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​CHAPTER ONE
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Cash Tannahill entered the last bits of code, then switched to preview mode and watched as the yellow-eyed dragon came to life, stomping toward the cowering villagers and breathing out flames of glorious blue-orange flames. But was that too bluish? 

He moved his chair back a few inches and crossed his arms. He’d work on that later in the fine-tuning stage, but right now, he needed a new character. The image of a strong female warrior popped into his head, but he batted it away. No, feminist stuff wasn’t what gamers wanted or what they tended to buy. Too controversial. But still ... he liked the idea. Hell, maybe he should try it anyway?

At the sound of a deep voice at his right elbow, he whirled around and came mere inches from hitting the man’s knee. Grant Tannahill sighed. “Cash, I don’t think this obsession of yours with video games is healthy. At least, keep it on your own time, son.”

Cash hastily tapped the keyboard and brought up his latest run of the warehouse inventory spreadsheet. “I finished this right before you came in, Dad. See? The JRC guitars with the locking tremolos, the XB hollow body series, all the new figures.”

The older man leaned over and studied the screen. “Looks good. And your brother did tell me earlier this morning how helpful you were straightening up the Gray Gem account.”

Cash ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, well, Blaine can be a drama queen when it comes to that rock band. Glad they loved the guitars, though.”

“Happy customers means raises. And that means happy employees.” His father perched on the edge of the desk. “We’ve got a new attorney coming in today. I want you to meet with her.”

Cash gripped the edge of his desk so hard the knuckles turned white. An attorney. A female attorney. He’d been looking forward to his much-delayed lunch for hours, but his appetite evaporated at his father’s news. “Her?”

“Annabeth Boxer.”

“Why does she need to meet with me?”

“That’s the reason I stopped by. Been meaning to talk to you about it, but something always gets in the way.” 

A cellphone chirped from the man’s pocket. From the part of the conversation Cash could hear, there was some little crisis brewing in the shipping department. As usual. His father had no sooner solved that earth-shattering problem when the intercom on Cash’s desk beeped.

He pressed it, and the receptionist’s voice asked, “Is Grant there?” 

His father answered, “Looks like you found me, Cherie. What’s up?”

“Someone here to see you.”

“Be right there.” His father put the phone back in his pocket. “See what I mean? Gotta go, but I’ll check with you later.”

Cash waved him off, then stared at the spreadsheet. Accounting loved the new software he’d installed after tweaking it to make it more efficient. He knew he was good at what he did, but they could get anyone to handle the company’s IT department. Nowadays, you couldn’t throw a penny inside a coffee shop or any place with WiFi without hitting a computer geek. 

He owed it to his father to help with the family business, but why did he often feel he was suffocating? Dad liked to tell him he was a teenager trapped in a thirty-year-old’s body, but he’d come around. 

Maybe. He’d never told Dad about the time he was so depressed he went to see a therapist. His father had it wrong—he wasn’t a trapped teenager, he was trapped by the business. If it hadn’t been for the joy he got out of creating games and apps, he wasn’t sure what he would have done. Still ... he had a duty, didn’t he? 

Look at how well Blaine turned out, and he was only five years younger. The former party animal was marrying the lovely and talented Maxie. And Jack ... well, Jack was an inscrutable rock, but a rock nonetheless. That left Cash, the mushy middle.

Talk about being misnamed. Cash—the one who wasn’t at all interested in the family business or the trappings of wealth. Some guys would kill to be around the type of hand-crafted electric guitars they built, sought after by rock star celebrities around the world. And as his father said, he foresaw a long, healthy business for them as long as they wanted to keep doing it. That was the problem, wasn’t it? Wanting to do it.

His desk phone rang, and he bopped himself on the head with it before picking it up—gotta knock himself out of his daydreaming. “Cash,” he answered.

He had to hold the phone away from his ear as the voice got louder and his words faster. “Jerry, my man, take a few deep breaths. Slow down. Use your indoor voice.”

After a few more tense exchanges, Cash got Jerry to a calmer state and assured him he’d take care of the problem. Why couldn’t people get it through their thick skulls that they had to back everything up on a regular basis? No matter. The forensic technique he developed for recovering deleted files would have to save the day again. 

As he sat there shaking his head, a cup of steaming coffee appeared on his desk as if by magic. He looked up at the boyish twinkle of Blaine. “Thought you could use this.”

Cash grabbed it. “Two sugars, no cream?”

“Natch.”

Cash took a sip and smiled. “You’re a mind reader.”

“Actually, heard you were having a bad day, bro.”

The office grapevine had struck again. “So now you’re my knight in shining armor? That’s just ... weird.”

“Thanks for the reminder. You’re not going to wear armor to the wedding, are you?”

“Spoilsport.” Cash grinned at him. He was still amazed that Blaine, the wild one and the youngest, was the first of the three brothers to settle down. Had to hand it to him—Maxie was quite the catch. Not that he was jealous. Well, envious maybe. 

Cash leaned back in his chair. “So, Blainey-boy. How’s that book of yours coming along?” Also to his amazement, his little brother had a literary streak and was turning into a pretty good writer.

“Glad you’re seated because I’ve got big news—I got an agent. Maxie’s new music agent connected us.”

“So getting married to that girl is turning out to be good for you in more ways than one. How’s her songwriting coming along?”

“She’s got a couple of gigs lined up. One’s in Boston, the other’s in Santa Monica. Now, we’ve got to hire some roadies. I volunteered to be one of the guinea pigs.”

“Good to hear. But tell me, kiddo. How are you going to handle all of that and work, too?”

Blaine rubbed his forehead. They’d never outright discussed it, but Cash suspected Blaine felt a bit about the business the way he did. A burden, a duty, a trap. But maybe since Blaine’s wild-boy days were behind him, he’d come around. 

The desk phone rang again, and Cash rolled his eyes when he heard the voice on the other end. Blaine seemed relieved to avoid answering Cash’s question and slipped out the door, which left Cash to deal with the company’s hardware supplier. The new servers he’d ordered were defective, meaning a longer wait. Damn. When he got rid of that problem, he slurped down another bit of coffee, then groaned. He just remembered his father asked him to meet with the new attorney. 

A female attorney. Why in hell would his father put him in such a position? Not after what happened three years ago. Surely Dad hadn’t forgotten how a different female attorney tried to destroy his life and reputation? She almost brought down the company, too.

He sighed. Annabeth Boxer, Esquire. Boxer—she had a more appropriate name for her line of work as an ambulance chaser, didn’t she? Oh well, he could meet her, play nice, and then forget her. Like all the other problems in his life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


Annabeth slid her hands into her pockets to avoid chewing on her fingernails. This was her first big client since joining her new firm. In truth, it was her first big client since graduating from law school. 

A lot of her friends were so far ahead of her. Why wouldn’t they be? They’d headed to law school fresh out of college, and she hadn’t started until she was twenty-six. Practically over the hill in attorney-years. For women, anyway. 

Wonderful. She’d only been here fifteen minutes, and her mind was already starting to wander. Her best friend Dottie had warned her against that last night at supper. Deep breaths, stay focused just like yoga class.

Her distractions weren’t helped by the row of “Who’s Who” photos she’d seen in the lobby of the Tannahill Factory, some of the world’s most famous rock stars holding their Tannahill guitars. Talk about intimidating. Money, power, fame—it practically filled the air with a suffocating force, making it hard for her to breathe.

Annabeth smiled at the receptionist, Cherie, who asked, “Would you like some coffee?”

“Oh, thank you. But I’m good.” She started to sit down. Or should she stay standing? Less of a chance to put a run in her stockings. She opted for the chair and did her best to look confident. 

Her first major client just had to be Grant Tannahill of the legendary guitar Tannahills. Jerald Skipworth at her firm had warned her Tannahill could be a bear to work with but was always fair and upfront. 

She looked up when a man who seemed to be only a few years younger than she popped his head through the doorway. “Have you seen Dad?”

Cherie replied, “No, but he should be stopping by any minute, Blaine.”

“Oh?” Blaine looked over at Annabeth, then said to Cherie. “Looks like he’s going to be busy. I’ll catch him later.” And then he disappeared.

Cherie laughed. “That flash was the youngest of the Tannahill clan. He’s not rude, just a bit on the hyper side.”

“He seemed ... nice.” Annabeth chewed on her lip.

“He’s a sweetheart. Just got engaged, and we’re all thrilled. Shocked, but thrilled. And she’s keeping it all in the musical family since she’s a singer and songwriter, herself.”

“Have I heard of her?”

“Not yet, she just got her agent. But you will. Guaranteed.”

“I’m sure the other Tannahill wives will have all sorts of words of wisdom for her.”

“Oh, there aren’t any other Tannahill wives. Grant is a widower. Cash is single, and Jack ... Jack is a veteran. I think he’s seen too many things in his life to settle down easily.”

“Sounds like a bunch of lonely men.” The words came out before Annabeth could stop herself. 

“Perhaps. They keep busy. And like most rich males, they don’t lack for female attention. Or company. Not that they’re playboys, mind you. Well, Blaine was, but guess Maxie was too much of a temptation.”

“I’d heard they’re all easy to work with.” She had to bite her tongue for that one. She wasn’t about to repeat what Jerald had told her.

“Not always easy. But definitely fair and honest. Don’t let Grant’s demeanor put you off. He’s got an outsized personality, but inside he’s a teddy bear.”

Well, Jerald had said he was a bear of some kind. Annabeth was pretty sure he meant more of the grizzly variety. “Have you worked here long?”

“For almost ten years. Best job I’ve ever had. A great staff, decent pay, and lots of perks. We even have famous rock stars show up from time to time to try out one of the guitars in person. I’ve got a collection of autographs you wouldn’t believe.”

A tall, distinguished man with soft gray hair stepped into the reception area and made a beeline straight for her. It had to be Grant Tannahill, but no one had warned her he was so attractive. Maybe pushing sixty but in a George Clooney kind of way. 

He stuck out his hand, “Miss Boxer?”

“Please. Annabeth. And it’s so handsome ... I mean it’s so nice to meet you.” Great move, girl. Way to play it cool and professional. 

She thought she saw Cherie out of the corner of her eye trying to stifle a laugh, but Mr. Tannahill himself was unfazed. He replied, “Annabeth, it is. And call me Grant. With a sea of Tannahills around here, it gets too confusing to say ‘Mister Tannahill.’”

“I’m not fond of formalities, myself. In my line of work, you hear far too many Your Honors and Sirs.”

“I’ll bet you do. Well, consider this place your oasis then, because we’re all on a first-name basis. And now, let me take you to meet one of those names, my son Cash.”

She picked up her briefcase and followed him out of the reception area. As they walked down a long hallway, she wondered if Cash would be as attractive as his father. She pushed that thought out of her mind, wishing her friend Dottie were here to remind Annabeth to stay focused and avoid distractions.

They stopped in front of an office door, but before they could go in, another man grabbed Grant’s arm. “Conference call still on at three, Dad?”

“Three on the dot. That’s five o’clock tomorrow morning in China, but they said it would be the best time for them.”

“Good to know. I’m looking forward to trying out my Mandarin.”

Grant turned to Annabeth, “As you might have guessed, this is my oldest son, Jack. And Jack, this is the new attorney who’s going to be working with Cash, Annabeth Boxer.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Jack tipped an invisible hat and scurried off into the bowels of the warehouse.

That pretty much clinched it. The Tannahills must have incredible genes because they were all hunks. An image of Dottie’s face popped into her mind, and she pulled herself up to her full height. Right. No distractions. 

“I suppose I should warn you, Annabeth. Cash has a brilliant mind, and he’s a hard worker. But he can get distracted at times.”

Annabeth’s eyes grew wide at that quip. Grant Tannahill wasn’t a mind reader, was he? She cleared her throat. “Has he come up with ideas on how we should work on the cybersecurity issue from a technical standpoint?”

Grant put his hand on the doorknob. “I haven’t gotten a chance to talk to him. But I’m sure it’ll be fine. You’re smart, he’s smart, piece of cake.”

Annabeth felt her stomach grumble at the word cake. She’d skipped breakfast because she was so nervous and now wished she hadn’t. And why hadn’t Grant told his son about the project? She had a bad feeling about this already. 

As he opened the door, she patted her suit and stood up straight. She’d make her law firm proud, her mother proud, and show everyone what she could do. She mentally chastised herself for making a proverbial mountain out of a molehill. This was just another client, and she was ready for whatever came her way. No problems, no worries, no distractions.
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