
  
  
      
        
          Reckless Obsession

          The Everett Dynasty, Book 1

		      
          Janica Cade

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  [image: ]
Subscribe




Want more steamy billionaire romance? Join my list and get The Billionaire’s Rival FREE! It’s my exclusive gift to readers who crave heart-pounding, angsty romance. Click here to claim your copy and stay in the loop on future releases!



[image: Book cover for The Billionaire’s Rival by Janica Cade, showing a powerful male figure in shadow with bold, elegant typography]

[image: QR code linking to the free book The Billionaire’s Rival by Janica Cade]
janicacade.com/free

Visit for more exclusive content and free books!










  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Janica Cade.
 
All rights reserved. Made in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations em- bodied in critical articles or reviews.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Cover design by Sonja Larsen
This cover contains elements created with licensed tools and is used under a commercial use license. All rights to the final design belong to the author.
Cover copyright © 2025 by Janica Cade

 










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Dane 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Tessa 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Tessa 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Tessa 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Dane 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Tessa 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Dane 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Tessa 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Dane 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Dane 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Tessa 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Dane 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Dane 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Tessa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Dane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Leave a Review
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Janica Cade
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1
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Dane 


Tuxedos are a pain in the ass. Too tight at the neck, stiff in the shoulders. Whoever invented these things should’ve been shot. 
The ballroom reeks of power. Sharp suits, golden chandeliers, and way too many glittering dresses. A violinist plays in the corner… because of course there’s a fucking violinist.
The Blake South Strip Hotel Casino spares no expense, especially when mayor Vince Valentino is involved. Politics. Power. Money. It’s all here.
I tug at my collar, scanning the room. Luke’s around somewhere. Schmoozing. Scheming. The bastard always knows how to work a crowd.
I shouldn’t even be here.
I should be in Texas. Sitting by her bedside, waiting for something to change. But it’s been five years. Five years of watching her lie there. Unmoving. Unchanging.
What if she never wakes up?
I shove the thought away, rolling my shoulders and forcing myself back into the moment. Luke is scheming. Vince is lurking. And I’ve got my own mess to deal with.
The auctioneer’s microphone pierces through the chatter. “Next up, ladies and gentlemen, we present the incomparable… Tessa Valentino.”
My gaze snaps to the stage.
She walks out like every inch of the ballroom belongs to her. Shoulders back. Chin high. Confidence radiates from her, but beneath it, there’s an edge in her smile.
She doesn’t want to be here.
The crowd reacts. Clamors. Shifts. The auctioneer spins a story about charity and goodwill. None of it matters.
All I see is her.
Tessa Valentino.
Long, dark hair cascades down her back, thick and glossy, catching the low glow of the chandeliers. Her assessing eyes sweep over the crowd. She’s got a face that could sell a lie or break a man, depending on her mood.
She stands under the spotlight in a sleek black dress clinging to her like sin, as if sewn onto her. But it ain’t the dress. Nor the makeup. Not even the striking, impossible-to-forget features.
It’s the fire beneath it all. 
Her fingers snatch at the fabric of her dress. A slight movement. Unnoticeable to most.
But I notice.
She’s looking for an escape route.
A muscle in my jaw tightens. I shouldn’t care. 
Then Luke’s voice penetrates the air. “Fifty thousand.”
My eyes shift to him. He’s lounging in his chair, smug as ever, raising a glass of champagne toward me.
I don’t want to get involved in his games. I don’t care.
Except… he knows. He sees her discomfort. He enjoys it. And that pisses me off more than it should.
“Fifty-five,” someone else calls out.
Luke’s hazel eyes light up. “Seventy.”
What the hell is he doing?
I grit my teeth, staying quiet. This isn’t my problem. I came here because I had to, not to compete with Luke.
The bidding climbs higher.
“Eighty-five.”
“Ninety.”
“One hundred,” Luke drawls, his gaze locked on Tessa like she’s a prize to be claimed.
Her jaw tightens.
She observes the audience, scanning the faces. When her eyes land on mine, everything halts.
I can’t tell if her eyes are more green or gold, but I know they’re fucking dangerous.
Something ignites inside me, raw and instinctual.
“One hundred fifty,” I say.
Everyone goes silent.
Luke’s head snaps toward me, and the smirk vanishes. “One seventy-five.”
“Two hundred,” I call out.
The crowd murmurs, heads swiveling back and forth like it’s a tennis match.
Luke leans back, his lips curling into something meaner. “Two twenty-five.”
“Two fifty,” I fire back.
After a few seconds, the auctioneer grins. “Ladies and gentlemen, two hundred fifty thousand. Going once, going twice—”
Luke stays silent, staring at me through darkened eyes.
“Sold! To Mr. Dane Everett.”
Applause erupts, polite and detached, though I barely hear it. My attention stays on Tessa.
Her expression is as hard as stone as she descends from the stage.
I move toward her, but she beats me to it, storming across the floor with fire in her eyes.
“You.” Her eyes lace with fury.
“Me,” I reply.
She shoves her hair out of her face. “Is this funny to you? Treating me like I’m some… some object?”
“You didn’t seem thrilled to be up there,” I remark. “Figured you might want an exit.”
Up close, her fire is even more striking, her hazel eyes flashing with rage. “You figured, or you wanted to prove a point?”
“Both can be true,” I muse, watching her reaction.
Her nostrils flare. “So, what? You’re my savior now? You think that gives you the right to buy me?”
“Come on,” I scoff, stepping closer, lowering my volume so only she can hear. “Why did you get up there if you didn’t want anyone to bid on you?”
Tessa lets out a dry laugh. “Well, because I didn’t realize I’d be auctioned off like a Vegas spectacle.” She flicks her dark hair over her shoulder. “I thought some old guy would toss in a couple of coins and call it a night… not whatever that was.” 
“Would you have preferred that?” I ask.
She scoffs. “Look, you’re no knight in shining armor, and I don’t need any saving. Especially not by you.”
I go silent. Why the hell did I bid so damn high? And why is she so pissed about it? I try to pull the pieces together in my mind, but they don’t fit. What the hell am I even doing?
Blowing out a breath, I rub my forehead. “Well, someone needed to stop Luke.”
Tessa’s jaw tightens when I say Luke’s name, but there’s no recognition in her eyes. She frowns. “Oh, I get it. This isn’t about me at all, is it? This is about you… and him. A power play between two men with massive egos.”
“It’s not like that,” I say, but the words sound weak even to me.
“You know what?” Her volume rises, and a few heads turn in our direction. She notices too, pulling back, her expression tightening. “You want to play games with him? Fine. But leave me out of it.”
She whirls around, but I step forward to block her path. 
“Wait,” I say. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
She stops, staring at me like I’ve lost my mind. “You didn’t mean to bid two hundred and fifty thousand dollars on me like I was a product in a store?”
“Correct,” I respond. “I was trying to keep him away from you.”
Her brow arches as her mouth hardens.
“So, let me get this straight. You don’t even know me,” she begins. “And yet you think you can decide what’s best for me. Did someone give you that right?”
“No,” I admit, my volume low. “But I couldn’t stand there and do nothing.”
She glares at me, her anger still burning. “I don’t need your protection,” she utters, her tone softer but no less resolute. “And I sure as hell don’t want it.”
I tilt my chin. “Why were you up there in the first place? Why put yourself on display?”
Her glare intensifies, her jaw tightening. “Because the godforsaken election is coming up.”
Politics. Her dad probably put her up there like a damn commodity. I know that feeling. Being backed into a corner, trapped by expectations you never agreed to. I sigh, nodding. “And you didn’t have a choice.”
Her mouth pulls tight, and she folds her arms under her breasts. “Please don’t act like you know something about my life.”
I exhale and soften my tone. “You’re right. I don’t know your life. But you don’t know mine either.”
“The life of a man whose biggest tragedy is a slow valet?” She gives an exaggerated sigh. “I can only imagine the suffering.”
Another voice cuts in from behind me.
“You’re making quite the impression, Everett.”
I turn to see Luke approaching, his smirk firmly in place, a glass of whiskey dangling from his fingers.
Luke’s hazel eyes are focused and curious, like he’s constantly sizing up the world. And somehow, the world always comes up short.
Tessa looks at us, her brow furrowing as she pieces things together. “Let me guess. You must be Luke. How do you two even know each other?” 
Luke chuckles, his tone oozing condescension. “Oh, we go way back.”
I tense, debating how much to say before I return to her. “It’s not what you think.”
Luke’s smile widens, clearly enjoying this. “Oh, it’s exactly what she thinks. Isn’t that right, little brother?”
Her mouth drops at the word brother, and her shoulders jump up. “You’re brothers?”
Rubbing the back of my neck, I sigh and steer the conversation away from Luke’s bullshit. “It isn’t that cut and dry.” 
Tessa snorts, her head tilting. “Right. Because sibling relationships are famously simple.”
Luke laughs, raising his glass toward her. “Trust me, sweetheart, getting involved with this guy is a poor investment. He’s got a habit of turning everything into a high-stakes gamble.” 
Tessa shrugs, a corner of her mouth lifting. “Well, we are in Vegas. When in Rome, right?”
Luke throws his head back in a fit of laughter. For a second, they seem to share an inside joke.
“Enough.” I cut through the moment and step between them.
Luke raises his hands in mock surrender. “Relax, little brother. Just giving her a friendly warning.”
He steps back and leans into my ear. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with, Dane. Be careful.”
I stiffen, my jaw tightening. Screw his warnings. I’ve had enough of his games for one night.
I turn back to Tessa, determined to explain myself and clear the air before this spirals further. But the pissed look on her face stops me cold.
Her glare is icy, her posture rigid. “Don’t bother,” she bites out, cutting through the growing noise of the crowd. “Whatever this is between you and him, leave me out of it.”
“Tessa, wait,” I start, but she’s already turning and disappearing into the throng of guests.
I release a slow breath, frustration curling in my gut as I watch her go. She doesn’t understand, but she will. I’ll make sure of it.
“You’re not great at this, are you?” Luke’s tone drips with mockery.
I spin on him, my fists clenched. “What’s the fucking game, Luke?”
He chuckles, tipping his glass toward the stage. “Hey, I’m not the one dropping a quarter mil to make a scene.”
“This isn’t about money,” I snap. “You had no business going after her like that.”
“Didn’t I?” he drawls, leaning against a nearby column. “You’re so quick to jump in, little brother, but you don’t even know what you’re stepping into. Tessa’s tied to a whole mess of things you’re better off avoiding.”
“Like what?” I demand, stepping closer.
Luke displays a wide grin, his eyes glinting. “Family secrets. Skeletons in closets. Things you’ll wish you never uncovered.”
“You’re full of shit,” I say, even though my gut knots at his words.
“Could be,” he says lightly, turning to leave. Over his shoulder, he adds, “Or maybe I’m trying to protect you. Either way, good luck, Dane. You’ll need it.”






  
  Chapter 2
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Tessa 


Acharity gala. A stage for the city’s most powerful men to pat themselves on the back. And the place where I get put on display like a show pony. 
I curse under my breath, lifting my chin as I weave through the crowd. 
My father made it clear. Tonight is about securing my future. Because apparently, that isn’t up to me.
“Tessa.”
That drawl stops me cold.
Firm. Unshaken.
I whirl around, my heels skidding on the polished floor.
And there he is again.
Mr. High bidder. Dane Everett. The man who just took over the whole night without even trying. The crisp black tux fits his broad shoulders too well, like it was made to house the power beneath his skin. Like he was born into it.
I hate that I notice. I can’t stand the way my heartbeat stutters for half a second.
Folding my arms, I look him dead in the eye. “Did you come to gloat?”
His jaw tightens. “That is not what this is about.”
I scoff, tilting my chin. “Oh, really?” My tone sharpens, laced with defiance. “Interesting, because from where I am standing, it looks like you just dropped a fortune to ‘save’ me from your buddy. Or whatever he is to you.”
Dane’s expression hardens. “He is not my buddy.”
I arch a brow. “Oh, right. Brother.”
He steps closer, the space shrinking, his presence suddenly suffocating me. “Come on, I can see you’re able to protect yourself. I was just trying to stop his craziness before it happened.”
I laugh and it comes out high-key. “You made it crazy.”
His jaw flexes. “This whole auction thing is crazy.”
Damn right.
My arms tighten around myself, my pulse kicking up. “Then why are you here?”
His ice-blue eyes burn into mine. “Luke wasn’t bidding for charity, Tessa. He was doing it to make a point and to get under my skin.” The muscles in his jaw tick. “He used you for leverage over me.”
A chill runs through me, but I refuse to let it show. He’s already noticing too much and reading me too well.
I lift my chin. “And what you did was different?”
Dane drags a hand through his dark blond hair, messing up that perfect, controlled look. 
He’s still too close, watching me like he’s figuring out the puzzle he never expected. His fingers twitch at his sides. 
Is he… physically restraining himself from reaching for me?
“I am not letting him near you,” he finally says.
The way he says it sends a shiver through me. It's not even romantic. It’s absolute. Final.
“You will not decide who I can and cannot deal with,” I assert.
Dane steps even closer. “I’ve seen him destroy people, Tessa.” His eyes pierce mine. “I have seen him rip apart lives because he could. And I am not about to watch him do that to you.”
A lump rises in my throat, and I gulp it down.
Because this is how it starts.
This is exactly how it started for my mother—with men who tell you how the world works and where you belong in it. Once you allow it, they’ll make all your choices for you. 
A chill slides to my lower back, even as heat tingles through my body.
“But you don’t know me,” I breathe. “And you have no idea what I might want. You just assumed you knew better, so you’re not getting a shred of gratitude from me.”
Dane’s gaze flicks over my face. “I am not asking you to be grateful.” He’s as smooth as silk and as rough as gravel. “I was helping. Whether or not you wanted it.”
His cedar and whiskey scent wraps around me.
My heartbeat quickens. My skin heats. This is insane.
“Ah, Tessa.” My father’s voice snakes into the conversation like a blade wrapped in silk. 
Father’s dark hair is perfectly groomed, not a strand out of place. His gaze flicks past me, settling on Dane. “So, you’re the man with the winning bid,” my father muses.
Dane smiles while he adjusts the cuff of his tux with slow ease. 
“That’s right,” he finally drawls. His tone is edged with something that isn’t quite a threat, but sure as hell isn’t friendly.
My father doesn’t like what he can’t pin down. He watches Dane and then picks off a loose thread from his sleeve, exuding calm. “And what exactly were you hoping to gain, Mr.…?”
Dane angles his head. “Everett.”
The name lands.
“That’s right. Everett.” Dad’s stare lingers. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”
“No, sir,” Dane drawls. “We haven’t.”
That sir comes heavy, but not forced, and not polite. Just enough of a reminder that Dane’s mother raised him right, but he’s no one to mess with.
My father’s gaze darts to me, then back to Dane. “Well, Mr. Everett, you’ve certainly made an impression tonight. I can’t say I expected the bidding to get so… lively.”
Dane doesn’t blink. “Wasn’t about the bidding.”
Dad lifts a brow. “No? Then what was it about?”
Before Dane can answer, I cut in. “Dad, was there a point to this?”
He ignores me while his attention locks on Dane.
“I’ve never seen you at one of these events before, Mr. Everett.” My father’s tone is casual, but the undercurrent is clear. He wants to know why Dane is here. He wants to place him.
Dane’s pupils hold steady on my father’s stern eyes. “I was invited.”
“By whom?” Dad presses.
Dane’s lips curve slightly. “Does it matter?”
My father lifts his heels and rises slightly before he chuckles. “No, I suppose it doesn’t. But I hope you’re aware of what you’ve signed up for, Mr. Everett.”
“I am.” Dane’s answer is short, measured, and calm.
The air between them thickens. 
I step between them, forcing an end to whatever silent war they’re waging. “Dad, was there a reason you came over here?”
Finally, Dad looks at me. His smile returns, smooth as ever. “Of course, Tess. Just making sure everything is in order.”
He turns back to Dane. “Friday, I assume, will be the start of a productive… partnership.”
Dane holds his gaze. “We’ll see.”
My father studies him, weighing him one last time before chuckling again. “I like your confidence, young man. It’ll serve you well.”
For a half-second, my dad looks almost fatherly. It unsettles me. Perhaps I’m imagining it. Dad has mentioned once or twice that he would’ve preferred sons. Someone to mold and to carry his name. Someone who wasn’t me or my sister.
With a last glance in my direction, Dane nods. “Tessa, we’ll talk later.”
And just like that, he’s gone.
“You seem distracted.” My father cuts through my thoughts.
I shift my attention back to him, forcing my posture straighter. “Well, I’m not.”
Dad studies me through assessing eyes. “Good. Because Friday is not only a date, Tess. It is an investment in your future.”
My mouth pinches together, but I say nothing.
He steps in slightly, leaning into my ear. “Show him you’re worth the price.”
Slight nausea burns my stomach. I huff out a breath. “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”
His smile doesn’t waver. “I enjoy seeing things fall into place. And you’d do well to remember your role in making it happen.”
The crowd sways around us, laughter and conversation blending into background noise. My father’s casual mask slips. “You will keep up appearances with Mr. Everett, and do what is best for the family.”
My pulse notches up. “For the family… or for you?”
He doesn’t blink. “What is good for me is good for this family. You have always been my smartest, most capable daughter, Tess. Do not let me down now.”
His words land like chains around my throat.
I square my shoulders, but I hold my tongue. Dad never loses arguments. Not to his opponents, and definitely not to his daughters, so there’s no point in trying to fight this.
He assesses me for a moment, then exhales.
“It’s a partnership, Tessa. You’re building connections… important ones because that’s how the world works. Or have you forgotten what keeps your world so comfortable?”
I stiffen. There it is. The reminder of how privileged I am.
“Connections.” I let the word settle, and then I meet his gaze head-on. “You mean leverage. For you.”
He jerks down his cuff, his eyes squinting. “You are smarter than this. Do not make it more difficult than it has to be.”
I laugh. Then my voice drops enough for him alone. “You spent my whole life teaching me how to play the game. Perhaps you should have thought twice before assuming I’d play by your rules.”
He shifts before his cold smile returns. “That stubborn streak of yours is only charming until it costs people. Maybe you should ask yourself… where do you think the life you love so much comes from?”
His words curl like smoke around my ribs.
Should I push this further to free the frustration clawing at me?
No. That disgusted glint in his eye tells me he’s ready to twist my words into something useful to him.
I clamp my lips together, forcing down the retort.
Dad thrives on leverage.
And right now, I’m the one standing at a disadvantage.
His tight smile turns smug. “Good.”
The disdain grates down my spine as he pats my arm, like the conversation is over.
Smoothing my dress, I give him the same tight, polite smile. “If you’ll excuse me.”
Then, before he can say anything else, I walk away.
He steps back, smug and victorious. Every step away from my father frees me more than the last.
The lounge offers a break from the auction hall, but it does little to settle me. I lean against the wall, drawing a slow breath. One night. It’s just one date.
A dull ache sears my head and I press my fingers into my temples to soothe the pain. 
Dad has spent years weaving his control into my life. Escaping from it is damn near impossible. Tonight is another power move. Another game I didn’t agree to play.
But I could survive one night. Smile. Nod. Play the role. Right?
Sinking into a plush chair, I pull out my phone, scroll to Anna’s name, and hit call.
My sister answers on the second ring. “Hey. Everything okay?”
“No,” I say bluntly. “You were supposed to be here.”
Anna exhales. “Yeah, well, Mom called.” Her tone tells me she doesn’t want to elaborate. “You know how she gets.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Yeah, but you’re the one that planned this stupid auction. You could’ve warned me about what Dad had in mind.”
A pause. 
“What happened?”
“Dad sold me to the highest bidder,” I tell her. “Apparently, my future is an ‘investment’ now.”
Anna goes silent before muttering, “God, Tess. All I did was arrange the catering. I didn’t know he would take it that far.”
I let out a dry laugh. “Oh, it went far, all right. Care to guess how far?”
“Enlighten me.”
“The bidding hit six figures for a date.”
Anna sucks in a breath. “Six figures? Are you serious?”
“Yep.” My grip tightens on the phone. “Apparently, I’m worth $250,000.”
My sister whistles under her breath. “Guess I underestimated little sis’s appeal.”
“Not funny, Anna.”
“Sorry, sorry,” she says quickly, but I can hear bits of laughter coming through the line. “Okay, so who won you?”
Unease twists my tummy. “Dane Everett.”
There’s a loud clatter on the other end, like she dropped her phone. “Wait. What? The Dane Everett? Are you serious?”
“Yeah.” I frown. “Do you know him?”
Anna lets out a short, incredulous laugh. “Uh. Yeah. Jesus. He should’ve been up on the stage. That would have fetched Dad a cool million.”
I press the phone hard into my ear. “What? Who is he?” 
“Tess. He’s one of the Everett brothers. Billionaire royalty from Texas,” she says, her voice dropping into a slow, deep rasp. “New money, but old-school grit.”
My face scrunches up, but she can’t see it. “Yeah, well, both of them were here tonight, competing against each other. That’s why the bidding got so high.”
Anna sighs. “Hmm. Let me clue you in on the Everetts. Dane’s the perfectly controlled one. He’s ruthless in business, but never messy. Luke’s the opposite. He’s known to be reckless and flashy.”
“Great,” I mutter. “So I’m the grand prize in a dysfunctional brother showdown?”
My sister hums. “Well, technically, you’re a very expensive prize.”
I groan. “Anna.”
She laughs, but it softens after a little. “Tess, I know tonight was awful, but… “
“But what?” I cut in, my patience snapping.
“If Dane Everett spent a quarter of a million dollars on you, it wasn’t to annoy his brother.”
That sentence just lodged a literal stone into my sternum.
I tap my thumb over my lips. “Then why’d he do it?”
Anna lets the silence stretch long enough to make me uncomfortable. Then she says, “That’s for you to figure out. But if I were you, I’d enjoy the view while you do. Those Texas boys are hot to trot.”
I groan again. “Anna.”
She laughs. “Relax, Tess. Just survive the date. Who knows? Maybe this guy will surprise you.”
I scoff. “Doubtful.”
But Anna’s amusement fades. “Just… be careful, okay?”
I frown. “It’s a date, not a hostage negotiation.”
My sister exhales. “Yeah. Just remember… you don’t owe him or Dad anything.”
Something about that sticks with me. 
“Thanks,” I mumble.
“Anytime.”
We end the call. 
Anna’s right. She always is.
I can do one night of smiling and playing along for the sake of appearances. But that doesn’t mean I have to let my father win.
I’ll play the part for now, and when the time comes, I’ll break free.
As I glance back toward the main hall, my eyes catch on Dane. He’s still here, standing near the entrance. His posture is relaxed, but his presence is commanding.
Even from across the room, he holds gravity. He leans against a post, arms crossed over that thick, powerful chest. Like he knows I’m staring.
And yet, I can’t look away.






  
  Chapter 3
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Tessa 


The mirror doesn’t lie. I adjust the strap of my dress, staring at my reflection. The white silky fabric clings in all the right places. Sure, it’s the perfect mix of elegant and alluring, but it doesn’t feel like me. It feels like I’m prepping for a battle I didn’t ask for. 
My thoughts drift to the auction when Dane had stepped in, commanding and unyielding. His deep voice had sent tingles down my arms.
Butterflies roam through my belly, and I press a hand to my abdomen to force the nervousness away. It makes little sense. He’s arrogant, controlling, and entirely too sure of himself. Yet, there’s something about him that makes my heart race.
“Get a grip, Tess,” I mutter to myself.
This dinner is a performance orchestrated by my father and Dane—a man who thinks he can read me like a book. 
“Just get through the night,” I grumble, smoothing nonexistent wrinkles from my dress and heading out the front door. “Smile, nod, and keep your distance.”
When I arrive at the restaurant, the hostess greets me with a warm smile. “Good evening, Miss Valentino. Right this way, please.”
I follow her through the quiet space, but something feels off.
The dining room is empty. Completely empty.
My steps falter as I glance around at the candles flickering on every vacant table. Soft music hums in the background, creating a moody atmosphere that makes beads of sweat prod at my upper lip.
Dane stands by a table in the center of the restaurant, holding a single rose in his hand. The man is impossible to miss, even in the soft glow. His blond hair catches the light, and the tan tailored suit he wears hugs his tall, muscular frame like it was designed for him alone. 
When I approach, his gaze locks onto mine. He steps forward, extending the rose toward me. “Tessa.”
My gaze drops to the flower. Its deep red petals are so soft and perfect.
It’s a trick. A move to throw me off balance. 
“For me?” I ask, my tone cool even as my fingers reach out and take it from him. Our hands brush, and a spark of heat spreads through me.
His mouth rises at the corner. “It’s a peace offering. Thought I’d try starting off on the right foot.”
I stare at the rose, my fingers running over the velvety petals. “I didn’t realize we were at war.”
“Depends,” Dane replies. “Are we?”
“Guess we’ll see,” I say, slipping the rose onto the table before easing into the chair he pulls out for me.
Lifting my chin, I gesture to the empty tables. “So… the entire restaurant?”
Dane arches an eyebrow, his gaze flicking toward the front entrance. “Didn’t plan it that way. But there were a few too many cameras outside for my liking.”
I pause. That reason… I wasn’t expecting.
I was ready to call him out on some ridiculous silverback move, but this? This feels different.
I smooth a napkin over my lap as I keep my expression neutral. This has to be a tactic. Some kind of manipulation.
But then a waiter approaches and sets down the first course, which is one of my favorite appetizers.
A reluctant smile builds on my face. “Avocado egg rolls… how did you know?”
He doesn’t answer immediately. Instead, he watches me for a half-second, his blue eyes focused. “I make it a point to know the important things.”
Warmth flickers in my chest. Annoyingly warm. I shove it down, focusing on my plate instead of the way his presence settles over me.
I bite into an egg roll and the flavors explode in my mouth. “Mmm. Oh my god. These are heaven.”
When I glance up, Dane’s still watching me.
Damn him.
The appetizer choice is just a coincidence. It has to be.
“So, nonprofit consulting,” he says. “Let me guess. You spend your days convincing wealthy people to part with their money?”
His vibe flows more easily than I expect, though I can’t decide if he’s charming me or interrogating me.
I arch an eyebrow. “Among other things. Though some are harder to convince than others.”
He takes a sip of wine. “You’re not lumping me into that category, are you?”
“I don’t know,” I respond, leaning to the side. “Are you a guy who donates out of the goodness of his heart, or for the tax breaks?”
His grin widens. “You think I need tax breaks?”
“Well,” I say, matching his smirk, “you did just blow an obscene amount of money for a dinner date. So maybe not.”
He laughs softly, a low, rich sound that spreads tingles across my arms. “Yes. But that wasn’t about the money.”
“Of course not,” I say, crossing my arms. “It was about Luke, right? Whatever you can do to keep him from winning.”
His expression shifts. “Partly. But it was also about you.”
Heat rises to my cheeks and I look away, focusing on the candlelight. “Well, congratulations. You got what you wanted.”
“Did I?” he asks.
I bite my lip, but I force myself to hold his gaze. “You tell me.”
His eyes narrow slightly, as if he’s weighing his next words carefully. “You’re not like the people I usually deal with,” he says finally. 
I roll my eyes. “Why is that?”
He evaluates me with an assessing look. Then he leans in. “You don’t fit.”
I frown. “Excuse me?”
“This world.” He gestures vaguely. “The politics, the charity auctions… the people who pretend to care but don’t. You don’t blend in like you’re supposed to.”
I scoff. “What gave it away? That I have a soul?”
His smile builds slow. “Exactly.” His pupils drop to my lips before returning to my eyes. “Now tell me what you think of me.”
“Fine,” I shoot back, my pulse racing. “I think you’re full of yourself.”
He grins, completely unbothered. “Anything else?”
I open my mouth, searching for a comeback, but nothing comes. Instead, I just feel it—the heat between us. I look away, and that’s a mistake because I find no escape. My gaze catches on the angular lines of his jaw, and his sharp cheekbones. He’s too put-together, too damn composed.
Hmm. I wonder what it would take to unravel him.
Dane shifts slightly, and my eyes flick up, right into his.
Shit. He just caught me staring. My insides twist, and I snap my gaze away, but it’s too late.
His grin softens. “I’ll take it as a compliment.”
My cheeks burn. This is so awkward.
His stare lingers on me for a beat too long.
I straighten my shoulders, determined to change the topic. “What about you?” I ask. “What’s your deal? Work, family… give me something.”
He leans back, his jaw tightening. “Work’s straightforward,” he begins, his voice calm, but less open than before. “I build things and make them profitable.”
Arching a brow, I ignore how his slight accent settles into my skin. “That’s vague. ‘I build things’? What, like Legos?”
He chuckles. “More like entire city blocks.”
That catches my attention. I focus on him. “So you’re buying up Vegas?”
“Not just Vegas.” His eyes flick to mine, unreadable. “I enjoy putting money into things that don’t crumble. Hotels. Resorts. Real estate.”
Nodding, I keep the conversation on him. “And your family?”
His expression tightens, the warmth in his gaze dimming into something harder. “Depends on who you ask.”
“What do you mean?” I ask, my curiosity deepening.
He runs his thumb along the stem of his glass. “My brother and I… let’s just say family dinners aren’t a great idea.”
“A bit intense, isn’t he?” I comment before I stop myself.
“Luke?” His entire body tenses and the simple charm he’d worn earlier disappears. “You could say that.”
His vulnerability catches me off guard. Dane’s more human than I expected. For a man who seems so put-together and in-control, there are places where good could get in. 
“You and Luke seem like opposites,” I say, not quite able to hide the curiosity in my eyes.
His gaze meets mine again, this time darker. “We are. But it doesn’t mean he’s gonna get away with things. Especially when it involves you.”
My arms stiffen. “That’s noble of you,” I say, while trying to mask the strange pull he has over me. “But I can handle Luke. And I can handle you, too.”
Dane’s smile comes back, but it’s darker than before. “Good,” he says, leaning forward. “Because I’m not about to back off.”
I narrow my eyes at him, leaning in to match his intensity. “Let me make one thing clear, Mr. Everett. I don’t need a bodyguard. So, whatever knight-in-shining-armor act you’re pulling, save it.”
“This isn’t about being your knight,” he shoots back, his tone dropping into something rougher and fiercer. “It’s about keeping you safe. And if you think I’m going to stand by and let someone like Luke or anyone else hurt you, you’re dead wrong.”
My mouth drops open. “You’re overreacting,” I finally say, clasping my hands together to stop them from shaking. “Luke doesn’t scare me, so I don’t need you playing the hero.”
His jaw tightens, and he leans closer, his eyes locked on mine. “Then why did your shoulders rise up damn near to your ears when he got too close the other night? And why were you looking to bolt out of there?”
Heat floods my cheeks, and I scramble to cover my mouth with my hand. “I wasn’t—”
“Ah, but you were,” he interrupts. “And I don’t want you to ever have to deal with that again.”
The space between us becomes far too thin.
And I can’t tell if I want to kick him or… kiss him.
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Dane


Iwatch Tessa as the last course is cleared. She’s a puzzle. Her shoulders are still stiff and she’s got her boxing gloves on, but she’s curious. It pulls me in, making me want to unravel this woman piece by piece. 
She’s trying to figure me out, too. Rightly so. Hell, I’m still figuring myself out.
Candlelight reflects in the gold flecks of her eyes. “You haven’t told me very much,” she says, her tone casual but probing.
I take another sip of wine. “What is there to tell?”
Her brow arches, distracting me. “Everyone has a story, Dane.”
“Maybe,” I say, swirling the glass of wine in my hand, trying to steady the strange pull she has on me. “But some stories don’t need to be told.”
She licks her lips, and I swear my eyes linger too long on their shape. She’s not wearing much lipstick, just a natural sheen, but it suits her. She has a no-nonsense kind of beauty. Real. Not polished. Not fake.
“Don’t do that,” she says, leaning forward slightly.
“Do what?”
“Deflect.”
I chuckle under my breath. She’s feisty. Every little move draws me in like gravity.
“Why do you want to know so much about me?” I ask.
Her gaze doesn’t waver. “Because I’m trying to figure out if this whole dinner thing is just another way for you to win.”
“Win what?”
“Whatever it is you’re playing,” she says, her fingers tapping the tablecloth.
I can’t help it… I lean in a little, enough to catch the faintest hint of her rose perfume. It’s light and clean, but it lingers, like she does. “What if I’m not playing?”
Her eyes soften and her lips part like she’s about to tell me something. But then she pulls back. “You’re good at this.”
“At what?”
“Making people want to believe you.”
“And you’re good at making people think you don’t need anyone,” I fire back.
Her cheeks flush, but she doesn’t look away. She tilts her head, watching me with her gold-green eyes. Her dress is all silk and curves, and I’m not sure which is more dangerous… her mouth or her body.
I smile, letting the warmth of the moment settle.
“So, what brought you to Vegas?” she asks, tossing the question out casually, but still trying to get the same damn info out of me.
Instead of answering, I change the subject. “Your nonprofit work must be intense.”
She leans back, crossing her arms. 
I tilt my head, a smile playing at my lips. “Something wrong?”
“Yeah,” she blurts. “You’re dodging again.”
Pursing my lips, I rub my clean-shaven chin. “I prefer to think of it as strategic misdirection.”
She snorts. “Uh-huh. And that’s not dodging?”
My grin widens. “Not if I do it well.” 
She smiles, pointing a manicured finger at me. “You’ve got walls up. Why?”
Because the people who come into my life eventually leave. 
I stare into my wine glass, giving myself a few seconds to come up with an answer. 
Deflection is easy. But something about her makes me stop. “It isn’t about walls. It’s about knowing what’s worth letting in.”
Her head tilts, her gaze narrowing like she’s weighing my words. But then her shoulders fall and she breaks eye contact. “Right. I guess shutting people out is easier than risking letting them in.”
My nervous fingers fidget with the tablecloth before I catch myself doing it. “And you let everyone in?” I ask.
She blinks, caught off guard. Then she scoffs, shaking her head. “That’s not the point.”
I arch a brow. “No? Because from where I’m sitting, you’re making it sound like letting people in is super easy.”
She exhales, tilting her chin up. “It’s not. It’s about trying.”
Her honesty cuts right to the bone. She’s not accusing me. She’s just tired. Like she’s seen this shit before, and I’m no different.
I rub the back of my neck. “Well, I do want to share. I’m just weighing the risk. That’s all.”
Her brow lifts, and she leans into the table with her arms crossed, pushing her breasts up in a way that makes it really fucking hard to focus.
“I didn’t come to Vegas only for work,” I reveal. 
Shit. Admitting the truth will probably make the pain worse. But something in her gaze pulls it out of me. “I came because I needed to get away.”
Her face softens as she tilts her head. “From what?”
Should I not brush it off and keep it vague? That’s what I’d usually do, but the way she listens to every word I say makes it easy to talk to her. “From Texas.”
Tessa observes me. “And?”
This isn’t something I talk about. Not with anyone. But the words are already there, pressing at the edges. I exhale, dragging a hand down my jaw. “From… waiting.”
Her brows knit together as she waits for me to say more.
“It’s been five years of waiting,” I answer, and when I do, a sharp pain stabs the back of my neck. I force myself to say more. “Five years of sitting in a hospital room, watching my mother in a coma, and waiting for a sign.”
Her brows furrow. She frowns. “Oh, no.”
I shake my head once. “She’s alive, technically, but it’s like…” I swallow hard. “She’s not really there.”
My body posture crumples as I continue. “We hired caretakers, made sure she had the best of everything, but…” I glance away, my neck tightening again. “Every day felt like waiting for a miracle that wasn’t coming.”
Tessa’s lips part, but no words come out at first. Her eyes glisten with compassion, or maybe it’s pity.
I hate pity.
“I’m so sorry,” she breathes, trembling a bit. “I can’t imagine how hard that must be for you and your family.”
Nodding once, I stare at a distant point behind her. “It is what it is.”
I shrug like it doesn’t matter. Like it’s another fact. But that’s how me and Luke have been surviving this shit.
She exhales and takes on a distant stare. “My mom’s alive too, but sometimes it feels like she’s not.”
My brain races to figure out what she means, but I come up blank.
She fidgets with her fork, her focus fixed on her plate. “She sent a text last week. Something about a gallery opening in Florence,” she says, her eyes flat. “It’s always Rome, Paris, or Madrid. Anywhere but here.”
I’m unsure what to say, so I stay quiet. 
She exhales a bitter laugh, shaking her head. “She walked away years ago, when things got hard with my dad. Anna and I have been dealing with him ever since.”
Her hand shakes as she picks up her glass and takes a small sip. “She claims she left for us,” Tessa continues, her brows knitting together. “That it was better for us this way. But honestly?” Her eyes lift, meeting mine. “It’s like she gave up.”
“That’s not on you,” I say, leaning in. “Whatever choices she made are hers, not yours. You didn’t ask for any of this.”
She nods, though she doesn’t look convinced. “Sometimes it’s too much, you know?”
Her dark curls brush against the soft neckline of her dress, and for a second, I forget what the hell we were talking about.
She clears her throat. “So, you came here to escape.”
“Yes. And no,” I admit, the guilt rising again. “I came to work with Luke, to keep moving, because staying there… it felt like I was dying alongside her.”
Her long lashes sweep down. “That’s a lot to carry.”
I shrug, trying to play it off. “You do what you have to.”
“No,” she says, shaking her head slightly. “Guilt can eat you alive.”
She’s right.
Now, when I look at her, really look at her, the walls I’ve spent years building are weaker than ever. “You don’t have to play therapist, Tessa.”
She leans back, and a small, almost sad smile appears on her mouth. “Well, maybe someone should. Might as well be me.”
I nod, not trusting myself to respond.
She shifts in her seat, her fingers brushing the edge of her wineglass. “I’m sorry if I pushed too hard. I wasn’t trying to, you know, pry.”
A faint smile tugs at my lips. “Hmm. You don’t seem like the prying type. I was thinking you were more like the bulldozing type.”
Her lips purse and she laughs. It's a light, surprising sound that makes my body warm. “Oh, that’s funny. You got jokes now, huh?” she says, arching a brow. “Didn’t see that coming.”
“Stick around. I’m full of surprises,” I reply.
Her lips curve into a reluctant smile, and the tension shifts. It’s still there, but it’s different.
She’s different. She’s not playing the game like everyone else in this world of polished smiles and calculated moves. But that doesn’t mean she’s not dangerous in her own way. 
If only we could have a few more hours together so I could find out.
I breathe in deep. “Tessa.”
She blinks as if I’ve startled her. “Yeah?”
The words come to the tip of my tongue but I shake my head and sit back. “Never mind.”
Tessa’s brows knit like she’s trying to figure out what just happened, but she doesn’t push it.
The waiter brings the check. 
Across the table, she checks her phone. For the first time all night, she looks at ease.
“Ready?” I stand.
She pauses and slips her phone into her clutch before rising. She doesn’t take my hand, of course. 
Outside, the night air is crisp against the lingering heat. 
I walk her to her car, a sleek silver sedan. Matching her actions, I reach for the door handle right as she does and my hand brushes hers. 
A jolt passes through me.
She glances up, and her gaze flickers before she shutters it away. 
I open the door, and neither of us moves.
“Thanks for dinner,” she says, softer now. “It wasn’t what I expected.”
I step closer. “Good or bad?”
Her lips part, but she doesn’t answer. Her eyes drop briefly to my mouth.
Every instinct urges me forward, but I stop. Kissing her now would be a mistake. Wouldn’t it? The moment stretches. 
Finally, I exhale, stepping back. “Goodnight, Tessa.”
Her shoulders drop slightly, but she recovers fast, slipping into the driver’s seat.
The engine hums to life. She pulls away, and she’s gone.

      [image: ]The elevator ride up to the 47 th floor is longer than usual. I can’t shake the way Tessa looked at me before she drove off… like she was disappointed, like I’d somehow failed her. 
Had she wanted more?
The elevator to my suite slides open, and I stop short. Luke sprawls out on my leather couch, with a drink in his hand and his feet propped up like he’s doing the place a favor. His leather jacket lays over the armrest.
“Thought you’d be back earlier,” he says, his voice dripping with mockery. “What took so long? Traffic? Or did she let you down easy?”
My jaw tightens. “What are you doing here, Luke?”
He lifts his glass in a lazy salute. “Came to check on my little brother. Big night, wasn’t it? A date with the auction’s crown jewel. Must’ve been illuminating.”
“Get to the point,” I say, shrugging off my jacket and tossing it over a chair. 
Luke leans forward. “Any interest in this Valentino woman?” 
I refuse to give him the reaction he’s fishing for. “None of your business.”
“Oh, but it is,” he counters, his grin widening. “She’s tangled up in something bigger than you realize, Dane. And if you’re not careful, you’re going to get dragged down with her.”
“I don’t need your warnings, Luke.” I grimace and turn away. “Stay out of it.”
His laugh is rich, the kind that gets under your skin. “Oh, little brother, you don’t even know what ‘it’ is yet.”
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Iwake up with this man still in my brain. 
It lingers, that moment at the car. The way my belly fluttered when his hand brushed mine, and how he stepped back instead of taking what we both knew was right there.
I should be relieved he didn’t kiss me, but I’m not.
Rolling onto my back and staring at the ceiling, I push the thought away. It’s too soon. Too soon for my body to flush with heat and hormones.
Besides, today isn’t about Dane. It’s about Dad and playing the game he expects me to fall in line for.
But as I drag myself out of bed, I can’t shake the feeling that last night wasn’t just a single dinner. It was the start of something I might not stop.
The scent of coffee and fresh pastries does nothing to ease the tension coiling in my stomach. 
My father sits at the head of the sleek breakfast table, flipping through the morning news on his tablet, perfectly composed. 
Anna lounges in the chair opposite me, swirling a spoon through her coffee, watching Dad like she’s waiting for him to utter something stupid.
“So,” Dad says, setting down his tablet, his tone as casual as if he were asking about the weather. “How was dinner?”
I don’t even blink. “It was dinner.”
His eyes flick up, assessing. “And Everett?”
I sip my coffee, meeting his gaze. “Still very much himself.”
Dad exhales, his irritation barely masked. “Tessa.”
I flash him an empty smile. “I entertained your high-value asset. Is that not what you wanted?”
Anna snorts into her cup. “Oh good, another thrilling episode of Tessa’s Love Life: Corporate Edition. Can’t wait for the season finale.”
Dad flicks his gaze to her, bored. “If you have nothing useful to say, Anna, don’t say anything at all.”
She raises her eyebrows in mock surprise. “And yet, somehow, I keep talking. It’s wild.”
I hide my grin behind the rim of my cup, but Dad doesn’t laugh. He steeples his fingers, leaning forward.
“I need to know if he’s on board,” he says. “If he’s open to influence.”
I bite into a sugary strawberry pastry. Thank god these are on the table today. 
I return to the conversation. “Influence? You mean manipulation.”
His lips quirk at the corners. “You always assume the worst of me.”
Closing my eyes, I savor the gooey goodness in my mouth before wiping my fingertips on a napkin and looking at him. “Because I’m always right.”
Dad grimaces. “Why can’t you see what’s in front of you? You’re in a unique position, Tessa. A man like Dane Everett doesn’t let just anyone into his life. He seemed interested. All you have to do is hang out and play along.”
I hate how he makes it sound. Like Dane is a wooden chess piece, and all I need to do is keep him in the game.
Anna scoffs. “Hasn’t Tess put in enough effort for you already?”
Dad’s gaze flicks to her. “Didn’t you need to be somewhere, Anna?”
Anna holds up her hands, but the smirk stays on her lips. “Sure. I’ll let you two continue your power struggle. Have fun.”
She pushes back and grabs her coffee, shooting me a pointed look before walking off.
Dad doesn’t react to her exit. His focus stays on me. “I know what’s happening here.”
I cross my arms. “Really? Enlighten me, then, Father.”
He points a quick index finger at me. “You like him.”
I freeze, but only for a half-second. “That’s ridiculous.”
Dad tilts his head. “I want you to get inside his head. Get close to him.”
I push my chair back, tension firing through my veins. “And if I don’t want to?”
His lips curl into something cold. “Then I will.”
My breath catches, but I school my expression into something smoother.
Dad’s smile returns, cool and composed. 
I already know what he’s trying to do. He’s making sure he’s the one who holds the strings. Not me, and not Dane. He thinks I’ll fall in line like I always have and play along.
Not this time.
“Not interested.” I push up from my seat. “If you’ll excuse me.”
Dad observes me, but he doesn’t stop me.
As I turn to leave, his voice follows. “Tread carefully, Tessa.”
I don’t look back. Instead, I find Anna lurking on the other side of the door.
She falls into step beside me as I head upstairs. “Well, that was fun. Breakfast interrogation is my favorite morning entertainment.”
I narrow my eyes. “You were just being nosy, as usual.”
She scoffs. “Please. I was actively risking my life. You should thank me.”
I push open my bedroom door, and she waltzes in after me. 
“So, let’s discuss.” She flops onto my bed, propping herself up on her elbows. “Tell me everything and don’t skimp.”
I remove my sweater and tuck it away in a drawer. “About what?”
Anna rolls her eyes. “Don’t play dumb, Tess. The date.”
Fidgeting with my necklace, I straighten it out before strutting to the bedroom window. “It wasn’t a date.”
“Oh, sure, sure.” She nods, smiling. “A billionaire buys time with you for a quarter-mil, but it’s not a date.”
I sigh, running my fingers through my tangled hair. “It’s all business moves.”
Anna narrows her eyes, watching me too closely. Then she snorts. “Right. That’s why you’re pacing around like a mad woman right now.”
“Come on. You know, Anna.“ I stand still enough to face her, and then I force myself to relax. “Dad’s driving me crazy. I’m so sick of being a pawn in his power games.”
Anna hums, unconvinced. “And Dane?”
I continue
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