother was shrewd, cunning, and not above hurting others to get what she wanted. Halo had conveyed that in addition to those qualities, Edna was also mostly benevolent. But for Edna to put Rosalie in this situation without first consulting with her did not sit well. She had never been angry with Edna until that moment.

      Suddenly Rosalie made a decision. “I don’t want this. I don’t want anything to do with any of this.” She shook her head.

      “You signed a contract, Miss Stetson,” Frederick said, unfazed by her fervor.

      Rosalie couldn’t stop shaking her head. It was as if refusing to believe her present circumstances would make them go away. Then, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Well… I guess I’ll see you in court.”

      She stood but quickly remembered she hadn’t driven her own car. Her easiest ride back to Sterling Manor was with the people she wanted to get as far away from as possible. Once she made it back to the house, she would pack her belongings and immediately head home to LA.

      Frederick calmly stood and faced her. He had a different look on his face, softer eyes.

      “Do you care about Edna?” he asked.

      Rosalie tilted her head slightly. “Of course.”

      “Then do this for her.”

      “Where is she?” Rosalie demanded.

      He sighed. “I don’t know.”

      He was lying, and that Rosalie knew. But that wasn’t such a bad thing. At least now she wouldn’t have to attend Edna’s funeral sometime in the near future.

      “Remember the envelope I gave you on Thursday?” he asked.

      “Yes, but there was nothing inside but…”

      Frederick raised his hand. “No. I can’t know its contents.”

      Rosalie frowned as she smashed her hands on her waist. “Why not?”

      He turned to the two guards who were still in the room. “Could we have some privacy, please?”

      Without hesitation, the men walked out.

      Frederick pointed his long hand at the chair Rosalie had abandoned. “Please sit so that we can continue our talk.”

      It was always a privilege to have the upper hand, and she had it. Clearly Frederick could not let her leave the building in the state she was in. It was also clear to Rosalie that now was the time to squeeze him for any and all answers he could provide. Rosalie crossed her arms and sat.

      Frederick, demure man that he was, coolly settled himself into a chair.

      “You want questions answered, right?” he asked.

      She set her jaw. “Yes.”

      “Ask me whatever you want, and I’ll reply if I know the answer.”

      Rosalie unfolded her arms and eased the tension from her face. She didn’t want to feel such hostility. Such a demeanor wouldn’t help her get as much out of Frederick as she possibly could. She knew his trick. She used his trick. Heck, she thought she’d invented his trick. When a person was angry or hostile, they weren’t at their sharpest. If he remained calm and in control, then he would be more convincing and more effective at swaying Rosalie to do what he wanted without having to work so hard at it.

      She took a deep breath and tried to forget all that had transpired earlier, which was hard to do.

      “Do you know where Edna is?” she asked, even though she had asked the same question differently a few minutes ago.

      “No.”

      She wanted to sniff facetiously. Frederick was on his p’s and q’s.

      “Is she alive?”

      “I don’t know.” He kept a poker face.

      “How did she know to have Chance and me sign a contract a day before she would go missing?”

      With her microscopic observation of Frederick, she noticed his slight but quick movement. That question had made him uncomfortable, but at the moment he still looked like the definition of composure.

      “That is the optimal question, and a very valid one. I’ve asked it myself.”

      “And what was your answer?”

      He released the tension in his shoulders. “I don’t know. Could this be a plot devised by Edna to stick it to her sons? Of course. But I’m telling you that she didn’t consult with me about it. I’m just doing my job.”

      Rosalie narrowed an eye. She sensed manipulation on Frederick’s part. It was no mistake that he lacked information. But he did know something, and Rosalie wasn’t finished discovering what that was.

      “Okay, but why me and not Chance?”

      He cocked his head. “Why did she name you to the chair seat and not her own grandson?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded, which meant he was comfortable about answering that question. “The vote determined the hierarchy.”

      “What vote?” she asked.

      “Three hours ago, William was voted in to Mrs. Sterling’s seat.”

      Rosalie shook her head. She could hardly believe what she heard. “William Sterling?”

      Frederick had taken a stack of stapled pages out of his briefcase and handed it to her. “For your review.”

      Rosalie took the pages and started reading.

      “That’s from official minutes that were submitted with the request to legally assert Mrs. Sterling has deserted her company,” Frederick said.

      The meeting minutes showed that the first vote came from Baylor for himself. The second ballot resulted in two votes for Carlton, from Peter and himself. The third vote was three for Doug, cast by Doug, William, and Chance. Rosalie would’ve stopped there, but the next vote, for William, caught her eye. No wonder he’d nearly ripped her head off. It seemed Baylor and Carlton had pulled a fast one on Doug. Baylor, Carlton, and Peter, along with William, voted for William to sit in Edna’s seat.

      Rosalie looked up. “But wait. They were able to cast more than one vote.”

      “That’s very astute of you to notice, Rosalie,” Frederick said.

      Rosalie dropped her face. She hadn’t known much about Frederick other than that he was a top-notch attorney who’d probably never lost a case or a motion in his life.

      “Changing your vote is permissible in the Sterling Enterprises governance rules. However, a new vote negates the previous vote,” Frederick said.

      One face came to Rosalie’s mind. “Let me guess. It was a rule Baylor pushed for.” She sneered.

      “No, actually. Edna made the rule.”

      She was taken aback. “Oh.”

      “To answer your earlier question, when Chance Sterling cast his vote for his father, he was immediately demoted to appointed CEO.”

      “But has he agreed to become appointed CEO of Sterling Enterprises?”

      “Yes. And so did you—when you signed the contract at our Friday meeting.”

      Rosalie again shook her head. She felt trapped, the weakest feeling a human being could experience. “But I didn’t know that’s what I was signing.”

      “I’m aware of that,” he said, apparently unfazed.

      Rosalie studied Frederick, trying to think of what angle to take next. At the moment, she was too rattled to think of another question.

      “You get a salary,” he revealed.

      Her eyes widened. “A salary?”

      “A hundred and twenty-seven thousand dollars a month.”

      Her mouth dropped open, but then she closed it. She swallowed and tried to contain all the things she was feeling and thinking. That was a lot of money. She could have lived three lifetimes and never thought she would earn that much cash in a month. But she already had a job, even though she was going to resign from her position as public defender as soon as she got home.

      Rosalie sighed. There was no way Chance would hire her after what had happened this morning. And there was no way Dennis Hasterick, her current boss, wasn’t going to make her pay for ignoring his calls, text messages, and emails. The day before her visit to Blushing Green, she had won a case he’d wanted her to lose. He never came out and directly said, “Rosalie, lose this case,” but he had used subtext and innuendo to clue her in about what he wanted.

      “A hundred and twenty-seven thousand dollars a month? What sort of work can I possibly do to earn that kind of salary?”

      “You might want to read the company’s rules, guidelines, structure, and mission. I have a packet prepared for you.”

      Rosalie was suddenly struck by a thought. “You had a packet prepared for me?”

      “It’s not what you think. All of this was waiting for me, just as it was waiting for you.”

      Rosalie was through trying to figure out how much Frederick actually knew about Edna’s disappearance. Apparently, he wanted Rosalie to believe that he knew just as much as she did. She doubted that, but she also believed him to a certain extent. It was time to move on. “About that letter you gave us on Friday,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “Did Edna give you any instructions on what we should do with it?”

      “None. And again, its contents should be kept private.”

      “Right. You said that already.”

      Frederick nodded once and with vigor.

      “Well, I guess I should figure out what she meant in the last words she left to us.”

      Once again, Frederick had no response. Instead, he spent the next half hour briefing Rosalie about what was expected of her. The packet he gave her was as thick as an encyclopedia. She flipped through the pages as he highlighted the most important sections. Each moment felt more surreal than the last. She felt mildly excited about receiving a salary that most people would have died for. But if she had lived for money, she would’ve stayed married to Peter. She was still angry with Edna for disrupting her life in such a way. Yesterday, everything was exactly as she wanted. Chance was going to give her a shot at working at Lord and Lord Enterprises.

      Chance Sterling. Goodness, she had liked him. Then he had glared at Rosalie as though he wanted to spit on her before storming out of the conference room. He would probably never forgive her. Suddenly one glaring conclusion came to mind. She needed to figure out why Edna had left Chance and her that note listing a man’s name Rosalie couldn’t remember along with the year of Conrad Sterling’s death.

      “Leo Sterling will also head business and operations,” Frederick said. He went on to mention that evaluations would take place in three months.

      Rosalie barely listened. She had no intention of letting this go on for longer than two weeks. If anyone could find Edna, she could.

      The letter… Chance had it.

      Even though their last physical interaction was a toe-curling kiss, he hated her at the moment. That was fine.

      But she still needed that letter. Hopefully she could catch Chance before he left the manor.

      “Rosalie, are you listening?” Frederick asked.

      Rosalie shot to her feet. “I have to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Chance Sterling

        

      

    

    
      The speed limit was sixty-five miles per hour, but Chance was driving ninety-three. He hadn’t noticed until his fiery gaze caught the lit number on the panel. His anger hadn’t subsided after seeing Rosalie walk into the conference room flanked by security. He didn’t want that feeling to leave. His suspicions of her had been confirmed. He was sure Rosalie had somehow finagled her way into his grandmother’s good graces so that she could take charge of the family fortune.

      Chance punched the steering wheel and yelled so hard that his throat felt as if it would rip in two. “Shit!” He whipped his hand back and forth. Now it hurt too.

      He took a deep breath to steady himself. The voice of Pita, his ex-girlfriend, floated through his mind. Chance, your emotional response is above a three, so you really should look at why you’re so angry, because it’s beyond a normal level. She would say things like that to him all the time and find a way to link his emotions to his childhood. He used to think she was merely being manipulative, but maybe she had been right. Chance had expected Rosalie to disappoint him, just as his father had done almost every day of his life.

      He exited the interstate. Sterling Manor was only fifteen minutes away. He shook his head, his anger turning to frustration. Pita used to also say he was a classic painter, not a literal painter but a person who would paint his own reality. She had said he would make himself believe an untruth just so that he could sit comfortable in his misery.

      “Damn it.” He wanted to punch the steering wheel again.

      How in the world did Rosalie end up in that room with two bodyguards? After the vote was recorded and the motion was submitted to put William in the chair’s seat, they waited for the legal approval to remove Grandmother as chair. She had so many security measures enacted that an appointed arbitrator had to finalize the motion. They waited for an hour and a half for that to happen. During the wait, Baylor and Carlton spent the majority of the time sneering at Chance’s father while articulating their plans to restructure some of the departments and pursue opportunities that Grandmother never wanted to give credence to.

      Her eyes. He remembered Rosalie’s expression.

      Her eyes. Chance rubbed his face in frustration. “Shit.”

      Rosalie appeared just as surprised as he was when she entered the conference room and listened to Fred rain doom on their party. Why had Chance so quickly jumped to the wrong conclusion?

      The kiss. Chance licked his lower lip. He wanted more from Rosalie after that kiss. Her mouth had tasted like mint, and her lips were as soft as rose petals. She must have just finished brushing her teeth. The fire that she had lit inside him scared the living daylights out of him. Then he walked out of the library, leaving her behind. He liked it when he walked away from her.  He wanted the separation between them. Needed it. Was he ready for a new relationship with a woman he literally used to dream about?

      Chance shook his head. “No,” he whispered. It was fear. It was what Pita used to accuse him of—picturing a worst-case scenario in order to live in misery. He had no doubt that falling in love with Rosalie would enrich his life. But perhaps being her friend would too. He owed Rosalie an apology. He was sorry for asking for the kiss in the first place and for conveniently believing the worst of her when shit hit the fan.

      Drops of water pelted the windshield when he made a right onto Grove Road. He turned on the wipers. Suddenly it felt as if his heart was gripped by agony. So much had happened since he’d learned of his grandmother’s disappearance that he hadn’t had time to imagine the worst-case scenario—death.

      Chance squeezed his eyes shut then quickly opened them. He couldn’t accept that his grandmother was no longer earthbound, especially after the stunt she’d pulled with the contracts. More importantly, he couldn’t understand why Grandmother would make Rosalie his superior. He was far more experienced than she was in business matters. It just didn’t make any damn sense to him at all.

      Over the hill he went, speeding between fields of vines. Flashing lights ahead made him decrease his speed. A sheriff’s car was parked at the entrance to the manor. Chance’s heart pounded like thunder as he slowed to a crawl. An officer had gotten out of his police car and was holding up a hand for him to halt. The guy was probably in his late forties and round through the middle like Officer Bunting, who was at the house that morning to deliver news about his grandmother.

      The closer he got, the more he saw that it was a different man. He wondered whether the women had decided to move forward with the birthday party. A lot of political heavyweights and social elites had been invited. Chance knew his uncles were counting on making new business deals and firming up their connections. The party had never been about Grandmother in the first place. But if they had gone forward with the party, he was determined to shut it down. They would not disrespect his grandmother on that day—not at all.

      Chance had stopped in front of the officer, who was holding a clipboard, and rolled down his window. “What’s going on?”

      “There’s limited access to this house. ID, please.”

      Chance reached into his glove compartment for his wallet. He found his ID and handed it to the officer.

      “You’re one of the property owners?” the officer asked, looking down at his clipboard.

      It took Chance a moment to realize the officer was asking a question. “My grandmother owns this property.” Saying that aloud felt good. He pictured Grandmother sitting behind her antique desk in the library, sipping chamomile and mint tea, her favorite, while combing through the company budget. She was always finding discrepancies to take back to the office and battle out with her sons. She loved every part of running Sterling Family Enterprises, which was why it had been so hard to comprehend her retiring.

      The officer looked once again at the soggy page attached to his clipboard. “It says here you are the official owner along with a Rosalie Anne Stetson.”

      Chance inhaled deeply to absorb the news. Then he released a forceful breath.

      “What’s going on? What is that you’re reading?” he asked.

      The officer shrugged. “I’m not supposed to let anyone on the property who’s not on this list, and it’s a short list.”

      “Can I see the order?”

      The officer hesitated. Police officers always hesitated before making those sorts of decisions. They had to make sure they did everything by the book or else.

      Chance was on the verge of revealing that he was a lawyer, hoping that would put the officer at ease. But the officer quickly checked over his shoulder before handing Chance the clipboard. Chance looked him steadily in the eyes. “Thank you.”

      The officer pressed his lips into a straight line and nodded.

      The document was an official order signed by a district judge. Chance also noticed that it said Sterling Manor was a subsidiary of Campbell Holdings, which he’d never heard of until then. On the list of those permitted on the property were the names of the house staff, Frederick Holland, Rosalie Anne Stetson, and himself.

      Chance handed back the clipboard. “Thanks again.”

      The officer nodded again.

      “The people that were here earlier, have they been asked to vacate the property?”

      “The women? Yes.”

      Chance glanced at his cell phone, which sat in the storage bin between the seats. He had turned it off when he left the building. A lot of people were probably trying to get ahold of him. One face came to mind.

      “Was Penelope Sterling removed from the property?”

      The officer shrugged. “All I can tell you is there’s no one on the property but staff. I wasn’t in the house, but I heard they put up a fight when they were made to leave.”

      Penelope and Susan apart were feisty as hell, but together they must’ve been dynamite. Chance grunted, thankful that he hadn’t been around for the explosion. “I’ll bet.”

      “And by the way, now that you’re here to take possession of the property, we can go.”

      “Sure. That’s fine.”

      The officer looked relieved. Chance first signed the property release form then drove slowly past the luxurious lawn.  He was surprised to see that the enormous tent and easy-to-walk Astroturf and wooden flooring were gone. That had to have been Penelope’s doing. He turned on his phone, and just as he’d suspected, Penelope, Susan, William, and of course his father had been calling nonstop.  Chance played their messages through the vehicle’s speakers.

      Penelope: I had never been treated that way in my mother’s own home, Chance. You fucking make this right. You hear me? Make this right. Anyway, before I was thrown out of my mother’s house, I had the rental company come pick up their shit. There was no way I was going to allow Susan and my brothers to throw that party tonight. That was going to happen over my dead body. Call me when you can and especially if you hear anything. I can’t count on these nitwits to tell me what I need to know. Bye.

      

      Susan: I was so embarrassed. I am suing the hell out of the sheriff’s department. He pushed me, Chance, and it’s your fault.  I’m suing you. We’re suing you. This house belongs to the family. And why do I have to answer to Rosalie Stetson? You call me as soon as you get this.

      

      “Um, no,” Chance whispered. He pressed the red button on the panel to delete her message.

      

      Doug: Son, we need to talk. Call me.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, his father called again and repeated his previous message verbatim.

      Before hearing his father’s voice, Chance had actually felt more relaxed, but now he was anxious again. Why did his father cause him so much angst? Chance should have never been involved in their meeting this morning.  He should have refused to drive Doug and William to San Francisco. If only he had known what they had in mind before he’d left. To claim that Grandmother had abandoned her seat so that they could snatch the company from her was despicable. So many times he had heard his grandmother remark that if it were up to her, she would’ve never let Grandfather be a part of her children’s lives. She said that Grandfather turned them into mean and self-serving men, just like him.

      Chance recalled little about his Grandfather’s character. Whenever Chance spent summers at the vineyard, Conrad was rarely home. One time Chance was racing Pete down the hallway, and their grandfather stepped out of his office and glared at them. The two boys stopped dead in their tracks. Conrad’s look said he wanted to skin them alive. He didn’t have to speak. They knew he wanted them to quiet down because they were disturbing him. They did an about-face and walked away as fast as they could.

      Grandmother said that Grandfather had hit the boys whenever they didn’t do what he wanted. Grandfather had never smacked Pete or him, but boy, he’d glared at them as though he wanted to whenever they’d done something he didn’t like. A few times Grandmother blamed herself for
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