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      Only in my family could a professional hockey player earning seven million dollars a year be considered a slacker.

      I’m at the height of my athletic career. Yet my arrogant brother is always trying to recruit me into the family business: a global security company so secretive that I don’t even know its name.

      Pass, thanks. I don’t need a summer job.

      But the jerk ambushes me with a damsel in distress. That damsel is Alex, the competitive, sassy girl I knew when we were kids. Now she’s a drop-dead gorgeous woman in deep trouble.

      So guess who’s on a flight to Hawaii?

      It’s going to be a long week in paradise. My job is keeping Alex safe, while her job is torturing me with her tiny bikinis. Or maybe we’re torturing each other. It’s all snark and flirting until the threat against Alex gets serious. And this jock must become her major league protector.

      

      Moonlighter is a stand-alone novel. No cliffhangers, no prior experience necessary. Contains: hackers, hockey players, and a hotel room with only one bed.
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            EARLY JULY

          

          ERIC

        

      

    

    
      Reporting for a lunch date at my family’s security firm is always trippy.

      At first glance, the converted old factory building on West 18th Street might belong to any company. The lobby—with its sleek, industrial furnishings and employee turnstiles— is carefully nondescript. There’s no sign, though. That’s your first clue. No logo. No name.

      My brother likes secrets. So much so that I don’t actually know the legal name of this place. To outsiders—such as me—Max refers to it as The Company. The family joke is that I’ll learn the name in his will after he dies.

      “But what if I die first?” I always ask.

      “You won’t,” is his reply. “Your line of work is safer than mine.”

      And that’s saying something, since I’m a professional hockey player. My workdays are spent facing down a dozen guys with big sticks who are trying to crush me like a bug.

      I approach the receptionist behind the imposing reception desk. She looks normal enough. She’s pretty hot, honestly. Although she’s probably trained in a dozen ways to kill me. My brother likes to hire sweet young things with a military background and serious skills at the firing range.

      “Hi there,” I say as she waves me forward. I happen to know that the desk itself is bulletproof. And there’s an armored cabinet at the receptionist’s feet, should she wish to make herself scarce. And those are just the security features that I know about. “I’m Eric Bayer, and I have a lunch date with the assholes who run this place.”

      The young woman blinks. And then her eyes light up with recognition. After all, I look a lot like a scruffier, less intense version of her boss. She gives me a big, flirtatious smile. “Nice to meet you, Eric Bayer.”

      I hold my breath, because what comes next is crucial for her job security.

      There’s a beat of hesitation on her side of the desk. But then she does exactly the right thing. “Can I see some ID?”

      “Of course.” I slide my driver’s license across the granite countertop, happy that she got it right. Even if she recognizes me from TV—and my team got a whole lot of publicity this past month—the poor thing would have been fired if she didn’t verify my identity.

      My brother is a ruthless employer. And kind of a dick. But he can’t afford to make mistakes. His clients’ lives are on the line.

      The receptionist scans my ID. Then she pretends to scrutinize it. But we both know that a computer is currently checking my driver’s license number against a database of known undesirables. And because there are approximately seventeen cameras focused on me at the moment, a human is also watching somewhere, and weighing in on whether or not I’ll be allowed upstairs.

      There’s a soft chime, after which a little green light on her desk winks on.

      I grin. “You know what that means.”

      “Congratulations on not being an imposter. Here’s your pass and your ID.” She takes another appreciative glance at my photo before handing it back. She looks me dead in the eye and drops her voice to a sultry whisper that makes “Have a nice lunch” sound dirty.

      “You know it.” I throw in a wink to amuse whomever is manning the control room right now. Maybe I’ll ask for her number on my way out.

      But first, lunch. I move my ass toward the elevators. The doors part as I arrive. I step inside, and they close again.

      A sensor has already scanned the chip on my visitor’s pass, so the moment the doors close, the car begins to rise toward the sixth floor. The elevator buttons wouldn’t even work if I pressed one. Only employees can choose a destination, and only if they’re approved to go there.

      It’s like an even more paranoid version of the Death Star. Although, I’ve been promised tacos, and I don’t think the dark lord eats Mexican.

      Buying me lunch is no strain, because my brother and my dad have made several billion dollars together. And they did it by being the two most paranoid men in Manhattan.

      I glide slowly higher, past five floors I’ve never visited. But presumably they’re filled with busy employees. My father started this company when I was eleven years old. Before that, he had a couple of successful decades as a naval intelligence officer, and then as a police chief on Long Island, where I grew up.

      In my father’s hands, The Company was an ordinary private security firm. Back then it even had a name—Bayer Security. If you had some money and needed to keep your family safe, you could call Carl Bayer to set up a discreet security detail.

      But then, about ten years ago, my brother left his government job. Although he was never allowed to say so, I’m pretty sure he used to be a CIA analyst specializing in cyber security.

      So Max joined Dad’s firm, offering to help Dad branch out into e-security as well as physical security. I thought their partnership wouldn’t last the week. It’s generous to say that Dad and Max both have strong personalities. The less generous version is that Dad’s kind of a cheerful tyrant and Max is a broody asshole.

      Besides—Dad’s gumshoe security work and Max’s hacker skills didn’t seem to have much in common.

      But what do I know? The firm took off like a rocket and never looked back. They made their billions by chaining Max’s genius brain to Dad’s New York connections.

      Not only did my brother accurately predict the importance of cybersecurity, he was one of the first geniuses on the scene. As security evolved from muscles and guns to a cyber arms race, he and Dad—plus Max’s college roommate—began writing the code and designing the tools that keep captains of industry safe and their data secure. They also license a few of their toys to other security companies and probably the government.

      It’s the most successful company that you’ve never heard of.

      In contrast, I’ve been a professional athlete for fifteen years. I make seven million dollars a year, and I’m basically the family slacker.

      The elevator doors part on the sixth floor. I step out into a vast open space. This is no typical C-suite of plush offices. It looks more like a Silicon Valley startup, with brightly colored furniture and a big kitchen along one wall. There are offices up here, but the majority of the floor space remains open for collaboration and for testing whatever The Company needs to test. Weapons, maybe. Or detection devices. Facial recognition software imbedded in sunglasses. Tiny drones disguised as dragonflies. A phone signal jammer that looks like an ordinary pencil eraser.

      Fun times on the sixth floor. I’m just here for the tacos.

      My brother is sitting in his office, talking a mile a minute into his earpiece, his hands typing furiously at the same time. The office window looks normal until you happen to glance at the computer screen. Its display looks black, but that’s only a trick. The glass in his office window blocks light waves from his monitor so that nobody passing by can read what’s on his screen.

      The first time he showed me that glass in action, I thought it was amazing. “Jesus, really?” I’d said, ducking in and out of the office to see the difference. “You’re getting a patent for that, right?”

      “No fucking way!” Max had looked appalled. “Only losers get patents. You have to disclose too much information. Patents are for suckers.”

      If we didn’t look vaguely alike, it would be hard to guess we share a gene pool.

      Dad’s office door is open, but he’s not inside. So I scan the wide-open areas, looking for his silver hair.

      But it’s busy up here. Two young women are perched on an indescribable piece of furniture. It’s a bright salmon-colored sofa that’s shaped like a cresting wave. They’re having a discussion which involves wild gesticulation and frequent references to a laptop on the table in front of them.

      Then there’s the two guys who are testing some kind of electronic device over against the wall. One of them is standing with his arms and legs spread, while the other one waves a hand-held gizmo at his body. I can’t make any sense of it. But there’s a ringing sound, and the two guys let out a whoop and high-five each other in an obvious nerdgasm.

      And people think my job is weird.

      I finally spot my father at the other end of the space, inside a conference room resembling a glassed-in tank. Dad’s assistant—Shelby—spots me approaching and opens the door. “Come in, Eric!” she says. “He’s in a feisty mood today, though. Careful.”

      My father has been in a feisty mood for seventy-six years, and we both know it. “Hey, pops. What’s happening?”

      “Eric.” He stands up and gives me a bear hug. My dad is an affectionate man. Part of the reason his firm grew so fast (even before my genius brother got involved) is that he’s such a magnetic person. He knows everyone in New York City, and he’s not afraid to hug ‘em all. “Great to see ya. Shame about game seven.”

      “Isn’t it?” I try to keep my expression neutral, but it’s going to be a while until I feel okay about it. We lost in the last game of the final round. We were literally one goal away from the Stanley Cup. I played on an aching knee, with a barely healed shoulder. I gave it everything I had, and my everything wasn’t quite enough.

      “Sit, sit, sit!” Dad offers me a conference room chair like it’s a royal throne. Although, given the money they throw around, it might cost as much.

      I sit down and lean back into the leather seat. “Where’s this taco joint, anyway? Is it in the neighborhood?”

      “Listen,” Dad says. “I need you to do something for me.”

      “Hmm?” I’m busy sizing him up, because I haven’t seen him in a while, and he’s getting on in years. He was forty when Max was born, and forty-two when I came along.

      But I have to admit he looks as healthy as ever. He’s dressed in khaki pants and a button down, but there’s a very fit body under the starched fabric. He has a closet full of the same J. Press blue oxfords, which the housekeeper irons each week and rehangs in his closet.

      The scent of Niagara shirt starch—the kind in the spray can? It’s the scent of my childhood.

      “You look good, Dad. You still working out?” Ten years ago I set him up with a personal trainer for his birthday. I was twenty-five and making seven figures a year and it still seemed to both of us like an extravagant gift. But now he and Max could buy and sell me ten times over.

      “Twice a week!” Dad crows. “But listen—this favor…”

      “I’m on vacation,” I say preemptively. “Our season lasted as long as a season can last, so I only get a few more weeks off. I plan to enjoy them.”

      “A few weeks,” my dad says slowly. “We only need one. Two, tops.”

      “For what?” Now I’m alarmed. “I’m just here for lunch.”

      In truth, my schedule is flexible. When it became clear that we’d finally make the playoffs, not one guy on the team wanted to pick the date for his vacation getaway. We didn’t want to jinx ourselves.

      It didn’t help. Now we’re home again, with no parade to plan and no cup to carry down the Brooklyn Promenade.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m not a busy man. I need to work out like a beast this summer. I’ve already drawn up my cardio and gym schedules. I need to reach peak performance just as training camp starts again in August.

      My dad is still talking, though. “This client is a lovely young woman,” he’s saying. “Her only crime was to date a man who isn’t as nice as he seemed.”

      “Bummer,” I say carefully. “But that doesn’t have anything to do with me.”

      “She broke up with him, and he didn’t take it well.”

      “That’s a dick move,” I empathize. “But I’m sure you guys can keep her safe.”

      “No, you will,” says Max from the doorway. And when I look up, he’s smirking at me.

      “No, I won’t,” I push back from the table. “Let’s go, okay? I’m starved.”

      “We’re staying right here,” Dad says. “Scout is bringing in the food from some food cart she loves. She says the flavors are outta this world.”

      Something tells me they’d need to be the best tacos in the galaxy to make up for whatever Max and my father are trying to railroad me into right now. “I’m just here for lunch. You guys know that, right?”

      “Ah, there’s our client now.”

      I look up to see a beautiful woman striding toward the conference room in shiny high heels. For a second I get a little stuck staring at the lower half of her, because there are legs for days. But because I’ve learned to be subtle in my thirty-four years, I lift my gaze—past the mango-colored designer suit, and the sweep of long shiny hair—to take in her pristine face.

      Oh, hell. It’s a familiar face. A very beautiful one, but not one I wanted to see today. Alex Engels and I have history—but not the simple, sexual kind.

      Nothing about Alex is simple, in fact. She’s the most successful female CEO in America. Her father was one of my dad’s first corporate clients. The first time I met her, I was thirteen and she was eleven. We were friends. Briefly, anyway.

      It was the summer just after my mother left the family for good. My father was trying to get his private security business off the ground. He was scrambling for childcare, so he brought me to stay at the Engels mansion on Martha’s Vineyard, while my father flew around the world protecting Alex’s father.

      I was a very angry boy back then. Not the best company. But Alex was lonely, too. She was an only child who’d also lost her mother. So she put up with me. We became the kind of reluctant friends that lonely middle-schoolers can still be when their hormones haven’t kicked in yet.

      Which is to say that she badgered me into all kinds of activities that summer, and I let her. We biked. We swam. We spied on the entire staff of the Engels estate, and invented secret machinations for everyone coming and going. We eluded our fathers, her summertime nanny, the tennis instructor and anyone else who might have tried to rein us in.

      It was probably just what my wounded little soul needed.

      But after that, I didn’t see her for years. Twenty-one years, to be exact. I found myself doing this math just three months ago when a chance event brought us face to face at a black tie party in Bal Harbor, Florida.

      That moment went poorly. And now I am inwardly cringing as Alex draws near. My father gallantly sweeps open the door to the conference room and beckons her inside. “Alex! You lovely thing. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Hey, Alex,” Max says, reaching out to shake her hand. “Thanks for coming downtown.”

      “No, thank you for handling my crisis on short notice,” she says in that silky voice of hers. This lady was born with poise. I’ve only seen her flustered once in my life.

      Unfortunately, that one instance was last time we met.

      “…And you remember my younger son, Eric,” my father says.

      I see Alex stiffen. Then her gaze swings toward me, where I’m staying out of the way in the corner, trying to guess how to play this.

      “Eric,” she says quietly. “Of course I remember Eric.” But then two bright spots appear on her cheekbones. And if this were a Disney movie, her nose would start to grow right now from that lie she just told. Because when Alex and I saw each other in April, she did not, in fact, remember me.

      Kids, it was awkward.
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      Oh boy. This is all my fault. I deserve Eric Bayer’s scowl. And I owe him an apology.

      Unfortunately, that’s been a theme this year. I’ve made so many mistakes that I’ve lost count.

      One of those errors is leaning back in his chair, his handsome face lifted toward mine, hesitation in his intelligent gray eyes. Eric Bayer is one of the more attractive men I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet. Too bad all that raw, masculine beauty addled me so badly this spring that I failed to recognize him.

      “How’ve you been, Alex?” he asks calmly.

      “Um…” That useless non-word just sort of hangs over the gleaming conference table. I never say um. I’m an industry leader. I’m as comfortable at a lectern in front of a full auditorium as I am in my own living room. And I’ve been responding politely to small talk since I was a toddler.

      But today? All I’ve got is um.

      Carl Bayer chuckles. “Alex needs our help, or she wouldn’t be here right now,” he says, stepping in to smooth things over. “But Eric doesn’t know your story. I promised you complete discretion. So I needed to get both of you in a room before I said a word about it. How long has it been since you two saw each other? Twenty years?”

      “Twenty-one,” I blurt out before I can think better of it. “Except…”

      “…We saw each other in April,” he says smoothly. “But only for a split second.”

      “Only for a split second,” I echo. “And I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t recognize Eric.”

      “Really?” His brother Max laughs.

      “Really,” I say with a sigh, hoping Eric believes me. And now I’m even more embarrassed, because when the two are side by side, the resemblance is obvious. I’ve known Max for a few years, since I hired him to handle my corporate security.

      And I’d known in a vague way that Eric had become a professional athlete. But I didn’t anticipate seeing him at that Brooklyn Bruisers benefit in Florida.

      “It was no big deal,” Eric says quietly.

      I shoot him a grateful glance. I’ll have to find a moment to finally apologize. It’s not clear to me why he’s here, anyway. Unless he’s just a big fan of tacos and visiting his family while he’s on vacation?

      “Sorry I’m late!”

      We all turn at the sound of a female voice. Scout enters the room carrying a big box with a popular taco truck’s label on the side. “Hey Alex! I hope you’re hungry. I bought some of everything they had.”

      My stomach growls at the first whiff of spicy pork. Lately I’m starving all the time. And the scent of cumin and chilis is almost more than I can bear.

      “Excellent work, as always,” Max says.

      Scout isn’t his assistant, though. She’s his lead investigator. “Here, Max. Make yourself useful.” She tosses him a stack of plates to distribute. “Alex, chicken, pork or steak?”

      “Yes.”

      Scout laughs. “Fair enough.” She pulls three wrapped tacos from the box and hands them over to me. “And Eric? Shame about game seven.”

      He sighs. “I’ll take whatever you’ve got.”

      “See that, guys? Eric is pleasant and biddable. Everyone be more like Eric.”

      “He’s pleasant to you maybe,” Max chuckles. “He ignores me.”

      “So do I, though,” Scout says.

      While the others continue to bicker and dole out the lunch, I take my plate and move around the table to sit next to Eric. “Hi,” I say lightly, giving him a friendly smile. As if it could make up for the obnoxious thing I said to him in April.

      As if.

      “Hi yourself,” he rumbles. Then he unwraps a taco and ignores me.

      Ah, well. I guess three or four months isn’t enough time to get over a bruised ego. I was the host of a beautiful party on a beautiful beach. But I was distraught that night. I’d recently learned that I was pregnant, which should have been joyous news. Except—and this still shames me—I wasn’t sure who the father was.

      That’s been settled now. But in April I was a total wreck. It was the first time in my life that I’d made such a serious error of judgment and planning. And instead of curling up in a ball like I’d wanted to, I’d had to smile my way through a black tie party for charity.

      By the end of the night I was exhausted and brittle. And that’s when I came face to face with a certain gorgeous hockey player. We’d been accidentally trading stares earlier in the evening. Or, rather, I’d assumed it was accidental. Every time I looked up he was gazing at me. I thought it was awfully forward of him.

      And then he approached.

      ”Hey, Alex. I’ve been waiting all night to speak to you.” He gave me a panty-melting smile. “I was hoping we could finally sit down together for a drink. Maybe go somewhere quieter?”

      His approach was so familiar. So slick, or so I thought. In retrospect, it was just what you might say to someone who was supposed to remember that the two of you spent an entire month of your childhood together on the beach at Martha’s Vineyard.

      But I didn’t understand. I thought he was a handsome stranger trying to get under my Dior gown. “Look, I’m flattered,” I’d said. “And I’m sure you’re really good company in private.” I even gave him a wink of understanding that now makes me want to die. “But I am not in the market tonight. I’m whatever the opposite of being in the market is.”

      He’d opened his mouth to argue, but then shut it again. Twice. Then an expression I know too well overtook his rugged face.

      Embarrassment. A guy like that doesn’t get shot down.

      “Right,” he’d said eventually, letting out an awkward chuckle. “Never mind, then. Nice party. Thank you for doing all this for children’s charities.”

      He’d given me a polite head bow, plunked his drink onto the tray of a passing waiter, and made his escape. He left the party so fast I could almost see contrails behind him.

      It wasn’t until the following day when I learned of my mistake. At breakfast, my assistant, Rolf, asked me if Eric Bayer had found a minute to talk with me. “I sent him over to you at one point, but someone grabbed you before he got there.”

      “Eric Bayer?” Of course I recognized the name. “He was at the party?”

      Rolf gave me a crooked smile. “You didn’t see him? Hot hockey player? Defenseman? Pretty gray eyes? He left a note at the front desk before the party, asking if the two of you could catch up. It’s in your itinerary folder. And I assumed you knew each other.”

      “A note?” I hadn’t found it.

      But then it all clicked, and that’s when the shame set in. Twelve hours too late, I realized I’d blown off an old friend after failing to recognize him.

      I was mortified. As the head of a multinational corporation, remembering names and faces was half the job. I could pick out tech CEOs from across a crowded room. I knew their wives names and their assistants’ quirks. I took pride in remembering everyone I met.

      Except Eric Bayer.

      Here’s the thing about making a faux pas: you must apologize immediately. If you don’t, it just gets worse when you see that person again. But I didn’t do it. I didn’t have his address, and I couldn’t think what to say to this man that I’d known when we were both in middle school. Besides—I thought the chances of bumping into him again were low.

      Yet here we are.

      I’m still embarrassed. But not too embarrassed to eat all three tacos in rapid succession.

      “Have another?” Scout offers. “There’s more.”

      When I glance around, I see that everyone else has barely begun eating. Max looks at my plate, and then his lips twitch.

      “No, thank you,” I say primly.

      “Mexican soda?” Scout offers.

      “Sure, why not?” I say. “Maybe my tape worm will like that, too.”

      There are polite chuckles. But my face flames.

      “Now Alex,” Carl says, pushing his plate aside. “Let’s go over your security concerns for this upcoming trip.”

      Oh, goody. Another awkward thing to navigate. “Well, I’m probably being overly cautious.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Carl argues. “A man put his hands on you in anger. That’s serious business.”

      I take a breath in through my nose and focus all my attention on the older man. I know it’s not my fault that my ex turned out to be a first rate creep. But I still feel ashamed. Even though everyone in this room is here to help me.

      Except Eric. I really wish he wasn’t about to hear any of this.

      “Okay, thank you,” I say softly.

      Carl gives me a kind smile. He’s still a handsome fella. It’s easy to see where the Bayer brothers got their good looks. Maybe Carl’s hair has thinned, but his shoulders are square and his posture is commanding. “You’re headed to an unfamiliar location, to a high stress event. We won’t let you face that alone.”

      “Thank you,” I say again, my eyes hot. People at work sometimes describe me as having ice in my veins. But it’s not true today. Carl’s kind words make my eyes sting. And here’s something I didn’t know about being pregnant—it makes you more emotional. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt as vulnerable as I do right now.

      Carl takes a small remote control device out of his pocket, and points it at the clear glass wall. “Is this our guy?” When he presses a button, an image resolves on the surface of the glass, seemingly out of thin air.

      I would be very impressed by this slick technology if I weren’t looking at a life-size photo of Jared Tatum, my ex. Honestly, “ex” is even a stretch. It doesn’t take too long to realize a man is a liar and a weasel.

      It doesn’t take long to get pregnant, either. But that’s on me.

      So maybe I’m having a petulant loser’s baby. But at thirty-two, with no soulmate in sight, to raise the child myself was an easy decision. I always wanted a family, though I assumed I’d have a nice husband first.

      But the talent pool of men my age just keeps getting thinner. The nice guys are already married. And the few who aren’t don’t date. Or they date women younger than I am.

      Besides, I’m so used to my independence that I’m beginning to think I’m not marriage material. I don’t like to take help from others. Or advice. You don’t get to be a CEO without trusting your own gut above all others.

      And, either way, I’ll have a baby at New Year’s, in less than six months. Becoming a single mom is my choice to make, and I’ve made it.

      “Who is this guy?” Eric asks beside me. If I’m not mistaken, there’s a note of disdain in his voice.

      I force myself to look up at the screen again. “My ex,” I say curtly. “We dated in March and April, until I realized he was only interested in my father’s venture capital fund.”

      “Jared Tatum, thirty-three years old,” Carl supplies. “Founder and CEO of Fitband International.”

      “That better be him,” Max says. “Otherwise I’ve hacked into an unrelated man’s email and bank accounts.”

      “You hacked him? Is that legal?” I hear myself ask. And then I realize that’s a stupid question. Of course it’s not legal. The reason I pay this security firm so well is that they’re willing and able to do things that ordinary people can’t. “Never mind, I retract the question.”

      Max clicks his pen. “There’s actually no law against this particular hack. But my methods are a trade secret.”

      “I understand completely.” Max knows all my secrets, too. I trust him with my life and my corporation.

      He nods. “So, I’m going to explain what I did, because it’s instructive, not just for this moment, but for your own protection.”

      “Okay.”

      “First we determined that your ex likes pork buns, specifically the ones from this place around the corner from his building.”

      “Ben’s Buns,” I say.

      “That’s the place. So I built a little app that offers fifty percent off pork buns. We papered your ex’s car and apartment with flyers until we convinced him to download the app and try it out.”

      “Excuse me,” Scout says with a mouth full of taco. “Who convinced him to try it out?”

      Max chuckles. “Okay, fine. Scout was the brains of this part of the operation.” Their eyes meet, and there’s a moment of tension.

      Hmm. Interesting.

      “So…” Max turns to me again. “Your ex probably makes more than most people will ever have, but the man likes to save money on pork buns. He clicked through the Terms of Service on this app and ordered some pork.”

      “Oh.” I think I know where this story is going.

      “The TOS gave me the right to any and all data from his phone.”

      “No shit?” Eric says. “You evil bastard.”

      Max grins. “Yup. He’s ordered twenty-eight dollars worth of buns. So I purchased his digital footprint for fourteen bucks.”

      “But how is that legal?” Eric asks.

      Max shrugs. “If I used the data for, say, embezzlement or insider trading, then I’ll have broken the law. All I’ve done so far is to overstep the app store terms of service. I wrote an evil piece of software, but it passed their shitty quality review. That’s on them.”

      “That’s…amazing,” I whisper.

      “No.” Max shakes his head. “It’s really not. But this is the world we live in, Alex. Some of us understand how it actually works, and some of us don’t.”

      Now there’s a sobering thought.

      Carl Bayer clears his throat and then steers us all back to the topic at hand. “What is our comfort level with Mr. Tatum attending the Big Island Conference?”

      “Very high,” Max responds. “His decision to attend was sudden. But now he holds a nonrefundable plane ticket. And just this morning he bought a new golf club for the trip.”

      “What a party animal,” Eric mumbles. And if I weren’t so stressed out about seeing my ex at the conference, I’d laugh.

      “Has he stopped trying to contact you?” Carl asks me.

      I shake my head. “The last message was two days ago—the one I forwarded to you.” Carl nods. “None since then. But, of course, he mentioned the conference—and wanting to get back together.” I fight off a shudder.

      “Right,” the older man says. “So that’s why we’re going to keep him away from you in Hawaii. Our goal is simple—minimal contact with Mr. Tatum. He’ll get no access. No extended verbal contact—nothing beyond a passing ‘hello,’ and no closer than ten feet. Not until he’s back in New York, anyway. That’s when we’ll approach him for further negotiations.”

      “Negotiations?” Eric asks.

      “That part is on a need-to-know basis,” his father says.

      My face burns again. Nobody knows I’m pregnant. Jared Tatum has no idea. I’m going to eventually have to tell him, and convince him to sign away his custodial rights. There will probably be a great deal of money involved in this negotiation.

      Carl Bayer and a lawyer are going to handle the whole thing. But I already feel dirty.

      “There are a few ways we can work this at the conference,” Max Bayer says. “But one idea in particular stands out.”

      “That I should just stay home?” I ask, looking away from the screen. The idea of trying to avoid Jared for a week straight exhausts me.

      “You can if you wish,” Max says gently.

      “No, I really can’t. I’ve bet my entire career on this product launch.” That’s not an exaggeration. “So, hit me with your second-best solution.” Although nothing short of time travel can fix the hideous mistake I made by trusting Jared Tatum.

      “If Tatum thinks you’ve moved on, he’ll be less likely to bother you,” Carl says. “So your bodyguard for the week will play the part of your new boyfriend.”

      “Your big, strong, grumpy, possessive boyfriend,” Max says with obvious glee.

      “Oh, jeez.” I laugh, but it’s not a horrible idea. “So who’s playing the role of my…” I break off, because it hits me. Now I know exactly why Eric is at this meeting.

      But when I glance at him, he’s staring intently at the top of his water bottle, as if something fascinating were printed there.

      And just when I thought it couldn’t get any more awkward.
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      “Max, you’re such an asshole. A first rate, manipulating, stinking pile of shit.”

      “Tell me how you really feel.” My brother actually laughs.

      To my credit, I sat through the rest of the meeting in total silence. I only made one noise, the moment my brother happened to mention when Alex was leaving for Hawaii. I made an honest-to-god choking sound when he said that the conference starts in forty-eight hours.

      I’ve been railroaded into traveling five thousand miles. And now that Alex has left the building—escorted by my father and Scout—I can finally tell my brother exactly what I think of his plan. “Of all the asshole maneuvers you’ve ever pulled, this is the assholiest.”

      He snickers. “Come with me. Upstairs.”

      “Why?” I snarl. “It’s not enough that you’re sending me to Hawaii against my will? You have to march me around your office, too?”

      He rolls his eyes. “I thought you might want to play some ping-pong, that’s all.”

      I make an angry noise. But the truth is that smashing a ball into my brother sounds pretty good right about now.

      The jerk calmly tosses a few bottles into the recycling bin and then holds open the conference room door for me. It’s a brilliant move on his part because out here in the center of the suite, I can’t yell at him without sounding like a dick.

      “Hey, Eric!” Shelby greets me as we emerge. “How were the tacos?”

      “Great,” I say because none of this is Shelby’s fault. “But now I have heartburn,” I mumble.

      My brother walks me past the main elevators to a smaller one just beyond. He presses his palm against a metal plate on the wall. There’s no call button here. This elevator only responds to Max and a few of his closest associates, and it’s the only way to get to his apartment on the penthouse floor above us.

      The door opens immediately, and we both get in. As soon as the doors close again, I’m back to giving him the business. “I can’t even tell you how uncomfortable this is. So awkward. So obnoxious. This is heavy handed, even for you.”

      “A little,” he admits as the doors open again. “Dad said you’d be mad. But there wasn’t time to find someone else. Come on. Let’s play.”

      I follow him into his ridiculous apartment where everything is brick and leather and ten times larger than necessary. The ping-pong table is in the center of the space, between the dining table and the living room furniture. I choose a paddle and take up a position at one end.

      “A thousand dollars a point,” Max says. “But I serve first.”

      “Sure.” Ping-pong is perhaps the only interest we’ve ever had in common. From birth, the two of us could not be more different. Which is why I’m continuously baffled by the fact that he and my father keep trying to pull me into the family business.

      Max serves, and I return it, kicking off a fierce volley. We slam the ball back and forth seven or eight times in a row before I’m able to put one out of his reach near the corner of the table.

      He pauses before serving again. “It’s a week in Hawaii,” he says. “You don’t have any better plans.” Then he serves, the bastard.

      “You don’t know that,” I snap, my eyes focused on the ball. “And why blindside me?”

      “Because it works,” the infuriating pissant says.

      I will kill you with my bare hands. But first I’m going to destroy him at ping-pong. Our volley lasts twice as long this time, but after a dozen returns, I’ve lulled him into a false sense of security. Bam. I sear his backhand again. He gets the paddle on the ball, but his return misses the table.

      I chase flying objects for a living, after all.

      “Nice one,” he says calmly. “You are going to help Alex, right?”

      “Of course I’ll help Alex. And then I’ll never accept another lunch invitation from you again. Why would I, when you manipulate me? You could have just explained the situation, and then asked for my help.”

      He leans against the table. “Because every other time I’ve explained a situation and asked for your help you turn me down.”

      “Those other times it wasn’t Alex.” Even if she doesn’t remember me, I remember her, and her family’s kindness. They housed me at their beach mansion for eight weeks at a difficult time in my life.

      Besides—only an asshole would let a predator menace an old friend. Maybe I’m self-centered, but I’m not an animal. Alex and I used to be friends. She was eleven that summer, going on thirty-one. She was fierce and clever and completely entertaining.

      So this won’t be a boring week. And—not that I’m admitting this to Max—I can probably work out as hard in Hawaii as I can at home. With better scenery.

      But there are a few details that don’t add up. “What’s the deal with this ex of hers? He was violent?”

      “He’s a dickweasel,” Max says. “There are other complications, too.”

      “Like what?”

      “She’ll explain. What else are you going to talk about on the twelve-hour flight? You’d better go home and pack.”

      “You’re just trying to get rid of me before I score on you again. You got what you wanted, and now you have other people to manipulate.”

      He shrugs. “Your flight leaves at six p.m.”

      “Six…today? The conference doesn’t start until Thursday!”

      “Sure, but she took meetings for Wednesday, and there’s a six-hour time difference. Alex needs to acclimate.”

      I make a noise of rage. “You arrogant, controlling, manipulative motherfucker.”

      Max’s eyes go to his smart watch, where I’m sure he gets an incoming message every seven seconds. Ignoring the insults, he asks, “She honestly didn’t recognize you?”

      “No!” I bellow.

      He glances up and smiles. “Ouch.”

      I want to choke him. I really do. It might be the end of me, though. This fucking apartment is probably equipped with a mechanism that senses danger. If I lunge for him, the ping-pong table would probably swallow me whole and digest me slowly. Like a high-tech Venus Flytrap.

      “Just tell me why,” I say. “Why me? Anyone could stand next to Alex and ward off her ex-boyfriend.”

      “Because you’re real,” Max says, simultaneously typing about ninety-eight words per minute into his watch. “Your story checks out. Professional athlete. Friend of Alex’s family from way back. You don’t have to fake anything. Even your ill-fated meeting this spring fits with the story. Old friends who reconnected.”

      Or failed to. When I roll my eyes, I catch a glimpse at the clock on the wall. It’s titanium, and probably doubles as a grenade launcher. In this place, nothing is exactly what it seems. Except for the time, which is pushing three o’clock. “Fuck me. I really do have to go home and pack.”

      And here I thought I was going to spend the evening watching violent movies in my underwear and eating take-out. As one does. But now I’m getting on a twelve-hour flight?

      How do I get myself into these situations?

      “Safe travels,” my brother grunts. He taps the screen, oblivious to my irritation. “I just deposited two grand into your bank account. Good game. And don’t let that fucker near Alex.”

      “I won’t. Jesus.” Just because I don’t want this job doesn’t mean I won’t do it well. This ex of hers hits women? If he so much as blinks in our direction, I’ll crack him in half. And I’ll enjoy it. “Later, then.” There’s no chance Max wants a hug or to walk me out, so I just turn and head for the exit.

      “One more thing?” he says.

      I pause on my way to the elevator. “What now?”

      “Don’t fuck her. She’s vulnerable right now.”

      “Oh, please,” I mutter, remembering how quickly she shut me down in Florida.

      Then I get the hell out of there.
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      I’m barely out of the building by the time Max’s travel coordinator starts sending me texts. Check your email for a packing list. Car arrives in 2 hours, 7 minutes.

      I read the email on the train back to Brooklyn.

      Pack the following clothing:

      White dress shirt

      Business suit in gray or navy blue

      Silk tie

      Dress shoes

      Casual shoes

      Resort wear for a 5-day stay. (Laundry service available)

      Bathing suit, beach wear

      Socks, underwear, toiletries

      Technology and Identification:

      Personal electronics and chargers

      Passport

      Weaponry and tech equipment:

      K-Tech phone

      Await further instructions and hardware.

      I’m on the road with my team eighty nights a year. It’s a hard way to live, and probably goes a long way toward explaining why I’m single.

      But the upside? Packing a suitcase is as easy as breathing. Within thirty minutes of stepping into my apartment, I’m done. Then I ask the front desk to hold my mail. That takes three more minutes.

      Then? I search my brain for anyone else who might need to hear that I’ll be gone for five days, and I come up mostly empty. My calendar has me out to dinner with my teammates on Thursday night. But that happens seventy nights a year. I’m not sure they’ll even miss me.

      Max is just lucky that I’m aggressively single.

      The black sedan that Max’s travel team sends to pick me up is right on time. “I’m heading to the private air terminal at LaGuardia,” I tell the driver.

      “Yessir. It’s been handled.”

      Of course it has. This car was probably hired before I even turned up for lunch today.

      What a dick my brother is.

      Sometimes, my conscience adds. Max is a good man. A loyal man. In a foxhole, there’s nobody I’d rather have at my side. But he doesn’t do emotions like normal people.

      He used to, I guess. When we were kids, he was pretty normal. We cried in the same Disney movies. He smiled as often as anyone else.

      Something changed, though, after he went to work in Washington, DC. My brother was a spy, even if he never admitted it. “Intelligence analyst” is as much as he would ever say. And that job wears on a guy, I guess. He spent several years in Washington before leaving whichever agency had crushed his spirit.

      I don’t know the whole story. And he’ll never tell me, anyway.

      When we reach the airport, my sedan pulls up behind an identical black sedan, whose driver pulls a mango-colored suitcase from the trunk.

      Alex waits on the curb, looking both impatient and ridiculously attractive. She’s changed into a more casual dress, but her long, shapely legs are still there, taunting me. If she were even a little bit more receptive, I’d already be plotting to have those legs wrapped around my naked body later.

      I’m not in the market, she’d snapped. Apparently scrawny assholes are her type, though.

      Women confuse me. They really do.

      I jump out and get my bag, thanking the driver. I pick up my suitcase, and then I pick up Alex’s, too.

      “Eric,” she says sharply by way of a greeting. “You don’t have to carry my things.”

      “Don’t I?” I grumble. “Wouldn’t your boyfriend do that? Be kind of a dick move not to, honestly.” With both bags in hand, I turn toward the doors, which slide open for me. I walk into the terminal without checking to see if she’s followed me.

      Which, for the record, is also a dick move. But nobody’s perfect.

      “Look,” she says, tapping along behind me in a pair of impractical shoes. “Can I just get my apology out of the way?”

      “Sure, go for it.” If the lady wants to apologize for wounding my ego at a party, who am I to say no?

      “I didn’t recognize you.”

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      She puts a smooth hand on my wrist, stopping my progress. “I really didn’t recognize you. And I want to show you why.”

      “Show me?” I snort. “Was I wearing a disguise?”

      “Well—”

      That’s when our conversation is interrupted by a well-dressed woman who asks for our IDs. Alex hands hers over, and I do the same. This is luxury travel—you don’t wait in line. There isn’t even a desk, just this fashionably dressed person who spends ten seconds verifying our identities before waving us over to a private waiting room.

      “It will just be five minutes,” we’re promised.

      We sit side by side on a leather sofa, and I try not to notice that Alex is wearing a sexy, floral perfume. She extracts a phone from her pocketbook, tapping the screen a few times, pulling up a photograph.

      The moment I see it, I let out a bark of laughter. “Holy shit.” I take her phone. It’s a photo of the two of us, taken more than twenty years ago. We’re standing in front of the Vineyard Tennis Club, where her father was a member. “Jesus Christ. We are hilarious.” The disgruntled expression on both of our faces is priceless.

      “Aren’t we?”

      “Yeah, but—” I laugh again. And it’s not because of eleven-year-old Alex. She looks more or less the same, with piercing blue eyes and shiny hair falling onto her shoulders. I’d know her anywhere.

      But holy cannoli—I am unrecognizable. This photo must have been taken about ten minutes before I hit puberty. I’m not just skinny but scrawny, with pointy elbows and knobby knees sticking out of my white tennis shorts.

      “So I was really a looker, is what you’re saying?”

      She smirks. “You were twelve.”

      “Thirteen.”

      “Still. I hadn’t seen you since you were just a kid. I had this vague idea that you played a sport. But I had no idea you were on Nate Kattenberger’s hockey team. He never mentioned the connection between one of his players and our mutual security company.”

      “How do you know Nate?” I ask.

      “College. He was one of my best friends. We were in all the same computer programming classes.”

      I make a noncommittal grunt, even though the whole thing makes sense. I don’t talk much about The Company, either. It’s an invasive presence in my teammates’ lives. Useful, but intrusive. I don’t advertise the fact that my father and brother run the place.

      “And hockey?” she adds. “Really?”

      “What’s wrong with hockey? It’s the best sport there is. I never saw you as a computer nerd, either.”

      “No?” She raises a perfect eyebrow at me. “What did you think I’d become when I grew up?”

      That’s easy. “Dictator of a small but warlike country.”

      Alex laughs. “To be fair, I don’t write code anymore. I’m the head of a warlike cable and internet company.”

      “See? My guesses are better than your guesses.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      A new voice breaks into our argument. “Ms. Engels? Your plane is ready.”

      “Excellent,” she says. But she doesn’t stand up. “Just give us two minutes.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “What, you like this sofa?” I ask. “Who lingers at the airport when they don’t need to?”

      Alex gives me a withering look. “I just have to ask you a question before we go.”

      “What, Engels? Hit me.”

      She folds her hands primly. “Why did you volunteer for this trip? Was it to get even with me for humiliating you?”

      “Fuck no.” What a stupid question. “In the first place, it takes a hell of a lot more to humiliate a man than a quick brushoff at a party. And secondly, I didn’t volunteer for this trip at all.”

      Her head jerks backward. “What? Then why are you here?”

      “Because my father has a soft spot for you, and my brother is a scheming asshole.” She might as well know the truth. “I didn’t know about your conference until I’d eaten two of my three tacos.”

      Alex’s blue eyes bulge. “You didn’t know? And yet you packed your bags anyway?”

      “Don’t be too impressed.” I shrug. “I haven’t been to the beach in a long time. And running in the sand is good cardio.”

      She blinks. “Okay, back up. You really want to go to Hawaii? It’s going to be a boring week of accompanying me to parties and meetings.”

      “That does sound dreadful,” I admit. But I’m going out of duty more than for the scenery. It’s not her fault that my family are thoughtless freaks. “But it’s fine. Let’s board your gas-guzzling private jet and get on with it.”

      I stand, but she holds up a hand. “No. Wait.”

      “What do you mean, wait? I thought people chartered jets so they didn’t have to wait!”

      “Listen,” she begs. “If you’re not into playing this role, then it will never work. I’ll ask Max to send somebody else.”

      “If Max had someone else to send, he would have. Trust me.”

      She winces.

      “Besides, I can play the role, Alex. It’s not like it’s hard.”

      “You’d think.” She scowls. “But don’t forget—you’ll have to pretend to like me.”

      “Huh,” I say, scratching my chin. “So, like, I shouldn’t ogle other women? Or pick up some chick at the bar, and take her back to my room?”

      “Of course not.” A look of pure horror crosses Alex’s face.

      “But baby,” I complain. “Maybe your new boyfriend is a swinger. How do you feel about threesomes?”

      “Eric!” Her eyes bug out.

      That’s when I crack up. “Do they let gullible people run companies? I’m surprised.”

      “You’re not funny!” Alex tips her head back and glares at the ceiling. “Please, just go home. I don’t need a fake boyfriend. I changed my mind.”

      “Alex, calm down.” Although I’m still snickering inside. “You know how some people learn a trade at the dinner table? Like, how to run a pharmacy, or how to rope cattle?”

      “Or how to license cable channels for fun and profit? I know how that works. And The Journal still thinks my father secretly runs my company.”

      “Well, what I learned at the dinner table was how to be a bodyguard. How to punch someone to inflict maximum pain. How to neutralize an opponent without making any noise. How to blend in with my surroundings. And—since I’m me—the whole attractive arm candy thing comes naturally.”

      She rolls her pretty eyes. “So you’re saying you’re like Jason Bourne, but more egotistical?”

      “And more athletic. Honestly? That guy is a punter. He draws way too much attention to himself. And I call bullshit on some of those car chases.”

      “Excuse me, Ms. Engels?”

      We look up to find another obsequious airport employee waiting there with a smile on her face. “Your takeoff window depends on a timely departure.”

      Alex springs off the sofa. “All right. I’m ready to go.”

      “Of course, baby. Let’s do this.”

      She shoots me a glare as I bend down to grab our baggage. “You can still stay home, you know.”

      “Darling, I wouldn’t dream of it.” I give her a sleazy smile, which only makes her roll her eyes.

      The airport employee is glancing between us, looking unsettled, so I leave the waiting room and carry our bags outside, where a chauffeured golf cart drives us a couple of hundred yards to a waiting Gulf Stream.

      “Last chance,” Alex says as we reach the steps leading up to the plane.

      But I follow her aboard. If she thinks I can’t play this role, she’s got another think coming.

      Inside Alex’s jet, everything is leather and wood. It’s like my brother’s apartment but with wings. The passenger cabin sports two huge reclining chairs on opposite sides of the center aisle. Beyond those, I spot a dining table with two bench seats. In the very back there’s a door marked bedroom.

      I give a low whistle. “Nice digs, lady.”

      “What, this old thing?” she gives me a tight smile. “It’s a little ridiculous. But I travel a lot.”

      A male flight attendant joins us. “Alex! Welcome aboard.”

      “Thank you, Manny. This is Eric Bayer, my—” Her hesitation lasts only a micromoment. But I realize that it’s just occurring to her that we’re going to have to pretend to be a couple. “Old friend.”

      “Did you just call me old?”

      “Well, you’re much older than in that photo I just showed you. Didn’t we just go over this?”

      I laugh in spite of myself. I’d forgotten that Alex was sharp-tongued, even as a child.

      “Welcome, Eric,” the flight attendant says. “Make yourself at home. Let’s get those bags stowed.” He opens a closet to indicate where our suitcases go.

      Alex makes a move to stow her own, but I take it from her again. “I’ve got this, sweet cheeks.”

      “Thank you. Dear,” she says, shooting me an angry look. But a guy's got to have his fun.

      Manny is well trained enough to ignore the whole thing. “Please be seated for takeoff at your earliest convenience. With your seatbelts fastened.”

      “Thank you,” Alex says.

      I wait for her to choose a seat before I claim the other one. The chair is broad and comfortable, the leather cool beneath my fingers. I’d still rather be eating guacamole on my sofa right now, but we don’t always get everything we want.

      Manny does his safety checks and closes the cockpit door before disappearing into the little kitchen up front. I hear the engines change tone, and we eventually push back toward the taxiway.

      “Listen. About that night in April,” Alex says suddenly. “I was having a horrible moment. I was rude to several people that night, which is not in my nature. I was exhausted and disappointed with myself.”

      “You already apologized to me,” I remind her. “It’s no big deal.”

      “By the time you and I spoke, I was just out of gas. And I thought you were just some guy looking around the party at the end of the night for…” She clears her throat. “I was wrong, and I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Except now I’m the asshole. Because she wasn’t wrong. Alex looked fucking great at that party. I’d wanted to talk to her, sure. But I wouldn’t have said no to unzipping that dress, either. Sue me.

      “The thing is?” she adds. “Sitting down in a quiet corner somewhere and remembering that summer on the Vineyard was probably exactly what I needed that night. So I really blew it.”

      “Well, it’s a long flight,” I point out. “Got nothing but time now.”

      She glances over at me again. “I apologize for that, too. I don’t normally kidnap people to Hawaii.”

      I shrug. “My brother loves to withhold details. He is the worst kind of tyrant. He knew that if he asked me to work this week for him that I would say no.”

      “So, he laid the damsel in distress thing on pretty heavily didn’t he?”

      “Yeah, I guess. Not that I got the whole story.” I turn in my seat and give her an appraising look. And I like what I see. Full lips that I shouldn’t be admiring. Long, kissable neck…

      “There’s a reason my ex needs to stay clear of me,” she says. “I am not ready for him to know that I’m three months pregnant.”

      Wait, what?

      I do a terrible job of covering my shock. “You’re—sorry?”

      Her smile turns rueful. “That was my original reaction, too.”

      “Oh. Uh…” I swallow hard, and realize I’m staring at her. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” she laughs. “When I saw you in April, I was freaking out about this turn of events, and trying to host a black-tie party. I absolutely want children, but it wasn’t a goal of mine to have them with someone who hit me.”

      “Okay…” I swallow hard as all the details continue to fall into place. “So you need to keep him in the dark about this development?”

      “For now,” she agrees. “He only wanted capital from me, anyway. And he’s going to get plenty of it when he signs the agreement to forgo custody.”

      “But first you have to get through this business trip? Without him suspecting?”

      She nods. “I just hit the three-month mark. It was too soon to have that conversation. And now I have a crucial product launch to get through before the baby arrives in December. I can’t skip this conference. And I can’t let that man get close to me.”

      “Wow.” Now I understand why Alex needs someone at her side this week. It’s almost enough to make me feel less grumpy.

      Almost. Not quite.

      And now I have a new problem. I’m traveling with a pregnant lady? Good lord. I know nothing of pregnant women. In fact, I’ve gone to great lengths to avoid being near them. What the fuck do you even say? “Do you, uh, feel okay?”

      “Most of the time. The random barfing has finally stopped.”

      “Well, hallelujah.” This whole conversation makes me want to triple check the expiration date on my current box of condoms.

      “It’s not as bad as it sounds,” she says with a shrug. “I feel pretty great most days. And as soon as this trip is over, I can start to get excited. I spent the first three months kicking myself for being so stupid. And the doctor told me not to count my blessings before the twelve-week mark. So it hasn’t really sunk in yet. But I want this child.”

      “Then, congratulations, Alex. Your fake boyfriend is happy for you.”

      “Thank you,” she replies. “I’ll try not to barf when I smell our food cooking.”

      “Good plan.”

      What have I got myself into?
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