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IN THAT PERFECT STRANGER, I found my fairytale...

Olivia Cadwell is finding herself in an impossible situation. She knows she has to leave Leo Folley and his privileged life if she’s going to protect him from the people who are after her. She knows she can’t work in his office anymore, if she wants to protect him from his own board of investors.

Unfortunately, she’s also fallen in love with him. And that’s going to make leaving a whole lot harder.

When she runs into her own father outside of Leo’s office, though, things get a whole lot more complicated. And the stakes get a whole lot higher.

A job is a job... until you’re the bosses pretty woman.
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OLIVIA

I snapped my mouth shut, horrified that I’d said anything—and especially something as incriminating as what I’d said—and stared at Leo.

He didn’t know that I’d been lying to him. He didn’t know that I’d been hiding an entire past—and the abuse that had happened there, and an absent father, and a mother who insisted on dating guys that were the opposite of all right.

He did know that I hadn’t graduated from college. But that was the extent of it.

So why in the ever-loving fuck had I thought I needed to come in, see him on the phone looking shocked, and blurt out that I could explain everything?

Say what you want about people keeping secrets, but in that moment, I realized that the actions of a guilty conscience are very real, very scary things. I’d been feeling guilty about keeping things from him from essentially the first moment he walked into my life, but I’d known that there were very good reasons for keeping my secrets. Unfortunately, my subconscious seemed to have other ideas.

Equally unfortunately, my subconscious had chosen that moment to grab hold of my physical actions and lead me right into exposing myself.

“What?” Leo asked quietly.

He glanced down at the phone still in his hand, frowning like he’d forgotten it was there, and then put it gently down. Then he looked up at me once more, his eyes full of questions.

And suspicion.

And dammit, it was the suspicion I saw in them that broke my heart cleanly into pieces. 

Because that suspicion meant that he did know what I was talking about when I said I could explain. It meant that the phone call—which he’d taken so suddenly, and which had carried him right out of the kitchen and away from me, his voice hushed and his shoulders hunched over like he was trying to protect it even more—had been exactly what I’d been worried it was.

“Why are you looking into me, Leo?” I asked, following his question with my own.

“Don’t change the subject, Olivia,” he said evenly. “Or... wait, is Olivia even your name? Or should I be calling you something else?”

I felt like the floor had just fallen out from under me, leaving nothing but open air and danger underneath me. I’d been feeling so safe here. So secure, and so... well, not loved, necessarily, but at least accepted. I’d been having a good time.

No, I hadn’t planned to stay much longer. In fact, I was already making plans for how I was going to leave—and whether I’d tell Leo before I went. But that hadn’t changed the fact that I really, really liked this guy.

It certainly didn’t change the fact that I wanted him to like me back.

“My name is Olivia,” I told him firmly. “And don’t you change the subject. Why are you looking into my past? What is it that you need to know so badly that you evidently hired someone else to find out about it for you?”

His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t throw me off. Instead, he thought about it for a moment and then nodded, having come to some kind of decision. 

“You know the board isn’t happy with me hiring you in the first place. They’re even less happy when I can’t give them any background information.”

I saw him start to add something else... and stop himself.

I saw him trying to decide whether he should add anything more. And honestly, I paused for several moments, waiting for him to do just that.

Because we’d been living together for a week now. Not together, but at least under the same roof. I’d been working in his office. More importantly, we’d stayed up half the night talking on several occasions and slept together more than once.

The man had touched me in ways no one else ever had, and I’d been under the impression that I’d had the same effect on him.

So why the cold, hard answer about his board and nothing else?

And did I actually care? Could I afford to?

Well, I decided a moment later, if he could be cold and hard, then I could, too.

“The board doesn’t have a right to know what I’ve been through,” I told him bluntly. “Though I suppose I owe it to you to give you the truth. You’ve certainly asked often enough. You’re right. I’m not using my real name. I’m using someone else’s, and there’s a good fucking reason for that. I left my hometown because someone was after me, and I’m trying to keep that someone from coming after anyone else. But don’t worry, Leo. I won’t be your problem much longer. Pretty soon I’ll be long gone, and then you won’t have to worry about what your board thinks of you hiring a woman they don’t know anything about. Pretty soon, I’ll be nothing more than a memory.”

I turned and made for my room before he could give me any answer to that admittedly very dramatic statement, and honestly, I didn’t know if I’d have been able to listen even if he had answered. I was too busy going through all the possible repercussions of him having done this digging.

Yeah, I understood him wanting to know more about me. Shit, the man had basically told me his entire history and then introduced me to his family. He was an open fucking book. It had to be driving him crazy that I wasn’t doing the same thing for him. He’d asked me time and again where I’d come from and why I’d left, and I’d pushed him off every single time.

For his own good, I remembered, reaching my suite and yanking the door open. I’d done it for his own good. Because there was a shadow in my past, one named Roger, and he was dangerous. Too much poking and he might come right out of the past and into the present, and that was the last thing I wanted. The last time I’d talked to Roger, he’d been threatening to come find me.

I wasn’t stupid enough to think it was beyond him to do it. And I knew damn well that if he did, everyone around me would be collateral damage.

Which was exactly why I’d been keeping it secret. The less anyone else poked at my past, the less chance there was of Roger figuring out where I was and showing up at my front door.

At Leo’s front door.

And now Leo had quite possibly ruined everything I’d done to keep him safe, just because of his damned curiosity.

I slammed the door behind me and stalked across the room, torn between wanting to start packing right now, just to get it done, and then calling a car to come pick me up in the morning... and wanting to run back out into the kitchen and into Leo’s arms.

I wanted to stay with him, I realized. Yes, this had started out as a one-week engagement and a way to get some money so I could actually get a hotel. Yes, I’d only planned to stay through his big event. The event that he’d hired me to accompany him to.

Yes, I was already planning on leaving again just as soon as he got things sorted at his company and found a replacement for me in the accounting department.

None of that had changed, I realized, my heart cracking once more. I still didn’t have a place here, and if anything, him digging into my past—and for all I knew, putting himself at even more risk for discovery—just confirmed that I had to get out of here sooner rather than later.

Just this afternoon, I’d been trying to figure out whether I could find a way—or a reason—to stay with this man who had somehow welcomed me into his life when he didn’t know anything about me.

Now, as I collapsed on my bed and brought a pillow over my head to shut out the light, I was trying to figure out how quickly I needed to leave.
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I WOKE UP FEELING GROGGY and disgusting, like I’d gone to bed without bothering to wash off my makeup or brush my teeth.

Three seconds of blinking dazedly at the ceiling and I remembered that that was exactly what I’d done.

Three more seconds and I remembered everything else, too. The dinner we’d been working on. Or rather... the dinner Leo had been working on when I found him in the kitchen.

The dinner he’d interrupted to take a phone call from someone I now suspected was his own private PI.

The look on his face when I caught him on the phone. My immediate statement that I could explain. His own excuse of not knowing enough about me to satisfy the board.

The shattering realization that I really had to go, because staying here would just encourage more digging—and more ways for Roger to hear about that digging and discover Leo himself.

I groaned and turned over, every muscle in my body feeling like I’d been running sprints rather than sleeping, and stared out the window.

I had to admit, the view was glorious. Leo lived in the apartment on the top floor of the tallest building in Minneapolis—or at least I thought it probably was—as he had the view to prove it. I could see across the city, the parks dotting the buildings like bright green gems, the sky blue and gorgeous beyond the skyline.

And beyond that...

Beyond that, the freeway that wound toward the rest of Minnesota. More specifically, toward my hometown, where Roger awaited, probably still expecting me to turn up on his front door with apologies for having dared to go to my mother and tell her that she should leave him if he was hitting her.

I grimaced at the train of thought. The man was a real piece of work. I’d seen him hit my mother and said something, and then I’d told her that she needed to leave him if he was going to treat her like that.

She’d told him, and he’d called me with threats and promises about what he’d do if I ever talked that way about him again. So I’d done the only thing I could do: I’d packed up what I absolutely couldn’t live without and run.

And here I was, still running.

I hated that I wasn’t just standing up to him. Hated that I wasn’t going home to fight for my mother—or waiting here for him to find me so we could have that fight on ground I knew better than he did.

The problem was, even having that fight here, where I’d be on more solid footing and had friends I thought I could count on, came with a big, big asterisk.

Leo.

The minute Roger knew I was in Minneapolis and came looking for me, he’d find out about Leo. And I knew I wasn’t exaggerating when I thought that Roger would do pretty much anything he could to ruin the man who’d gone out of his way to help me.

He’d take me down, and he’d take Leo down just for standing in the way.

And I wasn’t about to let that happen.

Then another thought occurred to me, and I sat up, trying to get better blood flow to my brain.

Because last night, I’d thought that leaving this morning—leaving as quickly as possible—was the answer. I’d thought that it would keep Leo safe. If I was no longer in the picture, Roger would have no reason to come to Minneapolis or find Leo or do anything to hurt him.

Leaving would protect Leo. Or at least I’d thought.

But now, lying here and considering the entire picture without the handicap of being freshly hurt by finding out that Leo had hired a PI to look into my past, I was seeing things a whole different way.

If I disappeared, Leo would search for me. And if he heard someone was after me—and let’s face it, he might—he would try to protect me. It was just who he was.

A hero, even if he didn’t want to be.

He’d end up putting himself in danger even if I disappeared on him, and he deserved better than that. 

He deserved a real explanation. I didn’t want to give it to him, and everything in me was screaming that it could lead straight into trouble, but when it came down to it, Leo had been very, very good to me over the past week. He’d offered me safety and warmth and as much hot water as I could use.

Could I really just leave him without giving him what he was asking for and at least making sure he was safe?

I couldn’t. I knew I couldn’t.

“Damned hero,” I muttered to myself, throwing my legs over the edge of the bed and dragging myself up and toward the shower. “Always trying to save someone.”

I hated that about myself, but it didn’t change the fact that it was true.

I couldn’t leave Leo here to fend for himself. I owed him an answer. And that meant I was going to work today, I guessed. Going to work and going straight into his office to give him the answers he’d been asking for since I’d met him.
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LEO
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I WAS STARING AT MY computer, getting a whole lot of nothing done thanks to my total inability to focus on work today rather than the girl I hoped was still in my apartment, in her room and sound asleep.

Olivia. If that was actually her name.

I thought it had to be, personally. She responded to it too easily for it to be something she’d just picked up a day before I met her. Of course, I guessed she could have been using it for some time so she got used to it, but it didn’t feel right. She felt like an Olivia to me.

Though it was anyone’s guess whether that actually meant anything.

At that moment, there was a knock on my door, and Jack opened it up without waiting for an answer. Just like he’d always done.

“Jack,” I said wearily. “What’s up? I don’t have a lot of brainpower for anything complicated today.”

“So I see,” he replied, looking me up and down once. “You look like you didn’t sleep last night.”

He wasn’t wrong. After Olivia had stormed out, I’d called Pete, the PI, back to see if he could give me anything, and after being told no, he couldn’t, I’d gone to my room, leaving the kitchen a mess in my hurry to get someplace quiet and think. I’d just found out that no one with Olivia’s name and age
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