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Wednesday, June 25

David Hammar peered out the domed window of the helicopter. They were a thousand feet over the Swedish countryside and could see about twenty-five miles. He adjusted the headset that let him speak to the other occupants in a normal conversational voice.

“Over there,” he said, turning around to face Michel Chamoun, who was sitting in the backseat and also looking out the window. David pointed to the yellow Gyllgarn Castle as it came into view.

The pilot, Tom Lexington, set the course. “How close do you want me to take you?” he asked, his eyes on the destination.

“Not too close, Tom. Just so we can see it a little better.” David didn’t take his eyes off the castle. “I don’t want to attract any unnecessary attention.”

Green meadows, glittering lakes, and thick woods spread out before and beneath them like an idyllic pastoral landscape painting. The castle itself was built on an islet in the middle of an unusually wide river. Lively water rushed past on both sides of the islet, forming a natural moat that had at one time provided genuine protection against enemies.

Tom swung the helicopter in a wide arc.

Horses and sheep grazed in the fields below them. An avenue lined with enormous oak trees, several hundred years old, led in from the country road. The well-tended fruit trees and colorful plantings surrounding the beautiful castle were visible even from this height.

It looks like a fucking paradise.

“The realtor I talked to estimated the value of the building alone at over thirty million Swedish kronor,” David said.

“That’s a lot of money,” Michel noted.

“And that’s in addition to the forest and pastureland. And the waterways. There’s thousands of acres of land and water. That alone is worth over two hundred.” David kept listing off the assets. “There’s game in the forest and countless smaller buildings that are part of the estate. And then there are the furnishings, of course, the fifteenth-century war trophies, the fancy silver and Russian porcelain, and an art collection that includes pieces from the last three hundred years. All the auction houses in the world will be fighting over them.”

David turned around in his seat. Michel studied the yellow castle they were hovering over.

“And it’s all owned by the company?” Michel asked incredulously. “Not by the family?”

David nodded in confirmation. “It’s unbelievable that they chose to do that,” he agreed. “That’s what happens when people think they’re invincible.”

“No one is invincible,” said Michel.

“No.”

Michel looked out the window. David waited as his friend’s dark eyes swept over the fields. “It’s a national gem,” Michel continued. “If we parcel this up and sell it all off, there’ll be a real outcry.”

“Not if,” David said. “When.”

Because they were going to do just that, he was sure of it. They would subdivide those fertile fields and sell them off to the highest bidders. People would complain, and no one would scream louder than the current owners. He smiled faintly at the thought of them and gave Michel a questioning look. “Have you seen enough?”

Michel nodded, and David said, “Can you take us back to the city, Tom? We’re done here.”

Tom nodded. The helicopter made an elegant turn and rose. They left the idyllic scene behind them and headed back to Stockholm. Highways, forests, and factories passed by beneath them.

Fifteen minutes later they entered the capital city’s air-control zone, and Tom started talking to the control tower in Bromma. David half-listened to the conversation and the short, standardized phrases.

“… 1,500 feet, request full stop landing, three persons onboard.”

“Approved, straight-in landing, runway three zero …”

Tom Lexington was a skillful pilot. He maneuvered the helicopter with calm movements and a watchful eye. In his day job he worked for a private firm that, among other things, managed the security for Hammar Capital. He and David had known each other for a long time. David counted him as one of his best friends, and when David decided to inspect the castle from the air Tom had volunteered his piloting skills and his time.

“I appreciate your flying us,” David said.

Tom didn’t say anything, just nodded almost imperceptibly to acknowledge he’d heard.

David turned to Michel. “We have plenty of time before the board meeting,” he said with a glance at his watch. “Malin called. Everything is ready,” he continued, referring to Malin Theselius, their communications director.

Michel adjusted his big, muscular, suit-clad body in the backseat. The rings on his fingers sparkled as he scratched his shaved scalp. “They’re going to skin you alive,” he said as Stockholm passed a thousand feet below them. “You know that, right?”

“Us,” David said.

Michel smiled wryly. “Nah, you. You’re the cover boy and the evil venture capitalist. I’m just a poor Lebanese immigrant following orders.”

Michel was the smartest man David knew and a senior partner in David’s firm, Hammar Capital. Soon they would entirely rewrite Sweden’s financial map. But Michel was right. David, the founder, who had a reputation for being hard and arrogant, was going to be hung out to dry in the financial press. And he was kind of looking forward to it.

Michel yawned. “When this is over I’m going to take a vacation and sleep for at least a week.”

David turned to look back again, peering at the suburbs in the distance. He wasn’t tired, quite the contrary. He had been preparing for this fight for half his life, and he didn’t want a vacation. He wanted war.

They had been planning this latest battle for almost a year. It was the biggest deal Hammar Capital had ever done, a hostile takeover of an enormous corporation, and the next few weeks would be critical. No one had ever done anything like this.

“What are you thinking?” David said into his headset. He knew Michel inside and out, knew his silence meant something, that Michel’s keen mind was working on some legal or financial detail.

“Mostly that it’s going to be hard to keep this secret much longer. Someone must have started wondering about the movements on the stock market. It won’t be long before someone—a stockbroker maybe—starts leaking to the press.”

“Yes,” David agreed, because things leaked all the time. “We’ll keep it under wraps as long as we can,” he said. They’d had this discussion many times. They’d polished their arguments, searched for holes in their logic, grown stronger and more cunning. “We’ll keep buying,” he said. “But just a little at a time, less than before. I’ll talk to my contacts.”

“The price of the shares is starting to rise quickly now.”

“I saw that,” David said. The curve of the share prices looked like a wave. “We’ll have to see how long it holds financially.”

It was always a balancing act how fast you could proceed. The more aggressively a company’s shares were traded, the more the action drove the price up. If word got out that Hammar Capital was the one doing the buying—then the rate would bolt. So far they had been exceedingly cautious. They had bought through reliable dummy companies and only in small quantities, day in and day out. Small transactions that were no more than a ripple on the enormous surface of the stock market. But both he and Michel realized that they were nearing a critical threshold.

“Of course, we knew we were going to be forced to go public with this sooner or later,” David said. “Malin has been working on the press release for weeks.”

“It’s going to be insane,” Michel said.

David smiled. “I know. All we can do is hope we can fly under the radar for a little while longer,” he said.

Michel nodded. After all, this was what Hammar Capital did. Their team of analysts searched for companies that weren’t doing as well as they should be. David and Michel identified the problems—often incompetent leadership—and then vacuumed up shares in order to put together a majority holding.

Then they went in, brutally took over, broke the company into pieces and restructured, sold, and profited. They were better at this than almost anyone else—owning and improving. Sometimes it went smoothly. People cooperated, and Hammar Capital was able to drive its agenda. Sometimes there was a fight.

“I’d still like to get someone from the owning family on our side,” David said as southern Stockholm spread out beneath them.

Having one or more of the big shareholders, some of the giant retirement fund managers, for example, on your side was critical for success in a hostile takeover this big. David and Michel had spent a lot of time convincing the managers, attended endless meetings, and run the numbers countless times. But winning over someone from the actual owning family had several advantages. In part, it would be an enormously prestigious symbolic win, especially with this firm, Investum, one of Sweden’s biggest and oldest companies. It would also automatically win over a number of other shareholders who would vote in favor of Hammar Capital if David and Michel could show that they had someone from the inner circle on their side. “It would make the process a lot easier,” he continued.

“But who?”

“There is one person who actually has gone her own way in that family,” said David as Bromma Airport came into view on the horizon.

Michel was quiet for a bit. “You mean the daughter, right?”

“Yes,” David said. “She’s an unknown but considered to be quite the talent. It’s possible that she’s dissatisfied with how the men are treating her.” Investum wasn’t just an old and traditional company. It was patriarchal in a way that would make the 1950s seem modern and enlightened.

“Do you really believe you can win over anyone from that family?” Michel asked hesitantly. “You’re not exactly popular with them.”

David almost laughed at the understatement.

Investum was controlled by the De la Grip family, and the company did billions of kronor worth of business a day. Indirectly Investum, and thus the De la Grip family, controlled close to a tenth of Sweden’s GNP and owned the biggest bank in the country. Family members sat on the board of directors of close to every major Swedish company. The De la Grip family was upper-class, traditional, and wealthy. As close to royalty as you could get without actually being royal. And with significantly bluer blood than any member of the House of Bernadotte, Sweden’s royal family. It would be unlikely for David Hammar, the upstart, to get anyone from the innermost circle—known for their loyalty—to change sides and join him, an infamous venture capitalist and corporate raider.

But he’d done it before, convinced a few family members to join forces with him. That often meant leaving a trail of broken family ties behind him, which he usually regretted, but in this case it would be a welcome bonus.

“I’m going to try,” he said.

“That’s damn near insane,” said Michel. It wasn’t the first time in the last year he’d uttered those words.

David nodded briefly. “I already called to set up a lunch meeting with her.”

“Of course you did,” said Michel as the helicopter started its descent for landing. The flight had taken less than thirty minutes. “And what did she say?”

David thought about the cool voice he’d gotten on the line, not an assistant’s but that of Natalia De la Grip herself. She had sounded surprised but hadn’t said very much, just thanked him for the invitation, and then had her assistant confirm the lunch appointment by e-mail.

“She said she was looking forward to our meeting.”

“She did?”

David laughed, tersely and joylessly. Her voice had been distinctive in that patrician way that almost inevitably triggered his disdain for the upper classes. Natalia De la Grip was one of about a hundred women in Sweden who had been born with the title of countess, the elite of the elite. He hardly had the words to express how little he thought of that kind of person.

“No,” he said. “She didn’t say that.” But then he hadn’t expected her to, either.
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Thursday, June 26

Natalia searched through the stacks of paper on her desk. She pulled out a page of tables and numbers.

“Aha!” she said, waving the piece of paper around. She directed a look of triumph at the platinum-blond woman sitting on the little visitor’s chair, which didn’t actually fit in the cubbyhole that constituted Natalia’s office. Natalia’s friend, Åsa Bjelke, peered at the piece of paper with little interest before she went back to examining her pale fingernail polish. Natalia studied the mess on her desk and continued searching. She hated disorder, but it was almost impossible to keep this small workspace tidy.

“How are you really doing?” Åsa asked, taking a sip of the coffee she’d picked up on her way over and watching Natalia go back to searching the stacks of paper. “I’m only asking because you seem really unfocused,” she continued. “And while you do have a lot of quirks, lack of focus isn’t usually one of them. I’ve never seen you like this.”

Natalia furrowed her brow. An important document was gone without a trace. She was going to be forced to ask one of the overworked assistants.

“J-O called from Denmark,” Natalia said about her boss. “He wanted me to submit a report, and I just can’t find it.” She spotted another piece of paper, pulled it out, and read it with weary eyes. She hadn’t gotten much sleep the previous night. First, she had worked until the wee hours. The enormous approaching deal was claiming almost all her time. Then a client had called early—very early—in the morning to complain about something that definitely could have waited a couple of hours. She glanced up at Åsa. “What do you mean I have quirks?”

Åsa took a sip from her disposable coffee cup, and then without responding to Natalia’s question asked, “What’s the problem?”

“Problems,” Natalia replied. “My job. My dad. My mom. Everything.”

“But what’s all this paperwork for? Whatever happened to a paperless society?”

Natalia glanced at Åsa. Her friend looked chipper and well rested, nicely dressed, and neatly manicured. A wave of irritation surged through her.

“Look, not that I don’t appreciate your unannounced visits,” Natalia said, not entirely sincerely, “but my dad is always complaining about how much money his lawyers make. Shouldn’t you be over at Investum working for your salary? I mean, instead of sitting here in my cramped office, swathed in Prada, harassing me?”

“I earn my high salary,” Åsa said, waving her hand dismissively. “And you know full well that your father’s not going to get rid of me.” She gave Natalia a look. “You know that.”

Natalia nodded. She knew.

“I happened to be in the neighborhood,” Åsa continued, “and was just wondering if you wanted to get lunch. If I have to eat one more lunch with any of those other Investum attorneys, I’ll kill myself. Actually, if I’d known how extremely boring lawyers are, I don’t think I would have gone to law school.” She fluffed her blond hair. “Maybe I would have made a good cult leader.”

“I can’t,” Natalia said quickly, a little too quickly, she realized, but it was too late. “I’m busy.” She cleared her throat. “Sorry,” she added unnecessarily. “Like I said, I’m busy.” She looked down and started flipping through some papers she’d already flipped through to avoid Åsa’s penetrating stare.

“Really?”

“Yes,” Natalia said. “That’s not so weird, is it?”

Åsa’s eyes narrowed. “Considering you have a brain like a supercomputer, you’re a terrible liar,” she said. “You had time yesterday. You said so yourself. And it’s not like you have any other friends. Are you trying to avoid me?”

“No, I am busy. And I would never dream of trying to avoid you. You’re my best friend. Although I do have other friends, you know. Maybe tomorrow? My treat.”

“Busy doing what, if I might ask?” Åsa said, not letting the possibility of a free lunch tomorrow distract her.

Natalia didn’t say anything. She looked down at her buried desk. Now would be a good time for one of her phones to ring, or maybe the fire alarm could go off, she thought.

Åsa’s eyes widened as if she’d had a realization. “Aha, who is he?”

“Don’t be silly. I’m just going to eat lunch.”

Åsa’s eyes narrowed to two turquoise slits. “But you’re acting so weird, even for you. With who?”

Natalia pressed her lips together.

“Natalia, with who?”

Natalia gave up. “With someone from, um, HC.”

Åsa furrowed her light eyebrows. “With who?” she stubbornly demanded. She might have made a good cult leader, but she also would have made a terrific interrogator, Natalia thought. All that blond bimbo fluff was misleading.

“It’s just a business lunch,” she said defensively. “With no agenda. He knows J-O,” she added as if the fact that her lunch date knew her boss explained everything.

“Who?”

She capitulated. “David Hammar.”

Åsa leaned back and beamed at Natalia. “The big guy, huh?” she said. “Mister Venture Capitalist himself. The biggest bad boy in the financial world.” She cocked her head. “Promise me you’re planning to sleep with him.”

“You’re crazed,” Natalia said. “Sex-crazed. I actually wish I could cancel it. I’m really stressed out. But one of the things I can’t find in this mess is my cell phone, which has his number in it,” she added. How could you lose a phone in an office that was smaller than forty square feet?

“For God’s sake, woman, why don’t you get yourself an assistant?”

“I have an assistant,” Natalia said. “Who, unlike me, has a life. Her kids were sick, so she went home.” Natalia glanced at the clock. “Yesterday.” With a sigh she sank into her desk chair. She closed her eyes. She couldn’t look anymore. She was really done. It felt like she’d been working nonstop for ages. And there was so much paperwork she was behind on, a report to write, and at least five meetings to schedule. Actually she didn’t …

“Natalia?”

Åsa’s voice made her jump, and Natalia realized she’d been dozing off in her uncomfortable chair.

“What?” she asked.

Åsa looked at her seriously. Her mocking expression was gone.

“Hammar Capital isn’t evil, no matter what your dad and your brother think. They’re tough, yes, but David Hammar isn’t Satan. And he’s really hot. You don’t need to be ashamed if you think it’ll be fun to meet him.”

“No,” said Natalia. “I know.” But she’d been wondering what Hammar Capital’s legendary CEO wanted with her. And maybe he wasn’t Satan, but he had the reputation of being hard and inconsiderate even by financial industry standards. “No, I’m just going to have lunch and get the lay of the land,” she said firmly. “If he has business with the bank, he’s going to want to deal with J-O, not me.”

“But here’s the thing. You never know with Hammar Capital,” Åsa said, gracefully standing up. “And you’re underestimating yourself. Do you know anyone as smart as you? No, exactly.” She ran her hand over her completely stain- and wrinkle-free outfit. Even though she was wearing an austere suit (Natalia happened to know that this specific Prada suit had been tailor-made for Åsa), a simple silk blouse, and light-beige pumps, she looked like a glamorous movie star.

Åsa leaned over the desk. “You know very well you shouldn’t care so much what your father thinks,” she said, as usual putting her finger right on the sore spot and pushing. “You’re brilliant, and you’re going to go far. You can make your career here.” Åsa gestured to the building they were in, the Swedish headquarters of one of the world’s biggest banks, the Bank of London. “You don’t have to work at the family company to be worth something,” Åsa continued. “They have the world’s least progressive view of women’s rights and you know it. Your dad is hopeless, your brother is an idiot, and the rest of the board wins the male chauvinist pig prize of all time. And I should know, because I work with them.” She cocked her head. “You’re smarter than all of them put together.”

“Maybe.”

“So why don’t you have a seat on the board?”

“But you work there. You’re satisfied, aren’t you?” Natalia asked, avoiding the question of why she was not on the Investum board. After all, that was quite the sensitive topic.

“Yes, but I’m only there because of gender quotas,” Åsa said. “I was hired by a man who hates having to fill quotas as much as he hates immigrants, feminists, and blue-collar workers. I’m his alibi. He can point to me and say that at least he hires women.”

“Dad doesn’t hate …,” Natalia began, but then stopped. Åsa was right after all.

“Plus your dad feels sorry for me because I’m an orphan,” Åsa continued. “And I don’t have any ambitions to take over the place and lead the wretched show. My only ambition is to avoid dying of boredom. But you, you could go all the way to the top.”

Åsa picked up her fifty-thousand-kronor handbag and started to root around in it. She pulled out a light-colored lipstick and dabbed some on her lips.

“He asked for a discreet meeting,” Natalia said. “Actually, I shouldn’t have said anything. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

“You weirdo, of course I won’t, but what do you think he wants?”

“Must be something about financing. Maybe he’s putting together a deal with one of our clients? I don’t know. I was up half the night trying to work that out. Or maybe he’s just networking?” It wasn’t unusual that people wanted to meet with her because of who she was—a De la Grip, a woman with connections and a pedigree. She hated it. But David Hammar had piqued her curiosity. And he hadn’t sounded fawning or slick, just courteous. And she had to eat, so …

Åsa eyed her thoughtfully. “Actually, I should go with you. Who knows what silly things you’ll let slip if you’re left to your own devices.”

Natalia refrained from pointing out that she was considered one of Sweden’s most promising corporate finance talents. Corporate finance was one of the business world’s most complex fields, and she was one of the highest-ranked students to have earned a business degree in all of Sweden—ever. In her work with corporate finance, acquisitions, and advising, she managed literally hundreds of millions of Swedish kronor on a daily basis, and she was in the process of executing one of the most complex banking deals ever made in Sweden. Still, Åsa was of course right—who knew what silly things she would let slip today, as unfocused as she was. “I’ll call you and tell you how it went,” was all she said.

Åsa watched her for a long time. “At least find out what he wants,” she finally said. “It can’t hurt. A lot of people would do anything for the chance to work with David Hammar. Or to sleep with him.”

“You don’t think it’s too risky to be seen with him, do you?” Natalia asked, hating how unsure her voice sounded.

“Of course it’s risky,” Åsa said. “He’s dangerous, rich, and your father hates him. What more could you want?”

“Should I cancel?”

Åsa shook her head and said, “Of course not. A life without risk is no life at all.”

“That’s today’s word to the wise?” Natalia asked. It didn’t have much of a ring to it.

Åsa laughed and held out her empty coffee cup. It was white with black lettering. “No, that’s just what it says on my coffee,” she said. “I suppose I’d better head back to the office and make a couple of calls. Maybe I can fire someone. Lawyers really aren’t any fun, huh? Where are you meeting him?”

“On Djurgården Island at the Ulla Winbladh restaurant.”

“Could be worse,” Åsa said. She couldn’t seem to find anything to criticize, despite really trying. She ran her fingers over her scarf. The last time Natalia had seen a silk wrap like that was on a shelf in Nordiska Kompaniet’s Hermès department, and the price tag had been considerable.

“You’re a snob, you know that?” Natalia said.

“I’m quality-conscious,” Åsa said, adjusting the strap of her handbag over her shoulder. “Not everyone can buy mass-produced goods. Surely you can see that.” She shivered and then flashed Natalia a brilliant turquoise glance. “Just protect yourself. Who knows who he’s slept with.”

Natalia made a face. “Apparently mostly princesses, if you believe the rumors,” she said. She wasn’t above reading gossip on the Web.

“Bah, pretenders and nouveau riches,” said Åsa, whose family traced its Swedish roots back to the 1200s. “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Well, that doesn’t rule out very much, Natalia thought, but bit her tongue.

“Are you going to wear that?” Åsa asked, looking at Natalia’s outfit with a face that suggested there just might be something worse than wearing mass-produced consumer goods. “Where in the world did you find it?”

“It’s just a lunch meeting,” Natalia said defensively. “And this was actually custom-made, thank you very much.”

Åsa surveyed the gray fabric. “Yeah, but in what century?”

“You’re really a terrible snob, you know that?” Natalia said as she stood and walked over to the door, opening it for Åsa.

“That is certainly a possibility,” Åsa admitted. “But you still know I’m right.”

“About what?”

Åsa laughed in that way that usually made men start bragging about their summer homes and offering to buy her drinks. “About everything, darling. About everything.”
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David strolled from Hammar Capital’s headquarters at Blasieholmen over to the Ulla Winbladh restaurant on Djurgården Island.

A host led him toward a table where he saw Natalia De la Grip. He glanced at his watch. He was early. It wasn’t quite one o’clock yet, but she was even earlier. The other patrons were mostly tourists, but Natalia had still chosen a table at the back of the establishment and was seated so that she was hardly visible. It was clear that she didn’t want to be seen with him, but that made sense. He had made the reservation out here instead of at one of the more central restaurants near Stureplan so they wouldn’t be recognized.

She spotted him, raised her hand to wave, but then quickly brought it back down as if she’d changed her mind. David started walking toward her.

She was very fair-skinned and looked quite modest, her face serious, her clothes an austere gray. It was hard to believe that she worked as an adviser to one of the world’s biggest banks, and for J-O no less. He was one of the most demanding and eccentric bosses David had ever met. But J-O had promoted this drably dressed woman to the top, saying she had the potential to become one of his best corporate finance wizards. “She’s bright, alert, and bold,” J-O had said. “She can go as far as she wants.”

David would have to be careful not to underestimate her.

When he reached the table, Natalia De la Grip stood. She was taller than he’d expected. She held out her hand. It was slender, with short, unpainted nails. She had a firm, professional handshake, and David couldn’t help but glance at her left hand, even though he already knew. No ring.

“Thanks for meeting me at such short notice,” he said. “I wasn’t so sure you’d make it.”

“Really?” she asked skeptically.

David released her hand. The heat from it lingered on his palm, and he smelled a spicy, warm, and vaguely alluring scent. So far she wasn’t anything like what he’d been expecting, and that made him more alert.

It had been surprisingly hard to learn anything more than general information about the middle of the three De la Grip siblings. David had skimmed through what had been written online, in articles, and in a few biographies of her family. What he found was mostly about her father and her two brothers, almost nothing about her, not even on Wikipedia, definitely not on the Swedish website Flashback. But then women were traditionally completely invisible in that family, even though the men always married very powerful and well-to-do society women. Natalia’s foremothers had all been rich. Her mother was related to Russian grand duchesses and the Swedish financial elite, but the men in the family wielded all the real power—Natalia’s father Gustaf, her grandfather Gustaf Senior, and on back through the centuries. Unlike both of her brothers, hereditary prince Count Peter De la Grip and jet-set prince Count Alexander De la Grip, Natalia did not have a particularly high profile in either the business pages or the tabloids. But that fit with the overall picture, of course. She wasn’t just shy of the media because of her name and her background. No one presided over as many things behind the scenes as the corporate finance folks, secretly doling out their advice. They ran things from the wings and rarely spoke to the press.

She wore her dark hair up in a fairly severe hairstyle and a strand of pearls around her neck, a mark of upper-class stuffiness that David hated. No, he thought, as he took his seat at the table, in the end Natalia De la Grip looked exactly the way he’d known she would—unmarried, almost thirty, career-focused, well-to-do but utterly ordinary.

Apart from her eyes, that was. He’d never seen anything like them.

“I have to admit I was curious when you called.” She gave him a golden look, and David felt something tingle down his spine.

He took the menu from the waiter and quickly perused it. “You must be used to people looking you up,” he said with a laugh and a consciously warm, professional smile. A big part of financial sector work came down to networking, and he could hardly remember the last time he’d eaten a lunch that hadn’t also been work-related. It was going to take more than a pair of unusually attractive eyes to distract him.

“Well, of course,” she said, “billionaires ask me out all the time.”

His lip twitched at her wry comment.

She studied her menu and then nodded that she was ready to order.

“I hear you did quite well on the Schibsted deal,” he said, to feel her out a little.

“You have good sources,” she said, cocking her head slightly. “I don’t know if I should feel flattered or alarmed.”

“Not alarmed. I did my homework,” he said. “You’re considered an up-and-coming talent, someone to keep an eye on.” She’d been described as tough, cosmopolitan, and serious. There was no reason to doubt that all were true.

“I read that article too,” she said. “I suppose time will tell.” She laughed. “You know how it is. You’re only as good as your last deal. You’re either on your way up or your way out.”

“And right now?”

“Oh, right now I’m definitely on my way up.” She said it without any trace of false modesty. He could count on the fingers of one hand how many members of the Swedish aristocracy he’d met who could talk without wrapping everything they said in false modesty and mock humility.

She ordered fish, and David automatically requested the same. It was elementary psychology to order the same dish as the person you had asked out.

“Did you always want to work at a bank?” he asked once the waiter had left them. “Or were you ever interested in trying something else?” After all, she had been working at the Bank of London for several years now. It wasn’t an unreasonable question. The young financial sector elite was a hungry gang, and most of them were always on the lookout for new challenges.

He glanced at her slender, ringless fingers again. She was probably completely dedicated to her job. Just like he was.

“I’m happy at the bank,” she said.

“You’re the only woman on J-O’s team?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sure you’re an asset,” he said neutrally.

“Thanks.” Natalia gave him a wry smile. She drank some of her mineral water. “I’m happy at the bank, but if I’m going to be honest, my long-term career plan is to eventually take a position in my family’s company. I assume you know which family that is?”

He nodded, feeling that familiar hatred welling up. He smiled, inhaled once, and then nodded encouragingly, as if he was actually interested, not out for blood at all.

“Where I come from, people don’t have such a favorable view of your line of work,” she continued.

This honesty could be a problem. “That’s not a secret,” he said, trying to sound neutral, as if he were discussing something abstract, not the fact that the De la Grip family openly detested everything Hammar Capital stood for. Although they wouldn’t use the word “detest,” nothing so déclassé as that. They just wanted to guard their proud traditions.

She must have sensed something about his attitude because she quickly laughed, a little apologetically. “I know it’s conservative and prejudicial. I’m not saying I agree with them.”

He raised an eyebrow, because this was the crucial point. Just exactly how much did Natalia’s view differ from the rest of her family’s? “Oh?” he said.

“I don’t think you can just lump together everyone who works in private equity or even venture capitalism. But, that said, my loyalties still rest with my family.” She shrugged slightly apologetically and waved her hand dismissively. “Sometimes you have to make sacrifices for family.”

David watched her. Sometimes you have to make sacrifices for family. She couldn’t possibly understand what those words did to him.

But at least he’d learned what he needed to know. He had actually suspected it as soon as he’d seen her—Natalia De la Grip would never act against her family’s interests. She wore loyalty and integrity wrapped around herself like an invisible cloak. Lucky for him that she had misconstrued the purpose of this lunch. She thought he was networking and scoping out business opportunities, not trying to get her to sell out her nearest and dearest.

“I understand,” he said, while at the same time he couldn’t help wondering how the obviously intelligent Natalia justified to herself the fact that she still didn’t have a seat on Investum’s board, that pretty much no women held important positions in any of the companies that Gustaf De la Grip ran. And that her father was known for his chauvinist statements about women in general and gender equality at the workplace in specific. Natalia’s love for her family made her blind.

“So, what makes you one of J-O’s favorites?” he asked as their food arrived. He added, “Those are J-O’s own words. I’m just quoting him.”

“Do you know him well?” she asked, placing her napkin in her lap and picking up her silverware. She ate with delicate, silent motions, setting down her utensils between each bite. Boarding school manners.

“Well enough to trust his judgment,” he replied. J-O was one of the world’s most influential bankers, and they had collaborated several times. “Tell me more.”

“Corporate finance is a job that relies a lot on the personal touch, as I’m sure you know, on relationships and building a sense of trust.” One of Natalia’s shoulders twitched. She set her silverware down again, her back totally straight, without fiddling with her place setting, her glass, or anything else. “I have a lot going for me.”

“Yes, I can imagine,” he said, realizing with surprise that he was being genuine. There was something reliable about her, almost steadfast. If he weren’t too cynical to believe in such a thing, he would have said Natalia seemed like a good person.

“And not just because of my last name,” she added, a faint pinkish hue flashing over her cheekbones, subtle as a brushstroke. “I’m good at what I do.”

“I’m convinced of that.”

Natalia narrowed her eyes. “Why do I feel like you’re flattering me?”

“Not at all. I’m just naturally charming,” he replied with a smile. He hadn’t expected her to be so appealing that he’d occasionally find himself forgetting her history and her name.

She smiled. Even if this lunch was a waste of time, at least it was pleasant. She was good company and not a snob. Natalia piqued his curiosity. And, actually, he felt a little attracted to her, which was completely unexpected. Her dichotomy was downright sexy: all that cool paleness and at the same time passionate intensity.

“You know,” she said, meticulously setting down her silverware yet again. “I know I should be grateful for my background—my family, my name, and all that. And I am; anything else would be arrogant. But sometimes I wish I didn’t have it all, that I’d done it on my own. I think there must be some satisfaction in accomplishing everything oneself.”

“Yes, it is satisfying,” David said slowly, studying her expectantly. Not a single upper-class person—neither female nor male—had ever said something like that to him before. “You’re lucky you’re a woman, then,” he added. “At least you’ve had a bit of a handicap.”

“Hmm.” She sat in silence, seeming to think.

Few industries were as backward in terms of equality between the sexes as the elite financial sphere. The women were well-educated, but they disappeared as you moved up the ranks. Managing to rise to the kind of position Natalia held was evidence of extreme intelligence. And persistence.

She raised her head and gave him a provocative look. “And what are Hammar Capital’s thoughts on gender-equality issues, if I might ask? You’re led by two men, right? The field of venture capital isn’t exactly known for its high percentage of women. So where do you stand on the issue?”

“My position is exemplary,” he responded, picking up a new potato on his fork, salting it, and stuffing it into his mouth.

“But what do you think about the fact that there are so few women serving on Swedish corporate boards?” she continued in a tone that told David she didn’t take the subject lightly. “Not to mention the operations side of things. How do things look there?”

“Hammar Capital doesn’t hire people based on their sex but rather their expertise,” he said.

Natalia scoffed, and David was forced to hide a small smile. When she was passionate about something, she apparently put her heart and soul into it. All her polite blandness was replaced by fire and passion.

“If you do things based on quotas, you run the risk of hiring less-qualified people,” he continued, well aware that that argument ought to be like waving a red flag in front of a bull for anyone with a brain. “We hire based on skill.”

It was like pouring fuel on a bonfire.

“That is such bullshit,” Natalia said, the red patches on her cheeks growing. “Skill isn’t the deciding factor,” she said, her jaw clenched. “Not if people headhunt the same way they always have—through the same old-boy networks. And they get what they want, the same old men with the same old views. It has nothing to do with merit. That’s just window dressing.”

“I’m not saying we don’t want good women,” he said. “But some say they’re hard to find.”

“With attitudes like that I won’t be surprised if you go belly-up soon,” she said stiffly. She glanced down at her plate and added a muttered, “I hope so.”

“We’re doing great,” he said. “We have …”

“But don’t you see …” She was looking up again and started waving her hands around. When a woman who could presumably make it through a Nobel Prize banquet without committing a single breech of etiquette starts waving her silverware around, she’s got to be pretty worked up.

“Natalia,” he interrupted. “You do know that I’m playing devil’s advocate, right?”

She paused.

“I’ve helped hire people for over twenty boards in the last year and a half,” he continued calmly. “Fifty-one percent of them are women. And exactly half of the chairmen of the board on boards hired by Hammar Capital are women.” He leaned back and watched her breathing calm down. Her chest was moving beneath her blouse. He glanced at her cleavage, at her pearls and pale skin. He flashed her a little smile, maybe the first genuine one he’d given her. He didn’t dislike her personally, just what she represented. “Recruiting people with the right expertise is a part of my company’s success,” he said slowly. “Hammar Capital weathered both the dot-com bubble and the financial crisis, and I’m completely confident that that had to do with the makeup of my staff.”

She looked him in the eye, alertly, quietly, and he wondered what was going on beneath that cool exterior. He continued, “An integrated group comes up with different approaches, as I’m sure you know. They dare to say no and are willing to stick up for a divergent point of view. We rode out the crises, unlike many others, precisely because I have the most talented coworkers in the country—both women and men, recent immigrants and native-born Swedes.”

Natalia blinked. Long, dark lashes shielded her view for a moment. “Okay,” she said calmly. A faint blush across her high cheekbones was all that was left.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes, I let you get to me. That almost never happens.” She leaned in over the table. “Plus I feel like a hypocrite.”

“How so?” he asked, allowing himself to be drawn in by the twinkle that lingered in her eye. She was flirting with him, maybe without even being aware of it. She wasn’t the flirty type, he’d bet his business on that. He permitted himself to play along for a bit. They would soon part ways—what did it matter?

“I’m sitting here talking about gender equality and hiring policies,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “But I know I’ve had huge advantages simply because of my name and my background. I know it and it embarrasses me.” She leaned even farther over the table and lowered her voice, as if she were divulging a big secret. “The fact is that I used my name just the other day. I hate it when people do that.”

“And you did it anyway?”

She nodded and looked so guilty that the corner of David’s mouth twitched. “How did it go?” he asked.

She eyed him for a bit, her eyes twinkling. “Not very well,” she stated dryly.

“What did you do?” he asked, curious despite himself.

“There wasn’t even any call for name dropping. I assume you know who Sarah Harvey is?”

David nodded when he heard the name of the woman considered to be one of the best sopranos in the world, with a uniquely clear voice and a tremendous range. He knew who she was and also which circles she traveled in. “What does she have to do with any of this?” he asked.

“She never does tours, but she’s coming to Europe this month and is going to give one concert in all of Scandinavia, here in Stockholm. I’ve idolized her ever since I was a child and really wanted to go.”

“Are you saying that you couldn’t get a ticket even though you’re a De la Grip?”

“Thanks for taking the time to rub salt in my wounds. No, I couldn’t, and it still stings. The arrangers weren’t impressed by me in the least.”

“Did you try bribing them?”

She jutted out her chin. “Maybe.”

“Swedes aren’t that easy to bribe, if that’s any consolation,” David said, not entirely truthfully. Anyone could be bribed; it was merely a question of offering the right amount.

“I guess,” she said. “I’m a quarter Russian. The Russians, now they’re easier to bribe.”

“A lot easier,” David agreed. He stretched out his legs and leaned back. This lunch had already given him the information he wanted. The smart thing to do now would be to release Natalia De la Grip and move on. She wasn’t critical to closing the deal. They didn’t need to see each other again. His goal was to destroy her family. He ought to focus on the next step. That would be the smart thing to do. He watched her long fingers as she absentmindedly stroked the side of her glass. She’d taken off her jacket and was wearing a simple, sleeveless blouse underneath. She had beautiful lines, tall and strong. The pictures he’d seen of her had been mostly forgettable, but now he remembered one photo from some evening event, a dinner or a ball at the Villa Pauli Club. Her hair had been up in the same tight bun, but she wore a long red evening gown, and she looked amazing. Strong, powerful. And he convinced himself that he didn’t always need to be in such a hurry, that he could sit for another ten minutes with this woman, who really wasn’t behaving the way he’d expected.

Natalia noticed David watching her. She wondered what he was thinking as those blue-gray eyes took her in. He hadn’t meant for her to notice him checking her out, of course, but she was good at reading people and could tell he was trying to size her up. He was very smooth. When they spoke he gave her his full attention in a way that was completely unsettling. He looked good, attractive in a grown-up, manly way. There was nothing boyish here, just broad-shouldered, full-grown masculinity. Dark, well-cut hair, eyes that were somewhere between blue and gray, chiseled features. Handsome as the devil. He was also charming, polite, and sometimes funny, basically your perfect lunch date.

And yet …

Every now and then she caught a glimmer of something in his eyes, something she wasn’t meant to see, something hard and cold, which put her on her guard and made her hesitant. David Hammar was a person known for crushing companies and people, a ruthless businessman. Under one picture of him in a business paper the caption had described him as “an ice-cold businessman devoid of pretension.” Something warned her not to be seduced by his easygoing charm and intelligent eyes. He was playing some kind of game, she was sure of that. But what?

Secrets, so many secrets.

“What?” he asked with a half laugh, and now there was no frostiness at all. No hardness, no ruthlessness, just attentiveness. As if she were the most interesting person in the world. This must be how he had achieved his almost implausible success. David Hammar saw people. He made them feel special, won their trust. And then he devoured them, flesh, bone, and everything in between.

“Are you planning to take over any unsuspecting companies in the near future?” she asked.

“Of course I am,” he replied. “That’s what I do. A venture capitalist never sleeps.” His eyes twinkled, and Natalia lost her train of thought. Oh my, that laugh.

Most of the men Natalia worked with, including her father, older brother, and boss, followed the unspoken rules and invisible guidelines that applied to the elite financial world. They were all cast from the same mold. Conforming and often completely devoid of humor, they were all too preoccupied with trying to outdo one another to socialize comfortably, especially with women. But David was completely different, a trailblazing visionary if you could believe his admirers, an unrelenting looter if you listened to his critics. Either way, he was terribly successful, a modern pirate in a custom suit.

And yet …

David Hammar hadn’t tried to impress her even once. He hadn’t bragged or dominated. When they shook hands, his grasp was firm but not unnecessarily hard, as if he was confident of his strength and didn’t need to show it off. Talking to him, she realized he made most of the men she met seem hesitant, maniacally domineering, impatient to demonstrate their strength, and not always respectful toward women, to put it diplomatically.

“How did you end up getting into this line of work?” she asked curiously. He seemed like a man who could have been successful at just about anything.

“If you want to become very rich very fast, this is the way. As I’m sure you know.”

Natalia nodded. No one could become as rich as a skilled venture capitalist. “And that’s what you wanted? To be rich?”

“Yes.”

“Has it gone well?” She knew the answer, of course, but she wanted to hear what he would say when given the opportunity to brag.

He studied her for a moment. “Satisfaction is elusive,” he said slowly, as if they were discussing something important, not just shooting the breeze. “Strange, isn’t it?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s the most basic human motivator. For good or ill.”

“Is that how you feel too?”

“I guess,” she replied, because she recognized the desire in herself, to get ahead, to succeed.

“What?” He leaned forward and studied her attentively. He read her so fast it was frightening.

“Nothing. This has been a very pleasant lunch. I thought you would be more …” Her voice faded away.

“Gangster-like? Unscrupulous?”

She laughed. “Maybe.”

“The thing is, I like to see results,” David said. “A lot of Swedish companies are unbelievably poorly run. Their CEOs and boards are lining their own pockets at their shareholders’ expense.” He crossed his long legs and ran a hand through his short brown hair. She noted the stainless-steel watch. Patek Philippe, expensive but not garish.

“You have no idea how much shit we see,” he continued. “But when Hammar Capital goes into a board, we aim to make it more efficient and improve the company. And then the shareholders make money, not someone else.”

“Surely you make a little as well,” Natalia pointed out dryly. Hammar Capital was valued at close to an unbelievable four billion euros. Not bad, considering he’d built it himself from the ground up. And he was young, not even thirty-five if you could believe the Internet.

“That too, of course,” he laughed. “Our business is to be controversial. Would you like some coffee?”

She nodded, and he ordered two. The waitress quickly returned with two cups.

Natalia fingered the chocolate on her saucer. She meant what she’d said earlier—she admired people who created something of their own. There were so many people who were born with everything and then messed it up.

David nodded at her chocolate. “You’re not going to eat that?”

She handed it to him, watched him open the thin foil wrapper. “You travel abroad a lot. How does that work?” she asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not the only one who did my research, huh? That’s true. I travel the world hunting down financiers. My partner Michel and I both do.”

Michel Chamoun. Lebanese, with degrees in finance and law. Yes, she’d done her research; she was always thorough. “But aren’t you needed here at home?” she asked.

“I have very talented coworkers.”

“Women and immigrants?”

“Among others.”

Despite the casual small talk, despite the charm that was sometimes difficult to defend against, Natalia couldn’t help but think that there was something that didn’t add up. What did this super-attractive man with the hard eyes want with her? What was David Hammar actually after in inviting her to a “no-strings-attached” lunch? And what did that phrase even mean? Here he was asking her seemingly random follow-up questions and flattering her with his attention. Natalia glanced at her watch and thought it must be wrong. She furrowed her brow and saw David tilt his own wrist and check his watch.

He straightened. “How can it be that late?”

“I know. I have to get back to the office,” she said.

“I had no idea so much time had passed. I’m sorry I’ve kept you,” he said, gesturing for the check.

“Don’t apologize,” she said. “But I have a Skype meeting with London that I have to prep for.”

He handed the server his credit card.

“Should I have them call you a cab?”

“No, I’m walking,” she said, standing and picking up her handbag.

“I’ll join you.” He stood as well, and pulled her chair back for her.

“Oh, maybe we’d better not,” she said apologetically. He was crazy attractive, there was no doubt about that. But she’d done her research. Hammar Capital had gone up against Investum a couple of times in the last few years, and HC had lost both times. She’d mentioned Investum twice today, and both times something had glimmered in his eyes. It was scarcely noticeable, and she would have missed it if she hadn’t been studying him so carefully. But she’d seen a coldness that no amount of charm in the world could smooth over, and in many ways she was Investum. David Hammar had a bone to pick with her family’s company. People said that nothing in the financial world was personal, that money controlled everything. But that was nonsense. A lot of other things always followed in the wake of the money: feelings and impulses, wounded egos and the desire for revenge. So the question was: did David Hammar have some hidden agenda in asking her out?

Natalia studied him closely, her eyes skimming over his unbelievably attractive features, his intense eyes and well-built body.

Probably.

“Thanks,” she heard herself say. “Thanks for a lovely lunch.”

She shook his hand, let his big, warm palm surround her own, and then walked outside into the broiling heat, not one iota wiser than before she’d come.
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The lunch with David Hammar had raised more questions in Natalia than it had answered. But at least it had woken her up, she decided as she quickly walked back to her office at Stureplan. She took the elevator up to the fourth floor, nodded to the receptionists, and then shut herself in her office. She decided she needed five minutes for herself before she started working.

During those five minutes she thought about David and the lunch and how she felt confused, fascinated, and, well, attracted to that charismatic but also contradictory venture capitalist.

Natalia leaned back in her desk chair. She actually couldn’t figure him out. At times he had been chivalrous and even funny. He had teased her, and she had been drawn into something that felt like a force field of masculine charm.

But apart from that, she had found him to be a person with a very hard core. She knew he’d grown up in some of the toughest areas around Stockholm. It was no secret that he came from a really rough past. But something had happened since then because first he went to boarding school, then the Stockholm School of Economics, and finally Harvard. Probably on a scholarship, but still, talk about pulling yourself up by your bootstraps.

Yes, he was full of contradictions, Natalia thought, and with that her five minutes were over. No matter what she thought about his charisma and appearance, she was sure the lunch was a onetime occurrence. For some reason he had written her off—she had sensed that very clearly. She’d do best to get back to her real life: her work. Because no matter how, uh, interesting lunch with David Hammar had been, it had robbed her of valuable work time.

Natalia devoted several intense afternoon hours to a never-ending stream of paperwork. She and J-O were in the final stage of a really big and, for Natalia personally, prestigious bank deal, and she was pushing herself and her team hard. No one slept more than absolutely necessary. It was all hands on deck. In another few hours when the banks and the stock market opened in the US, this already long workday would keep going, its pace not slowing at all.

Natalia glanced at the time. They were still asleep in Hong Kong, and Los Angeles was three hours behind New York. Somewhere in the world there was always a bank opening or a stock market closing. Trade and business continued around the clock, and her boss drove his employees harder than anyone she’d known.

She wondered if David Hammar worked like this. He was also known for being a hard worker. No one could stay at the absolute top, where he’d been for years, without being indefatigable. Without being unrelenting. That was both the appeal and the downside of finance.

She glanced up when someone knocked on her door frame.

“Do you have a minute?” J-O asked.

“Be right there,” Natalia said, glad to be forced to focus on something other than the impression David Hammar had made. Åsa was right. She needed to get out more. Oh, but dating was such an enigma, she thought as she gathered her folders, papers, and iPad. She didn’t get it at all. Other women did, Åsa did. They went out with men, slept with men, dated men. But Natalia had never really gotten the hang of what you were supposed to do. There was something about the subtle, modern, essentially un-Swedish rules that she couldn’t fathom despite the time she had spent living in New York and London. She was pretty much useless at this stuff with men, as history had shown. On the other hand, she was exceptionally good at her job, she reminded herself as she followed J-O. At least there was that.

Natalia maintained her focus throughout the meeting. There was no room for anyone on J-O’s team operating at less than one hundred percent. They were the best of the best. One miss and you were looking for another job. Natalia had been handpicked two years ago by J-O himself when he started the bank’s Nordic team. The rest of them, all men, were unique specialists in their fields, just like her. Natalia was an expert on banking and financial institutions. J-O liked to say that he could call Natalia De la Grip in the middle of the night and she would sit up and rattle off the big, listed banks’ index rates and their share prices from when the markets closed.

And he wasn’t joking.

He’d done it several times.

J-O wrapped up the meeting and thanked those who had participated by phone. Natalia and the rest of them gathered up their things.

“It’s almost four o’clock,” J-O said to her. “Do you have time for a quick chat before New York opens?”

Natalia nodded, waiting quietly as the conference room emptied.

“Nice work,” he said when they were alone.

She smiled at the rare praise. “Thanks.”

He drummed one finger on the table. “What are you doing this summer?” he asked.

Natalia tried not to raise her eyebrows, but it was hard. Throughout the finance world, J-O was known for three things: his extremely expensive tastes, his weakness for giving long interviews in glossy magazines, and for never discussing personal matters.

As far as Natalia knew, he had no private life. Not like other mortals. He worked, traveled, and flew so much that people said he spent more time in the air than on the ground.

During the just over two years they’d worked together, first in London and then in Stockholm, they had never discussed anything other than work. What little she knew about J-O she had read in the tabloids or industry papers and since her own family was one of the most widely discussed in Sweden, she assumed that he knew pretty much what everyone else knew about her. At least once a year, whenever her younger brother, Alexander, was caught up in some new scandal, often involving a woman, the tabloids carefully reviewed the details of her family, so it wasn’t that hard for people to keep up to date on her. But J-O never said a word about it. J-O hadn’t even said anything when her breakup with Jonas hit the papers. He just dispassionately noted her bloodshot eyes and then got down to business as usual. In the middle of all that misery, that had actually been a relief.

“I’m going to keep working until we’re done,” she said in answer to his question. “Aside from that, I don’t have any fixed plans. Aside from maybe Båstad.” She managed not to sigh.

Everyone was going to Båstad. Of course her parents had invited her down to the summerhouse—her mother had practically ordered her to come—but Natalia didn’t know if she could bear to spend the summer with them. Last year, when her separation from Jonas was still fresh, it had worked, but yet another summer? When she was almost thirty? There were limits to how pathetic a person could be.

Unbidden, her thoughts flitted back to David Hammar again. Was he going to Båstad? If she joined her parents at the villa, would she run into him there?

That bothered her. She had met the man once and she was fantasizing about him already? What was she, twelve or something? At least she hadn’t googled him after lunch. Although she was still wondering what he was after. What did she have that he could be interested in? Her father hated him, she knew that. Until today she had never had any particular opinion of David Hammar. They moved in completely different circles. He was a handsome corporate pirate, mingling with American movie stars and British princesses, wreaking havoc on traditional companies. For her part, she was pretty much a bank woman.

“Hello?” J-O said.

“Oh, sorry,” she said. “If you need me, I’ll be here, of course. I haven’t decided on anything. I’ll take some vacation when I can.”

“I may need you in Båstad.”

Natalia nodded neutrally. Of course he would.

J-O stood up from the highly polished conference table. Their office was in a historically listed building, built in the 1800s with period details, high ceilings, crystal chandeliers, and art in gilt frames. He glanced out the window at Stureplan and the roofs surrounding them. “I know you have your own plans for the future,” he said slowly.

Natalia’s ears perked up. This was about something else, about her. Her most recent annual review had been about her long-term career goal being to eventually work for the family company. She’d always been open about that, that she wanted to build a career on her own merits, but that then she wanted to move on.

“Yes?” she said guardedly.

She admired J-O, but they weren’t actually friends. Everyone had their own agenda in this world, and trust was a perishable commodity.

“I heard you met with David Hammar today,” he said. “Is there anything you haven’t told me?”

“It was just lunch, nothing else,” she replied, completely caught off guard.

J-O had a reputation of knowing everything that happened in the gossipy finance world. But still. How the heck did he know this? So quickly? “I hope you’re not spying on me,” she said, only half kidding.

J-O shook his head. He crossed his arms in front of himself. “This is Stockholm. You can’t do anything without everyone knowing about it. What did he want?”

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “You know him better than I do.”

“He’s up to something.”

Natalia nodded. “Presumably.”

“Keep me posted. And plan on Båstad.”

Natalia stood up, still a little taken aback. As she left the room, J-O turned back to the window again. His eyes locked onto some point outside.

They spent the rest of the evening focused on work. Someone fell asleep on the sofa. Someone ordered pizza. The interns, assistants, analysts, and other business folks came and went. Natalia chatted with clients and drew diagrams and yawned when no one was looking.

She took a taxi home late in the evening. She slept for a few hours, showered, changed, and was then
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