
  
  
      
        
          Surprised by Love

          
		      
          Ivy Marie

        

        
          [image: ]

          Ivy Marie Publishing

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © by Ivy Marie 2025 
Cover art © by Shawna Russ 2025
Published © by Ivy Marie Publishing
ISBN E-book:  9781069557261
ISBN Paperback:  9781069557278
License Notes
All rights reserved.
This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your enjoyment only, then please return to your favourite retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Surprised by Love is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author Ivy Marie.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        One 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya 
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Two 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin 
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Three 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya 
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Four 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin 
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Five
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Six
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Seven 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Eight
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Nine  
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Ten  
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Eleven
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twelve 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Thirteen
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fourteen 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fifteen 
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sixteen  
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Seventeen
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Eighteen
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Nineteen
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty-One
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty-Two
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Calvin
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty-Three
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 Anya
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Connect
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  One 


Anya 

I stepped out of my townhouse and tilted my face toward the sky, basking in the early morning warm June sun, made comfortable by a light breeze. Soon, the summer heat will come, and it’ll be unbearable to be outside. I didn’t have time to linger. I had to get to work. I hopped in my car and merged with the other early risers. Traffic was light for this beautiful Friday morning. Fridays are both my favourite and least favourite day of the week. On the one hand, it signifies the end of the workweek, while on the other, the day drags on as if it doesn’t want the weekend to start. 
I parked in the designated gated parking lot for Harrington and Sons employees, then made my way to the front door. I greeted the security guards as I passed, then took the elevators to the eighth floor. I greeted the handful of employees who were in a little earlier, just like me, to prep for the day. Sitting at my desk, I swapped out my flats for the pair of heels I keep in the bottom drawer, turned on my computer, and then went to the break room for coffee.
Settling back at my desk, I got to work. I reviewed today’s schedule and prepared the client files. I left them on my assistant’s desk for her to review. Before I knew it, the office officially opened, and the phone began to ring.
“Good morning.” I greeted the first caller of the day. “You have reached divorce lawyer Bill Caldwell’s office. How may I assist you?”
“I wish to confirm my appointment with Mr. Caldwell.” The woman on the other end said. “It should be at ten am this morning.”
I turned my attention to Bill’s calendar. “Mrs. Davies?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“I have you on Mr. Caldwell’s for ten this morning.”
“Good, good.” She let out a sigh of relief. “Is there anything I need to bring?”
“Today is only a consultation. Mr. Caldwell will ask you some questions and collect some information so he can better assess your situation.” I explained. “He’ll also discuss with you the divorce proceedings. Of course, if you’re uncomfortable with Mr. Caldwell, you are free to seek counsel elsewhere.”
“Thank you. I look forward to meeting Mr. Caldwell.”
I hung up and smiled at my assistant, who had settled into her desk across from mine. “Good morning, June.”
“Morning, Anya.”
“I put three files on your desk. Verify the information and greet the clients as they come in.” I told her. “They will be your responsibility moving forward.”
“Of course.”
“Start with Mrs. Davies, she’ll be here in less than an hour, and today is her first consultation.”
She nodded and got to work. I fielded phone calls and confirmed or made appointments. Bill will be in court on Monday, so I reviewed and prepared the client’s file. He will have to verify everything is in order, but I’ve been doing this long enough to know what he’ll need. I took my lunch with the few friends I’ve made while working here. When I returned, June took her lunch, and I greeted Bill’s last scheduled client for the day.
While Bill was with his final client, Steven from accounting stepped off the elevator. He looked nervous as he held a file folder. His eyes met mine, and he beelined it to my desk. Last time he looked this nervous, he had asked me on a date. This was something different.
“Hi, Steven.” I smiled at him, trying to ease his nerves. “What are you doing up here?”
“I came across some inconsistencies for this department.” He said in a hushed tone. “I wanted to bring it to your attention.”
“You could have emailed me the report.”
“I know.” He smiled sheepishly. “But then I wouldn’t have been able to see you if I did that.”
I softened my smile from a professional one to a more personal and intimate one. “I appreciate it.”
There was a moment between us where neither of us looked away. The elevator dinged, indicating a new arrival on this floor. Steven broke eye contact first, cleared his throat, and then handed me the file.
“Okay.” I took the file from him. “What inconsistencies did you find?”
“The reports you have been sending don’t correspond with what is actually in Mr. Caldwell’s accounts.”
I frowned, opening the file to see for myself. “I don’t understand. How can that be?”
“The numbers don’t lie.” Steven came around my desk to point out the numbers to me. “The account is lower than it should be. It’s subtle right now, so I haven’t brought this to my boss’s attention yet. If nothing changes, I’ll have to report this.”
“Thanks, Steven.” I closed the file and stood. “I’ll look into this and get back to you.”
“Anya.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you want to grab a coffee after work?”
I stared into his kind brown eyes. Steven and I have been on a handful of coffee dates in the past few months. He’s good-looking and nice. Any girl would be happy in a relationship with him. I’m not one of them. I tried, but it’s just not working for me. If I’m going to have a man in my life, I want someone who will excite my nerve endings and make me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. I’m not looking for love. I want more than what Steven offers.
“Sure.” I agreed. “Coffee sounds nice.”
“Great.” He smiled brightly. “I’ll come back up later to pick you up.”
“Don’t do that. I’ll come down to your floor at the end of the day.”
“Yeah, that makes more sense.”
He kissed my cheek and rushed to the elevator. I watched him leave. June was watching us with a big grin on her face. I raised a brow, challenging her to comment on what had transpired.
“He likes you.” June said, accepting the challenge.
“I’m aware.” I acknowledged nonchalantly.
Her brows furrowed. “But you don’t?”
“Steven is a nice man, there’s nothing wrong with him.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. “This is not a conversation we’re going to have here at the office.”
“Understood.” June sobered, turning her attention back to her computer. “We can have drinks later, after your coffee date.”
I shook my head. June and I have gotten close over the past three years since she became my assistant. We talk about plenty of things, including her love life, but mine has always been a taboo subject. I will not indulge her romantic whimsy. My personal life is just that, personal, especially in the love department.
Bill’s final client left his office, signalling I could enter. Knocking on the open door to announce my presence, I entered and closed the door behind me. He didn’t even look up from whatever he was doing. Something had his enraptured attention, and I didn’t think it was any of his cases. Walking up to his desk, I dropped the file in front of him. Startling him enough to force him to look up at me.
“Anya.” He looked back down at the file. “What is this?”
“You tell me.” I rested my hip against the desk and crossed my arms.
“You dropped it on my desk. How am I supposed to know what’s inside?”
I flipped it open. “Finances showing an inconsistency in your business account.”
Bill gulped. “What kind of inconsistency?”
“The actual numbers are lower than the reports June submits to accounting.”
“Then talk to your assistant.” He pushed the file away. “Clearly, this is her mistake.”
“Don’t you dare blame June.” I snapped. “I go over her impeccable work before it goes to accounting. This inconsistency can only be coming from you.”
“That’s impossible. Have accounting rerun the numbers. There must be a glitch.” He sounded a little nervous.
“Bill.”
I said his name with a disappointed tone. The man flinched and refused to look me in the eye. He knows the reason. I was not leaving this office without an answer. So, I changed tactics.
“Seven years, Bill.” I said softly, uncrossing my arms and kneeling so we were at eye level. “I have been with you since the beginning. You can tell me the truth about what’s going on. Why are you stealing company money?”
“Borrowed.” He mumbled under his breath.
I didn’t dignify that with an answer. Instead, I waited for a proper response. If he doesn’t give me a suitable answer, I’ll tell Steven to report him. Actually, I should report Bill to the CEO. When it appeared that I was never going to get an answer, I stood, taking a step back. He’s made his choice.
Bill grabbed my hand in a panic, his eyes wide and pleading. “You have to help me.”
I could hear the desperation in his voice. “What did you do?”
“Not here.” He tugged me down and spoke in a conspiratory tone. “Seven o’clock. I’ll pick you up at your place.”
“Bill.” I pulled my hand away and stepped back again.
“Black tie, Anya.”
Reluctantly, I nodded my agreement. A moment of relief passed his features, quickly replaced by something else. Fear, maybe. Whatever I saw in Bill’s face had me regretting my choice for tonight.






  
  Two 


Calvin 

“Okay, next on the agenda is Janne’s retirement.” Wyatt flipped over the paper in front of him. “We’ll need to find a new in-house lawyer.” 
“Did she not provide us with a suitable replacement?” Hector asked.
It was a valid question. Janne wouldn’t leave us without vetting her replacement first. She’s been with us since we moved from Hector’s garage to the flourishing game company we are today. At our start, she was dating Wyatt’s brother, which is how we’d all met, and she was studying to become a lawyer. CalTorAtt wouldn’t have succeeded as well as it has without Janne’s legal aide.
“She did. Janne suggested we reach out to Harrington and Sons.” Wyatt replied. “Do either one of you have a different company that you’d like to reach out to?”
Hector and I exchanged a look. After years of being best friends, the three of us have mastered silent communication. Neither one of us would know what to look for in a new lawyer. We trust Janne completely.
“Nope.” I answered.
“Okay.” Wyatt made a note on his paper. “I’ll set up a meeting with them and have Janne sit in on it.”
“Is that everything?” Hector pushed away from the conference table.
“One more item.” Wyatt looked at me. “Calvin, are you still having dinner with Marcel Wilson?”
I nodded. “I’m taking him to Velvet Table.”
Hector whistled. “Fancy.”
“I figured excellent food and good drink would open his mouth a little wider for the truths to spill out.”
Hector burst out laughing, slapping the table to emphasize his amusement.
“Let’s hope he’s a good fit.” Wyatt smirked, amused by my words but not as boisterous as Hector. “Our company could use one more investor for our new game to launch even more smoothly.”
“Speaking of the game launch.” Hector mused. “How is the gala going?”
“Everything should be going smoothly. I haven’t heard from Miss Calhoon, so I’ll reach out for an update.” I said. “Invitations went out two weeks ago informing everyone of the location. RSVPS have been coming in. It’s looking like everyone will show.”
“Good.” Wyatt nodded his approval. “Let us know if there’s anything you need.”
“One of you can wine and dine Marcel Wilson in my stead.” I tried to pawn off my duty.
“I’m busy ensuring our new game is ready to launch in two weeks.” Hector stood in a rush.
“I need to handle Janne’s retirement and replacement.” Wyatt said. “Besides, you’re the face of CalTorAtt, and this falls under your role of responsibilities.”
I grumbled. He’s right. We created these roles at the very beginning. Wyatt handles all personnel and financial matters. Hector is a wizard with coding and works closely with the game developers and designers, while I manage the various client accounts and our public image. I am the face of the company—the man who does all the interviews. I don’t mind, it’s what I’m good at, but keeping up appearances can be taxing.
“If you had an assistant.” Wyatt said softly.
I scowled at him. “Not after last time.”
“It’s nearly been a year, and we’ve recovered. I think it’s about time you start looking into hiring someone new.”
“I can handle the workload.” I stood, ending the conversation. “I’m going home to freshen up.”
I marched past Hector, who stood near the door, watching and listening to the exchange. It’s not their fault. My last personal assistant weaved her way into my personal life. She not only broke my heart, but turned out to be a corporate spy who almost stole confidential information about our next game. I don’t want another woman in my life—not at work, and especially not at home. They can’t be trusted.

      [image: ]I arrived at the restaurant ahead of schedule. Punctuation is key, and being early helps to give power, or so my mentor taught me. The waiter led me to a curved booth along the outer wall. I ordered a drink, which arrived moments before Marcel graced me with his presence.
“Calvin Sinclair?” He confirmed.
I stood, extending my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Wilson.”
“I hope we’ll be able to make a good business relationship.” He smiled, taking my hand. “So, please, call me Marcel.”
His grip on my hand was firm and confident. I gestured to the booth, and we both took a seat. It’s only been a minute, and I already don’t like the man. His smile didn’t feel genuine. In fact, it felt rehearsed. His wavy blond hair was styled back, and his suit was professionally tailored. His eyes, though—those brown eyes—seemed too calculating.
“Why CalTorAtt?” I jumped right into the reason for this meeting.
“I’m an investor.” Marcel began. “I keep my eye on smaller businesses and their profits. I offer to invest in companies I believe are going to become giants.”
“So you believe that we’ll be long-lasting and profitable? That’s why you reached out to us?” I confirmed.
“Indeed. I take great pride in conducting thorough research before investing my money.”
It’s nice to hear that we’ve got the potential to become a giant game company, but coming from Marcel, it sounded unbelievable. CalTorAtt has been operating for twelve years. The first two years, it was only the three of us working out of a garage after university. I’ve been in this man’s presence for five minutes, and I already want to run the other way. I get the sense that he’s a slimy businessman, someone that CalTorAtt will not want any association with. The only way to know for sure is to play my part for the rest of the evening.
“I can see you don’t believe me.” Marcel chuckled. “You’re not the first. When we’re done with dinner, there’s some place I want to take you.”
I raised a curious brow. “Where is that?”
“It’s a secret. Trust me, before the end of the night, we will be much closer.”
I frowned, unsettled by his confidence with that statement. Throughout dinner, we discussed mundane topics. After our meal, which was paid for with the company card, Marcel had me follow him—by car—to a parking garage on the outskirts of Stramform downtown core.
“Here.” Marcel handed me a simple black eye mask.
“What’s this for?” I eyed it suspiciously.
“Wear the mask, Calvin. Everyone at this event is here for its anonymity.”
Hesitantly, I took the mask. I really don’t like the cloak-and-dagger stuff. It made me sick, reminding me too much of her. Marcel put a mask over his eyes and walked away. I looked back at my car, tempted to drive away, but I was a little curious as to where he was taking me. Putting the mask over my eyes, I caught up to Marcel.
He showed a guard something, then we entered the elevator he was guarding. The elevator only had one button—down. When the doors opened, I was surprised by the opulent lobby. Reds and golds decorated the walls and floor, from the ceiling chandeliers that hung evenly down a long hallway to the velvet on the walls. Everything looked rich.
“Evening, sir.” A male receptionist greeted. “Do you intend to participate this evening?”
“Yes, along with my guest.” Marcel said, pulling something out of his suit.
The receptionist typed on his computer. “I have you registered as number 32, and your guest is 33.”
“Thank you.” He turned to me. “Ready?”
“You haven’t exactly explained anything to me.” I countered, but followed anyway.
Marcel pushed through the doors at the end of the hall. “This is an auction.”
It took my eyes a moment to register what I saw. A sea of suits floated around a massive room and converged around various platforms. On those platforms, young women, many appearing to be only girls, displayed artwork and furniture. It was overwhelming.
“Have a look around.” Marcel encouraged. “Maybe something will catch your eye.”
I began to move around the room, sensing Marcel trailing behind. Nothing on these platforms were of interest to me. A small commotion caught my attention. A woman, demanding to be let go, by someone who held her arm. I looked around. No one was stepping forward to help. Marcel looked on with interest, his eyes lit up, but he didn’t make a move to help. I don’t know what compelled me to step forward, but by the time I realized what I was doing, it was too late to back out.






  
  Three 


Anya 

Bill was at my door at precisely a quarter to seven. I felt ridiculous leaving my apartment in a floor-length black dress with my boss. Bill opened the passenger side door for me of his Genesis, rushed to the other side of the Sedan and slid in behind the wheel. 
Bill drove white knuckled to wherever he was taking me. He was clearly nervous. I wanted to ask him questions, but I didn’t want to distract him from the road. He constantly looked in the mirrors as if he were expecting to be followed. I don’t know what it was about tonight, but I had an ominous feeling that it would end poorly. Whether for me or Bill, I couldn’t say.
Eventually, Bill pulled into a parking garage on the outskirts of Stramford’s downtown core. It was close enough to get used, especially in the summer, but far enough that no one really wanted to walk from this garage to the core. So when I saw more than a couple of dozen cars parked on a higher level, I was genuinely surprised.
Bill parked among them, then reached over to pull out an eye mask from the glove box. “Here, you’ll need to put this on.”
“What is going on, Bill?” I demanded. “I want answers.”
“I’ll explain everything once we’re there.” He insisted. “Promise me you’ll stay close.”
I took the mask. “Okay, I promise.”
Bill was off kilter. Usually, he’s calm and in control while in the courtroom, but tonight he’s on edge and scared. He helped me out of the car and tucked my hand in the crook of his elbow. He led me to a guarded door and showed the guard some ID or invitation. I wasn’t sure which, and then we were let through into an elevator. I tightened my grip on Bill’s arm, nervous with all the secrecy as the elevator took us down.
When the doors opened, I was awed by the opulence of the reds and golds that decorated the room. Bill walked up to the desk, showed the receptionist whatever he had shown the guard upstairs, and was given a number.
Bill put a hand on my back and led me down the hall and through another set of doors. The atmosphere in this room was different. I couldn’t quite put a word to what I was feeling in the room, but it certainly wasn’t a pleasant feeling. Bill took me around the room, which was decorated in darker royal blues with hints of silver. I saw paintings, furniture, jewelry, and other expensive things that I was certain collectors would pay a fortune for.
Bill stopped in front of a young girl wearing a gorgeous emerald-and-diamond necklace. The girl was shaking, her head held high so her eyes never came in contact with anyone. My heart went out to her, but I bit back any soothing words
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