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The problem with Natalie's marriage, Vivian decided as she let herself into her youngest sister's house with the spare key she'd insisted on having, was that Owen had no sense of ambition.

She closed the door behind her with a controlled click—not a slam, never a slam, because Vivian Sterling didn't lose her composure—and surveyed the narrow entryway. A pair of Owen's sneakers lay sprawled across the tile like casualties of war, laces trailing. One of Natalie's cardigans hung from the coat hook at an angle that suggested it had been flung rather than placed. The mirror above the console table bore a faint film of dust visible even in the amber wash of the porch light filtering through the sidelight windows.

Vivian's jaw tightened.

She'd been driving home from a disastrous inspection at a new Italian place in Silver Lake—the kitchen had violated at least six health codes, and the chef had the audacity to argue with her about proper refrigeration temperatures—when she'd remembered she hadn't checked in on Natalie since last Thursday. Four days. Four days in which anything could have happened, any number of small domestic disasters could have compounded into something requiring intervention.

Her heels clicked against the tile as she moved deeper into the house, her nose cataloging scents: something burnt, the cloying sweetness of vanilla candles Natalie bought in bulk from TJ Maxx, and underneath it all, the distinct smell of neglect. Not squalor—Natalie wasn't quite that far gone—but the particular mustiness that accumulated when people stopped noticing their surroundings.

The living room confirmed her suspicions. A throw blanket puddled on the floor beside the couch. Two coffee mugs sat on the end table, rings of dried residue visible on the wood where they'd been left without coasters. Entertainment Weekly and US Weekly magazines fanned across the coffee table alongside what looked like the remnants of microwave popcorn in a bowl.

Vivian picked up the bowl with two fingers, her nose wrinkling. The kernels had gone stale, and a few had stuck to the ceramic with what appeared to be congealed butter.

Voices drifted from deeper in the house. The kitchen, probably. Vivian moved toward them, her mind already composing the conversation: gentle but firm, concerned but not overbearing. Natalie responded better to the appearance of suggestions rather than direct criticism, though God knew the girl needed more of the latter.

The kitchen door was slightly ajar, and warm light spilled through the gap along with the sound of Natalie's laugh—the breathy, girlish one she used when she was trying to be charming. Vivian's hand was already on the door when she heard Owen's voice, lower and rougher than usual.

"Come here."

Something in his tone made Vivian pause. Not quite alarm—Owen was harmless as a golden retriever—but curiosity.

"We shouldn't," Natalie said, but her voice had gone soft and yielding in a way that made Vivian's stomach turn. "What if—"

"What if nothing. I've been thinking about you all day."

The sound that followed was unmistakable: the wet connection of mouths, the slight gasp of breath, the rustle of fabric moving against fabric.

Vivian's fingers tightened on the doorframe. She should leave. She absolutely should turn around, walk back through the disaster of a living room, let herself out, and call tomorrow like a normal person who respected boundaries.

Instead, she pushed the door open.

The scene that greeted her would have been almost sweet if it weren't so completely inappropriate. Natalie perched on the kitchen counter, her legs wrapped around Owen's waist, his hands bunched in the fabric of her dress—a dress Vivian had helped her pick out for their anniversary last month, now hiked up around her thighs in a way that was definitely not how it was meant to be worn. Owen's button-down shirt hung open, and Natalie's fingers were tangled in his hair, pulling him closer as they kissed with the kind of desperate enthusiasm that belonged in a teenage movie, not a married couple's kitchen on a Wednesday night.

The burnt smell, Vivian realized with a distant corner of her mind, was coming from a saucepan on the stove, where what might have once been marinara had reduced to a blackened crust.

"Jesus Christ," Vivian said.

Natalie shrieked. Owen jerked backward so fast he cracked his elbow against the cabinet, then swore—actually swore—while Natalie scrambled to pull her dress down, her face flooding crimson.

"Vivian!" Natalie's voice hit a register that probably alarmed dogs in a three-block radius. "What are you—how did you—"

"The spare key." Vivian crossed to the stove and turned off the burner with a decisive twist, her movements crisp despite the chaos around her. "Which you gave me precisely for situations like this."

"Situations like what?" Owen had straightened, one hand still pressed against his elbow, his face mottled red and white in blotches. His shirt hung open, revealing a thin white undershirt and the slight softness around his middle that came from too many beers and not enough gym time. "We're in our own house, Vivian. Our own house."

"Your house that was on fire," Vivian said, gesturing to the ruined pan. "Or near enough." She turned to Natalie, who had slid off the counter and was trying to smooth her hair with shaking hands. "Sweetheart, what happened here? Were you trying to make dinner?"

"We were making dinner," Natalie said, her voice small. "We were going to have a nice evening, just the two of us, and then we got... distracted."

"I can see that." Vivian opened the cabinet under the sink and retrieved the trash can, then used a dish towel to grab the pan's handle. The burnt sauce released from the metal with a sound like tearing fabric. "Natalie, this pan is ruined. You're going to need to throw it out."

"I'll buy her a new pan," Owen said tightly. "Thanks for your concern."

"A new pan won't help if she burns down the house." Vivian dropped the ruined cookware into the trash with a clang that made Natalie flinch. "And speaking of the house, when was the last time you dusted the living room? Or put your shoes away? Or used a coaster?"

"Oh my God." Owen's voice had dropped to something dangerous and quiet. "Are you seriously doing this right now?"

"Doing what? Caring about my sister's wellbeing?" Vivian turned to face him fully, her arms crossed. In her heels, she had two inches on him, and she used every bit of it. "Natalie works full-time at the salon, Owen. The least you could do is maintain basic standards of cleanliness."

"I work full-time too—"

"At the music store." Vivian let the words hang in the air, weighted with everything she didn't say: Part-time. Selling guitars to teenagers. Not exactly a career. Not exactly ambitious. Not exactly what Natalie deserves.

Owen's jaw worked. For a moment, Vivian thought he might actually say something, might finally show some of the spine she'd been hoping he'd develop. Instead, he looked at Natalie—a long, loaded look that Vivian couldn't quite interpret—and then walked out of the kitchen.

The sound of the back door opening and closing echoed through the sudden silence.

"Vivian." Natalie's voice trembled. "Why would you do that?"

"Do what? Point out that your husband needs to contribute more to household maintenance?" Vivian opened the refrigerator, cataloging its contents with a practiced eye. Leftover takeout containers, half a rotisserie chicken, some wilted lettuce, condiments that probably predated the marriage. "Natalie, when was the last time you had a proper home-cooked meal? Not takeout, not something from a box—actual fresh ingredients, properly prepared?"

"We were about to have one before you—" Natalie's voice broke. "Before you showed up and ruined everything."

"I ruined—" Vivian closed the refrigerator with more force than necessary. "Sweetheart, I just saved you from burning your house down. You should be thanking me."

"Thanking you." Natalie's laugh was high and sharp. "Right. Thank you, Vivian, for letting yourself into my house unannounced. Thank you for criticizing my husband and my marriage and my life every single time I see you. Thank you so much."

The words landed like slaps. Vivian felt her spine straighten, her shoulders pull back—the posture she wore like armor. "I criticize because I care. Someone has to look out for you, Natalie. Someone has to make sure you're not making mistakes you'll regret."

"I'm thirty years old!" Natalie's voice rose. "I'm a married adult woman, and you treat me like I'm still sixteen and can't be trusted to cross the street alone!"

"That's not—"

"It is." Natalie's eyes were bright with tears, but her voice had steadied into something harder than Vivian was used to hearing from her. "You do this to all of us. Me, Harper, Celeste. You swoop in with your perfect outfits and your perfect apartment and your perfect opinions, and you make us feel like nothing we do is ever good enough. Like we're all just one mistake away from disaster and only you can save us."

The words hit something deep in Vivian's chest, something that felt uncomfortably like recognition. She pushed it away. "I'm trying to help you—"

"I don't want your help!" Natalie's voice cracked. "I want you to leave me alone! I want you to let me live my life and make my own choices and yes, maybe even my own mistakes without you hovering over me like some kind of... of..."

"Guardian angel?" Vivian supplied, her voice dry.

"Helicopter!" Natalie finished. "You're a helicopter, Vivian. And I'm tired of it. We're all tired of it."

The "we" hung in the air between them. All of them. Harper and Celeste too. Vivian's throat felt tight.

"I see." She picked up her purse from where she'd set it on the counter, her movements precise and controlled. "In that case, I'll leave you to your evening. Try not to burn anything else."

"Vivian—"

But Vivian was already walking, her heels clicking across the tile, through the disaster of a living room, out the door and into the cool September night. She made it to her car—a pristine white Lexus that she washed every Sunday without fail—before her hands started shaking.

She gripped the steering wheel, staring at Natalie's house through the windshield. Light glowed in the kitchen window. She could see her sister's silhouette moving inside, probably cleaning up the mess, probably going to find Owen and apologize for Vivian's behavior like she always did.

Vivian's chest felt tight. Wrong. Everything about this felt wrong, but she couldn't identify exactly what or why. She'd only been trying to help. She'd only been doing what she'd always done—what she'd had to do since she was twenty-two years old and suddenly responsible for three grieving teenagers who needed someone to make sure they ate vegetables and did their homework and didn't make stupid decisions that would derail their entire lives.

Ten years. Ten years of sacrificing her own life to make sure theirs turned out right. And this was the thanks she got.

Vivian started the car and pulled away from the curb, her movements automatic. She didn't let herself look back.



Three miles across town, in a dim bar called The Wheelhouse that smelled like beer and desperation, Owen slumped onto a barstool and signaled the bartender.

"Whiskey," he said. "Neat. Double."

He'd texted the group chat on his way over: Emergency meeting. Wheelhouse. Now.

His phone buzzed twice in quick succession.

Isaiah: On my way. What happened?

Garrett: She showed up again didn't she

Owen didn't bother responding. They'd understand when they got here. They always understood.

The whiskey arrived, and Owen downed half of it in one burning swallow. His elbow still throbbed where he'd cracked it on the cabinet, and his shirt was still unbuttoned, and somewhere in the back of his mind he knew he should go home and check on Natalie, make sure she was okay, have the conversation they'd been avoiding for months about boundaries and sisters and what the hell they were supposed to do about Vivian.

But God, he was so tired of having that conversation. So tired of being the understanding husband, the patient one, the guy who just smiled and nodded while his sister-in-law systematically dismantled every shred of confidence his wife had ever possessed.

The bar door opened, and Isaiah walked in—tall, composed, his tie loosened but still in his work clothes from the accounting firm. He spotted Owen and headed over, his expression already sympathetic.

"That bad?" he asked, sliding onto the stool beside him.

"She walked in on us." Owen stared into his whiskey. "Natalie and me. In the kitchen. We were... you know."

Isaiah winced. "Jesus."

"And then she criticized the house. And my job. And basically called me a lazy piece of shit without actually using those words." Owen finished his drink and signaled for another. "Natalie's upset, I'm upset, our romantic evening is completely destroyed, and Vivian probably went home thinking she saved the day."

"She always thinks that," Isaiah said quietly. He ordered a beer and was silent for a moment. "Harper cried last night. Did I tell you that?"

Owen looked at him. "What?"

"Vivian came over for dinner. Spent the entire time critiquing how Harper cooked the chicken—too dry, apparently—and suggesting that maybe Harper should think about going back to school since her admin job 'doesn't really have much growth potential.'" Isaiah's fingers tightened around his beer bottle. "Harper went into the bathroom after Vivian left and cried for twenty minutes. My wife. Who's brilliant and capable and works her ass off at a job she actually likes. Crying because her sister made her feel worthless."

The anger in his voice matched the anger simmering in Owen's chest. Before Owen could respond, the door opened again and Garrett walked in, his jaw set and his expression dark.

"Let me guess," Garrett said, not bothering with preliminaries. "Vivian?"

"How'd you know?" Owen asked.

"Because Celeste just called me crying, saying she can't do this anymore, that she loves her sister but she's suffocating us." Garrett dropped onto the stool on Owen's other side and ran both hands through his hair. "Vivian showed up at the office today. My office. Told Celeste that the dress she was wearing made her look 'unprofessional' and maybe she should reconsider her color choices. In front of my coworkers."

The three of them sat in silence for a long moment, the weight of shared misery settling over them like fog.

"We can't keep living like this," Isaiah said finally. "Something has to change."

"What are we supposed to do?" Owen spread his hands. "Our wives love her. Despite everything, they love her. And I get it—she raised them, she sacrificed for them, she's the reason they turned out as amazing as they did. But Jesus Christ, she's going to destroy our marriages if this keeps up."

"Already is destroying them," Garrett muttered. "Celeste and I haven't had sex in three weeks because she's too stressed about what Vivian will criticize next."

"Natalie apologizes for me," Owen said. "Constantly. Like I'm some embarrassing pet she has to make excuses for. 'Owen didn't mean it that way,' 'Owen's just tired,' 'Owen's going through a stressful time at work.' Like I'm not a grown man capable of having my own opinions and living my own life."

Isaiah nodded slowly. "We need to do something. Something big."

"Like what? We can't exactly ban her from seeing her own sisters."

"No." Isaiah stared at his beer, his brow furrowed. "But what if... what if we got her out of our lives another way?"

Owen and Garrett both looked at him.

"What are you talking about?" Garrett asked.

Isaiah was quiet for a moment, and Owen could practically see the wheels turning behind his eyes. When he finally spoke, his voice was careful, measured—the same tone he used when presenting a particularly risky financial strategy to a client.

"What if Vivian had someone else to focus on? Someone who took up all her time and energy so she didn't have any left over for micromanaging our wives?"

"Like a hobby?" Owen said skeptically. "Somehow I don't see Vivian taking up pottery."

"Not a hobby." Isaiah leaned forward, his expression intent. "A relationship. A man. What if Vivian fell in love?"

The words hung in the air between them, absurd and impossible and somehow, against all logic, appealing.

"You're insane," Garrett said, but his voice lacked conviction. "Vivian doesn't date. She's married to control."

"Everyone dates," Isaiah countered. "Everyone wants love. Even Vivian Sterling." He looked between them. "Think about it. If she was focused on her own relationship, her own romance, she wouldn't have time to dissect ours. She'd be too busy being happy to worry about whether Natalie's house is dusty or Harper's job has growth potential or Celeste's dress is the wrong color."

Owen felt something unfurl in his chest—something dangerous and desperate and tinged with hope. "Okay, say that's true. Say Vivian would actually consider dating someone. Who the hell would we set her up with? She's impossible. She'd shred any normal guy in thirty seconds."

"Exactly." Isaiah's smile was slow and calculating. "We don't set her up with a normal guy. We need someone who can handle her. Someone smooth. Someone charming. Someone who knows how to play the game."

"Where are we supposed to find someone like that?" Garrett asked.

Isaiah pulled out his phone, scrolling through his contacts. "I might know someone. Guy I went to college with. Marcus Kane. He's... well, let's just say dating is kind of his sport. He's never met a woman he couldn't charm, never had a relationship that wasn't on his terms." He looked up at them. "If anyone could sweep Vivian Sterling off her feet, it's Marcus."

"And then what?" Owen asked. "We just... hope she falls for him and leaves us alone?"

"We don't hope." Isaiah's voice had gone quiet, serious. "We pay him to make sure of it."

The words landed like stones in still water, ripples spreading outward into implications neither of them had quite considered yet.

"You want to hire someone to seduce Vivian." Garrett said it slowly, like he was testing the weight of each word. "To trick her into a fake relationship."

"Not fake," Isaiah corrected. "Just... incentivized. We pay Marcus to pursue her, to romance her, to keep her distracted. What happens after that—whether real feelings develop or not—that's up to them. We're just... providing an opportunity."

Owen stared at his empty glass, his mind churning. It was insane. It was manipulative. It was probably a dozen different kinds of wrong.

It was also the first thing that had made sense in months.

"How much?" he heard himself ask.

Isaiah named a figure that made Owen wince, but Garrett was already nodding.

"Split three ways, it's manageable," Garrett said. "And honestly? Worth every penny if it works."

"If it works," Owen repeated. "And if it doesn't? If Vivian finds out we paid someone to romance her?"

"She won't," Isaiah said with confidence Owen didn't quite share. "Marcus is a professional. He's smooth. And he'll make it look completely natural."

Owen thought about Natalie's tears. About the way his wife's shoulders tensed whenever her phone rang with Vivian's ringtone. About the romantic evening that had been destroyed by an unannounced visit and a lecture about housekeeping.

He thought about the possibility—however remote—of getting his wife back from under her sister's thumb.

"I'm in," he said.

Garrett nodded. "Me too."

Isaiah lifted his beer. "To taking back our marriages."

Owen and Garrett raised their glasses, and the three of them drank to conspiracy, to desperation, to the slim hope that maybe—just maybe—they'd found the answer to the Vivian Sterling problem.

If only they'd known how spectacularly wrong things were about to go.
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Chapter Two
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Marcus Kane didn't believe in love at first sight, soul mates, or any of the romantic bullshit that kept greeting card companies in business. What he believed in was chemistry, timing, and the strategic application of charm—three things he'd mastered by the time he turned thirty and had been refining ever since.

Which was why, at 2:47 on a Thursday afternoon, he was lying in bed with a woman whose name he was seventy percent sure was Jennifer, watching her sleep and calculating the most graceful exit strategy.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. Marcus reached for it carefully, trying not to disturb Jennifer (Jessica? Jenna?), and saw Isaiah Brennan's name on the screen.

Isaiah: Need to talk. You free tonight?

Marcus frowned. He and Isaiah had been roommates at UCLA, back when Isaiah was still pretending he might do something interesting with his life instead of becoming an accountant. They'd stayed in touch—beers every few months, the occasional Dodgers game—but Isaiah wasn't the type to reach out midday on a weekday unless something was up.

Marcus: Depends. This about money or advice?

Isaiah: Both. Worth your time. Trust me.

The woman beside him stirred, and Marcus set his phone down, turning toward her with the smile that had gotten him out of—and into—more situations than he cared to count.

"Hey," he said softly.

She blinked up at him, her mascara smudged in a way that probably looked better in dim lighting. "What time is it?"

"Almost three. I've got a meeting at five, but there's no rush." He brushed a strand of hair from her face, the gesture automatic. "Coffee?"

"I should probably go." She sat up, holding the sheet against her chest with sudden modesty that amused him. They'd been significantly less modest an hour ago. "I have a thing. Tonight. With my..." She trailed off, and Marcus's internal radar pinged.

"Boyfriend?" he supplied helpfully.

Her face flushed. "It's complicated."

"It always is." He swung out of bed and pulled on his boxer briefs, completely comfortable with his own nakedness in a way that tended to make other people either more comfortable or significantly less so. "Bathroom's through there if you want to freshen up. I'll make that coffee."

By the time she emerged fifteen minutes later—fully dressed, makeup repaired, hair smoothed—he had two cups ready and the smile that said this was fun, no hard feelings, we're both adults here.

"Thanks for this," she said, accepting the coffee. "You're really... you're sweet, you know that?"

Marcus knew he was a lot of things. Sweet wasn't generally one of them. "You're easy to be sweet to."

She flushed again, pleased, and he walked her to the door with all the right amount of warmth—a hand at the small of her back, a kiss on the cheek, a murmured "I'll call you" that they both knew he wouldn't follow through on.

The door closed behind her, and Marcus stood in his apartment—a one-bedroom in Los Feliz with hardwood floors and too much unused kitchen space—feeling the familiar hollowness that always followed these encounters.

He shook it off. His phone buzzed again.

Isaiah: 7pm. The Wheelhouse. Bring your A-game.



The Wheelhouse was the kind of bar that tried too hard to be authentic and ended up being a parody of itself—exposed brick, Edison bulbs, a carefully curated selection of local craft beers that all tasted vaguely the same. Marcus arrived at 7:15, fashionably late because punctuality suggested eagerness, and found Isaiah at a corner table with two other guys who had the slightly desperate look of men drowning in responsibility.

"Marcus." Isaiah stood, shaking his hand with the firm grip of someone who'd taken a seminar on proper business etiquette. "Thanks for coming. This is Owen and Garrett."

Marcus shook hands with both, cataloging details: Owen's rumpled button-down and nervous energy, Garrett's expensive watch and defensive posture. Brothers-in-law, he'd guess, or business partners. Men with something to lose.

"So," Marcus said, sliding into the booth beside Isaiah. "This about an investment opportunity? Because I should tell you upfront, I'm not interested in timeshares or cryptocurrency."

"Nothing like that." Isaiah signaled the waitress—a blonde with a nose ring who looked like she was working on a screenplay—and ordered a round of IPAs without asking what anyone wanted. "This is more of a... personal matter."

"Personal matters aren't usually worth my time," Marcus said, but he was intrigued despite himself. Isaiah wasn't the type to waste anyone's time, least of all his own.

The beers arrived. Isaiah took a long drink before speaking, and Marcus could see him choosing his words with the precision of an accountant balancing a spreadsheet.

"You remember how I mentioned I got married?"

"Vaguely. Harper, right? Met her at some work thing."

"Wedding." Isaiah's mouth twitched. "I met her at a wedding. We've been married two years." He paused. "It's been great. She's great. The problem is her sister."

Marcus felt his interest waning. Sister drama. Wonderful. "Let me guess—she doesn't approve of you?"

"It's not that simple." Owen leaned forward, his hands wrapped around his beer like he was trying to strangle it. "Vivian doesn't approve of anyone. She's... look, I'm sure she's a good person deep down, but on the surface, she's a nightmare. She runs our wives' lives like a dictator. Nothing we do is good enough. Nothing they do is good enough. She criticizes everything—our jobs, our houses, our clothes, our careers, how we spend money, what we eat for dinner."

"She walked in on Natalie and me last night," Owen continued, his voice tight. "In our own house. Let herself in with a key Natalie gave her for emergencies and then spent twenty minutes telling us everything wrong with our lives while our dinner burned on the stove."

Marcus raised an eyebrow. "And you can't just... tell her to fuck off?"

"We've tried." Garrett spoke for the first time, his voice low and controlled. "It doesn't work. She's raised these women since they were teenagers. Their parents died—car accident—and Vivian was twenty-two, barely an adult herself. She gave up everything to take care of them. College, career, relationships. Everything. So yeah, she's controlling, but she's also the reason our wives are the incredible women they are."

"Which means our wives will never cut her off," Isaiah finished. "They love her. They're grateful to her. They'll defend her even when she's making them miserable. So we can't just ban her from our lives. It would destroy our marriages."

Marcus took a drink of his beer, processing. "Okay. So you have a controlling sister-in-law who won't back off. That's a therapy problem, not a Marcus Kane problem. What do you want from me?"

The three men exchanged glances, and Marcus felt the energy at the table shift. Whatever they were about to say, this was why they'd really called him here.

"We want to hire you," Isaiah said.

Marcus blinked. "To do what? Beat her up? Because I have a strict policy against assaulting women, no matter how controlling they are."

"To date her," Owen said.

The words hung in the air for a long moment. Marcus stared at them, waiting for the punchline. When none came, he started to laugh.

"You're serious."

"Completely serious." Isaiah pulled out his phone and scrolled through photos, then turned the screen toward Marcus. "This is Vivian."

Marcus looked at the photo—a woman in her early thirties, dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail, wearing a black dress that probably cost more than his rent. High cheekbones, sharp eyes, the kind of bone structure that suggested either excellent genetics or an excellent surgeon. Beautiful in a cold, untouchable way. The kind of woman who probably alphabetized her spice rack and color-coded her closet.

"She's attractive," Marcus said neutrally.

"She's impossible," Garrett corrected. "She hasn't dated anyone seriously in years. She's completely focused on controlling—sorry, 'caring for'—her sisters. We need someone who can break through that. Someone who can distract her, romance her, keep her busy with her own life so she stops micromanaging ours."

Marcus set down his beer carefully. "You want to pay me to seduce your sister-in-law."

"We want to pay you to date her," Isaiah said. "What happens emotionally, physically, whatever—that's between you and her. We're just asking you to pursue her. Make her the center of your attention. Give her something else to think about besides her sisters' lives."

"And when she figures out it's not real?"

"Who says it won't be real?" Isaiah's voice was smooth, calculated. "You're a good-looking guy, Marcus. You're charming. You know how to make women feel special. Maybe you pursue her for the money, but maybe you actually like her. Maybe she likes you. Maybe something genuine develops. We're not asking you to lie to her forever. We're just asking you to... give her a chance to fall in love. Something she'd never do on her own."

Marcus studied the three of them. They were desperate—that much was obvious. The kind of desperate that made men do stupid things. The kind of desperate that paid well.

"How much?" he asked.

Isaiah named a figure that made Marcus's eyebrows rise. Five thousand dollars. Split three ways, it was clearly stretching their budgets, but it was serious money. More than serious. It was pursue someone for months money.

"Half up front," Isaiah continued. "Half when Vivian is sufficiently distracted that our marriages improve. We'll know it when we see it."

Marcus leaned back, studying the photo of Vivian Sterling again. Sharp eyes that probably missed nothing. A mouth set in a line that suggested she didn't smile often. The posture of a woman who'd learned to hold the world at arm's length.

He should say no. This was manipulative at best, potentially cruel at worst. These men wanted to deceive a woman whose only crime was caring too much about her family.

On the other hand, five thousand dollars. And the challenge of it—breaking through the ice queen's defenses, making her laugh, making her want him. Marcus hadn't had a real challenge in months. Years, maybe. Most women were too easy. They saw the smile, the charm, the carefully cultivated image, and they fell. Where was the sport in that?

Vivian Sterling, he suspected, would not fall easily.

"What do you know about her?" Marcus asked. "Besides the control issues."

Owen pulled out his phone and started scrolling. "She's a restaurant inspector. Also does some food criticism on the side—freelance stuff for magazines and websites. She's smart. Really smart. Graduated summa cum laude from UCLA before she had to drop out of grad school to take care of her sisters."

"She likes things perfect," Garrett added. "Her apartment is like a showroom. Everything in its place. She works out five days a week—some boutique gym in West Hollywood. Drinks green tea, not coffee. Reads literary fiction, not romance. Listens to NPR."

"She's organized, disciplined, doesn't drink much, doesn't date much, doesn't do anything much except work and manage her sisters' lives," Isaiah finished. "On paper, she sounds boring as hell. In person, she's... intense."

Marcus smiled slowly. Intense he could work with. Intense meant passion underneath the control. Meant someone who felt things deeply but had learned to lock it down. The kind of woman who would be explosive if you could just find the right key.

"When do I meet her?" he asked.

The relief on their faces was almost comical.

"We'll set something up," Isaiah said quickly. "Somewhere natural. We don't want it to look arranged."

"It can't look arranged," Marcus corrected. "A woman like Vivian will smell a setup from a mile away. It needs to be organic. Accidental." He thought for a moment. "Where does she go? What's her routine?"

"The gym," Owen said. "Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday morning. CorePower Yoga on Santa Monica."

"Restaurants, obviously," Garrett added. "She's always inspecting someplace or reviewing someplace. Her schedule varies."

"There's a coffee shop near her apartment," Isaiah said. "Groundwork. She goes there most mornings before work. Gets a green tea and reads the paper."

Marcus nodded slowly, the plan forming in his mind like a photograph developing. "I'll handle it. Give me a few days to do some research. I'll need to know more about her—what she likes, what pisses her off, what makes her tick."

"We can help with that," Owen said eagerly.

"No." Marcus's voice was firm. "You three stay out of it. The last thing I need is you guys hovering in the background. I'll figure out Vivian Sterling on my own. You just sit back, act normal, and wait for her to be too distracted by me to bother you."

He stood, draining the rest of his beer. The three men looked up at him with the desperate hope of drowning men who'd just been thrown a rope.

"One more thing," Marcus said. "When this works—and it will work—you don't get to judge how I do it. You don't get to second-guess my methods. You hired me to romance her, so that's what I'm going to do. My way. Are we clear?"

They nodded in unison.

"Good." Marcus pulled out his phone. "Isaiah, send me that photo and whatever other information you have. I'll be in touch when there's progress."

He walked out of The
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