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      It all began with a wrong number.

      When Blakely gets added to the Cage family group chat, chaos ensues. What she doesn’t expect is to have a side chat with the eldest brother.

      What was supposed to be a simple sign off, turns into a mild flirtation and invitation to lunch.

      Only Aston Cage has his secrets.

      And perhaps they should’ve left their conversation on read.

       

      Before I Knew is the prequel to the Cage family series. Learn how Blakely and Aston met, before they finally get their happily ever after in The Forever Rule.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ASTON

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Wait. Why did we make a group chat? I thought we already had a group chat? One with a name and everything.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        We had to make a new one because somebody ruined the last one.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        I feel like there was a little sarcasm in your pointed tone.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        How do you hear tone in a text message?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        Oh, we read tone.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ford:

      

      
        Seriously though, why the new group chat? Do you understand how many group chats I have?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        It’s not our fault that you decided to marry two people who had large families.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        Greer’s is a large family with three brothers and a bunch of spouses. Noah’s family? Calling the Montgomerys large is like saying the earth is part of the solar system.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        That wasn’t even a good analogy. You should have said something like water is wet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        Oh, so are we making fun of Hudson’s bad analogy here? Because I’m here for it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        I still want to know why we have a new group chat. Why we’re even starting with the group chat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        Because Dorian added his ex to the previous group chat, and I didn’t know how to quietly remove her without notifying her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Are you serious? She was in there the whole time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        You don’t just add someone to the group chat. You make a separate group chat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        That’s the whole rule of group chats. What is said in group chat, stays in group chat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        Until you take a screenshot of your chat and then you put it in the other chat hoping that the person that you’re talking shit about doesn’t actually see it. And now I’ve confused myself.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        I hate all of you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ford:

      

      
        You love us. Seriously though, do not add spouses to the family group chat. Or parents. We have a family group chat with the parents, and then a family group chat with just Mom, and then one with just Dad. Hence why I’m very confused why we continue to have more of them. We need to name this one.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Let’s just call it the Cages.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        Yes, because we don’t have anything called the Cages in the Cage family group chat. You’re the CEO of this family, what the hell’s wrong with you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        He’s the president of Cage Enterprises. Not the CEO of the family.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        For a man that doesn’t work with the company, you do sound a little testy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        Those sound like fighting words to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James:

      

      
        I have been in a meeting this entire time. Are we seriously just going to have a fifty-message long group chat about the efficacies and rules of group chat? This isn’t Fight Club.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        All the more reason to actually speak about the group chat, as we’re allowed to talk about it. Like you said, this isn’t Fight Club.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ford:

      

      
        I thought we weren’t supposed to talk about fight club.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        That movie came out what, fifty years ago at this point?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        Let’s not let Hudson do math anymore.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Seriously. Now that we know we have a new group chat, we can come up with a name later.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        Fine by me. Did you start this discourse for a reason, eldest brother of ours?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        I wanted to ensure we were all ready for family dinner on Friday. You know, our favorite thing to do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        Groan.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        I’m busy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James:

      

      
        New phone, who’s this?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        Yes, because that totally works, James. Wait. Does it work? I need to know. For reasons.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ford:

      

      
        I will probably have dinner with the Montgomerys. In fact, I’ll make sure I’ll have dinner with the Montgomerys.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Dad won’t be there. He’s on a work trip.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        I’m in.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        Friday night at six again?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        I might not make it until six thirty.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James:

      

      
        I’ll be there. We can hitch a ride together, Flynn.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        What if I have a date?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        You guys, I can’t laugh so hard that I pee myself in public. Flynn. A date.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        Your urinary tract problems aren’t my problems.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ford:

      

      
        I might have a Montgomery dinner, but I’m going to try to make it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Dinner is at seven. Drinks begin at six. I suppose it’s my turn to host. Unless we’d like to go to The Teal Door?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        Do not ruin my restaurant with a family dinner that will surely be loud and rowdy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James:

      

      
        We are elite businessmen. We are not rowdy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        I’d rather go to the restaurant.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        You are not allowed to date any more of my waitresses. One quit already.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Dorian, what the hell did you do?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        I didn’t do anything. Laura said she was moving to be near her mom because she got sick. I may like women, but I don’t fuck with them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        Sure, Dorian. Whatever you say.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        I’m offended.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        You really aren’t.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James:

      

      
        You really, really aren’t.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        We’ll pick the place soon. But Theo, is it okay if we use your place instead? I’d rather not have to deal with a caterer. I could cook, but I don’t have time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo:

      

      
        Fine. However, just know I’m going to charge you out the ass.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Charge the company.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian:

      

      
        Wait, you’re not even going to cook for us, Aston?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        I’m not in the mood to search for a middle finger emoji.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn:

      

      
        My God, how old are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James:

      

      
        We don’t ask those types of questions.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown Number:

      

      
        Hello? Do you know how to exit a group chat? Not that this hasn’t been enlightening, but I don’t think I’m supposed to be here.

      

      

      

      

      

      I leaned back and stared at my phone as if it were a snake ready to strike. I did not recognize the number. It wasn’t Dorian’s ex. And now I was wondering why we had a complete stranger in our family group chat. Damn it. I picked up the phone as soon as it rang, Flynn’s name appearing on the screen.

      “Do you know who that is?” Flynn asked, his voice sounding slightly panicked.

      “Is it weird that I hope it’s someone that Dorian met and accidentally put her number in?” Because having it be a complete stranger would be worse. At least we hadn’t shared company and family issues within the chat. So far.

      “We don’t know if it’s a her.”

      That was true. We didn’t know if it was a her. And here I was, acting as if it could be. Weird.

      “Hell, no one else is texting, so they’re probably waiting for me to handle it?” I ask, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      “Sounds about right. But you are the big brother. It’s what you’re used to. Handle it.”

      “At least we didn’t discuss company secrets.”

      “No, we just said our names often enough that now someone has our numbers. Hopefully it’s not the press. Or a rival. Fuck.”

      I could practically see Flynn pace his office. We weren’t working in the same building today. Flynn was off in the small town that we had purchased over two generations ago, while I was in our high-rise in the city of Denver. I liked running Cage Enterprises. Our grandfather, and later our father, had built it from the ground up, and while they had made some questionable business choices along the way, we had changed the game. We worked with gaining financing and worked with ethical and environmentally friendly building. Hence why we worked with Ford’s family, the Montgomerys so often. We worked with real estate development, small business backers, and environmental research. Meaning we had way too many NDAs to begin with, and people were constantly trying to reach us.

      And now, we were adding random people to group chats.

      Again, the group chat went completely silent, and I copied the person’s number before starting a new chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Sorry about that. Wrong number I assume?

      

      

      

      

      

      The three little dots flared for a moment, before they went away, and I had to hope that that was for the best.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown number:

      

      
        I wouldn’t know. You’re the one now texting me outside the group chat. Where did you get my number?

      

      

      

      

      

      I studied the number, then quickly went through my contacts, and cursed under my breath. It was one away from Dorian’s. Meaning, when Flynn had made the group chat, he had somehow typed in Dorian’s number. Which didn’t make any sense to me because you could just go through the contact list. I quickly called up Flynn again.

      “How did you make the group chat?”

      “My phone was giving me problems, so I just typed in everyone’s numbers. I have them all memorized.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you do. But you added one more you shouldn’t have.”

      Flynn cursed under his breath. “Apparently I was tired.”

      “Apparently I have to clean up your messes.”

      “It’s a chat. We’ll delete it. Breathe.”

      I rolled my eyes at the fact that it was Flynn telling me to calm down now. That was rich. “You were the one panicking before. Because now this person has our numbers, our names, and where we’ll be on Friday.”

      “Yes. Because she could be a sniper. We’ve just alerted our own demise where we’ll be. It’ll make it easy for them. But hopefully I’ll have wine beforehand.”

      “I hate when you get all quick-witted after you’re done panicking because you know I’ll handle it.”

      “It’s like you know me. Got to go. Meeting’s starting.”

      I sighed, then gestured for James to come in as he walked across my office and set down a stack of papers. He raised a brow, and I sighed, gesturing toward the phone.

      “I’ll handle it.”

      “It’s not anything to handle. But I’ll see you soon.”

      “Yeah. You will.”

      I liked the fact that James and Flynn worked with me. I didn’t feel like I was constantly searching to find my large family. I had way too many brothers to count. Okay, I had six brothers. With Flynn and Hudson as twins, Ford was the youngest, and I was the oldest. And yet Ford was the one who was married and happy and settling in his life. The rest of us were figuring out what we wanted. That was fine though, it wasn’t as if my end of days were here. But I was busy with work, far too busy to deal with something like a relationship. Flynn and James worked hours just as long as I did.

      And I knew Theo as a chef and a restaurant owner worked off hours, to the point that we rarely got to see him. Dorian was on the same hours as Theo since he owned a bar and grill that went for high class clientele even though the place was called The Cage of all things. I rolled my eyes at that.

      Hudson and Ford were the only two that really didn’t work for the company anymore. With Ford working for a security company that he owned with his spouse and his spouse’s family, and Hudson painting for a living. It was odd to think that there was even an artist in our family, since it wasn’t something that our father had really subscribed to. But Hudson had always gone his own way. After all, he had done his stint in the Army, spending far too many years overseas where we couldn’t get ahold of him.

      But now we were all here, doing something as casual as family dinner.

      And apparently had just invited this stranger.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        We’re sorry for bothering you. You can just remove yourself from the group chat by hitting the information button.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown number:

      

      
        Hmph. I should have thought of that. Sorry it’s been a long day. But you guys sound hilarious. Brothers I take it?

      

      

      

      

      

      I frowned, wondering why this person wanted the information, and why I wanted to answer.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Yes. Should I ask your name since you know mine?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown number:

      

      
        You say that as if I could figure out who was who from the texts. There were a lot of them.

      

      

      

      

      

      My lips curled into a smile.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Hazard a guess.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown:

      

      
        I’m afraid to. But I assume you’re the eldest from the way you’re trying to take care of everything and texted me outside of the chat.

      

      

      

      

      

      I frowned, wondering how this person could know this.

      That was a little too intuitive and it made me uncomfortable.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        And what’s your name?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        It seems only fair to ask.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown Number:

      

      
        Well, since you haven’t asked for my location yet, I guess I can’t be too worried about you being a serial killer.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        I feel like I should be the one worried.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown number:

      

      
        Blakely. My name’s Blakely.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Well, Blakely. It is nice to meet you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Nice to meet you as well. Although this isn’t how I usually talk to men on phones or even on the internet. I don’t like things like that. In fact, I should probably put my phone down before I realize you’re a scam.

      

      

      

      

      

      My lips twitch, and I did the one thing I should have done this whole time, I Googled the number.

      And because the internet always showed everyone’s secrets unless you knew how to hide them, I found it far too easily.

      Blakely Graves.

      I didn’t look beyond the first page, but I wanted to make sure that she wasn’t a scammer or anything. But Blakely Graves was a real person. And the photo attached to her profile that came from a job search site made my breath catch.

      Gorgeous light eyes, blonde waves falling past her shoulders. And hell. Now I felt like the stalker here. Maybe I was the one asking for too much.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Anyway, I have to get back to work. But sorry for interrupting your day.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        I’ve had a long and tedious day. So thanks for making me laugh. And you should totally cook for them. Not just do catering. At least one time.

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled my eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Did you see how many of them there are? No thanks. Plus I don’t want to poison them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Good to know. Have a good day and I’ll remove myself.

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at the chat and saw the notification that she had indeed removed herself from the chat. I didn’t know why I felt a little sad about it. But I ignored it, and ignored the rest of the group chat as the brothers continued to talk now that they felt a bit safer after she left. Instead, I went back to work, my gaze looking at my phone every once in a while.

      I didn’t want her to text back. I didn’t even know this person. I was just a little too tired.

      I had been working too many long hours and knew the chaos was because I was trying to clean up a few messes my father had set to the side when he’d decided to retire. He was good at that. Making big promises and working on a few of them so they shone, and then letting everything else fall by the wayside. And I cleaned them up. Along with Flynn and the others, but it was mostly me.

      And it wasn’t as if Mom wanted anything to do with the company, or anything that came along with owning the town.

      Because the Cages didn’t just work in downtowns and across the world in high rises. No, we owned a whole town.

      One in the mountains of Colorado, that was just for the Cages.

      I had always thought as a child it was fun to have a town named after us, the one that held our legacy.

      I just hadn’t realized how much paperwork came with such an accolade.

      Because we were not small town people. At least I didn’t think so. My brothers on the other hand, they fit in a little bit more. Me though? I needed my suit and tie and martini. I wanted my Mercedes, and not the off-roader. I didn’t want to deal with snow where we also had to be the ones who plowed.

      I had too many other things on my mind.

      Didn’t that make me sound like a pompous ass.

      I picked up my phone again, knowing I was distracted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        So do you think it’s going to snow tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      

      I set down the phone again, wondering why I was even asking. It was ridiculous. But I couldn’t get those eyes out of my head.

      
        
          
            
              
        Blakely:

      

      
        Probably. And then it’ll be eighty degrees by the end of the day. It’s Colorado. It’s how we do weather.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        So are you from here then?

      

      

      

      

      

      I paused, wondering how to word it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        You have a Colorado number, so I just assumed you were local. But that doesn’t mean anything anymore because we all have cell phones all over the world.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        As soon as I typed my response, I realized the same thing. I don’t even know why I replied.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        But no, I’m from here. Born and bred. I wouldn’t know where west is if I left. I need the mountains.

      

      

      

      

      

      As the Rocky Mountains in Denver were always on the west, you always knew where north was. It did help with directions.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        I got lost when I was in Central Pennsylvania once. We were in a valley, and I couldn’t figure out where north was. It didn’t help that it was overcast, and I couldn’t see the sun.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        You know our phones have compasses on them. And GPS.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Yes, but I couldn’t look down when I was driving. And I couldn’t figure out the rental car. It was a thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now I felt embarrassed, like an idiot for even saying anything. I ran a multi-million-dollar corporation and several businesses, and I couldn’t figure out a rental car. Or at least that one day had been a nightmare. I never showed weakness. That’s how people took advantage of you. But apparently it was easy to do so over a single chat where neither of you knew the other in real life.

      
        
          
            
              
        Blakely:

      

      
        No it’s okay. I’m the same way. I have to get into a meeting though, okay? Talk to you later?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Or not. Since we’re strangers.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled then, typing right back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Talk to you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      But we didn’t, at least not that night. The next morning I was working, dealing with a thousand meetings and papers on my desk, and when the snow began to fall in earnest, I smiled and picked up my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Well, it is indeed snowing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Good thing I dressed in layers. I wonder what the weather will be like later today.

      

      

      

      

      

      A few hours later, my phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Blakely:

      

      
        It is 75 degrees outside. I do not understand this weather.

      

      

      

      

      

      A few days later, I picked up the phone again when it buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Blakely:

      

      
        Did you see that score last night?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Only a few glimpses of it. I didn’t see the last save.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        The Avs are my team for a reason.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Well, brand loyalty helps. Although I used to be a Penguins fan as well.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        I can’t believe you just said that. I think I’m going to have to delete your number.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        That would be a horrible reason for you to do that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Okay true. But tell me you’re at least a Broncos fan.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        I can neither confirm nor deny. But I do like going to the games.

      

      

      

      

      

      We had box seats for the Avs as well, but I only got to go to those when we had to bring in partners and clients. I rarely got to enjoy myself with things like going to games and having fun. Maybe I did need a weekend out in the town. Cage Lake had a little inn where you could rest and relax—though Flynn was the only one of us who had stayed there as of yet. The Cages owned the resort and many of the buildings in town, but we didn’t tend to live there. We each had homes along the lake though, so I could just head there. Though I knew Flynn was renting his out right now.

      Maybe I needed a break. Maybe I needed to go to a game.

      The next day, I was the one who texted first.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Did you see that game?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        No I missed it. Deadline.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t know what she did for a living, nor was I sure she knew that I was Aston Cage. It wasn’t that I was famous or anything, but in certain circles, people knew who our family was. That’s why we were always careful about who we let in. Dorian may have played around, but he was still damn careful.

      Hence why a group chat could change things.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        It was a good game. I wish I could have gone.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Maybe someday.

      

      

      

      

      

      The next day I texted again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Let’s meet for coffee.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hadn’t even realized I was typing it until the bubble exclaimed it was sent and there was no going back.

      I just wanted to know who this woman was. I could have Googled more. I could have asked someone to look into her. The information was at my fingertips. But I couldn’t get past my curiosity about the woman who made me laugh with just a few text messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Blakely:

      

      
        I’m still not sure you’re not a serial killer.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned, grateful she was at least a little cautious. I sure as hell wasn’t right then.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Public place and all. I promise I won’t take you to a secondary location.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wasn’t sure if that sounded creepy or like a come on, but when she gave me a laughing emoji, my shoulders relaxed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Blakely:

      

      
        I shouldn’t.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        We should do it anyway.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Okay, that sounds like a good argument.

      

      

      

      

      

      I straightened in my chair, my hand tightening around my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Okay then. Tomorrow? Just coffee. No murder.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely:

      

      
        Okay. I can do that. Not the murder thing. Although all I know about you is that you live in Colorado. You could be hours away.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Meet me at Taboo. Do you know that place? It’s downtown.

      

      

      

      

      

      I could see the chat bubble light up again before she answered.

      
        
          
            
              
        Blakely:

      

      
        I know the place. And I work downtown. Coincidence.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, coincidence. Or maybe she was a serial killer.

      I had a date with a wrong number.

      And I didn’t want to be wrong about this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BLAKLEY

        

      

    

    
      “I’m definitely going to be murdered, right?” I asked as I paced my bedroom.

      My best friend Isabella stared at her phone while perched on the edge of my bed, her legs crossed, and a small frown on her face.

      When she didn’t say anything, I cleared my throat and asked again. “Am I really going to get murdered if I do this?”

      Isabella put down her phone and looked up at me, a small smile playing on her face now. I had known Isabella for years and she was one of my best friends. She was also one of the most beautiful people I knew. Her whole family was, if I were honest. She had three gorgeous sisters, and her brother was a man who apparently made people swoon when he walked into a room. I had always thought of him as Isabella’s younger brother, so that hadn’t been a thing in my eyes. But now as I stared at my friend, I had to wonder if I’d lost my mind about the decisions I’d made.

      “No. Maybe. I hope not.”

      “Not helpful.” We grinned at each other before she shook her head.

      “Honestly, a group chat? So they just entered your number and suddenly you were part of their meeting? That sounds a little suspicious.”

      “I know, right? But it does happen. You’ve heard of it happening. There was that whole viral moment where a grandma texted the wrong person inviting him to Thanksgiving, and then it turned into this heartwarming thing.”

      “I remember that. It’s just all that had happened with a group chat. You usually have to add contacts.”

      “Maybe he typed it in. Who knows. But I was in there, and all of the people sounded like they were joking around and they were a family who cared about each other. A real family with sarcasm as their love language.”

      “And so the real family is why you’re going to go on this coffee date?”

      I ran my hands down my dove-gray slacks, and immediately went to take them off, knowing I needed to wear something different. Maybe a skirt. Yes, a skirt would be good.

      “Are you getting naked for me for a reason?” Isabella asked, and I flipped her off before putting my pants back on. “I was thinking about wearing a skirt, but then that seemed a little too forward.”

      “You mean one of your A-line pencil skirts? No, that wouldn’t be too forward. And we’re going to be late and hit every ounce of rush hour if you don’t make a decision. You look gorgeous, Blakely. Live in it. Be in it.”

      I held back a smile since she sounded like the trainer in the classic Miss Congeniality. “Thank you for coming over. I know you’re busy and you don’t have time to deal with my insecurities and the fact that I’m going on a blind date with a man I’m randomly texting about the weather and Avalanche games.”

      “I still can’t believe he said he was a Penguins fan.” Isabella held up her hand. “It’s okay. We all have a thing for Crosby.”

      I gave her a wry smile as I met her reflection in the mirror. “I’m sure there are other guys on the team you know.”

      My best friend shrugged. “Well, I don’t really pay attention to them unless they are my team. It’s not like I have time.”

      “You work more hours than I do.”

      “Maybe. But it’s what I do. It’s life. Now, you look wonderful, for work, and for a simple coffee. I like Taboo. They have great sandwiches, and I go in for a different type of coffee every time. They seem to fit my moods. It’s a little creepy actually.”

      “I’m going to a creepy coffee place to go meet a serial killer,” I blurted, and Isabella let out a deep breath, calming herself while I did the same. She knew I was on a downward spiral, and I needed to lift myself out of it if there was any way for me to make it through the day.

      “You’ve been to Taboo. You like their coffee. You also like the look of the very hot tattoo artist next door.”

      I bit my lip and inhaled before letting out a long breath. “That is true. And there’s a bookstore that I love nearby. In fact, I love that whole street. It’s like a little oasis in the middle of downtown. This is fine. It’s just coffee. It’s a public space.”

      “Do you know his name?” she asked.

      I froze, realizing that I didn’t. That seemed like a little oversight and yet I knew it was for a reason. Being strangers in a text chain was easier to lean into than knowing who this man was. However I was about to meet him. “I don’t. I don’t even know what he looks like. I’m just going to meet some guy holding a phone in a coffee shop. I could sit next to anyone. This is so unlike me.”

      “Just Google his phone number and figure out who it is.” Isabella reached for my phone, and I snatched it back, feeling a little protective of it. When she raised her brows, I winced.

      “I don’t know if I want to know.”

      “What are you worried about? That he is married? Someone you know? A ninety-year-old man?”

      I put my face in my hand and groaned. “This is ridiculous. I should just look up his number.”

      “You should have done it weeks ago.”

      However, I did what I should and typed the number into my search engine.

      “Do you really have it memorized?” Isabelle asked and I tried to ignore the humor in her tone.

      I didn’t look at her face, my cheeks burning. “We’ve been talking. It’s been nice. And I’ve been looking at the number instead of a name because I couldn’t add him to my contacts.”

      Yet everything changed with a single page load on my browser. I shouldn’t have been surprised that the world was a little ironic. Because as soon as the page loaded, I stood in my room, mouth agape as Isabella sucked in a breath.

      “Aston Cage?” I blurted, my voice going high-pitched. “Aston Cage. Of the Cage family? Cage Enterprises?”

      “Your voice is getting a little high-pitched.”

      My hands gripped my phone so tightly, my knuckles went white. “It should be. Aston Cage. I know this man.”

      Isabella’s eyes shot up to mine. “You’ve met him before?”

      I shook my head. “No, my boss just hates him. Because a lot of times we go for the same developments, and they win.”

      “Because the Cages are a little savvier than your boss. You know that. That’s why you work for your boss. You’re always fixing everything he messes up.”

      I held up my hand. “I don’t have time to worry too much about that. But look at him. Look at him.” I held up my phone to her and waved it around.

      “What am I supposed to be looking at? He looks like a dude. With hair. That seems to be a little dark. Sometimes he has a beard in these photos, sometimes not. And he looks to do a lot of galas. That sounds boring.”

      I turned the phone back to me, and scrolled, realizing that he was indeed on the arm of a different woman in practically each one. Gorgeous statuesque women and variety of color of dresses. All for galas. “Oh, this is so stupid. This is Aston Cage. That means I was in the group chat of the Cage family.”

      “They aren’t gods. Though your boss would’ve loved that.”

      My gaze shot to hers. “He can never find out. No wonder they all ghosted the chat right before I left. They had to be freaking out.”

      “It’s not like they’re going to divulge family and business secrets in a group chat. At least I would hope not. They seem smarter than that.”

      “But it’s Aston Cage.”

      “Is he a playboy or something? I’m an accountant. I don’t know these things,” Isabella said with a sigh.

      “You’re a brilliant accountant, and no, I don’t think so. Maybe. That doesn’t matter. He’s gorgeous.”

      “He’s a man.”

      I laughed at that, shaking my head. “Maybe you’re the one who needs to go out and meet somebody.”

      “The next time I get added to a family group chat, maybe I will. But I have enough in my life to deal with. Especially because we’re going to be late. Now go to this coffee thing. Let one of us live a little. You’re going to be fine.”

      “I can’t believe you of all people are the one pushing me into this.”

      “I’m living vicariously through you. Your job is more fun, your life is more fun, and you’re going to meet a CEO who could take over the world. I don’t see the problem here.”

      “I see a very big problem here.”

      “What’s the worst that can happen?” she asked, sounding so much unlike Isabella, I was afraid we had somehow switched places.

      “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “I have your phone tracked, and I’ll put an AirTag on you. I’ll know where you are at all times.”

      “That sounds a little more like the real Isabella,” I said with a laugh, as I hugged her tightly. She patted my back, and then pushed off me.

      “Now let’s go. I’m not in the mood to deal with assholes on the highway. Which is every day.”

      “Thank you for getting here before the sun even rose.”

      “It’s because I love you. And I needed to make sure that our tracking is going well.”

      I laughed at her, and we made our way to our respective jobs, that tension writing the back of my mind the entire time.

      Work seemed to go at a slog all day. I enjoyed my job. I enjoyed strengthening businesses and figuring out which player was best for which position, but my boss of Howard Enterprises didn’t play well with my ideas. But it was my job to make sure that we didn’t go under and break the rules.

      I wasn’t a CEO. I wasn’t a CFO. I was someone who had to have my hands in a thousand pots at once. And I enjoyed it. That meant I had to keep my mind on task, and I wasn’t doing it very well because I was sitting here wondering what the hell I was going to do.

      “Blakely, do you have the report?” Mr. Howard said from my doorway, and I smiled at him. The man didn’t specify which report and could have just emailed me. He didn’t have to walk across the office just to ask me about a report that was probably already in his inbox and printed out in triplicate because that’s how he liked things. Who needed to save trees?

      “Which report?” I asked.

      He scowled at me, and I knew that was probably the wrong thing to say. “You know, the report. The one I’ve been waiting on.”

      “It should be in your inbox.” Again, I had no idea what report he was talking about, because he didn’t know what report he was talking about, but I was up to date on what he needed from me, so it would be in his inbox. His team of assistants should have already handled it, but he liked to look grumpy and in charge on the floor. It lent a sense of control that I didn’t understand, but he said it worked.

      I had to remind myself I really loved my job when people did what they were supposed to do. Even though it wasn’t my biggest fan right now.

      “Good, good. You’re still on for the gala this weekend?”

      “I’ll be there. It’s a lovely charity event.”

      “Yes, but we have to make sure we don’t let the Cages outshine us. You know them. They always like to walk around like little peacocks, pluming their little feathers.”

      I wasn’t even sure that was true, but I did my best to keep a straight face. Because I was about to go on a coffee date with the head peacock.

      Oh, God. This was such a bad idea.

      “I will do my best to not let them take over.”

      “Good. It’s a charity event, and we need to make a stand.”

      It was a charity event and that meant we should probably give to charity and raise awareness, but sure, making a stand worked. With that, Mr. Howard stomped off, probably to go growl at someone else, and I looked down at my phone, and realized I had fifteen minutes to get to Taboo. I quickly set everything as idle, nodded at my assistant, and made my way down the high-rise.

      I loved living in Denver, I loved the view, the air. I even loved the insane weather that never made any sense. I lived in a suburb like most people who drove into the city, not downtown, but I didn’t even mind the commute. When I had lived on the east side of town, I had been able to take the light rail in, but the west side of town didn’t have everything I needed yet. But they were working on it, so they said.

      I let out a deep breath. I spent so much time these days trying to live in my head rather than in the reality of the job I hated. So focusing on the commute and my family meant I didn’t dwell on the day-to-day life that was slowly sucking the life from me.

      Everything was fine. I loved this.

      I loved my job.

      The fact that I kept having to say that worried me, but it was a dream job. I sort of made it up as I went along and excelled in a business that stressed me out—when they powers that be allowed me.

      And now I was meeting with my boss’s rival. This was going to go lovely.

      But he didn’t know who I was. Unless he googled my number like I should have done this whole time. That seemed like a very big lapse in judgment.

      I walked the two blocks toward the center of town, and finally made my way to the main street that I loved. There were little cafés and small businesses everywhere. Nothing looked too commercialized or downtrodden. People seemed to like each other on this particular street. It was always surprising since most of the time people tended to ignore each other.

      Taboo had been located here since before I started working, and probably years before that. I loved the coffee and the pastries and needed to come down here for sandwiches more often, but I ate at my desk more than I should.

      I looked down at my gray pants and soft pink top, and realized I looked like a business professional, not someone off to get afternoon coffee with a man I didn’t even know.

      Except for the fact I knew his name and what he looked like.

      This was insane.

      “Get over it, Blakely. It’s a cup of coffee,” I muttered to myself before opening the door to walk in.

      There could have been tables around or even cute decorations. There could have been a thousand people in there, begging for coffee and pastries, but I didn’t see them.

      Instead, I only saw him.

      Aston Cage.

      All six-foot-something of him in a dark gray suit that fit him to a tee. Clearly bespoke or tailored perfectly for him. His piercing blue eyes caught me in a web, and I couldn’t stop looking at him.

      He was built, broad shouldered, but it narrowed down at the waist, so almost like a swimmer’s body. His hair was dark, longer on the top than the sides, and perfectly coiffed as if he spent far too long in the mirror.

      Or maybe he just woke up like that. Perfect and amazing.

      Somebody bumped into me, and I moved to the side, realizing that I was blocking the door.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. If I had someone looking at me like that, I’d stand there too,” the stranger said before she waved her fingers at me and him and moved back.

      I moved to the side then, as Aston came forward.

      “Hi,” I whispered.

      “Hi,” he said right back, his voice deep, intoxicating.

      What was with this? We hadn’t even said anything.

      When his lips quirked into a smile, I blinked, telling myself to snap out of it.

      “I see you also Googled me,” he said softly.

      “I’m sorry. Hi, I’m Blakely,” I said, awkwardly holding out my hand.

      Aston looked down at it, that smile still on his face, and slid his hand over mine. “Aston. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      “That would be lovely,” I said with a laugh, and then he did the silliest and most attractive thing ever, and lifted my hand to his lips, and I knew there was a problem.

      “Oh wow,” another woman said as she walked by, fanning herself.

      I blushed and took my hand back. “Now that I’m done making a scene. I’d love coffee. Though I am more of a latte girl.”

      “We can do a latte.”

      “Should I ask if you do this often? I feel like I should ask if you do this often.”

      “I have never asked a wrong number out for coffee before. Though I have been here before. Not with another woman though.”

      “Oh. That’s good.”

      “It is.”

      We ordered our coffees, talking of weather and sports like we were good at, and I had to wonder if we would talk about anything else.

      But it was just coffee after all.

      The place was full, so we ended up sitting outside at a little table, nerves running through me.

      “So. I would ask what you do, but I sort of know what you do.”

      “My brother who works in security would probably want to know if you knew that before you Googled me.”

      I blinked. “As in I somehow entered myself into your life through a random text message? Like I’m the one who typed it in?”

      “That’s what he would want to know. I assumed that you didn’t somehow secretly break into my other brother’s house to type in your phone number.”

      My lips quirked, my shoulders immediately relaxing.

      “Yes, it was all an accident. And I actually didn’t Google your name until this morning.”

      Heat crossed my cheeks, and Aston leaned back and blinked at me. “Really? So you didn’t know my name this whole time?”

      “It was an oversight. But you didn’t ask why.”

      “Because I Googled you that day,” he mumbled, looking a little contrite. “Should I have waited?”

      “No, you were the smarter one. Plus, you know, you have the whole family business you need to protect. But I’m not going to be a danger to any of that.”

      Though I did work for a man who hated him. However, that wasn’t going to be a problem. This was just coffee, and Mr. Howard didn’t care. They ran in different circles after all.

      “I feel like I really should have asked your name.”

      “Maybe, but it was fun figuring out who you were just through text messages. I mean, I know that you don’t like the Penguins.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t not like them. But you have to have loyalty. You’re from here.”

      “I am. But sometimes I travel. And I can’t get to an Avs game. Or a Broncos game.”

      “That is true. And honestly, I have no idea how you even got time away to have lunch today. You have to be too busy to have coffee today. What I know of your business is insane. You guys do so much.”

      He shrugged, tapping his finger on his mug. “True, and I have a good team and family that works with me. However, I’m allowed to have coffee with a beautiful woman.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s a lie.”

      “It is not. I’m sorry to say, but you are beautiful.”

      “Well, I could say the same to you, but I’m pretty sure the two women that literally swooned next to you while we were talking in there answered that for both of us.”

      He snorted and finished his coffee. “I can’t say that happens often.”

      “No you just don’t notice it.”

      “So you didn’t notice the man looking at you?”

      “I only noticed you.” I put my hand over my mouth and groaned. “Pretend I didn’t say that.”

      “If it helps, I hadn’t even realized I was standing there gawking at you until that woman said something,” he whispered.

      “Oh.”

      Oh.

      “I really have to go back to work,” I said after a moment, and he nodded.

      “Same. I have meetings. But I’d like to do this again?”

      My cheeks warmed. “Coffee in the middle of a workday?”

      “Or dinner.”

      “Dinner. Dinner could be good.”

      He stood up and took my hand. “I’ll text you?” he asked, the light in his eyes dancing.

      I wanted to know this man. This enigma. “Okay. Text me.” Texting him felt familiar in such an unfamiliar situation.

      He kissed my hand again, and I rolled my eyes. “I’m sorry, I’ve never met someone who actually did that.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever actually done that,” he said, squeezing my hand. “It just felt apropos.”

      “I’m busy this weekend,” I blurted. “But maybe next weekend?”

      “Next weekend can work, and as it happens, I’m busy as well.”

      “Well, this was nice, I’ll talk to you soon?” I asked, knowing I was babbling at this point.

      “Yes, Blakely, I’ll talk to you soon. It was lovely to meet you in person. Especially for a wrong number.” And then he walked away, and I did my best not to watch him do so.

      Oh, I was in so much trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          BLAKELY

        

      

    

    
      “I cannot believe I’m back here at your house helping you choose what to wear. I don’t think we’ve ever done that and yet here I am. Again.”

      I rolled my eyes at Isabella before taking a long look in the mirror. I wore a coral pink dress that had pockets and flared a bit. I was comfortable and it was one of my favorites, but it went to my knees, and looked a little too casual.

      Isabella studied me in the mirror and tilted her head. “This is more of a sundress, right?”

      “Not quite a sundress, but maybe like a day dress in the spring?”

      She smiled. “And on a quiet first date in high school.”

      “Okay, so this dress is a no.”

      I quickly stripped out of my dress, and without even offering, Isabella took it from me. She immediately hung it up, and I picked up the next one.

      “Okay, this one should work.” It was a light blue chiffon sort of dress that went to my ankles, with a high slit. It had this lacy overlay that looked a little bit like tulle but really wasn’t. The one strap was thin around my neck, and the other one was thick and made a bow at the neck.

      “Is that a bridesmaid’s dress?” Isabella asked.

      I flushed, realizing I looked like Cinderella on a bender in this outfit.

      “Yes. They make you buy these things and then say you can wear them again. But when can I wear this again? Do you see how much tulle-like fabric this has?” I asked, fluffing at the bow.

      “I bet you my sister could fix it.”

      “She could?” I asked, eager.

      “Of course. She’s had to sew her costumes all the time. However, your gala is tonight. I don’t think she’s going to be able to rescue this in a few hours. Maybe for another event. Lord knows you go to enough of them.”

      I sighed and then stripped off the dress, getting tangled in the extra bow, and was grateful when Isabella turned her face from me so I couldn’t see her laugh. “This isn’t funny. I’m panicking.”

      “Don’t panic. You have plenty of time.”

      I raised a brow and then looked at the clock on my bedside table. “I have three hours. Three hours to shower, figure out what I’m supposed to do with my hair, do my makeup, and make sure that I have the right shoes and bag for this. I don’t think three hours is enough.”

      “Yes, because you’re such an old hag it’s going to take you forever.”

      “Thank you for understanding my pleas.”

      “Blakely, my best friend. You’re going to be fine. You have so many dresses in here. We’ll find you something. And I brought you a few as well.”

      “And I’m grateful. But I don’t think my boobs are going to fit in it.”

      “Are you calling me small-chested?” Isabella asked, in her most prim of ice queen voices.

      To most people Isabella was standoffish, a little rude, and very much protective of her family. She was literally called the ice queen by people at her job, and straight to her face. They didn’t even bother to whisper the nicknames behind her back. However, my best friend reveled in it. Because it kept people at a safe distance, and they treated her with respect at work. Maybe a little fear, maybe a little reverence, but respect.

      I didn’t mind that about her and found it more real and endearing than anything.

      “Okay, what about this one?” I asked, picking up an A-line sage green dress.

      “No. The slit’s too high and I think there’s a stain on it.”

      “Damn it. I thought I went to the dry cleaners with this. Maybe I forgot?”

      “Maybe. You are busier than me most days.”

      I crossed my eyes, a little annoyed. “I have to remind myself that I like my job. But some days it’s so hard.”

      “You don’t like your job, you like what you’re doing, and you just don’t like the place of business. Hence why you had to work late today even though your boss wasn’t there, and everyone’s expecting you to be there tonight. All dressed up and fancy-free.”

      “What does fancy-free mean?” I asked, staring at her in the mirror as I held up my stained sage dress.

      “I’m not sure. Let me look it up.”

      “Oh good. We can get lost in this. We can forget that I have to meet with humans tonight.”

      “You’re great meeting with humans. I mean, you’re always so personable, and everyone likes seeing you. Don’t stress. You’ve got this.”

      “I have to go and schmooze so that way the boss can get more clients.”

      “That’s what these events are for. But you’ve got this. We’ll find you something to wear. You’re beautiful, you have things to work with, and like I said, you’re not too much of an old hag.”

      “Seriously, the love that I feel from you? I don’t think I can hold back my yearning.”

      “One day we’ll finally take each other wildly in the barn and no one will know our secrets.”

      We met gazes, before each bursting out in laughter, and she handed me a soft pink dress.

      “What’s this one?” I asked.

      “It’s mine. And it might not fit you in the boobs, mostly because you have a lot more than me.”

      “You’re no slack there,” I teased.

      “You can talk all about them in the barn later,” she whispered, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered, holding up the soft pink dress that would flow down to my ankles, barely brushing the floor if I wore the right heels.

      “I’ve never seen you in this.”

      “I bought it for an event I never went to. So it’s just been sitting in my closet. I should have given it to one of my sisters, since I figured they would wear it more than me, but I just haven’t. So I get to give it to you. My other sister.”

      “Calling me your sister after saying you’ll take me in the barn adds a whole new level to our fan fiction.”

      She cringed and gestured for me to try it on. “Let’s see how it is on you. Hag.”

      I flipped her off, even as I began to slide on the dress. It fit perfectly in the waist, a heart-shaped neckline that accentuated my breasts. It had tiny straps that held the dress up and for that I was grateful.

      “Well, it seems the dress was meant for you,” she whispered.

      I met her gaze in the mirror and swallowed hard. “It’s gorgeous. But I don’t want to take away the first time you ever wear it.”

      “It didn’t look as good on me. We have different coloring. Honestly now, it should just be yours. I might take the sage green dress though. And see if I can get out the stain.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It’s my nemesis. Now, go take off that dress, and take a shower.”

      “Aw, I thought you were asking me to take off the dress for other reasons.”

      “We do not have time to learn all about our hidden places, Blakely. We have to get you ready for a gala. So do you think Mr. Cage will be there?”

      I tripped over my own two feet, and she raised a brow at me, and I shook my head. “I’m sure a Cage will be there. His family does own one of the largest corporations in the city.”

      “I don’t know too much about them, to be honest.”

      “Well they run in my circles. Or at least, in my boss’s circles. And he hates them.”

      “Really?”

      “I don’t know why. But he always gets annoyingly growly about them, and he wants to beat them.”

      “So I take it you’re not going to do lunch with him when he asks officially? Or dinner?”

      “My boss or Aston?”

      Isabella snorted. “Yes, Aston.”

      “I don’t know. He’s only texted a hello, but we’ve been busy. Nothing more.”

      “Well that’s not fun.”

      “We have lives.” I tried not to let the disappointment pepper my tone. He had said that he was busy all weekend, and so was I. Hence this event. It wasn’t like I wanted to continue to flirt over texts with him. I didn’t even know if I was going to go out with him. Although it had already come up as something we were going to do. A week from now.

      “Well, just have fun. And what will you do if he is there though?” she asked, her voice soft as I stripped and got into the shower. I let the hot water run over my body as I thought about what I would do, and I didn’t have an answer. That should have worried me more than anything.

      “I’ll say hello and be cordial. But this is a work event.”

      “So socializing with the Cages isn’t in your repertoire?”

      I washed my hair quickly, looking for more answers. “He probably won’t even be there.”

      “If he was, would he bring a date?”

      I nearly slipped in the shower, and glared at her as I looked around my shower curtain. “Really?”

      She winced. “Sorry. I’m in a weird mood.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked, worried.

      She waved me off and smiled. “I’m just fine. Promise. We were talking about you. If he’s there, you should dance. You said there was a spark.”

      “And my boss would absolutely hate it.”

      “So a win-win,” she teased.

      I shook my head. “Not so much if I want to keep my job.”

      “He can’t fire you for flirting with a Cage.”

      “I’m sure he’d find a way about competing interests, or just any other way. He’s not a nice man.” My contract was year by year and though I was one of his best employees, I also outshone some of his “Yes Men” on occasion. I stood up to him, but there were always company politics. Therefore we had a dance and charity gala this evening. None of the others on staff were required to go. But the boss wanted to show off his employee in a dress so he could show the world how modern he was. Oh, he’d never say that, and no one would never outright point it out—but we all knew it was the case.

      “Then why do you work for him?”

      That was the question. And I wish I had better answers. “Because it’s the best job I can get. And I’m sure a Cage will be there, but it’s not going to be him. It’s going to be one of his countless brothers.”

      “Okay, let’s hope it’s that way so you don’t have to make a choice. At least in front of everyone.”

      I rinsed the conditioner out of my hair. “Nothing’s ever easy.”

      “No. But that’s life. Unending pain and suffering until you die.”

      I toweled off my hair, pausing to stare at her. “Is everything okay, Isabelle?” I asked, worry etched in my tone. “We don’t have to talk about me all the time.”

      “I’m perfectly fine. I’m just razzing you. Now, let’s get your hair done. And you know we talk about my family more often than not.”

      “Are you sure you have time for this?”

      “I have time to help my best friend look hot in a dress for whoever might show up.”

      “He’s not going to be there,” I warned.

      “Fine, I have time to help my friend look hot in a dress for herself. How about that?”

      “Yes. Let’s go with that.”

      It took an hour, but drying my hair, straightening it so I could curl it, and then doing a full face of makeup took time. Thankfully I had my grandmother’s jewelry that I could make work with the dress, and when I finished the final clasp on my bracelet, I sighed in the mirror.

      “Well, I don’t look too shabby.”

      “You look beautiful. And don’t stain my dress.”

      “I thought that I was being gifted this and you were taking the sage one?”

      She smiled far too sweetly. “No, I’m just fixing the stain, and we can share both dresses. How about that?”

      “You are a riot.”

      “I try. Now go knock them dead.”

      “Or at least try to win over clients. All in the name of finance,” I said, sighing when Isabella rolled her eyes at me.

      I drove myself to the event, because I was planning on only having one glass of champagne if that. I didn’t want to deal with a ride-share or wait on anyone else. Thankfully there was a valet at the hotel, so I didn’t have to find a way to park in this dress.

      Holding my small clutch, I made my way into the hotel ballroom, smiling at a few people as I made my way around the room.

      I saw a few familiar faces, though it was mostly strangers. When I caught the eyes of my boss’s wife, she smiled softly at me and waved. I did not know how that sweet woman was married to that monster of a man, but then again, maybe he was only an asshole at work, and saved all his goodness for home.

      The boss in question gave me a once-over and a tight nod, and I figured I’d passed some test.

      A waiter passed by with a glass of champagne, and I milled about, holding my drink, barely taking a sip, and speaking with potential clients. I had already done research on the people that I knew I should talk to at the gala, the ones who had RSVP’d. But I hadn’t seen a Cage on the list. Mostly because they were always invited, and they didn’t have to RSVP to things like this.

      That wasn’t ominous at all.

      “Well, small world.”

      It indeed was a small world. My hand squeezed on the stem of my champagne flute, and I turned around slowly, to stare into the eyes of Aston Cage.

      “Oh. You’re here.”

      He tilted his head and gave me that smile. The one that made my thighs clench, and I had to count backward from ten so I could catch my breath. “Yes, I’m here. The foundation is one that’s close to my mother’s heart. So we take turns attending different events. And it’s my turn. Fancy that.”

      “I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      He raised a brow. “And I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      “Is it okay?” I shook my head. “Of course it’s okay. This is work.”

      “You work for Howard, don’t you?” he asked, his voice low. People really weren’t paying attention to us other than the fact that their gazes would catch on Aston’s. Because that’s what the Cages did. They pulled in attention even when they weren’t trying.

      “I do.”

      “Is that going to be a problem?” he asked.

      “Is what going to be a problem?” I asked, purposely obtuse. It wasn’t as if we were making promises to each other or doing anything. I was just standing and speaking to a man at a gala, with a respectable distance between us. That’s all that needed to be said.

      “Well then, I’m glad that I’m the one who came, and not James.”

      “Which one was James on the text?” I asked, teasing.

      “Probably the one trying to order us all.”

      “Wouldn’t that be you?” I asked.

      “That’s what James would say,” he replied, laughter in his gaze. Then a small pause. “Dance with me, Blakely,” he whispered.

      I shook my head. “I really shouldn’t.”

      “There’s many people on the dance floor, you can say you are schmoozing me.”

      “I don’t think my boss would like that.”

      “Well, you should dance with me anyway. Please? I don’t want to wait for a dinner date.”

      I couldn’t see my boss anywhere, but I knew that this would probably get out. Because everything with the Cages did.

      I set down my champagne flute on the table next to me anyway and placed my now free hand in his open one.

      “Okay.”

      “Good.” He clasped his hand over mine, and I was lost.
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      Getting hard in the middle of a ballroom while standing near many of my trustees, backers, and business rivals probably wasn’t the best idea. But as soon as I saw Blakely across the dance floor, everything in me shifted.

      And it wasn’t just her beauty—those sharp cheekbones, those light eyes that shone underneath the soft lighting of the room. She’d even put her hair up in a half-do thing, so it framed her face, but still looked elegant. I used to be better about knowing what those were called, or even what kind of dress she wore. It had been a long time since I had been with anyone for that matter.

      But no, it wasn’t any of what she looked like, it was the aura that seemed to surround her and others could feel it too. She may not have even realized they did. They stopped what they were doing to glance over at her, as if they wanted to know her. She’d catch everyone’s attention, whether it be to judge her or to admire her.

      Or in my case, to barely hold back from falling down on my knees in front of her.

      And now she was mine. If only for this dance.

      “So, I didn’t realize this is what you would be doing this weekend,” she said softly as we glided across the dance floor. She had her hand on my arm, her other clasping my own, and I
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