

Author's Note

Find out just how far Caitlyn’s influence (interference) goes when you sign up for the newsletter!
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Mika

My gut is churning behind the demure navy linen of my simple shift dress. Not only am I about to meet my best friend’s beloved older brother, but I’m going to find out what crazy, hair-brained, anxiety-inducing thing she wants me to do to honor her last wishes. 

I promised.

That’s what I remind myself as I stand outside the office building in the small but bustling business district of Destiny Bay. The building isn’t locked, but my knees are. I don’t know why I’m hyperventilating — I’ve known this day was coming for the last year. Longer really, since Caitlyn was already sick when I met her on the first day of our freshman year in college. She warned me later, with glee and excitement from her hospital bed, that she had big plans to finally get me out of my shell. 

I’m fully expecting something like having to audition for one of the big televised talent shows (news flash, I have no talents that would qualify) or worse, that she’s already arranged for me to make a guest appearance. Oh God, she would do that, wouldn’t she?

“I promised,” I whisper to myself as I tug on the long vertical steel bar that forms the handle of the main door. I’m already a minute late for my appointment and I don’t want to take her brother away from his job for longer than necessary. 

His instructions were to simply go up to the reception desk on the nineteenth floor and tell whoever is there my name. So I do. But not before silently gaping at the thick pile of the gray-blue carpet that makes my approach absolutely soundless. 

The woman behind the desk is also wearing a navy shift dress. But hers is silk and shows off her absolutely perfect size two figure. Her black hair is equally flawless, swept up in a chignon that sets off her dainty chin. But her smile is warm and her voice kind when she gestures to the door behind her and tells me, “You can go right in, he’s expecting you.”

I gulp and give her a weak smile in response. Then I sigh and force my feet forward, pushing open the opaque glass doors as I go.

The room on the other side is a spacious office with floor to ceiling windows that showcase the bay and the craggy mountain range beyond. There’s a seating area to one side and a large desk positioned to face the door but also take in the view. It’s the occupant of the desk that grabs my attention and has me swiveling back the way I came because surely I’m hallucinating.

“Mika?” a deep male voice calls after me with puzzlement. I stop in my tracks and turn back.

“Everything okay?” The man I’ve idolized since my first class in cultural-economic development asks with a quizzical expression.

“Um. You’re Tanner Finlay. I’m supposed to be meeting with Dan?”

“Ah, so Caitlyn never explained that?” He must be asking himself because I’ve no idea what he’s talking about. 

He stands and my mouth goes dry. I knew he was gorgeous. Hard not to when I had his Time Magazine cover under my pillow for at least six months (until I ironed it flat and put it away for safekeeping). But when he moves around the desk with deliberate grace, I’m transfixed. 

He appears mildly amused and gestures towards the white leather seating area in the back corner. “Mika? Why don’t you have a seat? I think we might both need a soothing cup of tea for this.”

I’m shocked out of my stupor by one of the world’s wealthiest men saying something so… so ordinary. Something my grandma would say before going over my near perfect report card, knowing I was beating myself up for not meeting my self-imposed standard of perfection.

Tanner Finlay waits for me to be seated and then vanishes through the narrow door in the back with a soft click of the latch. He must be worried I’m going to flake out on him, but my brain is too busy trying to figure out what he has to do with Caitlyn. She knew I hero-worshipped him freshman year and just rolled her eyes. I moved on to slightly more realistic crushes by the time we roomed together our sophomore year and she never brought it up. Did she remember?




Tanner

God, she’s achingly gorgeous. And terrified. Of me or Caitlyn’s plot to terrorize the world from beyond is hard to tell. I need a minute to get myself under control. This is the last of my baby sister’s bequests I have to handle and she insisted on that order and this specific date, probably so as not to interfere with Mika’s graduation. 

Fuck, graduation! She’s practically a kid. Possibly even younger than Caitlyn, who had to slow her schoolwork because of her heart condition.

I stare blindly down at my hands while waiting on the electric kettle. It’s not right that someone as full of life as Cait should get so little of it. But fuck, she crammed as much teasing and joy into what she had as ten people. When she got the crazy idea that she could build all these plots that would kick off after her death, she lit up like a firecracker. I blame the hospital chaplain.

Caitlyn couldn’t be bothered worrying about her soul or what came after death. She’d been sick as long as she could remember. But when that man asked her about last wishes and final bequests, she started interrogating him. I’m just hoping she didn’t send him into a crisis of his own after that. He’d probably been thinking along the lines of a scholarship fund or something.

Most of her plots were relatively simple. Some required my money, which was a no brainer. She sent her favorite nurse on a cruise through the Mediterranean along with a trunk full of trashy romances and a computer. And sent the struggling medical resident to cooking school — the hard part was convincing everyone to give him a month off. But Cait was right, and he left for Paris and is still there as far as I know.

I’m not sure what she has in store for Mika, but it’s probably big. Cait loved her like the sister she never had. Carrying the two cups of tea into my office, I can see Mika is frozen on the couch, every muscle tight like she’s fighting fleeing out the door.

“Here, this should help. I’ll get the paperwork.” I gently set the tea down on the coffee table, the smell of the chamomile wafting through the air, before hurrying to my desk. I’m more than convinced if I handed it to her, the hot liquid would end up in her lap. She’s that tense. She gives me a slight nod. I figure the best thing I can do now is put her out of her misery.

The sealed envelope is waiting in my top drawer. I hand it to Mika before sitting down in the adjacent chair. She’s frowning as she slits the envelope and takes out the single sheet of folded paper with Cait’s familiar crabbed handwriting. A brief smile hovers over Mika’s face before she blanches white and then flushes red. She briefly glances up to meet my gaze with horrified eyes and then hurriedly looks away again.

“How bad is it?” I inquire as casually as I can manage. My little sis loved stepping right over everyone’s boundaries. But she did it so cheerfully and with so much love, she almost always got away with it. 

“Oh, um. I… I mean I want to, but I wouldn’t even know where to start!” she wails in a faint whisper, her cheeks going pink again.

Hmm, I may have to intervene on this one. I haven’t invaded Cait’s privacy up to now, but Mika is agitated and I’m finding it impossible to see her that upset and not try to fix it. With a gentle nudge, I hold out my hand, palm up, and she places the letter there. It’s only as I’m reading the first paragraph that she realizes what she’s shared and gasps.

But I’m already standing out of her grasp when she tries to snatch the paper back. And now I see what has her twisting in her seat. 
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Mika

I knew Caitlyn would push me out of my comfort zone. That was a given. But she wants me to seduce her brother? And I have six weeks to do it or else? Naturally, she didn’t reveal the consequences of failure, nor did she give me any hints as to how to go about it. But she did reveal that she knew all along about my crush and she thinks we’re perfect for each other.

Gulping some of the tea, I’m kicking myself for handing over the letter to Tanner, whose eyebrows are climbing ever upward as he reads. On the other hand, maybe he’ll show me the door and tell me never to darken it again, in which case I’m off the hook. Although I wish I was the kind of woman who could take on this type of challenge with a throaty purr, and pull him down by his tie onto the couch. He’s a lot better looking in person and he wasn’t ugly in the photos.

Tanner finishes reading and observes me with a considering expression. His face is implacable and impossible to read, but he doesn’t appear angry or disgusted. I stare at him, waiting for a clue as to what I should do next. I’m sure I resemble a deer in the headlights. And now he knows I had a crush on him as a teenager. I still do, but at least Caitlyn didn’t drag on about it.

His lips quirk ever so slightly before he says, “I have a question.”

My heart skitters and I force myself to spread my fingers on my knees to keep them steady. I nod, unable to look away from his piercing gaze.

“What did you mean when you said you want to? Were you simply referring to honoring Caitlyn or were you talking about… me?”

I glance frantically around the room for something to rescue me, but the office is silent, no hint of a phone ringing or someone coming in to save me.

“Mika?”

“Yes.” I answer simply.

His eyes soften. “Yes, to what?”

I sigh. Apparently, I’m doomed to survive this, painful as it is. “Both, okay? But it’s obviously not going to happen so…”

He approaches slowly, as if I’m a wild animal that might bolt. He sits back down in the chair next to the couch, close but not too close, and rests his elbows on his knees.

“Why do you say that?”

I stare at his folded hands. They’re broad and capable, the kind of hands that know how to swing a hammer effectively. 

I wave one hand around, indicating the room. “Because you’re… you? And I’ve never seduced anyone, or even tried, ever?” I grimace, thinking that never covers a broader net than just seduction.

Tanner seems amused. “So you’re just going to give up?”

I gape at him in astonishment. “You want me to?”

He nods slightly, a devilish twinkle deep in his navy eyes. “I’d prove it to you, but I’m worried you might faint.” 

He’d prove it to me? How could…? Oh. Of course, my eyes are drawn like a tractor beam to his crotch, but he’s still angled forward so I can’t see anything. Hurriedly I avert my gaze, but I can feel fresh heat creeping up my cheeks. Maybe that wasn’t what he meant at all…

“If Caitlyn wasn’t dead, I would so kill her right now,” I mutter and then realize what I said and who I said it to. “Oh, fuck. I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean…” 

His arm reaches out and grips my upper arm in a gesture I’m sure is meant to soothe, but the electric shock straightens my spine.

“Mika, it’s okay. In fact, it’s good.”

I stare at him in disbelief, still horrified at my gaffe.

“You knew I’m a lot older than Caitlyn, right?”

I give a half-nod in acknowledgement.

“Fifteen years, to be exact, so by the time she was old enough to tease a sibling, I was already out of the house. But she didn’t want to miss out on anything, so she doubled-down whenever I was home. She’d save up every knock-knock joke and stunt she learned at school and unleash them on me all at once. She could be a terror, but she had
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