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      The excerpts and references to Deal with the Devil are self-referential only in that I own the copyright (which makes that much easier — and legal!) It is a real book so you can read along with Tamsin if you want… However, in this world, that book was written by Rose McClelland writing under the name Darla Simone. Rose now lives in Destiny Bay with her husband Aiden, who stars in all her romance novels, and is active in the local writer community…

      

      If you’re new to the world of Alpha Corps, ACI is a large government contractor. They have one — and only one — client, the Pentagon. While there is an increasingly civilian staff, the bulk of their employees are former active military, many of whom still go out on missions and maintain their branch loyalties and related smack talk. Sala Bay to the south of Seattle was one of the original offices. Demand for ACI’s services is high enough they’ve opened a second office in Washington to the north, closer to the Canadian border.

      

      And don’t forget to come back to find out how Tamsin gets truly involved with Damien’s author career when you join my newsletter!
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      I knew as soon as I saw the ripped seam below the zipper of my skirt that this was going to be one of those days. It’s only gotten worse. Here I am trying to teach English literature to uninterested rich kids at 8:15 in the morning and absolutely no one is paying any attention.

      “Gentlemen!” I shout in as ladylike a manner as I can manage. Smithson’s prides itself on, and heavily promotes, the sophistication and pedigree of its staff. And a good thing too or I wouldn’t have any kind of job at all.

      The teenage boys I’m trying to instruct are still too fascinated by whatever it is they’re passing around to even notice my approach. I whisk the book out of their fingers before they catch on that I’ve been watching.

      “Hey!” Chris objects until his annoyed gaze meets mine. He slinks down in his seat while the others furiously scramble to their chairs and attempt to act as if their memories have been permanently wiped. The paperback in my hands naturally falls open to one grimy page. This thing has been passed around a lot. Too bad Shakespeare can’t get the same respect. My eyes widen as I read the text. Not only is it smutty, it’s clearly set in Destiny Bay, the nearest town to the school. This is definitely not on the syllabus. I gulp and hear several smothered giggles. I’m sure the young men in my class would vastly prefer I refer to that noise as masculine chuckles, but they’re still boys. Definitely giggles.

      I slap the book closed, and that’s when I see it. Claiming his Best Friend’s Sister by Tamsin Leigh. That’s my name. But I definitely didn’t write it.

      “Where did you get this?” I ask Chris since it was clearly in his possession at some point.

      “Around.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal.

      “We didn’t know you had it in you, Ms. Leigh!” A kid in the front, safely out of range of my panicked gaze, shouts out. I whirl around and I can tell by the smirks that they’ve all read this. Which means the majority of the student body has too.

      I have to maintain control. I can solve this. Someone is simply impersonating me. Maybe even one of the seniors. Most of them have too much time and money but usually it’s funneled into smoking pot. This is only my third year teaching, but I know not a single one of these kids will hear a word I say until I can pop that balloon.

      I slide the book into my bag and make the kids read aloud for the rest of the period because my brain is in full fight or flight. With good reason, I discover when I’m called to the headmaster’s office at noon.

      There’s a stack of paperbacks on his desk. All different titles. All by Tamsin Leigh.

      “That’s not me,” I state grimly, pointing at the books.

      “No doubt,” Mr. Grimsby responds with a slightly sarcastic smirk, like he’s either positive I could never write a book or that I could ever be that uninhibited about sex. He’d be right on both counts, but that doesn’t mean I enjoy hearing it from him. “Perception, Ms. Leigh. We’re all about perception here at Smithson’s. And this is not the image our parents are paying for. Would you agree?”

      I give him a sharp nod.

      “You have one week to sort this out and clear your reputation. If even one student is passing one of these… things next week, I’ll need you to clear out your desk.”

      And by extension, my small studio apartment. He didn’t say it, but he didn’t have to. Only staff are allowed to live on the grounds.

      “I’ll take those with me then. Did you get any details from anyone as to where they came from?” I try to keep the panic from my voice, but the rare sympathetic expression from Mr. Grimsby says I didn’t succeed.

      “No. They’re being sourced from town. You know we check all incoming packages. Maybe the local bookshop can help you.”

      He turns back to his computer, clearly dismissing me. I grab the stack grimly and stop by his assistant’s desk. Anne-Marie fishes out a paper grocery sack from her bottom drawer. “Tamsin, if I can help?” Her voice trails off because we both know there’s nothing she can do. The more people talking about it, the worse it will get.

      “I’ll be fine, Anne-Marie. I’m good at puzzles. I just wish I didn’t have to read… um, you know, to solve it.”

      She grins unexpectedly. “They’re not so bad, Tamsin. I’m not saying the kids should be reading them, but…” She fans her cheeks and winks.
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      It’s a small group of guys tonight. Probably a good thing because the book release last week wrecked me. It’s time to hire some help, but that means letting an outsider in on the secret and I’m not quite there yet.

      “Where you taking us next, Black?” Lance asks with a sly grin. “I’d be open to a rich older woman sweeping me off my feet.”

      “Sorry, kid. You got your story already. Not my fault you can’t find the damn girl.” I resist patting him on the head as I hand out a fresh round of beers.

      “Thought I was getting the total package,” he grouses good naturedly.

      “Got you on your feet, didn’t it? That is the total package.”

      Lance nods with a wry smile. He was one of the first. I think the stories have gotten better, but honestly, now that they’re going out for guys I haven’t met, they don’t have the same personal significance for me. I don’t think even Lance realizes how close he was to giving up. Until he heard the story of the young wounded Marine and the girl who bakes him stud muffins. I had to invent a recipe for that, freakin’ things authors have to do. It got him out of bed and walking again, though, checking out every woman who came visiting at the hospital to see if she was carrying baked goods. He’s still looking for her, but he’s a hella lot more cheerful about it.

      “Since it’s just us tonight, we gonna talk about the next candidates or actually hold book club?” Russo asks with wry humor.

      “This week beat me down, man. If the rest of you want to make those decisions, it’s fine by me.” The book that released on Tuesday basically airlifted up the charts. Abso-freaking-crazy, as was the amount of fan mail. I groan when there’s a knock on the door. I knew it was only a matter of time before one of the crazies tracked down my actual address. They won’t be expecting a military guy of 6’5”, but that doesn’t mean I’m keen to deal with it.

      “North, can you get that? Might be incoming,” I warn to the guy headed back to the kitchen from the bathroom.

      He mutters something that I’m choosing to hear as affirmative. When I don’t hear any frantic screams of fandom, I get to my feet to investigate.
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      This week has wiped me out. And I’m nowhere near solving my problem. In fact, if this house doesn’t yield the fake Tamsin Leigh, then I’m out of leads as well. It’s Friday evening and I only have the remainder of the weekend before I have to face homelessness. She’d better be in there.

      I have to say, the tidy yard and quaint Craftsman bungalow on the outskirts of Destiny Bay is not how I pictured the home of such a smutty romance author. Okay, that’s a bit mean. If I hadn’t read through all those books while being angry, I might have enjoyed them. But I’m still too mad seeing my name on the cover to admit that. And then there’s the fact that without a car I’ve been forced to do all my investigations on a bicycle. With the school already five miles out of town and having to still teach a full day of classes, I’m pooped. And feeling more than a little annoyed with a heavy dash of anxiety. I knock firmly on the front door, anyway.

      A nice-looking man who’s clearly former military opens the door just enough to scan me up and down with a wary expression. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for the author calling herself Tamsin Leigh,” I tell him grimly. “Is she here?”

      “You a fan or something?” He almost looks amused, but his expression doesn’t
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