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“THIS IS WHAT REALLY happened... reported by a free press, to a free people...”

Wes Shaw leads a secret double life. 

As the secret owner of a billion dollar newspaper empire, he’s one of the richest men in the world. But to the staff at The Golden Mail, Wes is just an ordinary, workaholic editor. Wes is sure that nobody can ever get close enough to uncover his secret. That is until he hires Julia, one of the best journalists in the business. Too smart for her own good, and too beautiful for Wes to resist, Julia might finally be his undoing.

Julia Bancroft doesn’t know it, but Wes is her boss. When she starts her new job at The Golden Mail, she’s convinced that her handsome editor is hiding something. No man has ever distracted her from her job as a journalist, but broody, gorgeous Wes holds her interest far more than any newspaper story. 

When she and Wes head to South Africa on an assignment to uncover dangerous poachers, the attraction between them becomes impossible to ignore. 

Soon, they’re alone together in the wilderness, and Julia is struggling to keep things professional with Wes. Can his secrets stay buried or will his all-consuming desire for Julia threaten to expose everything? 
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Billionaire Wes Shaw climbed off his beat-up old motorcycle. The bike had seen better days, but he’d had no choice but drive it to work this morning. He had forgotten to fill his car with gas, like he often did after late nights at the office.

He took his helmet off and placed it on the handlebar. As he took off his leather gloves he glanced at his watch. Damn, he was twenty minutes late. Shoving the gloves into his pockets, he rushed across the parking lot towards the entrance of the Golden Mail Company building.

Rushing through the gleaming lobby, there was no time to marvel at the place. The place that he secretly owned. For over a year he had come to work every single day and blended in with the rest of the staff at The Golden Mail. Nobody had guessed who he really was. They all believed that he was nothing more than an editor and occasional staff writer.

“Hey, Wes, good job on the statistical analysis for the water supply story,” Pedro Garcia, The Golden Mail’s lead science writer called from the other end of the lobby. “You saved my ass.”

“No problem.” Wes gave Pedro a quick nod before ducking into the crowded elevator. There was no time to take the stairs this morning. Not with the interview he was twenty minutes late for.

He cursed himself inwardly as the elevator doors slid shut. Workaholics like him hated lateness in other people, but he especially hated it in himself. In the past ten years he had probably only been late a handful of times. But this morning, not only had his car’s gas tank been empty but he’d also slept through the alarm, and San Francisco’s traffic had been brutal.

Sleeping through an alarm was unheard of for him, but it was partially his own damn fault. After working until an ungodly hour last night he had crashed into bed two hours before his alarm was set to go off, and in his exhaustion he’d slept through it. Right now the only thing keeping him awake was the coffee he’d had for breakfast, exhaust fumes from his bike, and the prospect of this do or die interview.

While the elevator started heading up he whipped out his cell phone to fire off a text message, apologizing for his tardiness. No excuses. Just a full-on apology. He’d be lucky if Julia Bancroft had bothered waiting for him. 

Buying The Golden Mail had been one of his biggest accomplishments, and with that acquisition one thousand jobs were now his responsibility. He refused to let the newspaper fail. With so many other newspapers downsizing or flat-out folding, he had worked relentlessly to do whatever it took to prevent that from happening to his investment. Unfortunately for him this was the most important meeting on his agenda for the foreseeable future, and he’d already blown it. 

Finally the elevator stopped at his floor and Wes rushed out. As always, the newsroom in front of his office was in complete chaos. Scores of reporters were rushing around the newsroom or hunkered down in their cubicles, busily hunting down leads, loudly negotiating with sources, or banging out stories on their computers.

This was all his. From the sticky notes to the building’s steel beams. Though nobody in the newsroom knew it, they all answered to him. Which was why he had decided to work undercover at The Golden Mail offices in the first place. Nobody had the guts to tell the newspaper’s billionaire owner the truth about how his investment was run. By going undercover he had learned things about the newspaper that he would never have learned otherwise. That knowledge had given him the insight to make whatever tough calls he needed to in order for The Golden Mail to survive in this current media landscape.

“Whoa, you’re late,” one of the interns said to him as he rushed by. “You’re never late.” 

“Is she gone?” he demanded.

“Is who gone?” the intern asked.

Wes stopped in his tracks. “Julia Bancroft. Did she leave already?”

“Holy crap.” The intern’s eyes went wide and she nearly dropped her coffee cup in the process. “Julia Bancroft is here? Are you serious?”

He grimaced. Now the entire floor was going to know that Julia was in the building, if they didn’t already. Julia Bancroft was an absolute legend in the industry, and being late to interview her was bad enough. The last thing he needed was a bunch of gawking interns, photographers, and reporters rushing into his office to get a glimpse of her.

Without offering the wide-eyed intern an explanation, Wes maneuvered his way across the newsroom and then opened the door to his office.

Perched on the chair in front of his desk was Julia Bancroft. All five-feet-six-inches of her. Seated in his swivel chair. She was looking at something on her phone screen, seemingly oblivious to his sudden presence.

He shut the door before clearing his throat. “Julia, forgive my late arrival. Did you get my messages?”

Her gaze met his, turning him all but speechless for one long moment.

Though they had only ever corresponded by email, Wes had seen her in photos. He’d known that she was beautiful. In just about every one of her photos, her startling green eyes possessed a bright curiosity. Her lush mouth was always curved up into the faintest of knowing smiles. As if she was on the verge of uncovering some big secret. In contrast to her delicate features was that mane of untamable strawberry-blonde curls. In her photos Julia Bancroft had possessed the same natural, wholesome sort of beauty she possessed now. The sort of beauty that no makeup could ever possibly enhance. 

And yet nothing could have prepared him for seeing her in the flesh. Seeing the glow of her skin or inhaling the faint scent of oranges that seemed to warm his cluttered office. Most breathtaking of all were the eyes. The wide emerald green eyes that were now shamelessly appraising him. Taking him in with the same fascination that had just seized him.

Did she like what she saw in him? From experience, he knew that most women did. Though, if he knew what was good for both of them he’d shove that kind of thinking aside. Work was about work, and nothing more. Hell, he hadn’t even made a friend at The Golden Mail offices. Wes had a reputation for being surly. If he didn’t have pressing reasons to interact with anyone on staff, most employees stayed out of his way. Which was fine with him. He had never mixed business with pleasure. Even though he was stretching the boundaries of his own ethics by working undercover at The Golden Mail’s offices, dating coworkers and subordinates was totally unacceptable to him. 

“Wes Shaw?” Her husky voice dragged him back to reality. 

“That’s right.”

She raised a slender eyebrow and slowly rose to her feet. Even though she was the one being interviewed for a job, she didn’t give off a hint of anxiety. In the blink of an eye, she pulled her wild curls into a ponytail with such practiced dexterity that he almost missed the movement entirely. 

Julia adjusted her blazer before strutting over to him. “That’s funny. I thought that you would be much...” She held out her hand as she tilted her head, still blatantly studying him. 

He took her hand to shake it, the softness of it a surprise. Julia was known for charging into the most dangerous situations in the world for a news story, so he hadn’t expected such a seasoned photojournalist and reporter to have such soft, delicate hands. Contact with her hands sent an unexpected jolt of electricity through his body, the blood in his veins responding instantly. “Taller?” he offered. “You thought I would be much taller?”

“You’re definitely taller than average, but that isn’t it.” She smiled and it lit up her entire face, as if her features were bathed in sunshine. “I was going to say that I thought you’d be much older. I didn’t realize that you would be so... young.” Her breath hitched when she emphasized the word ‘young’, and he wondered what that could mean.

If she had expected an older man, he had certainly disappointed her. At thirty-three he was one of the youngest billionaires in the world, though nobody would ever be able to guess his wealth by looking at him. Which was exactly how he liked it.

He was a self-made man, though when he started out in the data analysis and statistics field he had never expected to end up so wealthy. In college he’d developed software with his best friend that they’d designed on a whim to help people. From there they’d set up in a tiny office in downtown San Francisco and worked at their small business during college. What had been an insignificant small business had ended up on the radar of tech and pharmaceutical companies. Their creation had been big enough to spark a bidding war that had made them both into billionaires before they had turned thirty. Better than the money was the fact that their software was used in just about every hospital in America, and had probably saved thousands of lives.

“Sorry to disappoint,” he muttered.

She slipped her hand from his grasp, the absence of her touch coming as an unexpected disappointment. “You’re late.”

“I apologized for that already,” he reminded her, though he mentally kicked himself the moment the words came out. Being his usual surly self wasn’t going to get Julia hired. Somehow he was going to have to dig deep and find something remotely like charm.

“I probably should have checked my messages, but a potential source sent me some footage that I just had to see.” Her eyes were still on him, studying him like she knew that he had secrets. Secrets that would destroy him if they were ever exposed. “Are you always late for interviews?”

“Never.”

“So, I’m your first, huh?” Another smile. Only this one was mischievous. “Well, since you’re here, you might as well start with the questions.”

“First question...why were you sitting in my chair?” he asked.

“Because it was better than sitting on your desk,” she replied, as if that was an explanation. “Honestly, you’re lucky that I’ve managed to sit still at all. I’ll sit on the sofa if that’s better for the interview.”

Watching her walk over to the leather sofa on the other side of his office nearly forced all the air out of his lungs. There was a boundless energy to the way she moved, her hips swaying, shoulders thrown back confidently. And in addition to the energy was an arresting sensuality. There was something wild about her. Something untamable that fascinated him more than anything had in a very long time. Which was saying a lot because every day working at a place like The Golden Mail was interesting.

His eyes wandered down to her backside. No. Damn it. He had to stay professional. This was an interview, for shit’s sake.

Forcing himself to focus on the task at hand, Wes took a seat on the sofa across from her. “What would you like to drink? Coffee? Tea?”

“No, thanks.” She leaned back, totally relaxed, a glint in her cat-like green eyes. “So, Mr. Shaw—”

“Wes is fine,” he said, interrupting her. “Everybody calls me Wes. Nobody calls me Wesley.” 

“Okay.” She paused. “Wes. You’re a deputy editor here, correct?”

“That’s correct.”

“How come I haven’t heard of you?” she asked. “I know just about everyone there is to know in the newspaper business but I’m not familiar with your work. I even looked you up, and you don’t seem to exist until about a year ago.”

His heart started pounding. Sweat formed on his brow. This was supposed to have been him interviewing her yet, incredibly, she had turned the tables on him. How the hell had she managed to make this into an interrogation so quickly?

“I’ve been overseas for a long time,” he lied quickly. “Been an editor at some much smaller periodicals. That’s why you’ve never heard of me.”

The truth was, with his money he had managed to scrub just about every trace of his existence from the internet. The only trace of him Julia would have found was connected to his position at The Golden Mail. His privacy was too important to him to do anything less.

Becoming wealthy had changed so much of his life. It had given him more leisure time than he’d known what to do with. While his best friend and business partner had retired to a private island in the Caribbean, Wes couldn’t just retire and live large. Life for him was about doing. Contributing to the world that had given him enormous privilege. 

After he became wealthy, it had taken time to find meaning in his life again. Becoming wealthy beyond his wildest dreams made certain parts of his life insignificant. Life changed when he realized he’d never have to chase a dollar ever again. Eventually, after all his soul-searching, he had figured out what he wanted to do. Tell the story of the people. Keep them informed. And hold the powerful and corrupt accountable. His introduction to wealth had shown him just how corrupt some people in his class could be, and he wanted to shine a light on that. Shine a light and put things right. 

A newspaper like The Golden Mail had been the perfect opportunity to do that. Unfortunately, once he’d bought the paper public speculation about the new owner had gone into overdrive. He had kept his life so well hidden that, in a strange way, his secrecy had become legendary. Readers flocked to the newspaper’s website, not only to get their local and national news but to speculate about who the owner was, fueling the wildest conspiracy theories. That speculation kept readers coming back for more, helping to keep The Golden Mail a newspaper of national record both in print and on the internet.

“So what kind of periodicals did you edit?” Julia asked, once again dragging him back to reality.

“Mostly ones that focused on international economics and development,” he said, reaching for a lie that didn’t give too much away. “My work has been in data and statistics mostly.”

“Now that you’re back in the States, how do you like working for a big newspaper like The Golden Mail?”

“I thought I was interviewing you,” he said pointedly.

She shrugged. “We’re interviewing each other.” If he didn’t know any better he could have sworn that her cheeks turned the palest shade of pink as she placed an emphasis on the words, each other. “I have just as many burning questions as you do.”

Her directness intrigued him. Mostly because she was grilling him the way she might grill a source rather than the newspaper editor interviewing her for a job. Wes had been so caught up in doing everything he could to entice her to come work for The Golden Mail that he hadn’t paid nearly enough attention to guarding his secret from her. Seeing her in the flesh, it was clear why Julia Bancroft had earned a reputation for working a source better than anyone. He was going to have to keep her focused on the newspaper and not him if he hoped to keep her in the dark about the whole truth.

“Yes. I like working here. The pay is the best in the business—”

“I don’t care about money,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. 

That didn’t surprise him. He’d done enough research into her background to know that money wasn’t her primary motivation. Still, he hadn’t expected her to dismiss talk of money so flatly. “Maybe you don’t care about money, but the salary you’d get reveals a lot about how much The Golden Mail values its employees.”

She crossed her arms. “All it says to me is that whoever is running this place has a lot of money to burn. Maybe too much money.”

“And that offends you?” he asked, careful to keep any hint of irritation out of his voice. As much as her words made him bristle, Wes couldn’t afford to give himself away.

“Obscene wealth usually does,” she replied. “The Mail is obviously a pet project for some bored billionaire who can’t be bothered to get his hands dirty.”

“You really think so?”

She nodded. “He’s probably holed up somewhere in an ivory tower.”

For some reason, her disapproval cut him more than he had expected. “What if he isn’t? In a tower, I mean.”

“Does that matter?” she asked with barely masked disdain. “Hoarding all that wealth is bad enough, but do these guys have to drag the rest of us into their issues? Be honest, Wes—wouldn’t you rather work on stories that matter instead of doing whatever will please some secret billionaire at the top?”

His insides knotted up, unease coiling inside of him. Wes was keeping his identity a secret to protect his investment. The Golden Mail could only thrive if it focused on chasing important stories, not chasing gimmicks like it used to before he acquired it. He was committed to informing the public about important stories. Which was why he kept his identity such a carefully guarded secret. Wes couldn’t afford to become the story. 

And yet, even with so much riding on keeping his wealth a secret, Julia Bancroft’s obvious disapproval stung. Partially because she was such a well-respected journalist and photographer. Partially because—if he was being honest with himself—her obvious distrust of wealth meant that, even if she liked what she saw in him now, she would never like what she saw in the real him. 

“Believe it or not, the higher-ups want me to hire you for that very reason,” he said. Hiring her was too important to let go. While she had done some freelance work with The Golden Mail in the past, he wanted her as a full time, permanent photographer and journalist. That was the only way his vision could become a reality.

“Oh?” She leaned forward, clearly eager to hear more of what he had to say. “Tell me more.”

Having her disdain turn into rapt attention so quickly made his heart start to hammer in his chest. Curiosity danced in her green eyes, flooding him with a need to hold her attention at all costs. Wes knew enough about Julia from his research into her to know that getting her attention wasn’t easy. Holding that attention was going to be even more difficult.

“The folks in charge want to take The Golden Mail to the next level,” he explained. “They know how good your work is, and they believe that having you on board will give the paper some much-needed prestige.”

“So they need me to make the paper look good,” she said with a frown.

“I’m not going to bullshit you; that’s part of their calculation, but your work speaks for itself,” he said. “You’re one of the most sought-after journalists in the business, and with good reason. You’re a risk-taker, Julia. You never let anything get in the way of a story, and that’s what The Mail needs.”

Despite the tension that seemed to flare between them, Wes respected her. She had won numerous awards for her work, and she had a huge social media presence. If Julia Bancroft wrote a story or updated followers on social media, people listened. The public trusted her completely. For most of her career she had been a free agent, freelancing with the most prestigious newspapers, magazines, and TV networks around the world. The majority of her stories got so much public attention that they crashed news websites, and all of that without relying on the usual mind-numbing clickbait to get views.

“Why does The Golden Mail need me?” she asked. “You guys have tripled readership and ad buys since you were sold. Pretty remarkable in an era of rapidly-declining newspaper sales.”

“That’s true,” he said with a nod. “But we want to do more than just expand. We want staying power. You’re one of the most talented journalists of your generation.”

“Talented journalists are a dime a dozen in this business,” she said.

“Not with talent like yours.” He gave her a hard stare. Wes didn’t do flattery, and he sure as hell didn’t toss out empty compliments. If Julia was good enough to be on his radar, she was at the top of her game. “You can do it all. You’re a photographer, a writer, you’ve worked on television, and done video work for news websites. Plus, your podcast has been in the top ten podcasts every year since it started. The public trusts you because you chase stories that nobody else has the guts to chase. Even though The Golden Mail has been expanding, it needs staying power. It can’t just be a flash in the pan. We’ll never be able to sustain our growth if we play it safe like all the other newspapers out there. You’re probably the only journalist in the country who can give this paper both the prestige and the expanding readership it needs to thrive.”

She regarded him coolly for a moment. “I know all that.” 

“If you do, why did you try to downplay your talents a moment ago?”

Her eyes narrowed. For an instant he thought that calling her out might backfire, but her features softened into a smile. “Are you accusing me of fishing for compliments?”

“I’m merely showing you that, like the billionaires you deride, you also have an ego,” he said. “Like the man who owns this newspaper, you also have something to prove.”

“I don’t have anything to prove,” she shot back.

“I don’t believe you,” he said.

“And why not?”

“Because eventually we all have something to prove. Maybe not to the public, but definitely to ourselves,” he answered.

Surprise flashed in her eyes, and then, that arresting smile. 

He had managed to turn the tables back on her, and he got the sense that she enjoyed it. Julia probably liked a challenge in every aspect of her life. Not just when she was chasing a story. Knowing that made his thoughts start to race. Made him wonder what else she might like. And how she might like it.

His gaze wandered down, landing on her full lips. What would it be like to kiss that mouth? To have it pressed against his ear while she signaled her pleasure?

Damn it. He had to get control of his thoughts, or she was liable to figure out exactly what he was thinking. This was a professional setting. Which made Julia Bancroft completely off limits. Even fantasizing about her was wrong. 

“So, what do you have to prove, Wes?” she asked.

“We should keep the focus on you for this interview,” he said quickly. Answering her question while his wayward mind was in a haze of lust would only lead to disaster. He wasn’t focused enough to give a satisfactory answer. Being out of control was highly unusual for him and, knowing that, he had to be on his guard for the rest of the interview. 

“I’ll bet I know,” she said.

He didn’t like the hint of mischief in her husky tone one bit. This woman was trouble, in more ways than one. Verbally sparring with her had probably been a mistake, but he wasn’t going to back down now. Playing it cool was his only option. “Are you sure about that?”

“Oh, I’m sure.” Her green eyes narrowed on him. “Not only do I know what you have to prove, but I also know what you’re up to. You have a secret, Wes Shaw, and I know exactly what it is.”
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He was hiding something. That was obvious, no matter how hard he tried to hide it.

A long time ago, secrets and lies had ruined everything. Destroyed her fragile heart. It was more than her journalistic curiosity that made her want to know more about Wes Shaw. Her interest in what he might be hiding was also about guarding her heart. Protecting herself. Even though Wes was the one interviewing her, she had to have the upper hand no matter what. Keeping her wits about her had been the only thing that had saved her. Even if she had no plans on taking this job, she had a reputation to protect. 

Julia kept her gaze on him, searching for the smallest hint of a reaction. Men like Wes were take-charge types. Always in control. If she had unnerved him, she would only get one chance at seeing him react.

There it was. A momentary flash of surprise in his dark eyes. If she hadn’t been watching him so intently she would have missed it, because the surprise vanished in seconds. Years of questioning sources had taught her to look for the smallest change in a person. Eyes darkening. Breath quickening. Hard body going taut.

And what a body. She had been scrutinizing him since the moment he appeared. He was lean, but toned. Muscular without being bulky. His shoulders were broad, and even through all the layers of clothing she knew that there were a rock-hard abs underneath. If she had to guess, she’d say that he worked out regularly. A sudden image of him shirtless, drenched in sweat while he lifted weights, flashed in her mind.

Oh, crap. Thinking about him half-dressed had come out of nowhere. She had to focus on the interview and get it together. The best way to do that was to look at his face, instead of eyeing his torso like she’d just done a twenty-year stint in prison. Julia lifted her gaze, only to get lost in his dark brown eyes. Mysterious eyes that gave away almost nothing. Only a brooding intensity that piqued her curiosity. She was drowning in his eyes now, pulled into a sea of tempting, sinful darkness. 

She swallowed hard, unnerved that a hard body and a handsome face were having such an effect on her. Julia hadn’t been with a man in months. That had to be the reason for this sudden attack of lust. He was handsome. She was single. That’s all this was. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Well?” 

“You think I don’t know what you’re up to?” she asked. 

The surprise that had momentarily flashed in his gorgeous brown eyes was long gone. Now his gaze had hardened, like he was challenging her with just a look. 

As she stared right back at him, Julia knew that beneath her constant urge to protect herself she was enjoying this exchange a little too much. This wasn’t the usual boring job interview she’d endured at different publications. Wes hadn’t rattled off dull stats about the newspaper. Hadn’t begged for her attention. Wasn’t desperate. Sure, he had paid her a compliment, but it had been more him stating facts than anything else. It wasn’t some agonizing list of her accomplishments that he had memorized off some script to butter her up. After mere minutes of sizing him up, she knew that he wasn’t the type of man to rely on false flattery. Wasn’t one for phony modesty and aggressively fake charm. There was no doubt that Wes wanted her to work at The Golden Mail, but he exuded confidence. Almost arrogance. 

She had noticed that arrogance when he curtly reminded her that he had already apologized for being late. As if he could live without her forgiveness one way or the other. And that kind of arrogance could only mean one thing: Wes Shaw believed that she was going to agree to take the job. Well, she’d show him. Julia had only agreed to come to this interview out of curiosity during a rare period of downtime. She didn’t need The Golden Mail. 

“What am I up to?” he asked blandly, in the tone of a man accustomed to keeping his emotions hidden.

“You know who the owner is, don’t you?”

Wes didn’t react to her wild theory in the slightest. From where she was sitting, it was like he had ice water in his veins. “What makes you say that?”

“You defended him pretty vigorously,” she said. “My guess is, only someone who knows him well would try to defend him.”

“Or I’m a loyal employee who doesn’t want to risk a paycheck,” he said smoothly. “It wouldn’t look good for me if word got out that I allowed you to speak ill of my boss without defending him.”

“You haven’t denied knowing him.” She gave him small smile. “I’m impressed that you can keep that kind of secret.” Journalists weren’t exactly known for keeping secrets once they’d uncovered them. 

He cleared his throat, running a hand through silky brown hair. Hair that she’d love to run her own hands through. “I can honestly say that I’ve never actually met the man,” Wes said.

She mulled over that for a several moments, suddenly realizing why she was so taken by Wes. Like the stories she worked to uncover, Wes was a puzzle. More than once he had answered her without actually giving her a direct answer. He was cagey. Mysterious.

“Though, impressing Julia Bancroft is now at the top of my list of accomplishments,” he continued. “You are, after all, a woman of great integrity in this business. I know how much you value journalistic integrity, and I’ve admired that for a long time.” The way he spoke in his rich baritone, as weighty as a caress... he wasn’t teasing her. Wasn’t being sarcastic in the slightest. Wes meant what he was saying. He valued her opinion. Not just her accomplishments and what she could bring to the paper, but seemingly her. That was so surprising to her that she didn’t know how to respond. 

No other interviewer seemed to care or understand that journalism was more than a job to her. It was a calling. Her life. Journalism was her passion because it had started off as her salvation as a kid. Her mother had encouraged that passion. Since working at her high school newspaper, she loved running headlong into danger. Loved unraveling secrets that the public wasn’t meant to know. Protecting the little guy from the powerful and the corrupt fueled her. All her life she had rooted for the underdog. Worked and fought for the truth so that people like her mother could get the justice that was often denied them. Her mother had instilled that curiosity in Julia when she bought Julia her first camera when she was a child. Fighting for the truth was all Julia knew how to do. Always asking questions. Always looking for answers. Wes Shaw was a walking question.

After spending hours online trying to dig up information on him, all she discovered was that Wes was a writer and editor. She had only been able to find his analytical write-ups on the Golden Mail website and nothing more. Not even a photograph. Some might think that his writing made for dry reading because it was all numbers. All facts and figures. But to her his ability to write was barely scratching the surface. All truth of course, but not the long-form stories she loved so much. Still, she knew that he was highly intelligent just from reading his work. Which was why she had assumed he was an older man. Wes seemed to have the know-how of someone with a Ph.D. Someone who had spent decades doing statistical and data work. Seeing that he was not only young, but darkly handsome as well, had thrown Julia off. Not that she was complaining, with that chiseled jaw and full, harsh mouth to look at.

“I guess that means you’re keeping your secret,” she finally said. Clearly, it was going to take more than some pointed questions to get the truth out of Wes Shaw. Too bad she had no intention of working at the Mail. Getting to know him would have been exciting.

But she wasn’t going to work for The Golden Mail or any other publication. At least not as a full time employee. She had freelanced for most of her career and she loved the freedom. Loved the thrill of going on adventures to far-flung places. She had traveled all over the world, from Cuba to Indonesia, taking photos. Chasing the truth. And, admittedly, having the time of her life as she met interesting people and learned about so many fascinating cultures. 

Being a free agent gave her the chance to pursue the stories that interested her. Instead of chasing ratings and readership, she could really focus on the things that mattered to her. Most publications were risk-averse. More obsessed with profits than with doing any hard-hitting journalism. If she ended up with The Golden Mail she’d just end up chained to a desk, writing clickbait for a soulless company that didn’t respect its readership. Some people in the business thought she was too conceited and self-important. That wasn’t it at all. For so long, people had let her down in her own life. As a journalist, she never wanted to let her readers down ever. 

Not even tall, dark, handsome, broody Wes Shaw was going to change her mind.

“Speaking of secrets, you don’t have to pretend with me. I know you’d rather be anywhere but here right now,” he said.

Her eyes widened. “How did—”

“You’ve been a sought-after photojournalist for over five years now and you’ve never worked for a single publication for long,” he said. “In this era, that’s rare. Most people are clamoring for permanent newspaper gigs, but not you. There’s a reason for that. Which means you made up your mind about The Golden Mail way before you showed up to do this interview.”

“You’ve done your homework,” she said, genuinely impressed again. Despite what she suspected were differences in their personalities, it was clear that Wes, like her, missed nothing. 

“I have.”

“So, even though you know that I’ll be turning down the offer, you’re still trying to impress me.” She couldn’t decide if his determination to convince her regardless of that fact was arrogance or him trying to save face. Either way, she was becoming more and more intrigued by him.

“I want you, Julia,” he said so bluntly it sounded like a veiled warning. A warning that underneath his cool façade was something far worse than mere trouble. Wes was danger. Delicious sin.

Already his words were sending a tingle through her body. Her pulse started to race with a painful yearning she hadn’t felt in years. Of course, he hadn’t meant that he wanted her in that way. This onset of lust was in her own head. Nothing more. But that didn’t stop her thoughts from going into overdrive. What would it be like for him to want her like that? What kind of lover was he when the lights went out and it was just him and the woman he was holding in his arms? Was he really always this lethally effective? This controlled?

The thought of Wes losing control sent heat between her thighs. 

“You want me?” she asked, hoping he didn’t hear the breathlessness in her voice.

He nodded. “This isn’t just about the newspaper or about what the higher-ups want. I want you. Our futures are linked and you know it.”

“You’re joking—”

“No. This newspaper can’t sustain itself without journalists like you. Even if the folks in charge didn’t want you here, I’d fight them. I want you. Here. Now.”

“Wes, that’s crazy,” she said.

“Why?”

“Be-Because you’re not the one in charge. You’re just an editor. You don’t have that kind of sway,” she said, desperately grasping at straws. His words were enticing her. Seducing her. Making her rethink her refusal to work for The Golden Mail. 

“I’ve been made editor of a whole new department,” he told her. “One that I want to staff with the most talented people working in media. And you can do it all, Julia. Not only that, you can do it all with the kind of integrity that’s missing from so many newsrooms.”

He wasn’t wrong about her talents. It wasn’t that she was just naturally talented—it was just that she had predicted how quickly the media landscape was going to change. Which was why she had not only perfected her photography and writing schools, but had also learned how to shoot video footage, and produce podcasts. Plus, she had made sure to become fluent in French and Spanish. And she worked on learning new things all the time. Her curiosity was never satisfied. That was probably why she was now hanging on his every word. A whole new department sounded exciting.

“What is this new department?” she asked, keeping her tone as even as possible. If she gave away how intrigued she was, he might use that against her. She had to remember to keep the upper hand. “Is it like a foreign news desk or something?” 

“What it’s called hasn’t been worked out yet,” he said. “But I’ll be in charge of generating the kind of news stories that readers won’t get anywhere else. I want to take readers into the most dangerous places imaginable. My vision is for it to be hard-hitting and exciting stuff. The kind of stories most journalists would be too scared to chase.”

She was now on the edge of her seat, heart pounding wildly at the thought of his vision. “What kinds of stories?”

“Well, you could take your pick,” he said. “You’d be the lead photographer and writer so you could get top choice of stories to chase.” He reached for a stack of papers on the coffee table in front of him. “These are the stories we want to start with.”

“What kinds of stories?” she asked again, her eyes now glued to the papers in his hand.

“Sorry. I can’t tell you what they are if you’re not employed by The Golden Mail,” he said, shaking his head. “We want exclusive rights to these stories, so we can’t have the details getting out.” 

Oh, he was good. No, better than good. Exceptional. Wes had figured out exactly which of her buttons to press, and he had done it perfectly. First he had flattered her in a way nobody ever had, and now he was dangling an entire department where she could have free rein over the most exciting stories imaginable.

Her eyes wandered up from the papers in his hands to his dark eyes. If she agreed to work for The Golden Mail, she’d be giving up the freedom she had worked so hard to maintain. But if she walked away, the opportunity of a lifetime would slip from her grasp. What Wes was offering was unheard of. Newspapers didn’t create entire departments just to let photographers and journalists run wild. 

Unable to hold her excitement in for another second, Julia got to her feet and walked over to him. He didn’t react with even the hint of surprise. Whatever he was thinking didn’t appear on his face or flash in his eyes at all. He looked up at her, his dark eyes fixing her with a gaze that thrust right past her usual defenses. He was impossible to read, making him irresistible to her. 

On top of the opportunity to do work she could only dream of, she’d get the chance to work with him. As she looked deep into his eyes, searching for an answer to the secrets she knew he held, the air between them seemed to come alive with a latent sexual charge.

Reaching down to take the papers from him, she felt her fingers brush against his for the briefest moment. Heat surged through her at the sudden contact. She swallowed hard, needing to steady herself. Needing to play it as cool as possible.

“I’ll take the job,” she said firmly.

He responded with the barest hint of a smile that sent her heart fluttering. In addition to the stories she’d get to chase, Wes was equally magnetic. She was drawn to him. Because Julia suspected that the more she learned about him, the more questions she would have. If her instincts were right, Wes Shaw was going to be the most exciting mystery she had ever come across. 
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Despite extensively researching her, Wes hadn’t expected Julia to be this impulsive. He searched her eyes for some explanation. Even though agreeing to take the job seemed to come out of nowhere, he suspected that she hadn’t made the decision lightly. His strategy to entice her had paid off. For now anyway.

She started rifling through the papers in her hands. “What’s the Iceland story?”

Wes raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself? You haven’t looked at the contract. You can still back out of this.”

“My word is my bond,” she said. “If I say I’m going to do something, I do it.” 

There it was again. Julia’s famous integrity. It was an admirable quality that he didn’t possess. How could he, now that he was working undercover at his own newspaper? If she ever discovered the truth, she wouldn’t hesitate to expose him.

“This isn’t some temporary arrangement,” he explained. “It isn’t a freelance gig. You’ll be an employee.”

“I’ll sign a six-month contract,” she said.

“The contract is for three years.” He crossed his arms. “Maybe you should have read the contract before agreeing.”

“What are you complaining about?” she asked. “You’ve gotten what you wanted. I agreed to take the job, didn’t I?”

“I wanted you to sign on for three years, not a lousy six months,” he said. “A six-month contract is hardly any work at all.” 

She looked down her nose at him. “That’s my condition.”

Irritation made him shoot to his feet. He should have known she wouldn’t be so easy to wrangle. Of course her agreement to work at The Golden Mail would come with conditions. He’d expected conditions. What he hadn’t expected was for her to be impulsive and stubborn at the same time. What had started off as a negotiation was quickly turning into her trying to call all the shots. No way was he going to let her railroad him or the newspaper like this.

“You can negotiate a salary, maybe even get the contract down to two years, but there’s no way in hell—”

“It’s my final offer,” she said, cutting him off with a lift of her chin. “Six months. If working with you turns out to be a pleasurable experience, I’d be open to extending the contract beyond the initial six months.”

The way she said ‘pleasurable’ in that husky tone, so layered with meaning... it made his head swim. He didn’t know how she managed to drive him crazy and turn him on at the same time. Working with her was going to be the death of him. “If you’re hell-bent on sticking to six months, you’ll have to start working right away,” he said, fighting his rising irritation.

“Done,” she said.

He kept his surprise at her quick decision to himself and gave her a curt nod. “Good.”

They looked at each other for a long moment. The silence between them was awkward, filled with the kind of tension that made him wonder if he ought to scold her for her impulsiveness or kiss her. Both would be highly immoral and inappropriate for a number of reasons. That didn’t stop him from fantasizing about it. They had a rare kind of energy that seemed to spark between them. A dangerous heat that could flare out of control. Burn them both. Letting her get too close was far too risky. If she found out who he really was, everything he had worked so hard to build would crumble into dust. Which was why Julia had to remain exactly what she was. A colleague. A thorn in his side. A fantasy. 

“So, what’s the Iceland story?” she asked.

“Well, Iceland is the land of ice and fire,” he explained. “We’d want to do a cultural and geological story on those two extremes.”

“Ice and fire, huh?” She let her eyes roam up and down as she blatantly studied him again. “Sounds like a pretty potent combination.”

Somehow he didn’t think she was still talking about Iceland. He cleared his throat, trying to shove aside the thought that, with her burning green eyes and mouthwatering body, Julia was clearly the fire in this scenario.

He cleared his throat. “You’d be getting up close to volcanoes and spending time in the tundra.”

“Sounds exciting, but I’d rather not spend my first story freezing to death,” she said. “What’s this South Africa story?”

“That’s one of the most dangerous ones,” he said. “There’s been an uptick in illegal poaching in a particular region in South Africa.”

“That doesn’t sound too unusual. It’s unfortunate, but why would that be a story?” she asked.

“Word is that these poachers are part of an extremely dangerous crime syndicate,” he said. “Locals have tried standing up to them. Tried to stop these invaders from killing South Africa’s natural resources. The problem is that these poachers have gotten violent. First they started roughing up the locals. Now local wildlife activists have started to disappear.”

Her eyes went wide. “You think the poachers are kidnapping local citizens to stop their activism?”

He nodded grimly. “Yes. There are fears that these poachers won’t stop at taking them away. Fears that they’ll escalate until they do the unspeakable.”

“You mean in addition to illegally poaching, they’ll start killing the people who stand up to them?” Her face grew pale. “That’s horrific.”

“It gets worse. Local journalists have been doing a damn good job covering the story, but some of them have disappeared as well,” he said. “Some local contacts are hoping that an international news team might be able to expose the poachers before they murder someone.”

“Well, why doesn’t the government stop the poachers?” she asked.

“They’re trying, but these guys are like a black-ops squad. Nobody knows who they are or who they work for. They come into the bush with the tactics of well-trained mercenaries, but they’ve been terrorizing the local population like, well, terrorists. Other people say that the poachers operate more like a secret society than a gang. Plus, there are suspicions that there are some local and international elites in this syndicate. If politicians and billionaires are secret members of this crime ring there’s no telling what they’ll do to keep their identities secret.”

“So getting on their bad side could get me kidnapped,” she said.

“Or worse.”

To his amazement, her eyes lit up. As crazy as it was, he marveled at her courage. Her willingness to dive headfirst into danger. That courage was one of the reasons he was already so fascinated with her. 

“Count me in,” she said. 

“No other journalist at The Golden Mail will touch this story,” he warned. “And the journalists who work here aren’t saps. They’re tough as nails. This story is that dangerous.”

“Is that supposed to discourage me?” Determination flickered across her beautiful face. “This is the story, Wes. I’m ready to go.”

There was no talking her out of this. Not that he wanted to talk her out of it, but part of him was uneasy about her facing so much danger. That concern for her surprised him. While he always worried about the safety of the
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