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Chapter One

 


Portia Ward had the best
view in the entire city—no, the entire county. Twenty stories above
sea level, with her living room patio overlooking the fully docked
bay, and pine and maple trees swaying in a cool spring breeze,
right where the sun set every night. Right now, it was midday, the
skies clear and brilliant blue with smudges of milky white clouds,
but the scenery was gorgeous all the same. Each
boat—Is that a yacht? No, two
yachts—glistened white on the water, and
the beach glimmered with eroded stones in low tide.

Too bad she couldn’t enjoy a moment of
it because her mother was being a downright bitch.

“Mother,” she said for the
third time, cradling her forehead in her hand.

Distantly, her mother’s voice filtered
through the phone. “Yes, cancel the lunch meeting. Do you really
think I’d sit down with someone who called me a ‘backstabbing whore
witch’ all over social media?”

Portia sighed.
“Mother.”

“What? I’m not signing
that. Put it over there.”

Helpless, Portia shot a look to her
couch. Candice sat in one plush white corner with a book—the latest
sapphic romance novel on the shelves, by the looks of the cover.
Her legs curled over a red pillow, flashing a sweet, soft tan
beneath her flowing knee-length skirt. Blue eyes expressed
sympathy, but Candice’s shrug said she could do nothing
either.

Not that Portia expected any
different. Candice had been her friend for almost two decades now,
since they were toddlers. She understood with wicked precision how
Mrs. Ward operated with equal parts ruthlessness and
distance.

Portia slid the phone to the middle of
the small table. It skidded across gleaming granite. Loudly, she
said, “Okay, Mother, I’ll talk to you later.”

Mother’s voice sharpened. “I didn’t
say you could hang up. Give me a minute.”

With a stifled groan,
Portia thumped her head on her forearm. If Mother didn’t pay for
literally all of this—the apartment, the furniture, college
tuition, her gym fees, food—Portia would have pitched the phone out
the window half an hour ago. She knew what that made her: yet
another child suckling on the silver spoon slipped into her mouth
at birth. Every year she told herself, Just a little longer. Graduate college. Get a job. Then cut
all ties.

She could put up with a monthly phone
call that sapped all dignity, right?

Besides, it wasn’t
just her tuition.
Mother also paid Candice’s. Candice had to get a job and pay for
her own place, but at least she didn’t have to worry about college
debt.

Still, Portia couldn’t help feeling
her mother’s generosity had a venomous bite.

“All right,” Mother said,
her voice coming through crisp and clear. “Status
update.”

Portia grimaced. She hated being
treated like one of Mother’s secretaries, or worse, a low-level
manager. Still, she spoke as pleasantly as possible. “My grades are
averaging a three-point-eight—”

“Do better.”

Pain shot up Portia’s tongue as she
bit it. It took a moment to find her voice again. “Yes, Mother.
Anyway, it’s almost a three-point-nine. I’m still waiting on my
history midterm.”

Mother sighed. “Isn’t it well past
time for those grades to be posted?”

“Professors are
busy.”

“Excuses.” The
dismissiveness in Mother’s voice indicated she had no interest
pursuing the matter further. “Very well. I expect better next
month.”

Portia frowned. “Wait,
Mom—”

“If it’s money, text me
the amount and I’ll transfer it.”

“No, I—”

Her mother’s voice cut like
well-sharpened cleavers. “If it’s about Candice, email me. I’ll get
to it when I can.”

The rejection stung. Portia bit her
lip until she tasted blood.

“Anything else?” her
mother asked.

Portia shoved her hand into her hair.
The mess of curls knotted quickly. She carefully picked her fingers
out of the tangles and spoke with caution. “No.”

“All right.”

Her mother hung up. No goodbye, no
sentimental farewells, nothing. And that was the way it would stay
for the next month.

Portia sighed and turned off the
phone. She flipped it facedown. A cheery pink cover with soft petal
blossoms gleamed back at her, rudely juxtaposing her
mood.

From the couch, Candice’s soft voice
wafted through the unsettling silence. “That went better than last
time.”

“Because last time she
just heard the GPA and hung up.”

Portia knew she suffered
from a severe case of First World Problems, but why was her
mother like this?
Was it worth being the daughter of a successful, cutthroat CEO who
paid for all her basic and even some non-basic needs if there was
no emotional connection?

Shaking her head, Portia turned to her
friend. “I wonder why she had me sometimes.”

Candice smiled. Her soft blue eyes
held no judgment. “I, for one, am proud of you.”

Much as she appreciated the sentiment,
Portia couldn’t shake the resentment festering in her chest. She
stood so fast the chair skidded across the hardwood floor. “I need
to blow off some steam.”

Candice closed her book. “Want me to
come with you?”

“Thanks, but no.” Portia
closed the curtains, cutting the beautiful view from sight in one
swift motion. No point trying to enjoy nature after a call like
that. “I’m going to the gym. Probably just going to punch a bag for
a few hours.”

“Not really my thing,”
agreed Candice. “Maybe we can hang out after I get off work and
you’re feeling better?”

Portia had half a mind to say no, but
she might be in the mood later. “Sure.”

Smiling, Candice grabbed her things.
She paused to give Portia a hug, her body soft and smooth against
Portia’s lean muscle.

Despite her mood, Portia returned the
gesture. Nobody was as precious as Candice. Portia could see her as
nothing more than a friend, but no one—not a man, not even her
mother—had ever mattered more.

“See you later,” said
Candice.

“Yeah.” Portia waited for
the door to close behind her friend before charging to her room.
She traded her jeans and blouse for workout leggings and a
form-fitting shirt. All tailored after the fact, of course, small
as she was, even with more bulk than many thought pleasant on a
woman, Portia often found herself entirely out of luck in the pants
department.

Being the rich, spoiled
brat of a CEO did have benefits.

After she grabbed her bag and keys,
Portia stalked out. No need for her phone. Who was she going to
call if something happened, anyway? Her mother?

Not likely.

****

One of the best perks of her apartment
complex was it had been built behind one of the larger, more
polished gyms in the area. This was the sort of place you had to
pay three figures a month to become a member, which meant it kept
out anyone who wasn’t serious but also invited a bunch of gross,
rich losers who thought at first glance they could both ogle and
handle her. Between her fiery red curls and freckles as numerous as
the stars, she drew attention whether she liked it or
not.

Nine times out of ten, she did
not.

Portia often started in the practice
ring to fend off any unwanted attention. Most men balked at the
idea of a woman boxing, and that was where all her hard work really
showed itself. Under bright lights, with sweat dripping down her
body, her honed muscles bulged and stretched with each sharp jab to
the punching bag.

She quickly tuned out any
distractions. The whirl of cycling machines faded to static, the
jostling of bros in the weight room nothing more than a distant
annoyance. Portia’s entire focus lay on the bag and her thinly
wrapped fists.

Maybe she should feel bad for
imagining her mother in the bag’s place. The more she did it, the
less guilt she experienced. And with less guilt, each hit brought
less satisfaction, so she ended up in the ring for over an hour
venting her frustrations.

By the time weariness clung to her
muscle fibers, Portia had worked up more of a sweat than usual. She
stepped back and swiped at her forehead. It didn’t help much. A
thread of agitation remained, but if she kept at it, she risked
damaging her hands.

Time for a jog.

Portia wriggled out of the practice
ring and grabbed her towel. After swift wipe-down and a swig of
water, she sidestepped a couple of women on their way out and
headed for the treadmills. Three were open, with two in the far
corner closest to the windows overlooking the street.

She chose the farthest machine and
used the proffered rags and sanitizer to clean it. No telling if
the person before her had. After a moment of indecision, she
thumbed in a steady incline and started walking.

Barely ten minutes had passed before
someone started the machine next to her. So much for relative
solitude. Portia upped the speed and broke into a jog. If she
focused on her workout, people faded into the background. No sense
letting someone’s presence alter her regimen.

Yet she couldn’t concentrate. Tingles
swept up her neck, and they had nothing to do with her sweat. Her
jaw tightened. This feeling, like someone jabbing needles beneath
her skin … someone was staring at her.

Portia glanced to her left.

The guy on the treadmill was the
culprit—she thought. It was hard to tell because he wore
sunglasses.

Indoors.

With no other indication he needed
them.

Slightly winded, she said, “Can I help
you?”

A wry smile pulled his lips. The guy
shook his head and turned forward.

Good. Creep.

Now that she’d looked, Portia had to
observe a little more closely. She didn’t remember seeing him
before. Tall, with broad shoulders, brown skin highlighting wispy
black hair, lips that seemed a little too thin, and a figure that
promised he worked out like it was a moderate religion. He was this
strange mixture of unassuming and uniquely attractive while exuding
an irksome arrogance, probably from the way his mouth perpetually
twisted at the corner.

His clothes threw her off. Most in the
gym wore some designer brand. He looked like he’d pulled something
off a department store rack, shrugged, and called
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