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      For my family. I love you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Alas! I thought I had only a friendship for you, but the grief I now feel convinces me, that I cannot live without you.”

        JEANNE-MARIE LEPRINCE DE BEAUMONT, BEAUTY AND THE BEAST
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      I should fire her.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d had that thought, but every time the other women in the office caught me looking at my assistant a little too long, the thought resurfaced.

      Yes, that was a basis to terminate someone’s employment—because I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Actually, I’d considered firing the others in my office more than once as well—for all the flak they gave Rosabel about me.

      But that wasn’t grounds for firing anyone, either.

      Really, though, The Pact was the main reason that my infatuation with my assistant was a problem.

      I tried not to pay attention to Rosabel. I tried not to like her as much as I did.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      The Pact I’d signed back in college was now my biggest worry as far as Rosabel was concerned. Since Gabby, Ella, and most recently, Adelie—and strangely enough, her grandma—had been targeted, I was even more determined to keep my feelings for Rosabel to myself.

      I refused to be the cause of any harm that came to her.

      I flexed my fist, remembering my most recent match at the dojo. My arm was still sore after the way the coach had bent it so far backward.

      I’d taken on not only my instructor but several other training partners at once. They knocked into me. I even had the bruises and the scab on my lip to show for it. And I’d still come off the victor of that match. The guys had congratulated me, but my victory wasn’t only to satiate my pride for the sake of it.

      Ulrich Phillips had revealed himself to be The Informant we’d been searching for since Christmas. I’d taken him on—sort of.

      In the darkness, and with him dressed in all black, my visibility had been limited. Admittedly, I wasn’t the best at hand-to-hand. I was more of a ground fighter, but Ulrich had knocked his elbow into my face before I’d gotten the chance to take him down and hold him there. He’d gotten away.

      So I’d been changing my strategies. I’d adjusted my main focus to learn to fight on my feet. If it came down to fighting for Rosabel or anyone else’s safety, I wasn’t going to let anyone get the better of me again.

      That threat was the reason I should let her go. Fire her. Send her to continue her life without me in it.

      I could do it if I had to. At least, that was what I thought. But then she came into my view—like she did now—and I stared at her. I talked to her. I admired her pluck, her determination, her work ethic, and perseverance. And I forgot all the reasons I should let her go and clung to the reasons I didn’t want to.

      It was selfish, and I knew it. But I also knew one other irrefutable detail:

      I was strong. As long as I kept my distance from her—kept my feelings to myself—she was fine.

      Rosabel wore a plaid blouse, a pencil skirt that made her look like a bud in spring, and heels that emphasized just how toned her legs were. Her chestnut hair swayed with the lilt in her hips, and everything about her filled me with all kinds of thoughts that weren’t appropriate for the workplace or for someone who was my employee.

      She’d had this effect on me from the start. She had, however, been dating someone else at the time, so I couldn’t act on my feelings even though they’d only gotten worse with every passing day.

      Every time she swooped in to deliver my coffee or set memos on my desk, leaving a waft of her perfume behind, every time she peered at me with irritation in her rich chocolate eyes, it only stirred the embers, reigniting the flame. So I’d done what I could to push those feelings away.

      She’d ended things with whatshisname—Pete Something—over two months ago, but with Ulrich on the loose attacking my friends, I had an all-new reason to keep my distance from Rosabel now.

      That reason only made me that much grumpier every time she was around.

      I sat behind my desk, gripping the pen in my hand and clicking it multiple times in a row. Click-click-click-click. Rosabel strutted in through my open door, drifting that rosy fragrance in my direction, not looking at me as she passed my desk.

      Which, of course, only made me stare at her more.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      She muttered under her breath, opening the blinds to splash sunlight into my face. I lifted a hand, blinking the newly visible dust motes out of my view. She then rotated the spider plant with its dripping green fronds perched on the stand between my desk and the window.

      Sunlight created a glow around her. Her normally dazzling brown eyes, which could rival any rare gemstone, were rimmed with red.

      “What?” Her exasperated tone broke through with sharpness.

      I shook myself. Stop staring at her, idiot.

      I’d only seen her every day for the last year and a half. Why should today be any different? She was still the same mind-boggling shade of beautiful she’d been the last time I looked.

      Which was only twenty seconds ago.

      “Never mind,” I said, waving her away and clicking my pen several more times.

      Rolling her eyes, she strutted toward the printer to retrieve whatever papers she’d just sent through it.

      Hmm. She was more annoyed than usual.

      On top of her normal responsibilities and the ones she’d taken on herself—like filing the first-quarter employee payroll after sorting and balancing what the accountant sent over—I’d recently had her help my best friend vet auditions for his theme park.

      And then the woman Rosabel had selected to play the Red Queen had ended up being rejected.

      That might have something to do with it.

      Sorting through thousands of auditions, reading their qualifications, doing what Maddox had asked, and selecting someone to play the Red Queen—wasn’t in Rosabel’s job description. She’d said as much.

      I’d shrugged off her frustration with the request at the time. Maddox had needed help, and Rosabel was always the first person I turned to in situations like that. I knew I could rely on her.

      Then again, that had been two months ago. Two months since Adelie and Maddox had posed as a fake couple and then fallen into real love and decided to stay together at the end of it all once we found out who The Informant actually was.

      Was she still upset about her breakup with Pete? She’d acted unraveled for several days, and the other women in the office had let me know the gist of how that relationship had finally taken its last breath.

      Nah, it couldn’t be the breakup. It had happened a few months ago, too.

      Maybe it was the audition thing.

      Rosabel had to be used to my occasional, unconventional requests by now, didn’t she? She knew Maddox was my best friend.

      Yes, it’d been months, since we’d found out Ulrich—the slimy treasurer from our Sigma Phi Rho days who’d embezzled funds from the frat and been kicked out for it—had been the one I’d run down after he’d targeted Ella and tried framing her.

      It’d been Ulrich who’d been the one to vandalize and destroy the thousands of dollars Maddox had put into updating his theme park’s branding. Ulrich had been the one stalking women and sabotaging lives.

      We were blazing at full throttle into August now, the hottest part of the year. The loser was in jail, right where he belonged. Maddox and Adelie were disgustingly blissful newlyweds, Ella and Hawk were neck-deep in their own wedding plans⁠—

      And I was doing my best to avoid them all.

      They were all making plans to visit Adrian and Gabby, since she’d had her baby ten days early, at the end of June. She’d birthed a boy whom they’d given a ridiculous name to: Soren Theodore Bear. It didn’t matter what they named that kid; thanks to their last name, he would always sound like a knockoff from Mattel.

      Wouldn’t I like to come? Hang out? Bask in all that happiness?

      I’d opted out. Being around my lovesick friends was like listening to an annoying song on repeat over and over or like I was being starved while they feasted and wouldn’t—couldn’t—share.

      It didn’t help that they constantly brought up my feelings for Rosabel, as though they took pleasure in reminding me just how badly I wanted what I could never have.

      Like my feelings were a joke to them.

      I peered at her once more. Still standing beside the printer, Rosabel sifted through whatever she’d just printed, completely oblivious to the snare she had over me. A snare I’d happily free myself from if I could.

      Frustrated, I skimmed through emails on my tablet, deleting as necessary, until a name stopped my heart.

      Beverly Hawthorne.

      My palms sweated. My tie choked me, and I tugged it loose.

      This was unexpected—and certainly not a welcome surprise. Mom emailed me? Why?

      We hadn’t spoken in years, not since her final, harsh demand that I leave her house and never come back.

      Request granted.

      Why did she end our unspoken agreement to pretend the other didn’t exist?

      Maybe the email was a fluke. Servers got hacked all the time, didn’t they? I’d be the last one to admit that suspicion, considering the flak I often gave Rosabel on that subject. She insisted on keeping physical copies of important paperwork in case my system was ever infiltrated.

      I told her she needed to keep records of her obsessive tendencies. That had earned me a glare that still made me smile.

      Shaking the thought away, I turned my attention back to the sender line. The letters forming her name seemed to grow in size.

      I both dreaded and itched to open the email, but I wasn’t about to do so with anyone else in the room. Not even Rosie.

      “Get out,” I said.

      Rosabel turned and placed one hand on her hip. “Excuse me?”

      “Out. I’ve got something to do.”

      She settled into that adorable pout before stalking to my desk and slamming the papers down. A paper clip and the pen I was using skittered to the floor.

      My hands trembled. I kept them in my lap, not wanting her to see.

      She stared me down. “You know, ‘please’ goes a long way.”

      “I’m sure it does. Get out. Close the door behind you.”

      With an obvious scoff, Rosabel rolled her eyes and did as I asked.
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      The instant she was gone, I didn’t hesitate. I clicked on the email and devoured the words on the screen.

      Duncan,

      It seems fitting to let you know that your grandmother is turning ninety-five in a week’s time. She requests you attend her birthday party on Friday, August twenty-seventh, at the Crystal Bridges Museum in Bentonville. Please let us know if you can make it.

      Your Mother, Beverly Hawthorne

      That was it?

      My heart sank. I wasn’t sure what I was hoping for. Words of apology for the harsh accusations the last time I’d been in Eureka Springs? Expressed desire to make amends?

      Memories of that awful day dragged on me from the minute I woke up every morning. I’d done what I could to brush them off, but how could I forget the fact that my family blamed me for my grandfather’s heart attack?

      Now, Grandmother wanted me to come home?

      Mom hadn’t said a word about wanting to see me, but she’d always been a tough woman to read. She buried her feelings deeper than the Mariana Trench.

      I’d thought about going home so many times, but the idea made me want to get KO’d at my next match. Going back to Arkansas now would open a wound that had healed with gangrene on the inside. Besides, how could I genuinely know she wanted me at her party, and that this wasn’t just some ploy Mom had in place for something else?

      Ignoring the email was a definite option. The infection would linger, but I’d outlived it for years now. The rest of my life wouldn’t hurt any worse than it already did.

      Maybe that was why Mom emailed instead of calling. She was probably as unaccepting of me coming home as I was.

      She’d given me an opportunity, really. I could pretend I never got this.

      The notion lasted only seconds before my conscience kicked in. If this were any other person, I wouldn’t blink an eye. This time, I couldn’t.

      Grandmother had raised me while Mom had been building her career as a fashion designer. She was turning ninety-five. Who knew how much time there was left to make things right?

      Mom hadn’t said a word about welcoming me to stay in my old room.

      Truth be told, I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      While Eureka Springs was quaint and quirky, I didn’t want to stay at any of the cutesy B&Bs speckling the town either, not when each location was super old and filled with its own history.

      And according to anyone you talked to, several places were haunted by previous owners.

      I could handle a ghost or two. What I couldn’t handle was people. Dealing with noisy fellow travelers and their comings and goings didn’t hold much appeal.

      I preferred to keep to myself.

      With a sniff, I opened my desk drawer. The pamphlet showcasing luxurious lake homes in a mountain cove just outside of Eureka Springs sounded better and better by the minute.

      I’d initially considered buying one of these monsters to hide Rosabel away in after I’d gotten a threatening note about my feelings for her. That note had been in my stack of mail almost two weeks ago, after Maddox and Adelie had apprehended Ulrich Phillips as The Informant who’d been targeting guys from Sigma Phi Rho—or more specifically, the women the fraters had fallen in love with.

      It'd had one line:

      I know how you feel about her.

      The minute I’d read those words, the bottom had dropped out of my world. I’d had no footing, no floor, no balance.

      I’d lost it.

      I’d checked every camera feed and had the place dusted for fingerprints. I’d even had a meltdown at Maddox’s office (the wall had since been repaired), and I’d gone in search of a place to hide Rosabel away.

      But so far, nothing else had happened. Ulrich was behind bars. Life was going on.

      Looking at these options again now, with the prospect of going home, why not buy a house on Beaver Lake after all? I’d have my own place. I could visit and fish or simply escape whenever I liked—without my family ever needing to know.

      Sure, there would be neighbors, but at least they’d be from my tax bracket.

      A lake house retreat, far enough from Eureka Springs that I could come and go without telling my family, yet close enough for a visit to my hometown…

      Another idea struck.

      Google at hand, I searched for The Painted Lady house. It’d been the cause of all the familial mayhem in the first place, but I’d always been a dab hand at investments—more so than my dad or grandfather. If I could purchase the house and offer it as a gift to Grandmother, the gesture could soften the older woman toward me.

      Grandmother hadn’t contacted me since the argument, and I hadn’t tried talking to her, either. I couldn’t go back to Arkansas without some kind of plan.

      Argument or no, I couldn’t live with myself knowing I’d had the chance to make things right and didn’t take it.

      That settled it. I would go back.

      But I had a phone call to make first.

      My hands shook. I skimmed through my contacts, but Beverly Hawthorne wasn’t one of them. Of course, not. I’d deleted Mom from my phone. My computer, too.

      Rosabel glided past my office window. She paused at one of the cubicles and shook her head at something Charity, the receptionist, said before both women parted in opposite directions.

      What if I did have Mom’s number after all?

      I strode out, ignoring the stirring hum of conversation, clicking computer keys, and the way people looked away to avoid eye contact, and entered Rosabel’s office.

      The room was empty, but the filing cabinets didn’t care that I was in here. I started with the top drawer of the closest cabinet, thumbing through every single file and skimming as I went.

      Anticipation grew with every folder I skimmed. My whole company was in these files. Another drawer closed. Another opened. I searched file after file until finally, I found the one I was after.

      I wasn’t sure how Rosabel had managed it, but the name Beverly Hawthorne on the little tab said enough.

      “Kudos, Rosie,” I muttered, yanking the file out.

      I slammed the drawer shut and stormed back to my office.

      Rosabel usually straightened everything for me as she came and went, but this time, the papers she’d printed earlier were still splayed across my desk.

      Sometimes, I liked to leave a mess just because I knew how much the disarray bothered her. This time, the clutter wasn’t on purpose. I saw only the information in the folder.

      Palms sweating, I dialed Mom’s number. My heart didn’t have time to slow before she answered with a dignified, “Hello?”

      “Mom.”

      I exhaled. What was the deal? I never got this nervous.

      “Duncan?”

      Why did her voice have such a noticeable effect on me? I wanted to be as callous as I was on the day of the argument. The day I’d left.

      I shoved the memories down.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Funny, she didn’t sound pleased. She sounded detached and impartial—almost annoyed that I’d called.

      Why should she be? She was the one who emailed me.

      “I got your email. I wanted to⁠—”

      “You could have replied. I didn’t need a call.”

      Another pause followed. This one was long enough to be awkward.

      Words in a business deal always came like cake to me, but talking to Mom after all this time? I might as well have had my tongue cut out.

      “Are you coming?” she asked. “I’ll set a guest room for you at the house.”

      Relief stole over me. If she was inviting me to stay at home, that meant she didn’t hate me as much as I thought. Even so, I hurried to contradict her.

      If a phone call was this awful, I wasn’t about to stay where more uncomfortable conversation could be had at any time.

      “There’s no need. I have a place to stay.” Or, I would, once I closed on the lake house I intended to buy. “But yes, I’m coming.”

      My throat fisted over the statement. I yanked at my collar again and reclined in my office chair, fiddling with the pamphlet on my desk displaying Beaver Lake and the mansions available there.

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      This time Mom’s voice betrayed a hint of curiosity.

      “Are you bringing anyone with you? Or will you be coming alone?”

      Instantly, Rosabel’s face flooded into my mind. Her engaging brown eyes that could flash with frustration or delight, depending on her mood. The line of her cheekbones. The pout of her lips.

      Why did Mom need to know if I was bringing someone? I wasn’t going to be staying at my childhood home; Mom wouldn’t need to make extra accommodations.

      There was the party; maybe Mom needed to know a head count for that, though knowing her, she was already planning on hundreds of guests.

      The only other explanation was that Mom wanted to know if I was dating someone.

      Rosabel traipsed past my office window once more. This time, her attention was on her phone. She frowned at whatever she saw. Charity noticed, too—she said something to which Rosie ignored, engrossed by her screen.

      My lips twitched. Without thinking, I answered, “Yes. I’m bringing someone special.”

      Rosabel would say no, of course. I just had to figure out how to present the idea in a way that she couldn’t possibly refuse.
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      I hadn’t ever told anyone. It felt too selfish, too aggrandizing, when the reasons were anything but.

      But as I stared at the email on my phone detailing the latest fees for a new treatment to help with Dad’s Alzheimer’s, all of those reasons I kept his illness to myself—the reasons I was pushing through at a job I hated—came crashing back around me.

      Dad was sick, and the bills were piling up.

      There it was. I wanted so badly to broadcast it to the whole office, to turn back to Charity and tell her where to put her snarky comments about Duncan and me. Because the truth was, Duncan was a jerk. None of his other assistants could stand working so directly with him. In fact, many of them—according to what Charity had just told me as I’d passed her desk—only lasted a month at most before finding a new job.

      So of course, because I’d been here for over a year, that meant I was sleeping with the boss.

      I couldn’t roll my eyes enough, and frankly, I was fuming inside. If Charity and the others had ANY idea what it was like to watch your father, your shoulder-to-cry-on confidante, your teacher, listening ear, and the rock of your life slowly lose himself as well as his knowledge of you, they wouldn’t be saying what they were.

      I wanted a megaphone. I wanted to call everyone to attention like an old schoolmarm and shake them all with the news.

      Dad was sick. That was why I was still working at Hawthorne Associates, with a boss whose idea of manners came from the backs of cereal boxes, who had no concept of anything other than money.

      That was why I ignored the emails I’d gotten detailing an opening in Westville’s Philharmonic Orchestra; specifically, the flautist’s position. Playing in the pit for plays and performing on stage was my dream. But not only would it require hours of my time—hours I didn’t have to devote to practicing on my own as well as with the group—it wouldn’t pay nearly what I needed. So here I was.

      That was also why I avoided the breakroom. Thanks to Charity’s jabs and the stares that continually swiveled in my direction through the wide windows separating the breakroom from the rest of the office, I knew what the women sitting around the tables and enjoying their home-packed lunches were talking about in there.

      Me.

      They were talking about me. Apparently, whatever Charity had muttered about the length of my employment had made its way around the cubicles like it was a downpour of kerosene on their proverbial fire. And vultures that they were, they ate it up like feed to a hungry chicken.

      Like I said, that sounded so aggrandizing, so prideful. Like, oh, look at me; look how much attention I get!

      But trust me, their gossip wasn’t something I was proud of. In fact, it disgusted me.

      Pocketing my phone, I slid the filing cabinet door shut with my hip and turned toward my office. I needed a moment—or several thousand.

      Duncan had given me my own space in here rather than just a cubicle—which obviously meant he was more interested in me than a boss rightly should be. (Another eye roll.) But at least it meant I could avoid overhearing the topic of their conversations.

      But solitary enjoyment of said lunch was too good to be true. I’d just closed my door and sat at my desk. I’d been in the middle of reaching for the door of my mini fridge where I’d stashed my spinach and chicken salad—with blueberries, strawberries, and crumbles of feta cheese—when the phone I just pocketed in my pencil skirt buzzed.

      Duncan: Coffee.

      My breath puffed out in a long, frustrated groan. I tilted my head back, closed my eyes, and counted to seven—my lucky number.

      The frustration in my blood didn’t dissipate, though.

      I wasn’t sure why I felt the freedom to bicker with him. Maybe it was because I wanted to see if at least one of the rumors mongering around the office was true:

      That Duncan wouldn’t fire me, no matter what I did. Because he was into me.

      And I wouldn’t quit no matter what he did. Because I was hot for him, too.

      Ridiculous.

      So I let him have it.

      Me: I thought that fancy degree of yours meant you were educated.

      Duncan: I am.

      Me: Your use of one-word commands implies otherwise.

      I pictured an orangutan in a suit, grunting and pointing for what it wanted. Did the man have no notion of what it meant to be polite? He’d brought out a derisive side in me, one I’d had to brandish in order to keep up with his snarky quips.

      (For the record, Charity, THAT was how I’d kept my job for over a year. Not my irresistible attraction to this man.)

      Duncan: Something came up. Coffee.

      Laughter trickled from the breakroom’s open door. Sure. Coffee. It wasn’t that hard. I could waltz in. Retrieve a mug, fill it, and scurry back out again.

      Or better yet, Starbucks wasn’t far. Only about five blocks. I could dash down, drive across town, and make it back in about twenty minutes. That amount of effort was preferable to plunging headfirst into the sarlacc pit.

      Duncan: Why are you not moving? Get moving, Astor.

      I choked my phone, fantasizing about saying everything I wanted to the man who put the ole in bosshole. Ole, as in I wanted to wave a red flag around him, see him charge like the bull he was, and then count myself the victor when he realized his target was nothing more than fabric fluttering in the wind.

      I’d strut in. Hand him an empty cup. Tell him it magically fills when he uses the word “please.”

      Duncan: This day isn’t going to get any better with you standing around. Do your job.

      My teeth ground. I peered up to find him parting the blinds of his office window and leering at me through my window like a meerkat. Dad’s advice trickled through, pushing through the frustration shouting at me to let Duncan have it.

      “You gather more flies with honey than vinegar,” he would have said.

      Ugh. Like it or not, he was right—I was his assistant. I’d agreed to assist with whatever Duncan Hawthorne needed, and right now, he needed coffee. It was the same reason I took the time to tidy his office and water his plant—because I was a reliable person who did the best I could no matter what.

      Which meant I had to brave the gossip cesspool.

      From the way noise died way down the instant I stepped inside, I could tell—I’d been right. They were talking about me.

      “Afternoon, ladies,” I said, nodding my head to them and not waiting for a reply. “Just getting Duncan his coffee.”

      “Hi, Rosabel,” Charity said.

      As nice as anything. As though she hadn’t just lured me to her desk to dish up her latest spoonful of slop and fling it in my direction.

      Ice broken, their chattering built once more. I tried hard not to eavesdrop as I reached toward the cupboard for one of the mugs. I tried not to hear anything as I ran water to rinse it out. Or as I noticed that the coffee pot sitting on the counter was currently empty.

      Greedy, ungrateful beggars.

      As I replaced the filter and measured the grounds, their words seeped toward me. They were hushed, quiet, and yet they carried on some kind of amplifying strain in the otherwise quiet room.

      “Did you see the way she blushed when she came back out again?”

      “I know. His office door was closed a little too long if you ask me.”

      My blood heated. I filled water in the pot, praying the sound of running water would drown anything else out.

      “Why else does he keep his blinds closed all the time?”

      That did it.

      The coffee brewed. And so did I.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, resting my back against the counter and folding my arms. Staring them down.

      Charity smiled sweetly. “Nothing,” she said, elbowing Gale.

      The older woman had the decency to look ashamed before turning her attention back to the half-eaten salad in her Tupperware.

      Isla, however, didn’t back down. She lifted her chin.

      “You and Duncan,” she said.

      Charity shushed her. Gale’s eyes darted back and forth, but Isla kept her gaze directly on me.

      An invisible hammer struck me right in the chest, but I didn’t back down. “There is no me and Duncan.”

      How any of them could think otherwise was beyond me. They saw how short he was with me. Did they think it was a ruse? Just because he called me into his office and closed the door so we could discuss his business needs.

      Keyword: business.

      Just because I’d outlasted every other assistant he’d had thus far. That didn’t mean there was anything more going on between us.

      Soap operas weren’t enough for these sharks, though. They had to imagine the real thing was taking place before their very eyes.

      “You can’t expect us to believe that,” Isla said, lowering her fork. “We see the way you look at each other when you think no one is watching. It’s okay to admit it. We’re all friends here.” She lifted her hands as though displaying the latest prize on The Price Is Right.

      Sure they were.

      Last I checked, friends didn’t spread rumors or speculate nastily behind your back. Friends invited people to do things with them or asked how they were doing, two things none of these women had ever done for me. Charity and I volleyed the occasional niceties, but that was the extent of our acquaintance.

      And for the record, there was no looking.

      “I’m his assistant,” I said. “He has me handle his private affairs. That is why the door was closed.”

      Too late, I heard the word as it left my lips. I saw the interest spark in their eyes. They exchanged glances and snickers.

      “Private affairs, huh?” Isla said, nudging her friend. “Sounds about right.”

      Gale snorted beside her. I wanted nothing more than to storm out, but the coffee maker behind me made its usual noise. Instead, I did the next best thing. I turned my back on them.

      My hand shook as I reached for the coffee maker, but I managed to pour it without spilling. I returned the pot to its stand, realizing too late that the chatter in the breakroom had died down again.

      “Hello, Mr. Hawthorne,” one of the women cooed behind me. “That is a great tie.”

      He grunted some kind of response. I heard his footsteps cross the room. I heard soft whispers and muffled giggles. And then the footsteps stopped.

      “You done yet?” he said.

      Already on edge, I rounded on him, ready to let him have it in front of everyone else. The problem was, I moved too quickly. And he was standing right. Next. To. Me.

      That wasn’t the worst of it.

      The mug in my hand struck his chest. Coffee sloshed over the mug’s edge, stinging my hand. To my horror, a large splotch colored his shirt and the purple paisley tie one of the women had just complimented.

      Right where his heart should be.

      Duncan released a hiss and grimaced. “Oof. Good shot.”

      A squeak of pain escaped at the hot liquid and the scalding against my skin. Tears stung my eyes, and I waved my hand as if that would make the liquid burn less.

      Snickers and guffaws escalated from our rapt audience. Could they look somewhere else? Or better yet, leave?

      I expected Duncan to reach for the paper towels, wet them down, and daub at the stain on his shirt. To gripe at me for ruining his clothes. To take the mug and snap at me for taking so long before turning away.

      Instead, he took the mug from my hand, placed it on the counter, and captured my hand in his.

      Before I knew what was happening, he turned the water on, let it run, and guided my hand beneath it. It was cold and stark, soothing the heat in my skin.

      The heat emanating from Duncan, though? It did nothing to quash that.

      “Did it burn you?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

      “I—” I couldn’t think, not with his hand around mine. Not with his chest pressed against my side, not with the smell of his cologne, or the surprisingly gentle way he held my hand beneath the ice-cold water.

      I was entirely too aware of the three women sitting at the table, watching this entire debacle play out. Of all the times for Duncan to be nice, this wasn’t it.

      He had coffee all down his shirt. Yet he was paying attention to me.

      If that wasn’t going to fuel the rumors, I didn’t know what would.

      I jerked my hand out of his grasp and stepped away, reaching for a paper towel. “I’m fine.”

      Duncan’s scowl was a thing of wonder. How he didn’t form a permanent wrinkle between his brows was beyond me.

      His expression shifted only for a moment. There was something else in that glower, but before I could place anything, it was gone.

      As if finally realizing his shirt was stained, he peered down at the brown spot beside his tie. He glanced toward Gale, Charity, and Isla—each of whom chewed silently and watched us raptly—then snatched a paper towel of his own and stalked back out the way he’d come.

      I expelled a massive breath and rested my hands on the counter, lowering my head. Behind me, Gale voiced the question stampeding through my head:

      “What was that?”

      More giggles ensued.

      She was right, though. What was that?

      Duncan had done the occasional kind outreach. Nothing outlandish, just little things like the time he’d bought me a punching bag after hearing that a woman had been attacked on one of her evening runs around Westville or the time he’d had flowers delivered on my birthday.

      Pete had been livid over those roses. He’d been waiting on my doorstep with a bouquet of his own, waiting for me to get home from work. When I’d shown up already holding flowers, he’d made all kinds of insinuations the rest of the night, so much so that I’d requested he take me out to dinner another time.

      I never read much into things like that when Duncan did them because when I came to work the next day, it was as though the soft side had been a phantom and his nastiness reared its head all over again.

      But this? I could still feel the warmth of him pressed against me, the gentle way he’d held my hand beneath the water, the low lilt of his voice asking if the coffee had burned me.

      Gale stood and dropped something into the garbage can before eyeing the coffee mug on the counter.

      “You sure that coffee was for him?” she said.

      “Yes,” I answered without looking at her.

      I stared at my hand. Though I could still feel the sting of the burn, at least it wasn’t bad enough to warrant a trip to the hospital or anything like that.

      Just minor, thank goodness.

      “Then why did he leave it behind?” She didn’t wait for an answer before strutting toward the breakroom door.

      Exasperated, head still reeling from whatever had just happened, I mopped up the liquid that had spilled down the mug’s side, refilled it, and stalked out into the main area.

      Meanwhile, my phone buzzed once more. This time, the text was from Sarah, Dad’s caretaker.

      Sarah: He nearly escaped again. But no worries, I got to him before he made it to the corner and got him back inside. All good on the home front!

      I groaned. Dad had nearly escaped again? There was so much stress from his condition, his increasing number of disappearances, this new procedure the doctors were suggesting, to try to think about anything else.

      I couldn’t worry about what was going on with my boss. So I pushed the feelings aside like always and strode past the cubicles and the heads poking over them toward Duncan’s office.

      I didn’t have a college degree, nor did I have many other options. Jerk though he was, being Duncan Hawthorne’s assistant paid extremely well, and Dad couldn’t afford for me to act on whims like quitting just because of a bunch of office gossips.

      I had to stick this one out. For Dad.

      I had to stay strong for him. No matter what my boss threw at me next.
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      Staying in my stained shirt wasn’t an option, not with several meetings with important clients coming up this afternoon. I stalked to my office, closed the door, and trailed to the tall cupboard in the corner. Inside, several pressed shirts hung in wait for times such as this.

      I yanked my tie loose. As I started in on the buttons of my shirt, the memory of Rosabel’s fingers in mine was like the singeing burn of the hot liquid against my chest—it wouldn’t leave.

      That burn had rattled me. The unexpected prick of liquid had shocked me to say the least. If the coffee hurt me that badly beneath my shirt, how bad were her fingers?

      So, I’d acted without thinking.

      And from the snickers of the women when I’d left the breakroom, Rosie was going to pay for it.

      As much as I’d enjoyed being so close to her, touching her, inhaling the vanilla scent of her hair, I regretted my actions. What had come over me? In the moment, all I could think of was that she’d been hurt.

      While part of me regretted touching her in front of others, another huge part of me savored it. Holding her close, breathing in her scent, feeling the lack of resistance as I held her fingers under the water.

      I was the addict, and she was the fix. One touch wasn’t going to be enough.

      Buttons undone, I pulled my shirt the rest of the way free. I winced at the bruises on my arms from my last jiu-jitsu match at the gym. They weren’t the worst injuries I’d gotten. Once, I’d been knocked so hard in the head that it had blackened both of my eyes.

      I tossed the soiled shirt onto my office chair and removed the black replacement from its hanger. But I barely managed to sling my arm through the sleeve when my office door burst open.

      Rosabel strolled in, mug in hand, papers tucked under her other arm. She cast her gaze over my desk, the shirt on my chair, and finally clapped eyes on me and my bare arm and chest.

      “Oh, my gosh,” she said, gaping at me. “What are you doing?”

      Pink filled her silken cheeks. To my complete satisfaction, her mouth dropped, and she drank in the sight of my bare chest.

      It could have been the pink spot where the hot coffee had struck my skin, but I knew she was checking me out. And from the interest in her eyes and the way she stared, I could tell she liked what she saw.

      I had to say, I worked hard for these abs.

      Seconds passed. As if coming to her senses, she lifted the papers in front of her face. It was only then that I noticed she’d left the door behind her wide open.

      Doing my best to keep it cool, I slung my arm into the other sleeve and started in on the buttons as I crossed to the door and closed it shut behind her, not missing the numerous heads swiveling in our direction.

      Harpies. Let them think what they would.

      “My shirt was stained,” I said once we were alone.

      Her face was still covered. “Are you done putting one on?”

      “Are you sure you want me to be?”

      It was low, but I couldn’t help teasing her. She smacked me with the papers in her hand, and I laughed.

      When I only had a few buttons left, Rosabel lowered the papers from her face to glare at me. The flush still brightened her cheeks.

      I didn’t often see her blush. I’d have to embarrass her more often.

      Her eyes were steel. Her chin had never lifted so high. And her breathing? Her chest inflated too quickly to be composed.

      “Lock your door, next time,” she said with annoyance.

      “You could always knock,” I muttered, turning my back to her to tuck my shirt into my slacks.

      “Why didn’t I think of that? Here. You left this in the breakroom.”

      She practically slammed the mug onto my desk, spilling more of its liquid. She placed the papers she’d been carrying alongside it and reached for a napkin to mop up the mess.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to leave as quickly as possible before…”

      My amusement flared. “Before what?”

      Without answering, she pivoted, yanked the door open, and stalked out, practically slamming it behind her.

      The rumors about Rosabel and me hadn’t escaped me. In fact, I blamed those rumors for making me look at her differently than I had before. I wanted to follow her out, but doing so half-dressed was probably not the best idea.

      Reaching for my tie, I roped it around my neck and began the process of tucking and rolling until it was knotted perfectly at my throat.

      I knew exactly what I would find the minute I stepped into the rest of the office.

      My other employees salivated for something juicy. For either Rosabel or me to confess what they all thought was going on, or better yet, to catch the two of us at it.

      I couldn’t deny that the thought of kissing her crossed my mind more times than I could count. Just being in the same space with her heated my blood.

      But Rosabel wasn’t just my assistant. She was a good assistant. The best one I’d ever had. She was talented. Clever, witty, smart, quick, and efficient, and she smelled nice while she was at it.

      I couldn’t mix business with pleasure. Even though Maddox, Hawk, and Adrian had given me all kinds of flak for my feelings for her since she’d started working for me, I couldn’t let her know. Not ever.

      I had to keep my distance from her.

      It was the whole reason I snapped at her on a regular basis. No one could believe anything was going on between us if she hated me.

      It was another reason I hadn’t bought the house in Arkansas yet. Short of kidnapping her, I didn’t have a legitimate reason to take her that far away with only me.

      Now, though…

      I’d pushed her away because she’d been dating someone else. The guys had been dropping hints for months now, telling me I should go for it now that she was single again. I hadn’t wanted to because of The Pact, but what if getting her to date me was the way to get her to come with me?

      If it meant keeping her safe, it was worth a shot.

      I gave myself one more perusal in the mirror to ensure everything was tucked in and that my tie was straight, and the more I thought about it, the more my certainty grew.

      I’d never considered myself a coward, but the truth was, I didn’t want to go home alone. There was something comforting about Rosabel. Something familiar and therefore grounding.

      She made me feel capable. It wasn’t just that I wanted to date her. I wanted her there when I faced my family again.

      I opened my office door and barked her name. “Rosabel.”

      The cubicle gophers peeked their heads out as though I’d called one of them instead.

      Soon enough, the door to her office beside mine opened, and there she was. She entered my office and closed the door.

      Her hair draped in chestnut waves past her shoulders, and she smoothed a hand over her slim skirt, looking as beautiful—and irritated—as she had before.

      “Do you hear the way you talk to me?” she said without asking what I wanted. “I should quit.”

      This was unexpected.

      She’d never talked about quitting before. Amusing, considering how I’d recently—jokingly—contemplated firing her.

      I moved in closer, momentarily forgetting what I’d called her in here for. If she was still frazzled by the sight of me shirtless, she didn’t show it.

      “Okay, then. Why don’t you?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Why don’t you quit?”

      Rosabel’s mouth parted, and my gaze instantly gravitated to their pout. A dragon emerged in my chest. She really needed to stop wearing that lip gloss.

      My thoughts fled. I couldn’t keep any on track, not with her in here.

      It wasn’t only the attraction I typically felt toward her. For the first time since before the coffee-spilling incident in the breakroom, I looked at her. Really looked at her. Dark circles skimmed beneath her brown eyes. Weariness dragged her forehead and the corners of her mouth and shoulders down.

      Something troubled her.

      She was tired; that much was obvious. But a different kind of exhaustion settled over her. Was it the gophers? The rumors?

      I wasn’t sure how to ask. Doing so would destroy the careful nothing I’d kept between us thus far.

      “I need the job,” she said.

      I tucked two fingers into my pocket. “You’re a strong, talented, efficient woman. You could find work in any number of places. So, why don’t you?”

      That delicious shade of pink from earlier filled her cheeks. She didn’t dip her chin or show any other sign of being flattered. Instead, she pegged her gaze right on mine as adorable confusion crossed over her face.

      I fought the urge to fidget. To turn away, the way I usually did when attraction flared between us.

      “You paid me a compliment,” she said.

      My heart climbed into my throat. “What?”

      She took a step toward me, making things worse. The dragon circled in my chest and snapped its jaws. Heat spewed from its nostrils, flaming my entire torso.

      “You just said something nice about me. Right to my face.”

      I swallowed. My fingertips brushed against one another.

      Idiot. The rumors were already thick enough. I didn’t need to add to them by complimenting her.

      “You’re avoiding my question,” I said.

      She inched another step closer, killing me softly. “You’re avoiding the fact that you said something nice about me.”

      “Pfft.” I stalked back. I needed space to think. I needed to stop looking at her. “I say all kinds of nice things about you.”

      Rosabel folded her arms. “Sure you do.”

      My guard slipped. “I do. You’re just never around to hear it.”

      Her eyes softened in a way they never had before, revealing the vulnerability I sensed the minute she’d come in.

      What was going on? Typically, when I sparred with her, Rosabel was all claws out, ready to spring. I loved that fire in her. I loved our verbal tiffs.

      “Why not?” Her voice was deadly soft.

      “What?”

      She tilted her head upward toward me, examining my face. “Why don’t you ever tell me nice things?”

      I was a clod. Unable to move. Unable to do much else but lose myself in the sparkle in her eyes.

      The way her head tilted. The way that angle displayed her throat and her collarbones. They begged me to bend down, to breathe her in.

      “What?” The word came out clogged. I cleared my throat, though I wasn’t sure it did much good.

      “Why don’t you ever tell me nice things? You helped me a few minutes ago, back with the coffee in the breakroom. Why not be nice like that all the time?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, and it was such a terrible lie I tasted it as the words came out.

      I knew why.

      I knew exactly why I refused to be nice to her, and I could never confess as much.

      Not to her face. Not ever.

      I needed to douse the heat in her gaze before I ended up doing something stupid. Like pulling her to me and kissing her.

      “Look. I’m headed out of town.” The words fought me on the way out.

      It was now or never. For some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to ask her. Either she would shoot me down, or she would accept.

      I wasn’t prepared to handle either scenario.

      “And?” She folded her arms across her chest.

      “And…I need you to pick up my dry cleaning,” I said, blurting the first mundane thing that came to mind. “I have to start packing.”

      “Dry cleaning?” The words broke.

      Her jaw quivered. Tears welled in her eyes, taking me aback.

      “I thought we were having a moment. I thought you— If you had any idea what I just⁠—”

      She slammed her eyes closed, holding out a hand to stop me as though I were about to make a move on her. After drawing in a long, slow breath, she gradually lifted her long lashes.

      What was wrong? Picking up my dry cleaning was something she did for me on the regular. It shouldn’t have been enough to set her off.

      Her jaw was set. Her eyes were fire.

      “Fine. You want me to quit? I quit.”

      A bomb going off in my office would have surprised me less. “What?”

      Without answering, Rosabel whirled around. She yanked open the door and stormed from my office without answering.
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      The air left my lungs. I felt as though a brick had struck me.

      She wasn’t supposed to accept. She was supposed to wisecrack back the way we always did.

      Against my better judgment, I called after her, too loud to be inconspicuous. “Rosabel, wait!”

      Gopher heads popped over the tops of cubicles once more. My ears flamed. Usually their nosiness didn’t bother me—I could snap and crackle, and they would pop right back to what they were doing before.

      This was different somehow. Fear wedged in my chest the way it had when I’d thought she’d burned her hand. I got the feeling I’d hurt Rosabel. And I wasn’t sure what to do about it.

      “Rosabel,” I said again, catching her as she passed the receptionist’s desk.

      She spun, nostrils flaring.

      “Don’t go yet,” I said, shifting my gaze around to the eavesdroppers. “Come back in my office. We can talk there.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      Her jaw clenched, and she shirked away from… my hand?

      I’d reached for her? I hadn’t even realized it.

      Never mind what people thought of me. Sure, I studied martial arts and loved Jackie Chan and jiu-jitsu as much as the next man, but I’d never manhandled a woman before. I certainly wouldn’t now.

      Her gaze flicked to our avid audience.

      That was the last straw. “Don’t you all have work to do?” I snapped at the onlookers.

      Rosabel jutted her chin. Understanding joined the fury raging in her eyes.

      “I’ll come,” she said, keeping her voice low. “But because I want to. Not because you’re demanding it of me.”

      What did that mean?

      She brushed past me, sweeping my shoulder and dusting some of her perfume in my direction.

      Cursing the onlooking eyes, I trudged after her. If there weren’t rumors about Rosabel and me before, there certainly would be now. At least my shirt was buttoned this time.

      I slammed my office door for good measure and glared at her.

      “What was that about?” I snarled. “You can’t just quit.”

      She pierced me with a glower of her own.

      “Come on, Rosie. I can tell something is bothering you. What’s going on?”

      “My father has Alzheimer’s.”

      My mouth dropped. She and I didn’t usually have serious conversations. Normally, I dismissed them.

      But I couldn’t dismiss this.

      Rosabel had never been open with me about anything personal before. I tended to avoid the topic in an effort to keep my feelings from surging any more than they already did. Or, maybe it was because I hadn’t wanted to hear about how things had been going with Pete, so I’d silenced her about her personal life.

      I only pegged her as someone fun to argue with. But Alzheimer’s? No wonder she appeared to be hanging on by a thread.

      “He has Alzheimer’s,” she repeated, brow pinched and tears seeping down her cheeks.

      She was crying? What was I supposed to do now?

      “He needs constant care, and I can’t be there for him if I’m here working for you, the Jerk-faced Beast Boss who can’t be bothered to compliment me to my face. Do you have any idea how much I do for you, and you can’t even say ‘thank you’?” Her voice climbed in pitch.

      I was stymied. The route I’d been following had forked, revealing paths I didn’t know were there, and I didn’t know which one to take.

      I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to tell her how sorry I was. I wanted to show my concern and let her know that I cared.

      And therein lay the problem.

      Then again, she was no longer with Pete. Would it really be so bad to let her know how much I did? Ulrich was in jail now, after all.

      Even so, the memory of the anonymous threat I’d received floated in the recesses of my mind.

      I rubbed a hand behind my neck and gestured to the chair in front of my desk. “Maybe you should sit down.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      Hm. Being nice didn’t work. Maybe if I reverted to our typical banter, she’d snap out of this.

      “Okay, then. Quit. See how well you care for your dad when you’re too broke to feed yourself.”

      Her brown eyes flashed
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