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      “A distributor?” I gasped, almost too shocked to make my tongue even work. “What are you talking about, saying we need to sign with a distributor?”

      The man who had spoken—Allan Banner—stared at me like I was the stupid one here. Like I was the one too dumb to get what he was talking about. When I was the owner of the company. I was the CEO. I was the brains behind the entire operation. And I was my own goddamn distributor.

      “Alice, be reasonable,” he said, in a tone that I was sure was supposed to sound reasonable, but actually sounded completely, offensively condescending. “The fact is, you’re good at software. You’re good at apps, search engines, and even some hardware. But you’re no marketing guru, and the company is getting too big to do its own distribution. It’s a waste of time and effort, and it’s not doing anyone any good. You could put the manpower toward other things, let someone else do the—”

      I slammed my palm down on the round table in the boardroom of my office building and leaned forward, knowing that my eyes were on fire and my face was as menacing as it could possibly get. I’d run this company for years. And before that, I’d done everything I had to do to get it started. Get it off the ground and flying toward the heights it had achieved.

      I knew how to use my eyes to their best effect. And I knew how to intimidate people. Even self-centered, arrogant men like Allan Banner. Who also happened to be a board member.

      Not that it mattered.

      “Allan,” I said quietly. “This company has gotten as big as it has because of me. It’s been this successful because of me and my direction. It’s been successful because I do hire the best marketing people, and I do take the time to learn everything I need to know about distribution. I am this company and this company is me. Hell, the current round of publicity is because of the TailMe app—which, I’ll remind you, was my creation, my brainchild, distributed by my in-house distribution apparatus. And it’s taking the world by storm. Number one in all categories and making us millions of dollars. So, tell me again, Allan, how you think I need to take a step back and let someone else run the show? Go ahead. Tell me. I’ll wait.”

      I snapped my mouth shut, my teeth clenched together, and stared him down. Waiting.

      And Allan kept his mouth shut, too—just like the spineless prick he’d been ever since I’d met him. Yes, he’d done me and IMMAR, my startup, some very big favors early on, when I hadn’t had the capital to build the business up and needed some angel investors to swoop in and save me. I’d asked a friend what I should do about that and had been given Allan’s number, and when I’d contacted him with a pitch, he’d jumped right on board. He’d gathered a group of investors and then given me the seed money.

      Which I was thankful for, even though it had led me right to this moment, when those same investors were trying to tell me how to run the joint. Despite the fact that I’d been running it flawlessly for years.

      “Well?” I asked, my voice dangerously quiet, my eyes flitting from one investor to the next.

      They were the ones who had called this board meeting. Had they really only come armed with one speech about wanting to hire out to some outside distribution firm? This entire meeting was about that one point? Or was there something else—something they hadn’t been brave enough to say?

      “Is that it?” I finally asked, when no one else bothered to say anything. “You all called this meeting just to talk about distribution?”

      I cracked a smile at that, unable to stop myself. Because it was just like these particular people—the ones with all the money, the ones who almost always worked from home and specialized in taking the right gambles on new companies rather than any real work—to cause all the hubbub of a board meeting when they could have handled the thing with a single email.

      Julia, one of the other investors, started shuffling her papers uncomfortably in the silence, and my eyes went to hers.

      “Julia?” I asked. “Did you have something to add?”

      She was the most reasonable of them all, honestly. A successful businesswoman in her own right, she’d come into the investing game after she’d already had a lucrative career, and as such, was the only person on the board who really understood what it was like to be me. What it was like to be a woman in charge—and a woman fighting to keep herself on top, despite what the world around her thought she should be doing.

      She gave me a slightly abashed smile the moment her eyes came up to meet mine, and I knew in that instant that she didn’t want to be here any more than I did. She’d thought it was a stupid idea right from the start, and if I knew Julia, she’d already known exactly how I was going to react.

      Giving up a whole division of my company, just so someone else could make money I could keep in the company coffers. Please. It would have been a stupid business decision that would have not only cut our profits, but also reduced the size of the company itself—which wouldn’t have looked good on any of our financial reports the next time we wanted to take out a loan or discuss going public.

      All because one stupid man had talked a bunch of other stupid men into believing that I couldn’t handle my business. Or, I realized suddenly, one stupid man had thought he could help out another of his businesses by forcing my business to hire out to them.

      I bit my lip. Was that it? Did Allan have some side interest in a distribution firm? Was that where this screwy idea came from?

      “I think you’ve said exactly what you needed to,” Julia said quietly, bringing my attention back into the room. She shifted her gaze to Allan—the instigator of the entire thing, I was sure—and cocked a single eyebrow at him. “Allan, I believe you’ve got your answer. Shall we all head out for lunch, and leave Alice here to continue with what I’m certain is a very important day?”

      “I just think we should have more say in the direction of the company,” Allan protested in a last-ditch effort to be heard.

      “You want more direction?” I asked pleasantly. “Tell me, Allan, how much did you make from your share of this company last year?”

      I waited, wondering if he was going to tell the truth. Because I knew exactly how much he’d made. And if he was smart, he wouldn’t try to short it. I would call him out on it just to make him look stupid, and he had to know I would.

      “Around five million,” he muttered.

      I nodded slowly, tapping a finger to my lips in thought. “Imagine that. Over five million dollars, all for sitting around and not doing anything. All for having played hero when I was younger and needed an investor. That’s not a bad payday, I guess.”

      There were some murmurs of agreement at that, and I nodded at everyone else.

      “And just think, Allan, that you made that five mil because of decisions I made. Because of products that I thought up and then developed and distributed myself. Now honestly, have I ever given you a reason to doubt my business sense?”

      He took forever to give me an answer—because he knew I was right.

      “No,” he finally said.

      “And don’t you have better things to do than to be hanging over my shoulder all the time, trying to second-guess me?”

      “Yes.”

      “So don’t you think that the best option here is for you to back off, let me make the decisions for my company, and take the free money I’m handing you?”

      He didn’t even bother to answer that question. He just started packing his things up, slamming them around like a little kid who’d just had his favorite toy taken away. Once he was done, he stormed out of the office—followed more slowly and reasonably by the rest of the board.

      I watched them file out, feeling a combination of elation at having won… and frustration at having had to fight the fight again. Because this wasn’t the first time we’d had this discussion. And I doubted that it would be the last.

      Being a businesswoman in Silicon Valley was no joke, but add into it that I was a woman at the head of a major corporation, and you had a recipe for a twenty-four-seven headache.

      I’d never received the respect I wanted. And I wasn’t sure I ever would.

      That didn’t mean I was ever going to stop asking for it, though. I’d worked hard to get to where I was, and I was never going to stop expecting some recognition for that.

      I was never going to stop expecting to stand on even footing with the men around me.

      I allowed my shoulders to drop and some of the steel to leave my backbone now that the audience had left, and then dropped into a chair and heaved out a gigantic sigh just as Zoe, my assistant, came walking in, her always-present notebook clutched to her chest. She took one look at the retreating board members and then glanced at my face and seemed to come to all the right conclusions.

      “Tough meeting?” she asked sweetly.

      Zoe was always sweet. It was one of the reasons I’d hired her. I worked with too many sharks to want another one always at my side, sniping at me. It didn’t mean she wasn’t capable, though. Zoe was one of the only people I trusted to handle shit if I wasn’t around.

      She was one of the only people who truly knew how hard I worked every day to maintain my status.

      “Tough meeting,” I agreed.

      She walked over, my keys already in her hand, and handed them to me.

      “Take the afternoon off,” she said. “I’ve got the office under control, and almost everyone has gone home already, anyhow. No one wants to work on Friday night. Go find a place where you can breathe.”

      I stared at her, wanting to refuse, wanting to tell her I had work left to do and that I really needed to stay here in case anything else came up… but then I realized how right she was. As usual.

      At some point during the last hour, I’d forgotten to breathe. Hell, I didn’t know if I’d really taken a breath in the last five years, and suddenly I felt as if I’d been experiencing oxygen deprivation that entire time. Going someplace where I could just breathe sounded…

      Pretty damn good.

      “I think I’ll do that,” I said. “Thanks, Zo.”
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      I went to a coffee shop first—though I seriously considered hitting a wine bar instead. I wasn’t positive that I needed more caffeine in my system. I wasn’t positive that I needed something that would hype me up even more, after the meeting I’d just gone through.

      But coffee, much like red lipstick, had always been my comfort. The thing I went to when I was in trouble or needed some moral support. And that made this particular coffee shop—a small, locally owned business near my office—as close to a second home as I had.

      I frequented this place anytime I’d had a bad day or just needed to get out of the office for one reason or another. I came here on my way home when I was leaving work early enough that I knew I’d go home and get right back into it. I hit the drive-through window on my way to work every morning.

      So when I walked in that afternoon, I got the greeting of someone who spends far too much time at any specific coffee shop, bar, or restaurant.

      “Alice!” the barista exclaimed. “It’s early for you to be here! Or late, I guess, depending on how you’re looking at things.”

      I gave her a bit of a smile, trying not to think too hard about the reason for the timing. Thinking was for my next stop. This one was just for some comfort caffeine.

      “Been a tough day, Sarah,” I replied. “I need some moral support.”

      She nodded, her face completely serious, as if this was the most normal statement in the world when walking into a coffee shop. “The usual, then?”

      “Better make it a double,” I replied, walking quickly toward the register to pay. As much as I had wanted—maybe even needed—the coffee shop and its ambience, this wasn’t my ultimate target. I wanted to get my drink and get out of here.

      Before any of the people who knew to search for me here came looking, anxious to continue our earlier conversation.
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      The moment I pulled into the driveway at Heritage Rose Gardens, I knew Zoe had been absolutely right to send me out of the office and to a place where I could breathe. And I had been absolutely right to come here rather than sinking into one of the booths at the coffee shop.

      The place wasn’t far from my office, and I could have walked if I’d wanted to, but I’d taken my convertible, needing the speed and the wind in my hair after that meeting. I’d also wanted the radio, the pounding of the music in my body, the way it shut out everything else. The way it got rid of the thoughts in my head and guaranteed that I didn’t have enough space to create more of them.

      The rose garden was going to be even better for that, and as I pulled into the parking lot and parked, I let the tension start to drain out of my body. My shoulders came down a bit, my neck relaxed, and the muscles that had been so clenched in my stomach that it had felt like I might actually throw up began to unclench.

      I even started to let myself smile.

      Ahead of me, the rose garden was in full bloom, in riots of pinks, oranges, reds, yellows, purples, and whites, and the foliage stood out in every color of green imaginable. It was truly a feast for the eyes, and I turned the car off and let my eyes go hazy on the splashes of color, allowing them to soothe my soul and remind me that there was beauty in the world beyond the walls of my office.

      Nature did that. It had always been the place I could come to let my brain stop thinking. Stop trying to locate problems and solve them, break things down into mathematical equations that I could use for other things. Stop trying to rule the world. In nature, I’d always found that you didn’t get to compete. You just had to live.

      With that thought, I finished my coffee—which I’d downed at a dangerous speed, considering how hot it was—got out of my car, and started walking.

      This was my happy place. The place I could always count on to bring me peace. I’d brought my daughter here when she was a baby, when we first moved to San Jose, and walked the paths with her in her stroller for hours on end, just drinking in the sights and smells of the place. Of course, that had been at a time when she actually wanted to spend that much time with me. These days, as a ten-year-old, she was far too cool for her mother, and preferred to spend time with her friends, more embarrassed about me than anything else.

      I smirked at the thought and bent over to smell a particularly beautiful apricot-colored rose that smelled, surprisingly, of lemons.

      Then I strolled forward, letting my thoughts roll along, and started to center myself, focusing on the deep-breathing exercises one of my friends had taught me and thinking about nothing more than putting one foot in front of the other. After a moment, I realized that I was already feeling more relaxed than I had in weeks. Months. Maybe a year.

      It had been too long since I’d actually felt the tension in my shoulders melting away. Too long since I’d literally stopped to smell the roses. Too long since I’d taken any time for myself.

      When, exactly, had my life become all about work? When had I stopped taking the time for anything else? When had I started finding myself thinking only about the office, and nothing more?

      And was that really what I wanted from my life? Was this stress, this constant competition, this always-amped-up feeling… all there was?

      God, one spat with the board and I’d become absolutely maudlin—without the benefit of even had any wine. Or a margarita. I gave myself a good mental slap at the path of my thoughts.

      “Get yourself together, woman,” I breathed.

      This was my life. This was the life I had clawed and hissed and fought for, and I was happy. I was. This was everything I’d ever wanted, and I would have been an absolute fool to let it go.

      So I was feeling as if there was something missing. So what? Everyone felt like that; it was what made us successful. If I felt like I had everything I wanted, I would stop fighting to move forward, and then where would I be? That feeling of wanting was just my mind’s way of keeping me moving. That was all.

      At least, that was all I’d ever let it be.

      I needed to stay on top. I had to stay in power. Because I’d been in a position where I was depending on someone else before—when I’d been married, too young and too naïve to know any better—and I was never going back there again.

      I was never going back to a situation where a man didn’t have to treat me right if he didn’t want to and could force me to beg for things like money for groceries. I was never going to put myself or my daughter into a situation like that again, where we had to worry about whether we were going to have enough food to eat or lights on at night.

      Never.

      And that meant that I had to stay on top. Live the workaholic life. Whatever it took. No matter how hard it was.

      I came around a corner through a rose-covered trellis, making that promise to myself again—for the millionth time in the past ten years—and stopped short.

      Because standing right in front of me was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen in my entire life. And he was smiling right at me.
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      I made a superhuman effort to close my mouth, thinking that it had be the least attractive picture possible, and tried to take another step forward. Unfortunately, my legs and feet seemed to have stopped working, and I ended up stumbling on absolutely nothing on the path and falling forward.

      The man darted toward me, his arms out, and caught me before I could hit the ground.

      Because of course he did. He just had to be not only devastatingly good-looking, but also quick and heroic, didn’t he? He had to be the kind of guy who rushed to save strange women from falling flat on their faces in the middle of a rose garden. Hell, he had to be the kind of guy who was just hanging out in a rose garden by himself.

      And he just had to be there to see me do something as stupid as forget how to walk.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his hand still under my elbow.

      I looked up, and I’m not at all ashamed to say that I was even more dazzled by him up close than I had been before.

      He had inky black hair, slightly too long and starting to curl around the edges, and eyes that almost matched, but had golden sparkles toward the irises. His jaw—so sharp I thought I could have cut glass with it—was covered with enough stubble to make him look sexily rugged, but not sloppy. And his arms. My word, his arms. A quick glance down told me that I would have had trouble getting my hands around his biceps, and that his forearms were toned like a rock climber’s.

      He was strong enough that it had taken next to no effort for him to catch me and support me. And it would have been a lie to say that I wasn’t deeply appreciative of that sort of strength.

      Theoretically speaking, of course.

      To be honest, he looked like he should be riding a horse across the range, a cowboy hat shading his eyes, a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. Wearing tight jeans and walking with a bit of a bow-legged swagger that spoke of too much time in the saddle. All heat and sun-bronzed skin.

      And what was wrong with me that I was even thinking things like that?

      “I’m sorry, I seem to have forgotten how to walk like a normal human being,” I said, trying to act like I wasn’t at all embarrassed.

      He eyed the heels I was wearing and gave a low whistle. “In those shoes? I’m surprised you can take three steps. What are you doing out here walking around a rose garden in shoes that look like that? Training for something?”

      I chuckled. “The rose garden wasn’t exactly what I was thinking about when I put these on this morning,” I admitted. “They’re not very good for hiking.”

      “And even worse for running long distances, I presume,” he said, his face completely serious.

      I shrugged. “True. They’re absolute hell in a marathon. But if someone comes nears me and I don’t want them touching me—”

      “Smart,” he said, nodding—and still completely serious. “Weapons in your shoes. A man would never see them coming.”

      “Or a woman,” I protested. “Women can be just as deadly as men, you know.”

      And at that, he finally laughed, revealing a smile that was just as bone-melting as the rest of him. “I agree with you. Some of the most dangerous creatures I’ve known have been women.”

      I laughed as well, too charmed to stop myself. And it felt like the first time I’d genuinely laughed in days. Weeks, maybe. Now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d actually laughed—and that made me very sad.

      There had been a time when I liked to laugh. When I did it all the time. When I went out of my way to do it. These days, it felt like a… distraction. Something I couldn’t really afford to do if I wanted people to take me seriously.

      The thought must have shown on my face, because my new friend frowned. Then he gave me a long, considering look, as if he had something he wanted to say but wasn’t sure he should say it. Finally, he opened his mouth and took the leap.

      “You look as if you’ve had nearly as bad a day as I have,” he said quietly. “Like you could use a night off and some friendly conversation. Maybe a drink. Maybe two. And definitely some food.”

      I stared at him, shocked… and pleased. Because that was one more thing that hadn’t happened in way, way too long: a man asking me out. I’d been on top for so long, and built such a reputation, that few men bothered anymore. Most men didn’t like powerful women—and they didn’t like women who were used to being in charge.

      Of course, this guy didn’t know who I was or what I did for a living, and that probably had a lot to do with it. He didn’t know I was in charge of anything but a set of very lethal shoes. It must have made him braver than the average Silicon Valley male. Or at least more willing to take a chance.

      I probably should have been offended. I mean who was this guy, that he suddenly thought he knew me? Making jokes about my shoes and now assuming that I’d had a hard day and that I needed to go out and get drunk? Assuming that I’d just jump at the chance to have drinks with him, like he was some Greek god and was such a gift in my life that I’d just fall right into his arms, some swooning damsel?

      Well, he had another think coming. I had a daughter, for one thing, and responsibilities, for another. I had places to go and things to do and…

      And actually, I realized, I didn’t. Rhea, my daughter, had robotics club after school today. She wouldn’t even be available until five o’clock, and it was—I glanced at my watch—only two in the afternoon. And even after she was finished, we’d made arrangements for her to spend the night at her best friend’s house tonight.

      Which meant I’d have the house entirely to myself. It had sounded like such a good idea at the time, when I was just thinking about having some peace and quiet. Time in which I could really get some work done. Now, as off-balance as I was after that meeting, and with the thoughts I’d been having earlier still floating around in my head…

      I suddenly realized that I didn’t know if I even wanted to be alone. Alone meant too much time to think. Alone meant coming up with problems that had to be solved—or problems that I couldn’t solve. It meant delving deeper into whether my life was going the way I wanted it to, and whether I actually wanted to do anything to change that. It meant second-guessing myself and my choices up to this point. And second-guessing myself was one of my least favorite activities. It led to regret, which was, for the
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