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          HANNAH WYATT

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks ago

      

      When things started to move, they moved fast. That’s what I learned in October of this year. So far.

      The Birmingham freeway was backed up. A wreck somewhere up ahead. Probably cleared out by now, but the rubberneckers lingered, turning the freeway into a parking lot.

      I had a court appearance in… I glanced at the dash of my BMW sedan X6. Still had that new car smell. Temporary plates. Best car I ever had and grad school was only two years in my rearview mirror.

      Thirty minutes.

      I put on my blinker and nosed my way over two lanes. In my old car, I would have been much more bold about driving along the shoulder to get to my exit more quickly. But not in my new car. I waited my turn.

      For October, even in the south, it was hot. Not surprising really, what with global warming and all that. My air conditioning blew full blast and still was no competition for the sun blasting through the windshield.

      Finally reaching my exit, I headed off, hoping to make it on time, but it wasn’t looking good. I merged onto the feeder road and got in the far right lane. Not an easy task. Seems a lot of other people had the same idea.

      That’s when I saw the police lights.

      Since I wasn’t doing anything wrong and my street was right up ahead, I kept going. Still, as the police car approached, my heart raced. I’d never had so much as a parking ticket.

      I turned right onto the street that would take me the back way to the court house.

      If, big if, there was parking available, I might make it on time.

      But the policeman hit his siren and flashed his lights.

      Seriously?

      Why was he pulling me over?

      My hands trembled as I pulled into the next parking lot, praying that he would just keep going. He did not.

      I hadn’t done anything wrong.

      Just cooperate. Cooperate and go. I could fix it later. I was an attorney for God’s sake. I pulled my license and insurance out.

      Seconds turned into minutes as I waited. He’s just running my plates, I told myself. Temporary plates. Took longer.

      I tried to breath slowly, to steady out my heart rate.

      Finally, the policeman got out of his car and slowly approached my window.

      I pressed the button, lowering the window.

      “Nice car,” the policeman said.

      “Thank you.”

      Wearing dark sunglasses, he leaned against my car. I tried really hard not to cringe.

      I could smell the wintergreen of his gum as he leaned down and held out his hand.

      I placed my license in his gloved hand. He looked familiar. If my heart weren’t racing so fast, I could probably think enough to figure out how I knew him. Maybe he’d been on the news or maybe he worked security at the courthouse.

      “Counselor Wyatt,” he said.

      My license was still in his hand. He hadn’t looked at it.

      “Yes,” I said, forcing a tight smile. He ran my plates. That’s how he knew me.

      He popped his gum and stared at me. I could see his eyes behind the dark sunglasses, but I could feel him staring at me.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      “I’m ‘um. I’m a little stressed right now. I’m sorry. Should I?”

      “Nah,” he said, dragging out the silence as he chewed on his gum. “You’d have no reason to.”

      I swallowed. Tried to think.

      He banged his hand on the roof of my car twice.

      What the—?

      “Hey,” I said.

      Straightening, he crossed his arms, still holding my license. Still not looking at it.

      “I think we’ll just wait here until you remember.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t—”

      He banged his palm on the roof of my car again. I jumped and my anxiety turned into fear. I looked around, but there was no one around. The parking lot I’d pulled into was deserted. A closed up gas station. So no cameras. No one to help.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, trying to sit taller in my seat.

      “Maybe you should step out of the car.”

      Maybe not.

      I was not a criminal attorney. I did divorces. That’s all.

      “Why?”

      “Why?” he spat, his jaws working the gum. He glanced away, then looked down at my driver’s license for the first time. “Because, Counselor Hannah Wyatt, I believe this is my car.”

      “Your car?”

      Panic. Sheer unadulterated panic.

      He wasn’t really a cop. He was hijacking my car.

      I released my seatbelt and grabbed my handbag and my computer bag. “You can just take the car,” I said.

      “Now what would a guy like me do with a car like this?” he asked.

      “But you…” I bit my tongue. There was no reasoning with someone like this.

      I closed my mouth and sat quietly. Waiting.

      He leaned down again, chewing his gum like there was no tomorrow.

      “I don’t want your car.”

      “You just said—”

      “It’s not the car, you bitch. It’s what you took from me.”

      “I didn’t take—”

      He banged his palm against my roof again. “I’m going to give you some time to think about all this. To worry on it. Just like you did me. Then I’m going to exact my revenge.”

      I just stared at him. Didn’t even try to say anything.

      “You’re not the only one who can use big words, Counselor.”

      Big words. This man knew me. He called me Counselor.

      “You can go,” he said suddenly, taking a step back. “Enjoy your success while it lasts.

      Then he smiled.

      An eerie, cut to the core smile that would haunt my nightmares for years to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Hannah Adams

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What I’m grateful for:

        Even though things were bad, very bad, they could have been much worse.

        I’m grateful for not falling down.

      

      

      

      
        
        Houston, Texas

      

      

      

      Morning.

      The break of dawn, to be exact.

      At six thirty in the morning, before the world came back to life after taking several hours to reset, was my favorite time of day.

      Several hours for some people. For me, not so much.

      Flipping on the light switch as I walked through the office door, I shrugged my oversized handbag off my shoulder and dropped it onto my desktop next to the closed notebook computer. Nothing else on the desk.

      My name plaque was scheduled to be delivered Monday. Until then I was the nameless assistant to Jameson Beaufort, Vice President of Worthington Enterprises.

      Considering that I had worked here for all of four days, counting today, and I had yet to meet Mr. Beaufort, today was going to be interesting.

      Going around the desk, I sat in my office chair. I’d looked it up. It was one of those brands that cost more than a month’s paycheck for me. But if a person had the money in their budget, it was more than worth it. I could sit in this office chair for hours with no discomfort whatsoever. It was a little like sitting on a porch swing.

      If they ever needed an endorsement for their desk chairs by a real person, I was their girl.

      I set one of those cardboard take-out trays from the coffee shop next to my handbag.

      On one side was my own skinny latte—hot, on the other was a something called a cold brew. I had actually paid for cold coffee.

      Never would have called that one.

      I still had the text on my phone from Jameson Beaufort. Came in last night two minutes before ten o’clock.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mr. Beaufort

      

      
        Starbucks. Trenta sweet cream cold brew. Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      As I had stood barefoot in my pajamas staring dumbfounded at the text message, another one had followed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mr. Beaufort

      

      
        Seven a.m. Use the company credit card.

      

      

      

      

      

      Sitting in my bed on the twenty-fourth floor of my studio apartment looking out over Uptown Houston, I had used my indomitable communication skills to interpret the message.

      Mr. Beaufort, my new, as of yet unmet boss, would be in the office tomorrow at seven a.m. and he was requesting, using the term loosely, for me to bring him a coffee.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes sir.

      

      

      

      

      

      Not just a coffee, but a big ass cold coffee. And since I didn’t have a company credit card yet, I would be buying my new boss that big ass cold coffee.

      I stared at the cold brew sitting on my desk and debated what to do with it.

      Since it was already cold, it wasn’t going to get colder.

      Mine, on the other hand, would. I took a minute. Took a sip and closed my eyes. I’d almost forgotten how good a designer latte could be. And to think that only a couple of weeks ago, it was something I took for granted on a daily basis.

      After a couple minutes debate, I decided that Mr. Beaufort would probably like to have the coffee waiting on his desk when he got here at seven.

      Taking my time, I powered up my computer and logged in.

      I’d been in Mr. Beaufort’s office before. His mail was stacked neatly on one side of his desk where I placed it every day. I watered his ivy.

      And I’d stood at the fourth-floor window overlooking the Skye Travels Airport private tarmac.

      This particular building was only months old. According to what I had heard, Mr. Jameson still had his office downtown Houston but was in the process of moving up here permanently.

      I’d learned quite a lot about Mr. Jameson from others in the breakroom one floor down.

      He was something of an entrepreneur. If I had to guess, I’d say he had struggled to settle on a major. A pilot. The C-level officer of his own company. And probably other things I didn’t know about yet.

      The other assistants seemed to envy me my position. He was well liked. I could say that for Mr. Jameson.

      I’d been hired by his grandfather, Noah Worthington, mostly on my credentials and references. I was on a three-month probationary period. No harm. No foul. Probably why I didn’t have a company credit card yet. The official reason anyway.

      If I hadn’t seen the tracking order forwarded to my new company email myself, I would have thought it was also why I didn’t have a name plate for my desk.

      No one had stopped by the office the whole time I’d been here. Either Mr. Jameson didn’t have many visitors or everyone knew he was out for what was supposed to be the week.

      But here it was Friday morning and he was on his way in.

      Feeling a little nervous now, I took his coffee and headed to his office.

      Like I had done a dozen times, I opened the door and stepped into his office. My office had a glass wall across the front with a view of the hallway, but early morning sunlight streamed across the wooden floor of his big floor to ceiling windows.

      As I walked across the office toward his desk, a man wearing a business suit standing in front of the windows behind his desk turned around.

      “Eek!”

      I jumped, my feet, heels and all, literally left the floor and the ten-dollar iced coffee landed on the floor, spilling out in a flood of cream-colored liquid.

      I was grateful that I hadn’t twisted an ankle and landed sprawled across the floor myself.

      “Mr. Jameson?” I asked, swallowing hard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Jameson Beaufort

          

        

      

    

    
      It was good to be back in Houston.

      I’d been in Whiskey Springs for two weeks. Working with my cousins on a business venture.

      Two weeks.

      Whiskey Springs in the heart of the Rocky Mountains was nice, especially this time of year. In October the weather was cool in the day and cold at night, but the first snowfall hadn’t fallen yet. Once it did, the weather could be unpredictable at best.

      I liked it in the little town of Whiskey Springs well enough, but after the first few days, I started to miss good Houston food. I was Houston born and bred. I’d always lived here and always would.

      Before I’d flown up to Whiskey Springs, I’d been in the process of relocating my office from the River Oaks Worthington Enterprises building to the new Worthington Enterprises building at the airport.

      If they’d had room I would have moved up here a long time ago since it was more convenient for me when I wanted to fly somewhere. Now that we had the new building, I’d staked out my office on the top floor. Had an unparalleled view of the tarmac.

      My family was all about airplanes. My grandfather, Noah Worthington, had started Skye Travels with one airplane. And now he was a legend in the field of aviation.

      He owned a fleet of airplanes from Cessnas to Phenoms. We jumped into airplanes like most people jumped into their cars. It was nothing for one of my many aunts and uncles or cousins and their wives to hop in a plane and fly somewhere for dinner or a play or shopping.

      Young pilots fresh out of college vied to come to work for Skye Travels. Grandpa did all the hiring and he only hired the best.

      We were a family business through and through with no apologies. Grandpa hired his own. But even so, we had to be good at what we did. No riding on his coattails.

      Even though I was a Vice-President on the Board of Directors, I didn’t work for Skye Travels. I had my own business. But, having Worthington blood via my mother, Ainsley Worthington Beaufort, I had all the perks.

      While I was in Whiskey Springs this time, my grandfather had seen fit to hire a personal assistant for me.

      I was on the fence about having a personal assistant. Never had one of my own. Skye Travels had plenty of staff running around for anything I might need.

      I figured it couldn’t hurt anything. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing.

      I’d sent her a quick text last night asking her to pick up some coffee for me this morning. I had a meeting at eight o’clock and needed to be ready to go. Unfortunately, I was running low on very little sleep.

      I heard her come in. Her name was Hannah Adams. But I didn’t have the time right now to make small talk.

      I’d been at my desk since four o’clock and almost had everything hammered out for the meeting.

      I was taking a break, wondering if she had brought coffee with her, when she burst into my office without knocking.

      She hadn’t known I was there. In retrospect, I should have made my presence known. She’d doubtless gotten used to coming into my office while I was out. My mail was stacked neatly on one side of my desk and she’d watered my ivy.

      “Eek.”

      She jumped when saw me and I stood there helplessly watching as she jumped and my coffee dropped out of her hands and spilled across the floor.

      “Mr. Jameson?” she asked as she somehow landed with her feet firmly back on the floor. I was impressed that she managed to stay upright.

      We hadn’t met, but I knew who she was.

      What I hadn’t known was that she was drop-dead gorgeous.

      Long brunette hair secured at the back of her head with some kind of clips. A couple of long strands pulled loose on one side of her face. Whether by intent or accident, the effect was the same. Professionally sexy. Sexily professional?

      Smooth white skin and beautifully big green eyes. And God help me, she was wearing glasses. There was nothing more sexy than a personal assistant in high heels and glasses.

      She was wearing a skirt that hugged her like a glove, a white button-up shirt, and a cute little matching jacket, all in black.

      She was absolutely stunning.

      “I’ll clean this up right away,” she said, jarring me out of my daze. Despite her words, she stood looking helplessly at the mess. I could see the nerves all over her. It wasn’t her job to clean this up and she knew it.

      I calmly punched a button on my office phone.

      “Betty? Would you send someone up with a mop?

      “Right away, Sir.”

      I disconnected the line. “Someone will be right up to take care of it.”

      “I ‘um.” She looked from the me to the mess and back again. “I’ll get you another coffee right away.”

      “It’s not—” She turned and dashed from the room before I could finish the sentence. “necessary.”

      The break room coffee would do in a pinch.

      Seconds later the front office door closed as she dashed out.

      This was going to take a while. The nearest Starbucks was ten minutes away.

      I sat in my chair and stared at the doorway.

      This was nothing like what I had expected. Nothing at all.

      Hannah Adams looked more like a sex goddess than a personal assistant.

      This did not bode well for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Hannah

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What I’m grateful for:

        It’s always good to have a backup plan.

        I’m grateful for having a backup plan.

      

      

      

      So much for first impressions. I had walked right into my new boss’s office. Without so much as knocking. And dropped his trenta cold brew coffee sending it spewing across his floor.

      In my defense, I had not known he was in.

      Backing out of my parking spot in my 2016 Toyota Camry, I realized that I didn’t know where the nearest coffee shop was.

      I pulled back into my parking spot and checked my phone. It had to be Starbucks. He had been very specific.

      My hands shook as I typed in the search. Ten minutes away. Ten minutes there. Ten minutes back. And ten minutes to get the coffee. This had cost me thirty minutes and another ten dollars.

      Backing out again, I took a deep breath and squeezed the well-worn steering wheel. My parents had given me this car when I went away to college. It had been new then and had served me well. My family urged me to get a new car. Something that would be reliable. But this car had not broken down on me once.

      And since I had situationally imposed practicality, I had no intention of adding debt to my already heavy student loans.

      It was a good story. Very plausible.

      Details mattered.

      I needed to take a minute and clean the coffee splatters off my shoes.

      Then I needed to figure how I was going to fix this worst possible first impression.

      Could a first impression even be fixed? According to everything I knew, it was almost impossible.

      But I had no choice.

      Forty-five minutes later I pulled back into my parking space. Starbucks had been much more crowded this time of morning than an hour ago. Different location. Different time.

      But I had the iced coffee.

      As I waited for the elevator to open, I checked my watch three times.

      Did this make me late for work?

      It wasn’t eight o’clock yet. I decided it didn’t make me late since I didn’t have to be at work until eight.

      At any rate, I was a jumble of nerves.

      My first three days of work had been so uneventful as to be boring. That was the difference, I decided as I rode up to the fourth floor.

      Mr. Beaufort’s office door was open. I went to the door, peeked inside.

      He wasn’t in his office and there was no sign of the mess on the floor.

      I left the coffee cup on his desk.

      As I sat down and logged into my computer, my nerves settled enough that my hands stopped shaking.

      As Mr. Beaufort’s personal assistant, I was pretty sure I was supposed to have access to his schedule.

      Maybe it was one of those things he had to give me access to himself. In his own time. He hadn’t even hired me. His grandfather had done that.

      Mr. Worthington seemed like a nice man. An older fellow. I felt fortunate to have been interviewed by such a legendary man and even more so to be hired by him.

      Things had been going so well. And then I had to go and spill his coffee all over the floor.

      I put my shoulders back and continued the training sessions I had to have finished by the end of the day. I had six more modules.

      Today’s first module was on ethics.

      I had to pause the video three times before the first quiz.

      My thoughts kept wandering back to Mr. Beaufort.

      I’d only seen him for a brief moment, but it had been long enough for me to notice his tall, lean figure, his business suit. And his bold blue eyes that had watched me in bafflement.

      He was a handsome man. No one had told me that he was handsome. I hadn’t been prepared for that.

      I was just finishing up the first module when Mr. Beaufort passed in front of my glass window looking out into the hallway and came straight into my office. Our office since his was behind mine.

      “Hannah,” he said, stopping in front of my desk.

      “Mr. Beaufort.” I got lost in his gaze for a moment before I remembered. “Your coffee is on your desk.”

      “You didn’t have to replace it.”

      I looked down at my screen. Ethics. Go figure.

      “I didn’t make the best first impression.”

      He looked at me a moment with that same baffled expression he’d used when I’d spilled coffee all over his floor.

      His grandfather had hired me and I had bungled the whole thing.

      He was going to fire me.

      “Come into my office.”

      Following him into his office, I was already trying to decide if I needed to call the employment agency or my aunt.

      Not what I wanted to do. The process of starting over was daunting.

      But a backup plan was a backup plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Jameson

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat behind my desk and took a long drink of my coffee. I’d had enough coffee this morning already, but after all the trouble Hannah had gone to, it seemed like drinking it was the right thing—the only thing—to do.

      Hannah Adams was still standing.

      “Sit,” I said with a wave in the general direction of the chairs in front of my desk.

      She sat, keeping her back ramrod straight. Her expression was blank, but beneath it, she looked like she was prepared for the worst.

      “First of all,” I said. “Welcome to Worthington Enterprises.”

      “Thank you,” she said, looking surprised and not a little relieved.

      “My grandfather speaks highly of you.”

      She nodded once. “He’s a very impressive and kind man.”

      “He is. He’s all that. The most admirable man I know.”

      She clasped her fingers together and lifted her chin. Such a tiny imperceptible gesture, but I’d spent a lot of time with my grandmother, Savannah Worthington, growing up. Grandma Savannah just happened to be a well-respected psychologist with her own private practice. She hadn’t taught me anything specific that I could remember, but either the ability to read people had rubbed off on me or else I had inherited her skills.

      “Are you going to fire me?” she asked.

      “Fire you? For what?”

      “For dropping your coffee.”

      “For dropping—For God’s sake,” I said. “It could happen to anybody. It was my fault as much as anything. I should have let you know I was in here.”

      She took a deep breath. “Thank you. First impression and all.”

      “Your first impression is just fine,” I said, nodding toward the coffee. “They deliver, you know.”

      “They del—? I never actually gave that a thought.”

      “Just about anything can be delivered. But thank you anyway.”

      “Yes sir. You needed me to do something?”

      She stayed on task. I liked that. An admirable trait.

      “Yes. I need you to see Betty on the second floor. She’ll give you access to my calendar and contacts.”

      She nodded. “Now?”

      “Check with her. See what her schedule is. What have they had you doing? Besides stacking my mail and watering my plant?”

      “Modules,” she said.

      “Modules?

      “Training modules. I should be finished today.”

      “Right.” I nodded. “Torturing the new hires.”

      “It’s really not that bad.”

      It was tedious. She just wasn’t saying so. Another admirable quality.

      “What kinds of things will I be doing for you?”

      “We’ll start you off with keeping my schedule updated.”

      And we’d go from there.

      Since she was my first personal assistant, I really didn’t know. But I didn’t want to admit that to her.

      Men in my position were expected to have their own assistants. I preferred to keep up with my own business, but this was progress. So they said.

      My grandfather was pushing me to make progress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            Hannah

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What I’m grateful for:

        I wasn’t where I had planned,

        but I had a great view.

        I’m grateful for being where I am.

      

      

      

      The modules were simple, considering my background. I didn’t mind. Someone had gone to the trouble to make them entertaining.

      I didn’t have the need or opportunity to talk to Jameson the rest of the day. As I finished up my training modules, I heard him talking on the phone. He paced when he walked. Paced and ran his hand through his hair, especially when he was deep in thought.

      Not that I was watching him. I was doing my work, after all.

      I only caught a word here and there. Nothing that gave me any indication of who he was talking to or what he was talking about. Sometimes I thought he was on a business call and sometimes I thought he might be on a personal call.

      Betty left at Noon, so we scheduled a time on Monday for me to meet her in her office to give me access to Jameson’s schedule.

      Today, like the rest of the week, I was in the dark as to his schedule.

      At five o’clock I went to his door to ask if he needed anything else.

      I was more than prepared to stay over, but if he didn’t need me, I would head out.

      He was, as usual, on the phone. Holding the phone away from his mouth for a second, he mouthed “good night.”

      Taking that as a dismissal, I nodded and went back to power off my computer and secure my handbag over my shoulder.

      I hadn’t realized it until I got to the deserted parking garage, but Jameson and I were among the last to leave tonight.

      So, the company all but closed down at Noon on Friday. Nobody told me that either.

      Driving past the other Worthington building, Skye Travels, I saw that things were different there at the aviation building. Their parking lot was full.

      That’s where I had interviewed with Noah Worthington. He had a big office with a nice view, like his grandson. But an older building. Closer to the airport.

      Traffic wasn’t as bad as I had expected and I made it home just under an hour.

      As I drove, I made my plans for the evening.

      Tomorrow I had errands to do. Shopping. Dry cleaning. Nails and a hair appointment. Sunday was household chores day. It wouldn’t take more than half a day to do my laundry and clean everything up that needed cleaning. A studio apartment wasn’t much to keep up with.

      Since I knew that the lifestyle of a personal assistant included late nights and long weekends, I had seen no need to invest in a big living space that would go mostly unused. I had, however, gone for a great view of Uptown.

      It was the perfect size for me since I didn’t own much.

      I’d moved from Birmingham to Houston less than two weeks ago and brought everything I needed with me in my car.

      Ordered a mattress and desk from Amazon. The mattress worked just fine on the floor in front of one the windows and the desk served as a workspace and a dining table, also in front of a window.

      I decided that tonight I would have a glass of wine and curl up on my mattress with a book. Or maybe I’d watch something on Netflix on my computer. Either way, I was looking forward to a nice quiet evening in my apartment.

      After scanning my key fob, I rode up to the twenty-fourth floor of my apartment building and let myself in. I kicked off my high heels and went straight to my closet. It was time to change into sweatpants and a t-shirt.

      I got changed, ordered pizza, and opened a bottle of red wine.

      I sipped the wine while I stood at the floor to ceiling window and watched the cars on the 610 freeway. Everybody was going somewhere.

      I liked it here. I liked the view. There was a comfort in watching the world from a high perch where I couldn’t be seen. And although I’d never lived in a high-rise before, I didn’t think I’d ever want to live on the ground again.

      After the pizza arrived at the door, I climbed into my bed, turned on my computer, and started bingeing a series while I ate. Not having anything to work on at night took some getting used to. It was almost like being on a vacation. I’d gone from graduate school projects and papers straight to briefs and contracts.

      But that was another lifetime.

      Now I had time to relax. To live like most people.

      I was completely relaxed when I got a text from my new boss.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jameson Beaufort

      

      
        I need your help.
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TERMINATION
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