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      Zara Cooper rolled over in the luxurious sheets of the hotel room. The exorbitantly high-thread-count cotton tangled between her legs, and she stretched sore muscles from last night’s strenuous workout.

      Jake, first name only—because getting personal information hadn’t been the point of last night’s adventure—was gone. Not a surprise. She’d expected it. His absence made this morning easier. No awkward post-hookup interactions where she would pretend she’d call and he’d pretend he wanted her to. Or vice versa.

      Last night hadn’t been about forging new connections. More like forging ahead with her new life.

      She’d taken back her power, approached him under her own steam, and initiated the best sex of her life.

      She’d managed to keep her cool and take what she needed.

      She hadn’t intended to pick him up. But when she watched him reject the bartender in a kind way, she decided to go for it.

      Her radar was clearly back on track after a really bad stretch when she’d trusted the wrong man. David Trask had fooled her. But she’d gotten out of a bad situation and reclaimed herself.

      Jake had been a good guy and amazing in bed. She smiled.

      Now she could focus on her future. She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. She needed to get up and get dressed. She had a meeting with her new boss in two hours. Just enough time to wash away the smell of a night well spent and get her head on straight before having breakfast with Jillian Larsen.

      A few hours later, she shut the door on the suite with a tinge of regret. Jake, first name only, was now part of her past.

      Time to look toward the future.

      In the ornate lobby, marble floors, Persian rugs, low-slung settees, and round coffee tables gave the hotel an art deco vibe.

      The company had put her up in this lovely hotel. It wasn’t too far from her new rowhouse. The movers should be here later today.

      She sauntered past the scene of last night’s triumph at the hotel bar, and a tiny smile quirked her mouth. She’d chosen wisely.

      Jillian Larsen strode toward her in no-nonsense manner. Her focus was laser tight on Zara, completely oblivious to the appreciative looks she garnered from the people loitering around the hotel lobby.

      Jillian smiled with a warmth that reached her ice gray eyes. “Zara. Great to see you again.”

      They shook hands, Jillian’s grip firm and assertive.

      Zara liked her. She didn’t think they’d be besties or anything, but she was hopeful that Jillian would be a fair and open boss.

      “Nice to see you, too.”

      “How are the accommodations?” Jillian walked toward the small restaurant off the lobby as if she owned the place.

      “Stellar.” She thought about Jake, and her smile widened.

      After they were seated at the restaurant, Zara decided to get this out of the way first. “Thank you for taking a chance on me.”

      Her background wasn’t quite what Adams-Larsen had been looking for, but she’d had a feeling when she applied that their firm would be a good fit. The bonus was that Washington, D.C. was a long way from California. It didn’t hurt that her parents knew one of the founder’s parents. They were friends with Judge Bobby Adams. Zara had met the judge at a holiday party one year. He had put in a good word for her which helped as well.

      “Your references are impeccable.” Jillian brushed aside her thanks. “And I am an excellent judge of character.”

      Zara’s pride grew. “I’m excited to get started.”

      “Let’s go over the logistics.” Jillian handed her a set of keys. “These open the front and back door. We’ve also got security cameras which are monitored from our other location in Georgetown.”

      Zara accepted the keys. The moment felt fraught with an unexpected tension. The hefty metal keys solid and heavy in her hand gave the moment weighted importance.

      “You will run the office in Arlington. The main focus is public relations and some spin. At the moment, we don’t have any political clients. However, I’m not opposed to them, and they are hard to avoid in this town.”

      Zara nodded.

      “We handle reputation management out of the Georgetown office. Ours are hush-hush clients. We don’t have a list posted anywhere, and we never, ever, disclose their identities.”

      A trickle of unease filtered through her excitement.

      “If you get calls about anyone, refer them to me.”

      “Done.”

      “We also keep your office client list private.” Jillian worried at one white-blonde eyebrow. “We don’t guard those names quite as closely. We work primarily on referrals and word of mouth.”

      Zara was a little surprised. Most PR firms wanted potential clients to know who they represented. But she supposed in Washington, D.C. there were plenty of movers and shakers who didn’t want their need for public relations or spin known.

      She and Jillian chatted through breakfast. At the end, Jillian handed her a credit card. “This is a company card. You’ll handle the expenses with accounting. Obviously, if it’s a very large expenditure, we may need to discuss. Send me monthly reports.”

      Sounded fine to her.

      “You have autonomy to run the business the way you want.” Jillian shrugged into her suit jacket. “We can meet once a month to go over clients and programs. Typically, there isn’t any crossover, but if you ever have any questions, I will be available for you.”

      Zara’s excitement built. She could take the reins and run with it. “Thank you for entrusting me with it.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing what you can do with the agency.” Jillian smiled ruefully. “We haven’t spent as much time as I would have liked building your side of the business, but we are pleased to expand it now.”

      “You won’t regret it.”

      “Consider this your official welcome to Adams-Larsen Inc.” They shook hands.

      Zara was on a new journey, and everything was looking up.
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      SEVERAL MONTHS LATER

      Zara waited nervously at the bar of her favorite hotel.

      She’d confess to no one that she’d come back here a few times to grab a drink with friends, hoping to run into Jake, first name only.

      She’d been disappointed. She’d never seen her mystery man again. She wasn’t even sure where he lived. It was possible he’d only been here for a trip, although she’d gotten the feeling he lived in D.C. She shoved aside the severe disappointment.

      She had bigger things on her mind this morning.

      She’d been slowly building the ALI business, and she was thrilled that the agency was getting notice. Their word-of-mouth referrals had tripled since she’d taken over. They’d recently hired another two specialists with excellent experience. Adams-Larsen Inc. paid well.

      This morning’s meeting could up the cachet of the ALI brand for all involved. At the very least, this client would add another client sector to their portfolio.

      The current it-guy in the media, a self-made billionaire and philanthropist from California, and recently elected to his second term in the House of Representatives, walked into the bar with confidence but not arrogance. He scanned the patrons and noticed her sitting at the table in the corner; he smiled and strode toward her. His wife, Carolina, whom he had met in college, followed slightly behind him.

      A couple of bodyguards discreetly trailed their boss.

      “Zara. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”

      They’d had multiple conversations on the phone over the past week.

      He shook her hand quickly and then let go. His handshake was firm without trying to wrestle her to the ground but not limp, either. His demeanor was respectful with no suggestive undertones.

      “It’s nice to meet you, sir.”

      “No formality needed. Call me Xavier.” His voice was deep and filled with an assurance that oozed from his very being.

      Xavier Rodriguez was a dream client. He had attended a state school and graduated with honors. Then he’d attended Stanford Law school. He had married his college sweetheart, a woman whose parents had immigrated to the United States to seek asylum. Together, they’d had two adorable daughters. His foundation supported causes that Zara was also passionate about, especially giving opportunities to those who might be overlooked by traditional funding, supporting underserved communities by backing entrepreneurial opportunities, and mentoring young people committed to making a difference at the local level. He was willing to fight for anything he believed in.

      His physical appearance only helped his ratings. He was a little under six feet tall, thin, athletic build, square jaw, longish black hair with a bit of a wave, and thick lashes framing his dark brown eyes.

      Two years ago, he’d run for the House of Representatives as an Independent and won in a landslide. This last election, he’d run unopposed.

      He'd built his empire by diversifying XR Global Innovations into multiple business. Technology, corporate farming, the service industry, and now he’d turned to politics.

      “This is my wife, Carolina.” He pronounced her name with the Spanish accent, the emphasis on Caro-lee-na.

      She smiled with kind eyes. Zara wasn’t often fanciful, but something about Carolina Rodriguez inspired whimsy. She had delicate features and soulful brown eyes lit with a deep well of kindness.

      She was dressed conservatively in what Zara privately referred to as preppy chic. A twinset pale yellow cardigan and shell emphasized her beautiful light brown skin and was paired with a flowy floral skirt and ballet flats in a neutral beige. Exquisite large pearls adorned her ears and her soft pink lipstick matched the skirt.

      Xavier pulled out the chair for his wife and then sat next to her. She crossed her hands in her lap. Xavier placed one large hand over hers and squeezed, then rested their loosely joined hands on the tabletop.

      Zara had arrived early and ordered an iced tea. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Only ice water for me,” Carolina demurred.

      “I’ll have an orange juice.” He smiled. “Did you know that California has surpassed Florida in orange production?”

      She loved that he supported his home state in small ways as well as big. She knew that as part of his personal portfolio, he owned several citrus farms in the Central Valley.

      The waitress left to get their drinks, and Xavier began.

      “I’m sure you’re wondering why I want your services.”

      They hadn’t discussed much beyond fee structure and confidentiality. “Would you prefer that we sign nondisclosures first?” Zara had brought pre-printed documents, hopeful that she was going to snag this business. “I have them prepared.”

      He glanced at his wife and smiled broadly. “See. I knew she was the one. She’s already putting us first.”

      Carolina’s lips tilted up. “You were correct.”

      “I’m always right.” Xavier laughed, his teeth white in his tanned face. “I’m going to remind you that you said that.”

      Carolina’s smile lost some of its shine.

      Their discussions had been very informal and light on content, but she wondered if her instincts had been on target. Prior to running for office, Xavier had made a name in Washington as a major contributor to lobbyists who advanced his business interests, but he also personally advocated for laws that benefited marginalized communities.

      In his first term in Congress, he had co-sponsored bills that had garnered bi-partisan support. He was known for working with all politicians to affect governmental change.

      His entrance into politics had been relatively seamless. He’d purchased a house— mansion—in D.C. and split his time between the nation’s capital and his ranch in Central California.

      He was a household name. Even though he was a billionaire, he came off as a regular guy. No hundred-million-dollar yachts or twenty rare automobiles or sixty-thousand-square-foot mansions. Even his mansion in the D.C. area was modest compared to many billionaires. He lived a fairly low-key life.

      People knew who he was. He was featured in the news consistently.

      He’d been on the cover of Forbes, Time and Harvard Business Review, all touting his business acumen and his civic mindedness.

      As a client, he would be a major coup for Zara. She loved that he’d contacted her, but she also wondered why he was interested in Adams-Larsen Inc.

      “We want to start positioning for a run for higher office.”

      Zara’s heart thudded hard, then sped up. This could be huge. He didn’t say it out loud. But higher office could only mean he wanted to run for president.

      She wanted his business. She really wanted it. But she also didn’t want to misrepresent what they did. She hated to point this out.

      “You know I’m not a political strategist.” While she had studied spin, reputation management, and image restoration and seen the results in action, it wasn’t her area of expertise. She focused more on strategic communications and brand management.

      “That’s exactly why I want you.”

      He was a flatterer, but his flattery came off as sincere. In no way did he hint at anything other than a business relationship. Xavier Rodriguez was everything he seemed to be.

      “You might be better off with our sister business. They are on the reputation management side.”

      “Ah, I don’t believe they will bring the same passion and commitment that you will.” Xavier brushed aside her demurral. “Plus, I don’t need to be managed. I want to continue to increase my reach in a way that feels organic and authentic.”

      She knew she could help him.

      “These days, it’s all about the messaging to sway public influence. With the right message and vehicles, the public will see the image I wish to portray. My scheduler can get me on television news shows, but that isn’t what I want. I want to be out there, meeting people and effecting change.”

      “We believe you are who we need.” Carolina didn’t come off as politically ambitious, but she’d been top of her class in undergrad. “Xavier has goals that you can help us with.”

      “What my wife means—” He shot Carolina a tight smile. “—is you are the one.”

      He had major political support. He had the respect of colleagues on both sides of the aisle. He was young—but not too young. Charismatic. Passionate. And he had broad appeal. He worked hard to get the youth vote out and encourage kids to get politically active. He’d never run any kind of smear campaign. He’d literally refused to do it when he could have highlighted his opponent’s misconduct in his first race. A staffer in his campaign leaked the information after Xavier won his seat, and after the leak, the staffer was fired.

      The thought of working for him was thrilling.

      “We need to find events that cement my brand and align with my values and to garner positive press while doing it. Without advertising that I’m using a PR firm.”

      She wanted this so badly.

      “As long as you know that my background is not in reputation management.” As far as she could tell, he didn’t have anything negative in his background. He was a dream client and a dream candidate.

      “We did extensive research before contacting you,” Xavier said.

      The way he asserted that made her pause. Did he mean research on Adams-Larsen Inc. or on her specifically?

      Carolina’s next words distracted her. “We love the idea of having a fellow Californian run this next step in Xavier’s efforts to open up to broader appeal and gain more positive name recognition.”

      Zara’s heart warmed, a glow of happiness spread through her. They wanted her.

      Xavier said, “Adams-Larsen has a reputation for being discreet.”

      “We are.”

      “Excellent. Our relationship will be confidential.”

      The little bubble of optimism popped. No one would know she was working on his campaign, except Jillian. At least her boss would know that she had recruited a high profile, well-paying, client.

      “Which I require.” Xavier’s smile disappeared.

      “Absolutely. You can expect complete discretion from me.”

      “Carolina keeps our laundry nice and clean. Don’t you, mi amor?”

      Carolina’s smile dimmed. “Absolutely.”

      Zara thought about what they’d already discussed and knew that she needed to expand her research. If he was making a run for the presidency, she would also need to work on the potential first lady’s agenda as well.

      “I’d also like to know what kinds of causes you support, Carolina.”

      Zara had done research on Xavier’s wife, but most of the information out there pertained to her impact on Xavier’s career. She’d been humanities studies, pre-law in college, but then she’d gone to work as a teacher while Xavier went to law school. Her healthcare and steady income had been instrumental in supporting Xavier’s ambitions.

      “Let’s keep the focus on me.”

      Zara got a little ping. It wasn’t surprising that a guy this successful had an ego. He wouldn’t have gotten where he was today if he didn’t.

      “I am not going to be one of those candidates who gets upstaged by his wife.” With that steely tone and rock jaw, Zara didn’t believe he was kidding. She might have found his flaw.

      She dismissed the fanciful thought, and they got down to business.

      “A supportive and accomplished partner is always an asset, not someone who will overshadow.” She smiled at Carolina kindly. They could discuss her interests later. She had been a teacher; maybe policy ideas regarding the cost of childcare and paid family leave. “Think about what you want your emphasis to be on. Typically, the First Lady has an issue that she champions.”

      “You’re getting way ahead of the game.” Xavier’s sharp tone shifted the conversation back to him.

      “Just something to keep in mind.”

      Obtaining Xavier Rodriguez as a client was a major coup even if no one knew about it. While she hadn’t specifically targeted politicians as a customer base, the idea that she could help influence lawmakers and policy gave her a thrill.

      “I am honored to be working with you.”

      If only she had someone to share this victory with.
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      Mid-December

      “Jill needs to see you in her office.”

      Jake Brown wondered what that was about. He reviewed the past few weeks. He hadn’t done anything that would warrant a call to the boss’s office.

      Unlike when he’d been a hotheaded kid and in the principal’s office a lot, these days he thought before he reacted. Time and life had evened out his temperament.

      He smiled at the new receptionist, Hannah. She’d been giving him clear signals that she’d be interested in hooking up, but he didn’t mix sex with business. Ever.

      Plus, she was coming off a traumatic situation, involving murder, violence, and domestic abuse.

      He walked into Jill’s office.

      The office was divided into two sections, a giant partner desk with wing chairs across from the boss and a sitting area with fancy sofas and a coffee table. The room was walled with bookshelves and a few windows. Jill sat behind the desk.

      Jillian Larsen was a stunning woman. She had an ice queen vibe with platinum blonde hair and steely gray eyes, but underneath that forbidding exterior, she hid a kind heart. He used to think the slightly stuffy interior suited her, but since she’d met Hamish, her Scottish boyfriend, she’d lightened up.

      The décor and atmosphere of the room reminded him of the wealthy folk in the town where he’d grown up . . . his mother’s resentment, his sister’s fascination, and how both had imploded his life.

      His sister was dead, and his mother rarely talked to him.

      “I need you to head over to the Adams-Larsen Inc. office and pick up a promotion plan for me.”

      He shook off the toxic memories. He couldn’t change the past. “We’re doing promo?” That seemed…odd.

      “We’re going to leak a few PR clients to the press.”

      They’d had bad news coverage recently. There were rumblings around the Capitol that ALIAS was doing shady things. Which, of course, they were. All within the confines of the law, but their client list was confidential, top secret, and under serious lock and key.

      Each client file had a number, not a name. They relocated ordinary citizens in danger who didn’t qualify for federal witness protection. They took care of people under duress and made sure they were safe. It was an excellent way to make a living.

      ALIAS’s business was naturally covert. Leaking clients from their affiliated office seemed like a bad precedent. He didn’t like it. Of course, he wasn’t the boss, so he didn’t have a say.

      “Why?”

      “Throw the press off.”

      That seemed ill-advised. “You don’t want to wait for the next political scandal to hit?”

      They had recently helped Dr. Mina Patel, and that scandal had hit the papers this week. It wouldn’t be long before there was another. Washington, D.C. was ripe with rumors and coverups.

      “Nope. Marsh has a family friend who needs public relations help. We’re going to take care of her PR problem, and, hopefully, solve our own at the same time.”

      That made sense.

      “I hired a new managing director a few months back to expand that area of our business.” Jillian worried at the edge of a piece of paper on her desk. “She’s doing a great job. So it’s time to make that branch more public.”

      She continued to trace the paper on her blotter.

      “Okay.” She clearly had something else on her mind. “What’s up?”

      He hated the look on her face, somber and concerned. His heart picked up in rhythm. “What’s wrong? You’re freaking me out.”

      “Edward Drayton is up for parole.”

      The man who had killed his sister, Amancia. Jake stilled, unable to process. That asshole could get out of prison and be free to live his life while his sister never would?

      Over his dead body. Jake didn’t move a muscle while his brain whirled with rage and unadulterated fear.

      “I thought you’d be more upset,” Jill commented.

      “Oh, I am upset.” Feelings weren’t his strong suit. He’d worked long and hard to suppress the rage that had gotten him in trouble before he’d learned to master his anger. Jake’s brain was pinging around, unable to settle on a subject. He would need to go see his mother. That made him feel things.

      “When’s the hearing?” He was surprised he hadn’t been notified.

      “They haven’t set it yet. I have an agreement with the warden to notify me ahead of time.”

      Looking out for him. Jake’s heart warmed. “I appreciate it.” The heads up would give him time to refine his plea to the parole board so that fucker only saw the light of day through a fenced prison yard. He didn’t deserve his freedom. But Jake had to be smart about how he presented his case.

      “Do you…want to talk about it?” Jill’s body was stiff, awkward.

      Jake laughed. One of the reasons he liked his boss was that she wasn’t an over-sharer. She was matter-of-fact and got shit done.

      “Man, that looked painful.”

      “Yeah, this whole sharing thing is still a challenge for me,” she said wryly.

      Ever since Jill had hooked up with her Scottish guy, she’d been more warm and fuzzy. Warm and fuzzy for her. Though subtle, the change was apparent.

      “How is Hamish?”

      “He’s brilliant.” Brilliant was said in a Scottish brogue. Her face transformed when she smiled, thawing that ice queen vibe.

      “I’m really glad for you.” She deserved to be happy.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Jill sat behind her desk, looking concerned.

      “Talk to the parole board and state my case.” Tell them about how Drayton the Fourth was a master manipulator and couldn’t be trusted. He presented a charming façade to the world. but beneath that outer layer lurked a predator.

      “Good.” Jill fidgeted in the wing chair. “Want to talk about whatever else is bothering you?”

      Shit. When had she become so perceptive?

      “Not really.”

      “Thank God.”

      He laughed again.

      “But I would, if you needed to talk it out,” Jill said earnestly.

      “I know.” He paused, wondering. “Do you really need me to go pick this thing up?”

      “Truth?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I could have one of the others do it, but I thought getting out of the office for a bit might be good for you.”

      He smiled. “Then I’ll do it.”

      “Great. Head on over. The new managing director who does Media Relations has worked up a comprehensive plan. I need it right away.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Jake had suddenly become an errand boy. He’d been picking up the slack while the rest of the group paired off with their new significant others. It was weird. He didn’t know how he felt about it.

      He knew his friends were happy. They had fallen in love on ops, so their new partners understood their business, understood the need for secrecy.

      Love wasn’t for him.

      He didn’t share much whenever he dated, and he couldn’t imagine being vulnerable enough to share his feelings with a woman. Having sex was one thing. But opening up was the road to being hurt. History proved that one day they would leave. Permanently like his dad or his sister, or emotionally like his mom.

      Being alone was safer.

      So, he’d suppressed the longing to go back to that bar and see if his one-night stand showed up again.

      That night was his best in recent memory, the sex and the laughter, but also the worst when he woke up and realized that all they were going to have was a fleeting connection in the dark.

      He’d thought of Zara from that night more often than he should over the past few months. He’d even been tempted to go back to that hotel bar…just in case. That sense of connection he’d felt with her had to be exaggerated in his mind. Right?

      It was awesome. It was over. And he’d left without saying goodbye.

      But ever since his hookup, he’d been off.

      “Zara is expecting you.”

      Jake stilled. Zara?

      “Zara?” It was an unusual name. What were the odds that his Zara and the new manager were the same person? Pretty fucking high.

      He wasn’t crazy about his brain tacking his onto her name.

      “Yes. She moved here from California to take this position, and she’s doing a stellar job. She already picked up a few high-profile clients.”

      “Okay.”

      He hadn’t been able to get Zara out of his mind after their explosive one-night stand. He’d wake up after dreams that left him hard and aching for a woman he couldn’t have.

      Suddenly, he was going to see her again.

      His heart sped up. He shouldn’t want to see her. Nothing could happen between them. They worked together. Sort of.

      He literally couldn’t tell her what he did for ALIAS. His anticipation fizzled like a spent helium balloon. As his pal Viktor said, how do you have a relationship with someone when you can’t reveal how you spend seventy percent of your life?

      Which meant she was totally off-limits.
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      Zara finished straightening her desk.

      She had plenty of work left to do for the night. She’d been preparing to head to her rowhouse, turn on the fireplace, and study her plans for Xavier Rodriguez with a glass of reserve cabernet while tucked underneath a throw.

      But Jillian had called and said she was sending someone over to pick up the media plan that she’d had Zara assemble—in a hurry, no less—for one of the other office’s clients, an artist.

      Zara’s stomach gurgled.

      It wasn’t hunger. It was nerves.

      She’d been at Adams-Larsen Inc. for over four months. She’d settled in. She liked her staff. She was slowly building their business, which was far less expansive than she’d expected.

      One of the major reasons she’d left California was that there, everyone had expectations of her. Many people in the business assumed she’d gotten her job through nepotism and expected nothing from her. And when she had a successful client project, many assumed she’d gotten the credit while someone else did the work.

      She wanted to be judged for what she did, not her family name.

      This job had given her that opportunity.

      In one area, Jillian had been completely up front. Zara was solely in charge of this office. She sent monthly financial reports and kept Jillian informed when they signed a new client, especially if it was a big one. Otherwise, she didn’t interact with the other office at all.

      That was not unexpected; plenty of public relations firms had separate offices for their segmented businesses. However, a few unsettling articles in the paper recently and sly queries about the other branch of Adams-Larsen from a few clients, and little things about their business reputation had begun to nag at her.

      Her phone rang. Her mother. She sighed and clicked the answer button.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hey, honey.”

      A genuine warmth flowed through her. She loved her mother. She did. But she had a feeling they were about to have another argument.

      “How are your holiday plans coming along?”

      “My boss dumped a bunch of work on my plate.” Truth. “I may not be able to make it.” Technically that wasn’t a lie. The excuse wasn’t the truth, either.

      She’d pulled away from her family after the debacle with David. Her parents would be ashamed of her weakness. She was ashamed of her weakness. She’d never told a soul what had happened.

      “Oh.” Her mother sighed dramatically. “Your father and I were hoping you’d be able to come home for Christmas.”

      So her mom could hound her in person about taking a job all the way across the country. Only because she loved Zara and missed her. She knew that.

      “Our annual charity ball won’t be the same without you.”

      Her family’s foundation raised a lot of money at the holidays. It was a great event. She’d worked in the office as a teenager and run the promo for it when she’d lived in the Bay Area.

      “I’ll send a check this year.”

      She loved her family. She’d grown up in a wealthy family with solid middle-class values. She’d had a fairy tale childhood and life, pretty much getting everything she’d ever wanted. Made the cheerleading squad in high school, got into her first choice for college, got in her first pick sorority in college, president of her sorority, graduated with honors, got a job with the most prestigious public relations firm in San Francisco. All part of the experience of growing up in the Cooper—as in Cooper Winery—family. Not everything she’d accomplished had been because of her family name. But plenty of opportunities had come with her connections.

      She hadn’t had a contentious relationship or difficulty ever. Her life had been smooth until she’d made a horrible mistake with David.

      “I just got a new client. An artist. She does really cool work.” Ayesha Brown was an up-and-coming artist. If she’d come to ALI, Zara would have been thrilled to represent her. But the fact that Jillian’s branch had taken Ayesha as a client, and then called her to write the media plan, was bothering her on a cellular level. A niggle of doubt as to why the other office was handling Ayesha Brown’s account worried in the back of her brain.

      The plan Zara had composed was for standard public relations, her specialty, not reputation management. So why was the Georgetown office handling Ayesha Brown?

      To top it off, Jill wanted paparazzi notified, which meant a higher profile than they typically arranged. They did have pap contacts. But most of their clients preferred to stay under the radar. What the heck was that about?

      That jiggly feeling in her stomach wouldn’t abate. It felt as if the world was shifting on its axis in a way she couldn’t predict.

      “Things are up in the air.”

      The lock on the front door rattled. “I’ve got to go, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you t— .” Zara hung up.

      The person in the doorway wasn’t Jillian. It was a large man, shadowed and broad. She wasn’t afraid, exactly, because she was expecting a visitor from the other office, but a frisson of apprehension sizzled up her spine.

      “I’m sorry. We’re closed.”

      He stepped into the light, and her world tilted again. The tall, Black man with broad shoulders, a small waist, black curls short and tight against his scalp, and hypnotic topaz eyes stared back at her.

      Jake, no last name.

      She didn’t know how he’d found her, but he needed to leave. She didn’t have the emotional resources to deal with her one-night stand when her coworker was due at any moment.

      “I’m sorry, you need to leave.”

      “I can’t.”

      Zara flinched.

      He hadn’t struck her as being a crazy stalker. Fuck. Had she been wrong about him, too?

      “Can’t or won’t?” she asked sharply, gripping her phone tightly, because she was in the office alone. She had some self-defense training. A must for every woman. But against a large man, she’d have little chance. How the heck had he gotten in?

      “Can’t. Our boss sent me.”

      Our boss. Her world dropped out from underneath her.

      “Nice to see you again, Zara.”

      Dear God, what had she done?
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      Wow, she was really unhappy to see him.

      The dismay on her face would have been comical if it hadn’t been about him. She certainly didn’t hide her feelings. Rather than amused, he was disappointed. Apparently, she’d been happy that he hadn’t come looking for her. Clearly, she didn’t want to see him again.

      He hadn’t missed her flinch.

      As a large man and a Black man, he had garnered more than enough fearful looks over the years. He tried not to let it hurt. He was used to it.

      But for once, it would be nice to be judged for his actions rather than his appearance.

      “You work for Adams-Larsen?” Her shock coated every word. He guessed that from her perspective, he wasn’t public relations employee material. She wouldn’t be wrong.

      He had had time to digest the fact that their one-night stand wasn’t going to stay an anonymous hook up never to be seen again. But still.

      “I could say the same.” He kept his voice neutral.

      She exhaled deeply. “This is … unfortunate.”

      Ouch. For some reason, her uneasiness rankled. “That’s not what you said a few months ago. I distinctly recall⁠—”

      “Stop.” She held up her palm. “I’m sorry. I’m just…surprised.”

      Disgusted, irritated. Jake thought he could substitute any of those words, and her meaning would be the same. Annoyance sharpened his words.

      “We didn’t stop fucking long enough to exchange business cards.”

      Her face flamed. “True,” she said softly.

      Shit. He was an asshole. Ever since Jill had told him about his sister’s killer, he’d been off-balance.

      “Sorry,” he muttered.

      None of this was her fault. None of the sleepless nights he’d endured recently were her fault. This restlessness that seethed inside him wasn’t her fault.

      He opened his mouth to apologize again when she thrust out her hand.

      “Let’s start over. Hi, I’m Zara Cooper, managing director of Adams-Larsen Inc.”

      Jake held out his hand in response. “Jake Brown, Adams-Larsen Inc and Associates. I’m one of the associates.” They called themselves ALIAS as a joke, but it had stuck.

      “Nice to meet you.” She smiled, but he knew it wasn’t her real smile. It was completely different from the smile she’d given him that night as he slid inside her.

      Shit. Stop thinking about that!

      He clasped her much smaller hand in his and ignored the zing. “Nice to meet you, too.” He dropped her fingers as if they were radioactive.

      She looked great. Maybe a little thinner than the last time he’d seen her. Her blonde hair with streaks of light brown was perfect in a perky bob that framed her face, accenting her cheekbones and sharp chin. Her blue eyes, reminding him of the wild blue phlox that carpeted meadows in his hometown, were framed by a thick sweep of lashes.

      Her suit jacket hung on a hanger on a peg by the door, and her skirt was short but demure. The slate blue silk of her blouse draped over her breasts, drawing his gaze to her petite frame.

      She had the physique of a runner.

      He remembered those angular hipbones and the sleek perfection of her body. All angles and lines without lush curves that she’d apologized for not having. But she’d fit perfectly in his hands.

      “You’re here for the promo plan for a client.”

      “I guess so.” Jake blinked, coming back to the conversation. “I’m only the errand boy.”

      She clutched the sheaf of papers in her hands tightly.

      “Are you going to hand them over?”

      “Why are you doing media relations for a client?”

      Jake knew she had no idea what the “associates” did for a living. According to Jill, it wasn’t uncommon to have different branches of a public relations firm. It also wasn’t uncommon for the branches to be completely autonomous. The good news was, he could answer truthfully.

      “Apparently she’s a family friend of Marsh.”

      She looked blank.

      “Adams in Adams-Larsen.”

      “Oh.” She flushed. “Right.”

      But she hadn’t handed it over. “Did you have anything to do with the stuff in the paper?”

      “Stuff in the paper?”

      “Yes. A Russian shot in the office, an international criminal shootout.” She waved her hand vaguely.

      Jake hadn’t been involved in it all. The past few months had been crazy. Marsh missing, guilty clients—the company had been in the papers, mostly as a footnote to the stories. But there had been enough mentions recently that he knew that Jill and Marsh were worried about their exposure and had worked hard to minimize the press surrounding ALIAS. Their business depended on secrecy.

      Zara had missed crazy stalkers, endangered heiresses, and crooked politicians.

      “I don’t really know what the papers said.” True.

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” he repeated emphatically. “I’ve been busy.” Cleaning up messes that should have never made it into the papers that he totally hadn’t read.

      “Should I be worried?”

      He wasn’t sure what she was asking him. “About what?”

      “Scratch that. You wouldn’t tell me even if I should be concerned, would you?”

      “Ah….” He didn’t want to lie. “Probably not.”

      “So what do you do as an associate?”

      Ugh, he couldn’t really tell her that either. “A little bit of this and a little bit of that.”

      “Errands?” she asked skeptically.

      “Sometimes.”

      “Huh, your errand the night we met must have been a doozy.”

      He’d been wrecked after that job.

      Layla Habib’s father, a local private investigator, had inadvertently done work for the Iranian government, spying on a dissident scientist in the D.C. area. After he was arrested, her father had committed suicide in jail. The speculation was that the Iranians had murdered him. Then the Iranians went after Layla because they believed that she had evidence of their guilt. They stalked and harassed her, and when she didn’t give them what they wanted, they issued a Fatwa against her and put out a contract on her life.

      Jake and ALIAS had relocated Layla to save her life. Jake had bonded with Layla because she reminded him of his sister. He had been determined she would survive.

      But the night he had met Zara, he had just left Layla, miserable and alone, pining for the apparent love of her life.

      That night he’d been unwilling to go back to his empty apartment and worry about Layla. He’d felt overprotective, and yet also as if he’d failed her too.

      A month later, after going against all prior protocols, he had delivered Ben to Layla. He hoped and prayed the guy would stick. Layla deserved to be happy. He thought about Layla and Ben regularly. They were together now. Happy, hopefully. But in the back of his mind, he didn’t believe they would last. No one did.

      Which meant Ben was a loose end.

      Shit, lost in memories of Layla and Ben, he’d been silent for too long.

      “Yeah. A doozy.” He couldn’t tell her more than that. This was why guys like him, with his job, didn’t have relationships. He couldn’t tell her anything of substance.

      Weirdly, he found he wanted to share with her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. Apologizing to her was becoming a habit.

      She studied him.

      “What’s the plan?” Jake prompted when she didn’t say anything else.

      She held up the sheath of papers. “Um, to give you this then go home and work more.”

      “I meant, what’s in that plan?”

      “Oh.” She blushed. “Media appearances, articles, and I got her a feature in the Sunday Lifestyle magazine.”

      That sounded like a foreign language.

      Jake nodded as if he was familiar with all the things she’d mentioned when he didn’t have a clue.

      “Tip offs for the paparazzi for Ayesha Brown.”

      Paparazzi? He shuddered. Nothing sounded worse than publicity vultures lying in wait for innocent people trying to live their life.

      “Oh, Ayesha Brown. Is she related to you? Like your sister or something?”

      “Nope.” His sister was dead. “I don’t have a sister anymore.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Him, too.

      “Amancia’s killer is up for parole,” he blurted out. Not sure why he’d thought that was appropriate, but she was easy to talk to. They’d had an instant connection when they’d hooked up. But that was in the past and couldn’t really happen again.

      “Oh, my God.” She tilted her head, her blonde bob brushing her shoulder. “Are you okay? What can I do for you?”

      What popped into his head wasn’t shareable.

      “Uh, nothing.” There was nothing to do. Jake had helped put the bastard away for his sister’s murder. He’d make sure to testify to the parole board and warden. If Drayton got out, Jake
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