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To my mother, Joan, for keeping us together as a family even when times were tough.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Kate Turner plastered a confident smile on her face as George Clelland, founding partner of Clelland and Associates, led her towards his boardroom to meet his “four best people”. Suits—any gender—were her least favourite people. She told herself that was a prejudice she should be over by now. But she’d met too many who were wedded to the idea that charcoal-grey wool cut in severe lines guaranteed they were always right. Her misgivings were her business, and George’s steady patter of encouragement was a palliative to the tension roiling in her gut.

Halting inside the doorway, Kate scanned the room. The three suits present weighed her up and found her wanting. Her bland, off-the-rack clothes were a jarring contrast to their designer suits. To the lawyers, her drab outfit signalled she had no permanent place in their company; to her, being instantly forgettable represented success. Ms. Dowdy Researcher could hide in plain sight.

“Glad you could make it, Liam.” George turned back towards the door, his body blocking her view of the fourth suit. “Problems with the flight from Canberra?”

“A bit of traffic from the airport.”

An alarm sounded in Kate’s head. The Irish lilt was fainter, but the mellow baritone was ominously familiar. The newcomer moved to join the other three strangers. When her gaze met his, her stomach knotted while his polite smile faded.

George began introductions. Kate shook hands, as if she’d been programmed to meet and greet on command while her heart raced like a runaway bride, and her brain scrambled for purchase.

Please, God, no!

“Kate Turner meet Liam Quinn.” George made the final introduction. The man’s name provided the absolute confirmation Kate didn’t need. Inhaling deeply, she met his gaze.

“Hello, Ms. Turner.” He held her hand longer than necessary, the living embodiment of all her least favourite stereotypes. An austere, charcoal-suited, silk-tied, face-chiselled-from-marble legal eagle who regarded her with the irritation of someone who’d found a worm in his perfect apple. The man packed speculation and suspicion into a simple handshake. “Do I know you?”

Have you ID’d me? Memo to self: you will not—repeat not—hyperventilate. Kate concentrated on simple inhalation and exhalation. In two-three; out two-three. Nice and steady. “I don’t think so.”

“You look familiar.”

“I have that kind of face.” She’d let her guard down, allowed herself to believe the gods were finally on her side—that she could work, write and live again free of shadows.

“I don’t think so.” He was persistent. “Maybe I’ve seen a photo?

“Unlikely.” In two-three; out two-three-four-five. There was a Genosearch billboard on the route from the airport to Sydney’s central business district. The public story was that Kate’s identical twin, Anna, was the model featured in glorious colour on the billboard. Instead, Kate was the real billboard model, having abandoned her Ms. Dowdy Researcher disguise for the length of the photo shoot. “Call me Kate.”

Had Liam seen through the costume granting her anonymity from every other observer?

The possibility was a body blow. No one had made the link between Ms. Dowdy Researcher Kate and the woman on the billboard. She’d gambled that no one ever would.

She lifted a hand to make sure her fake glasses sat firmly on her nose. With her lack of makeup, very different hair colour, clothes and body language, it shouldn’t be possible for anyone to pick her likeness to the woman on the billboard.

Even after Liam Quinn released her hand, he studied her with a fierce intensity Kate struggled to ignore. The advertising company was doing a slow reveal. Kate’s face had been in jigsaw pieces but was now complete. Ultimately, two faces would appear on the billboard. In the last twenty-four hours, they’d added the outline of a male head and a pair of penetrating grey eyes.

Had Liam recognised his identical twin, Niall, in the eyes of the male model on the billboard?

Easily—probably—definitely—damn.

“Let’s start.” George offered her the seat at his side.

Kate sank into it, drawing strength from George’s support. Her relief was short-lived when Liam took the chair opposite, exposing her to his focused power. Pure potent male.

What had Niall said about him?

“We’ve grown apart in recent years.”

Both were tall, broad-shouldered, with lean hips, long legs and eyes that missed not a blessed thing. The resemblance ended there. His warm-hearted, cabinetmaker brother hadn’t made her skin prickle with awareness.

Kate twisted her fingers together under the polished teak table, away from his relentless scrutiny.

I am not nervous.

If he asked her outright, she’d tell a room full of strangers the public version of the story—that Anna was the creative genius behind a billboard campaign that also featured Liam Quinn’s twin brother. Her stomach—her body’s anxiety barometer—threatened to rebel.

“Has everyone had a chance to read Kate’s report?” George, her temporary employer, was an exception to Kate’s suit rule. She could ignore his Tom Ford three-piece because he had the charm of a man with nothing to prove. Short and stocky, he packed more charisma into a raised eyebrow than the lead in the romance novel on her bedside table. He’d spent his professional life building his successful, Sydney-based legal practice into an Australian institution.

There were murmurs of assent from—Kate couldn’t remember the names of the other lawyers.

Damn Liam Quinn for messing with my head.

Self-preservation demanded she find out if he’d seen through her disguise. Preferably without sharing the news with everyone present.

“I know you’re keen to find out what this is about and get back to other briefs.” George paused. “As you know, intellectual property is where we’ve made our mark in the last few decades.”

“It’s in our DNA,” the polished brunette said.

“We have the skills to diversify. You all have some previous experience with environmental litigation.” George leaned back in his chair. Unlike Kate’s father, he was open to the idea of adjusting his ideas to support his daughters’ passions. “I’m inviting each one of you to pick a case from Kate’s report and outline your approach. I’ll choose the strongest and offer our skills to the organisation concerned. It’ll be a test case. If we find we can add this area of expertise to the company, it’ll become an ongoing part of our work.”

The resulting silence held the stickiness of impending mutiny.

Liam gestured to her report, open in front of him. “Simple summaries of assorted environmental disputes across Australia. That’s not a lot to work with.”

“Have you read my report, Mr. Quinn?” Kate emphasised his surname, annoyance at the snub for her research trumping her anxiety at exposure. She’d back her research skills against anyone in this room.

“I’ve scanned it.” His shoulder lifted in an offhand shrug.

Arrogant moron. Another man living in an echo chamber, so sure his worldview was right not even a drone buzzing overhead would alert him to imminent attack. Was he hostile because Niall had kept the billboard campaign secret from him? Or generally hostile to new ideas? “Then you’re being deliberately offensive.”

“Not yet,” he answered, leaning forward—a panther preparing to spring.

Dismayed to be so attuned to his slightest movement, she stiffened her spine.

Liam had her second-guessing her defence strategy. Until Liam, Kate had trusted that Ms. Dowdy Researcher couldn’t be linked to the billboard—the final stress test to confirm no one, especially not her besuited, controlling ex-boyfriend, would recognise Ms. Dowdy as Anna Turner’s twin.

“You’ve each got forty-eight hours to select a project and outline the broad arguments you’ll use if, or when, it comes to court. In seventy-two hours”—George flashed a devilish grin—“I’ll announce which project will be our pilot.”

George’s gaze rested on Liam. The older man inclined his head slightly, and Liam’s mouth curved in a rueful smile. Warmth brought a gleam to the flat grey of Liam’s eyes for the split-second the men connected. If she hadn’t been so hyperaware of Liam, she’d have missed the moment of camaraderie. Respect and affection captured in the slightest of exchanges. George was playing a straight bat, giving all four lawyers an equal chance to bid for the project, but her gut was telling her he wanted Liam to win this office competition. He trusted Liam to handle the biggest risk of George’s professional life.

Will that give Liam the power to tear up my contract?

Short term and lucrative, she’d pencilled in six months of full-time writing in her cottage hideaway with the proceeds from this assignment. Achieving her dream depended on those six months.

“Kate will provide all additional research required for the winning pitch. I expect absolute confidentiality,” George said.

The other three partners bristled with the energy of finely tuned athletes poised to run the hundred-metre dash. Now was the moment for Liam to voice his suspicions. If he had suspicions. His brooding gaze settled on her. He had suspicions. George’s confidence in her might be about to face its own stress test.

Will he challenge me now? I’m being paranoid. He can’t know.

Kate froze, helpless to control the outcome. Liam cleared his throat.

With her heart in her mouth, Kate waited for the guillotine to fall. That mental high five she’d given herself on arrival—when she’d thought all she needed to do was suck up the arrogance of a few suits to guarantee this job—had jinxed her.

“Spit it out.” George was unaware Kate was his protégé’s target.

“Can you wait outside please, Ms. Turner?” Liam focused on a spot over her shoulder.

Butterflies turned Olympic-class somersaults in her stomach. “If you have questions about the report, I’m the best person to answer them.”

“I don’t,” Liam answered. “A matter of corporate clarity a consultant wouldn’t be able to answer.”

Kate couldn’t read him. He’d masked his earlier animosity, but the unspoken conjecture swirling in the temperature-controlled space added to her sense of being unsafe. Leaving at this point in the meeting was risky.

She’d assumed Niall understood his brother. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Niall’s comments had been along the lines of stuck in his ivory tower and needs a shakeup. Liam’s resoluteness made his position clear. He wasn’t stuck anywhere. He knew exactly where he was and why.

George smiled gently. “Can you give us ten? Please, Kate?”

* * *
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Liam waited for the snick of the door closing. He’d work better without the face of George’s hotshot researcher clouding his vision. Unsettled after reading the contents of Kate Turner’s report during his flight to Sydney, the Genosearch billboard had appeared like a mirage at the side of the traffic-choked road to the city. The image was incomplete except for a closeup of a woman looking into a mirror.

The model had mesmerised him. Hair the colour of rich, decadent toffee brushed her shoulders in soft waves, framing an oval-shaped face with finely drawn features. Her smile rivalled the Mona Lisa’s for mysteriousness. Her eyes—a brilliant, robin-egg blue—held a promise for him alone. And damn his slow-to-learn heart, he’d wanted to make promises in return. He blamed TV and movies for the style; tricking viewers into thinking facial expressions are the only body language worth attention.

The shot had to be airbrushed, right? Liam knew he was a victim of slick marketing. But his fingers had itched to trace the flawless ivory of her skin, to linger on the sexy freckles smattered across her nose. Maybe the overwork was getting to him?

Belatedly, he’d tuned in to the cabbie’s chatter. Some jumbled story about an advertising exec with a clever idea becoming the female model for the billboard. When Liam had scanned the rest of the billboard, he’d been catapulted into a parallel universe. The male model’s face was a charcoal outline with only the eyes showing. The same steady grey eyes Liam saw reflected every morning in his mirror.

Sweet Mary and Joseph—Niall?

Liam’s brother had shared art history classes with a twin at university. He’d talked about her because of the coincidence of her also being identical. Turner—a common enough name. What was her first name? Abi—Ali—Anna. Liam’s instincts were screaming that Niall and his friend were the billboard models, and Kate Turner was the model’s sister. Weird, but on a par with everything else in this bizarre day.

“What’s going on George?” Since when did Clelland and Associates, intellectual property specialists, have an interest in environmental law? Asking the obvious question risked implying George was barking mad. After this morning’s multiple shocks, Liam wasn’t sure he gave a damn. George’s move upended all past certainties, threatening established rat runs to the top of the company. The other three lawyers sharing this table were as hungry for promotion as Liam was.

The older man’s eyebrow shot up in amusement. Liam was positive that’s what was behind George’s look, but he’d seen law interns’ knees knock when first spotlighted by that cryptic expression.

“What’s it look like?” George’s fingers steepled against the table.

“Like you’re making a move into the political, financial and emotional quagmire of environmental law.” His boss was the one person in the company who knew Liam wouldn’t touch environmental law and why.

“It’s a broad and interesting field.”

Stuff niceties. With his backside rooted to his chair, Liam was free falling through his known world.

“Crap. As you said, you’ve made your fortune and your reputation through intellectual property law.” Liam gestured to the three silent lawyers. “That’s why the rest of us are here.”

“The cases are current with environmentalists pitted against big companies, often transglobal companies,” piped up one of Liam’s colleagues. The young gun had been busy in the few hours they’d had the report. “In most cases, the greenies are struggling to fund legal representation for their cases.”

“Yes, and we could help,” George said, blindsiding his team.

“Why?” Liam asked.

“My daughters have convinced me it’s my responsibility to do something real about climate change if I care about their futures.” George ranked his daughters’ wants and needs higher than any profit margin.

“Make a donation to Greenpeace or Sea Shepherd or any one of a dozen other charities.” Liam glared at George. His boss knew what he was asking, and Liam didn’t know if he had it in him to venture back into that fire.

“My girls are looking for a more personal, tangible commitment.” George was unfazed while Liam’s colleagues left him to pose the tricky questions. “We’ll pilot one case”—George held up a hand—“then decide on next steps.”

If Liam didn’t put forward a project, he could kiss his partnership dream goodbye for the next few years. He’d also have to play junior to a successful colleague. Stuff that.

“Company profits will fund the pilot case.” George lobbed a bouncing bomb into the mix with predictable consequences. Liam almost grinned at the dismayed expressions on his colleagues’ faces.

“My share of company profits.” George was committed to this decision.

The collective release of breath told Liam his boss had been testing them.

“Participation in the project is voluntary and won’t impact your job. However, I expect absolute confidentiality. If there’s a leak, I’ll make sure you never work at this level again.” George’s basilisk stare underlined his threat.

“We’re picking four cases at random from a list this Kate Turner has supplied. By the way, who is she? What are her qualifications?” Liam asked.

“A librarian and researcher. Only does a finite amount of research. A close friend recommended her—described her as meticulous, discreet and creative. She doesn’t advertise what she does. Word of mouth only.”

Liam’s mind filled with the image of the prim researcher. Her horn-rimmed, round spectacles accentuated her eyes. He’d been jolted to find his mouth watering when she’d pushed them back up her nose. He’d watched her through the meeting, following the arguments and getting pissed off when he’d wanted her out.

“You trust her?” Liam searched George’s face for the slightest hesitation.

“Do you know a reason why I shouldn’t?” George countered.

George’s explanation made him ashamed of his initial doubt. George wouldn’t betray his trust. This wasn’t a reminder of Liam’s past cock-up as an environmental defender.

Because her face is plastered all over a billboard. Because I can’t think straight when I’m in the same room as her.

But if Liam was right, the advertising exec—Kate’s sister—was on the billboard, and she’d mesmerised him as well. Kate Turner didn’t look like the woman on the billboard. Except for the eyes. Liam shook his head.

“Not yet.” Liam was pissed off but unprepared to throw her under a bus until he’d checked Genosearch’s bona fides and spoken to his brother. If Kate Turner’s twin was on the billboard, working together—despite her outfit today—would be pure farce. He refused to be part of any double-trouble pantomime. Only one of them could stay on the job.

“Then can you call her back in please.”

––––––––
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Twenty minutes later, Liam closed his office door. Four times the size of his last office. Hell, only a fraction smaller than the one-room apartment he’d rented until he’d accepted George’s job offer. Liam was unmoved by its steel and glass luxury. The big money it screamed meant he’d earned enough to save his mother’s home and make inroads on his dead father’s debt. Shucking his jacket, he threw his wallet on his desk and stared out the window. He’d given up his dreams, but the prospect of being involved in environmental law again hurtled him back to his past. He was unsure of his reaction. A tickle of excitement maybe? A second chance?

A knock, and before he’d swung to answer, George was in the room with the door closed behind him.

“This is for the girls. Their future.” Astute, discreet and surprisingly flexible, Liam admired George’s openness to the idea of adjusting his company’s direction to support his daughters’ passion for prioritising the planet over profit. 

“I understand.” Liam pushed his hand through his hair. Not only did he understand, he’d have been on picket lines with them if he wasn’t dedicating fourteen hours a day to making money.

“Then what’s the problem?” George settled in the wide-armed chair facing Liam’s desk. “If yours is the successful project, I’ll have your back.”

“Thank you.” His private and professional worlds were colliding today with stunning force. “I know that, sir. You don’t hang your people out to dry.”

“Less of the sir.”

Liam dropped into his chair and opened his wallet. He pushed a photo across the desk.

“I’d forgotten you were an identical twin.” George glanced from the photo back to Liam. “Nice looking bloke.”

“Ha ha.”

“You rarely talk about him.” George returned to his study of the photo.

Liam winced.

“What’s he do?”

Liam had memorised every detail of the photo his boss held. Two brothers. Identical yes, but more importantly close. They were laughing, their arms looped around each other’s shoulders. Their dad was behind the camera. He’d shared their joke. Enough so that the photo was shot at a bad angle. The last photo their dad had taken of them before Niall headed for Ireland. Their dad had been dead a month later.

“He’s a master cabinetmaker. Niall’s”—he searched for the word to describe his brother’s genius with wood—“brilliant. He also designs and crafts bespoke furniture.”

“And you didn’t explain your sudden switch to intellectual property law.” George wasn’t asking a question.

“No.” Liam slumped back in his chair. “Niall’s been out of the country a few years.”

Some days it felt like a few hundred years.

“He won a prestigious scholarship in Ireland. Only returned to Australia about nine months ago. Been in Sydney about six.” Liam paused. He had no hard evidence to implicate Niall, just his gut. “I think he’s the male model for the Genosearch billboard.”

When he’d seen the eyes of the male model in the billboard, he’d pulled up his brother’s social profile on his phone. Nothing. Nada to link his not-always-in-the-real-world, cabinetmaker twin to the slick advertising campaign.

“My wife pointed that billboard out the other day. Clever concept, breaking faces into jigsaw pieces and then reassembling them.” George held the photo between two fingers.

“Niall’s face. My face”—Liam emphasised the word— “is about to appear across the country, according to the quick search I did before I got here. Rather nixes the idea of me having any anonymity at all.”

George didn’t miss a beat. “I asked for confidentiality. Not anonymity.”

“I was the public face of the campaign against Futureproof Mining. My picture was on permanent rotation on certain newsfeeds when the deal blew up. Some people with long memories were pretty bitter about what happened. If you’re wanting to run a discreet test case, you need someone else. I’m offering to step aside.” He waited a heartbeat. “I think I should step aside.”

“His face isn’t revealed yet.” George slid the photo across the desk. “Can you stop it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want to stop it?”

“I want it to be about sex toys or condoms or anything else that distracts from his bloody face.” Liam’s hand fisted on the desk, and he deliberately unclenched it. “It’s his face. His right to choose.” Playing fair was bred in the bone. “Wanting to make the decision for him should be enough to rule me out of this project.”

“When did he tell you?”

“He didn’t,” Liam said, the intent behind the deception aching like a phantom limb. “I saw the billboard on the way from the airport.”

“Just after I’d sent you Kate’s report. Did you think we’d ambushed you?”

Liam wasn’t prepared to award Kate Turner innocent-bystander status just yet. The tremble in her fingers when they’d met told him she was nervous about something, and he didn’t think it was the job. Liam bared his teeth. “Let’s just say it’s been an interesting morning.”

“Her work’s first rate.”

“At first glance, I’d have to agree.” And Liam had drawn that conclusion before seeing the billboard, before meeting the woman, before being reluctantly fascinated by both women. George needed an outstanding researcher to make the move he wanted, whereas any one of Liam’s colleagues could handle the legal side. Maybe Kate Turner was more valuable to the project than he was? But he’d check Genosearch and her, and he’d shaft her in a New York minute if she threatened George’s interests in any way.

“Should I have warned you?” Since employing him, George had been more generous with his time and advice than Liam had a right to expect. George had won his respect because the older man’s innate decency reminded him of his father.

“I’d have hated it.” Liam’s pride had been battered by Futureproof Mining, but he’d learned about preserving the land along with learning to dress himself. He had his answer. He wanted another chance to work on a big environmental case.

“Talk to your brother.”

“I plan to”—to confirm what his gut already told him—“and I’ll step aside.”

“No dice, Liam. Talk to me when you know what’s happening and why.” George brushed his objections aside. “Then we can talk implications. You know what I’m offering.”

“A promotion to partner and establishing a new team.” His goal had been partnership or bust. The guaranteed income would make his father’s remaining debts disappear. His mother would be secure. Could George read the eagerness on his face? “Did you have this in mind when you first hired me?”

“To be honest, I’ve been mulling this move for a few years. Not just for the girls. The corporate world needs a social licence to operate. I’ve reviewed all recent hirings with this in mind, but when I hired you nearly two years ago, I had you in mind. I couldn’t believe my luck when you applied for the job. You’re stiff-necked, but your integrity’s rock solid. Having you on board has allowed me to think differently.” George headed for the door. “You told me a partnership was your goal when you signed on.”

“That was before you handcuffed it to environmental law.”

George chuckled. “There’s always a catch.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kate bounded up the library’s sandstone steps, her heart pounding in time with her boots, before skidding to a halt. She checked the time. Enough to call Anna before Kate’s afternoon-evening shift started. She peeked over her shoulder—a new habit. The top step provided an uninterrupted view of her billboard. Attached to the building opposite, it screamed, Look at me! Today she examined it pixel by pixel in her search for clues before entering the building.

If Liam had linked her to her twin, he’d be the first person to crack her disguise. An observant man with the power to throw her back into the nightmare she’d been living eighteen months ago. It had been Anna’s idea to prove that Kate’s disguise worked, that she could stop looking over her shoulder every time she left the apartment. Kate pressed a hand to her belly, which was giving a fair imitation of the agitator action in an industrial washing machine.

“We have a problem.” Kate sat on an ancient wooden bench in the staffroom, her phone pressed to her ear.

“Honey, you have to do something about your overwhelming optimism. It’s going to get you into trouble.” Her sister’s laugh gurgled through the phone.

“I met Liam Quinn.” Saying his name aloud brought her nemesis into clear focus.

Anna released a long whistle. “What’s he look like?”

Her question startled a laugh out of Kate. “You idiot!”

“I’m serious. Every time I press Niall for info he just says, ‘he looks like me, dresses like something out of Suits and has a mind like a steel trap.’”

“Close enough.” Kate welcomed the spurt of temper, recalling how he’d pushed her out of the room during this morning’s meeting. “A gaunter look. Shadows in his eyes.”

“Give me more.”

“I hate suits.” Kate crossed to check the door was shut. She wanted no witnesses to this conversation. “They all blend into one amorphous mass of arrogant know-it-alls.”

“Pessimism and prejudice in the same breath. A suit’s a uniform in most offices.” Anna dated suits.

“I bet he sleeps in a suit.”

“Why, Maybelline, I’m surely fascinated where you met our hero.” Anna gave her best imitation of a Southern belle.

“On the job. He works for Clelland and Associates.”

“And your research for them is?” Anna’s innocent inquiry didn’t fool her.

“Commercial in confidence,” she snapped, throwing a hand in the air while she began to pace. “And ongoing unless he puts the kibosh on it.” What had they talked about while she’d been out of the room? Not the billboard, but she’d bet her name had come up. The mood had been subtly different when she’d been invited back in. “The arrogant bastard locked me out of part of the meeting.”

“Niall did say he was a heavyweight.”

“He’s a narrow-minded, head-in-the-sand mule who wouldn’t have the imagination to deal with anything except dry-as-dust intellectual property law. His boss must have rocks in his head to be considering him for this project.” Unloading on her sister was liberating.

“Tell me what you really think.” Anna sounded amused.

“It doesn’t matter what I think. The point is he connected me to the billboard.” Kate leaned her forehead against the door. She had no authority over Liam Quinn, whereas his potential power over her future scared her witless.

I don’t want to have to hide again.

“Are you sure you weren’t just spooked by finding him somewhere you didn’t expect him to be?”

“Trust me, no.” Kate had paced in the corridor for the brief period she’d been out of the meeting, returning to discover her secret was still intact. Plausible evidence he was a knife-in-the-chest not a knife-in-the-back kind of guy.

“But he didn’t call you on it?”

“There were other people present.”

“What were you wearing?” Anna asked.

“I am not going to catalogue my wardrobe.” Kate wore the dark skirt, beige sweater and thick stockings uniform she and Anna had devised to make her invisible to most observers. Invisible, in particular, to Andrew Levin, her one-time boyfriend who’d objected to her calling time on their relationship. His insidious online harassment had fogged her brain and sapped her capacity to write. Worse still, he’d shadowed her. The authorities had ruled that his behaviour didn’t yet meet the threshold for police intervention.

Yet! What kind of reassurance was that?

Afterwards, a female cop had taken her aside and said Kate’s report wasn’t the first against Andrew. He was controlling and potentially dangerous, but would make a credible defendant. She advised Kate to take steps to protect herself.

With few alternatives, Kate had disappeared from social media and Sydney for a while. Ms. Dowdy Researcher had been born. Andrew’s ego fed off other people’s envy so his women needed to be glamorous enough to attract attention to him. Six months ago, a disguised Kate had quietly slipped back into Sydney.

“Hair?” Her sister was a ruthless orchestrator of her disguises.

“Surely you recall the dull brown we were born with.”

“Never dull.” Anna’s hair hadn’t been its natural colour in years. “On you it’s subtly sexy. Just making sure you’re not backsliding from the Heidi look.”

Kate rolled her eyes at the cross-examination. “Before you ask, the glasses were perched on my nose the entire time.” Her twin claimed a lot of people didn’t look past glasses. “Tell me again why we started this.”

“So Ms. Dowdy Researcher can pass Andrew in the street without him recognising her as Kate Turner. And it works. Ms. Dowdy can stand in front of that billboard, and no one can see a resemblance.” Anna focused on their success. “What makes you so sure Liam identified you?”

“His suspicion.” Kate remembered his gravel-voiced suggestion he’d seen a photo of her, unsure even now whether his rumbling timbre or his words had stolen her breath. “He held my hand way too long when we met.” A firm grip, not over-anxious clammy or take-no-prisoners crushing. Warm, smooth—the handshake Kate would give her male romantic lead. He ticked lots of boxes for a hard-to-resist hero. She groaned. “Kill that thought!”

“Kill what?” Nothing wrong with Anna’s hearing.

“His laser-like scrutiny.” Kate ignored her sister’s question. “Talk about eyes shooting daggers. His had me against the wall like a specimen pinned to an insect spreading board, with my arms and legs dangling. Do you think Niall told him I’m the model?”

“He promised.” Anna’s loyalty had won her legions of friends. “And to be honest, I don’t think Niall’s come clean about the billboard to his brother even now.”

Kate crossed to the window overlooking the billboard. The first time she’d seen it, the sheer size and in-your-face vibe had frozen her to the spot. She’d shut her eyes in immediate denial. If she couldn’t see it, it wasn’t there. Then she’d peered at it through her fingers, fighting the urge to scurry into the nearest wombat hole.

She’d swung in a fast circle to see if anyone had spotted her, her heart jackhammering in her chest. Satisfied no one was looking at her, her brain had thawed enough for her to be objective. Her face had been broken into jigsaw-shaped pieces in the first shot, making the model unrecognisable. She’d forced herself to stand and study the huge photo. And had discovered she wasn’t alone. The billboard had attracted a few second looks from pedestrians even on that first day.

On the day of the photo shoot, she’d borrowed Anna’s clothes and run a rinse through her hair. Afterwards, she’d changed back into her dowdy-researcher disguise. Adopting Anna’s glamour, even for a short time, had been disorienting. She’d never had Anna’s interest in clothes, but Andrew was responsible for Ms. Dowdy’s fashion choices. He’d stolen a piece of her, and Kate didn’t know if she’d ever get the courage to look like herself again.

As the billboard gained in notoriety, Kate’s anonymity remained intact. Anxiety spiked occasionally if someone gave her a second glance, but over the month since its release her confidence had grown. While her sister basked smugly in the unexpected commercial success, Kate came to terms with being famous and anonymous at the same time.

Like being gifted a magical force field. Now you see me, now you don’t. The billboard was neutralising her fear that Andrew would recognise her.

Until today.

“No one else has made the connection between us.” Anna unconsciously echoed Kate’s thought. “Does Liam suspect you’re the model or only that you’re my twin?”

“I don’t know what he suspects. Just that he’s suspicious and not the type to ignore the feeling.” Kate had chosen her multiple disguises as protective shields. She refused to believe he’d seen through Ms. Dowdy, through the manufactured image of a billboard and seen her—Kate Turner. She rubbed at the goose bumps rising along her arms because, for a few moments in the boardroom, she’d thought exactly that. Trapped by his perception, she’d felt simultaneously more powerful and more vulnerable. “We should have told him. Technically, it’s not his face, but basic courtesy demanded we tell him the truth.”

“If he thinks you’re my twin, we just need to negotiate his silence about our relationship,” Anna mused.

“What can you offer a man whose image was used without his knowledge?”

“I’ll speak to him. The Genosearch promotion ends with the full reveal of Niall. That’s the deal. In a few weeks, it’ll be ancient history. Everyone will move on. I promise.” Anna couldn’t imagine a problem she couldn’t solve. “If I were him, I’d talk to Niall before doing anything else,” she mused. “Don’t worry. Niall won’t break a promise.”

“Are you sure?” Kate dropped onto the bench.

“I’m sure. He met the job requirements.”

She pictured Anna ticking points off on her fingers.

“Identical twin, right age, unknown, discreet and trustworthy. Although I did wonder if he had his own little subplot going.”

“Bombing Liam out of his ivory tower?” Kate recalled Niall’s exact comment when she’d asked why he hadn’t told his brother.

“Sounds like that wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

“He’s a wounded lion, Anna. Niall’s been out of the country for a few years. I’m guessing he doesn’t know what Liam’s demons are.” Kate had sensed power on a tight leash.

“We both pushed for Niall to tell him. You more than me.”

“Not hard enough.” Kate returned to the window and the offending billboard. Liam’s ignorance about the billboard had sat in her belly like one too many undigested margarita cupcakes. “I’m in this to protect myself. He’s stumbled onto the stage in the dark just in time for lights up. If I were him, I’d want blood. Niall’s for dumping him in this. Ours for being accomplices.”

“How ruthless is he?” Anna switched to battle-goddess mode again. “Are you worried about Ms. Sexy Higgins? We could revisit the option to use an avatar to go with your author pseudonym.”

“Kate Higgins remains a blonde with green cosmetic contact lenses and a professional makeup job.” Kate had agonised before choosing an image as far removed from Ms. Dowdy Researcher as she could find. Anna had christened her Ms. Sexy Higgins. “I’ve done a preliminary photo shoot. And, to be blunt, I can’t imagine the steely-eyed, cynical Liam Quinn has ever wandered, even accidentally, into the romance section of a bookshop.” Ms. Sexy Higgins was designed for Kate’s famous playwright father, who’d never supported Kate’s dreams.

“Is your job at Clelland’s at risk?” Anna excelled at the hard questions.

“Hard to know.” Her ongoing queasiness made that a lie. She didn’t share Anna’s confidence that Liam could be appeased, especially if the billboard campaign jeopardised his chance at a promotion.

“Could he refuse to work with you?”

“Possibly.” And her chances of finding an equivalently well-paying contract at short notice were zero. This job was a guarantee she’d meet her publisher’s deadlines for her three-book contemporary romance series.

“Then he really would be a narrow-minded, head-in-the-sand mule,” Anna snarled. “You’re the best.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” But if Liam told the world her Ms. Dowdy Researcher persona was a disguise, she’d be searching for a new place to hide.

“Okaaaay, we make sure he never guesses it’s you on the billboard.”

“It may not be that simple.”

George’s project needed confidentiality. It didn’t matter if Niall was the model. Liam’s face would be recognisable to thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of people within days, making it impossible for him to do discreet fieldwork on a non-IP project.

Ambitious men often lashed out with vicious precision when thwarted. Her father and Andrew had taught her to tread carefully in the presence of unchecked egotism. Liam was another man on his way to the top. His arsenal of weapons would be impressive.

* * *
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Liam returned to the large windows after George left. The Botanic Garden, Sydney Harbour and the open sky stretched before him. Losing himself in the view was usually a surefire way to clear his head. Today the natural vista was a humbling reminder of the career he’d lost.

He’d been lead lawyer as well as the public face for a community organisation suing Futureproof Mining for breaches of their environmental conditions to operate. Cocky, sure of his facts and convinced he’d win. In truth, he’d been a naive idiot ripe for plucking. His mistake had brought the organisation to the brink of losing the case, their reputation and all their assets. They’d asked him to stay. He’d stepped aside. Misplaced pride? Maybe.

Irrelevant when he’d learned his father—like him—had been shafted, and the wage Liam had been pulling wouldn’t stretch to cover the interest on his father’s debts.

Liam glanced at Kate’s report. His criticism had been out of line. His body remembered the provocative little shimmy that had gone hand in hand with her verbal slap down when he’d criticised her research. The rush of lust when he pictured her was a multi-headed Hydra, constantly growing.

Niall’s instant celebrity status could deliver the knockout punch to Liam’s chance to discreetly reenter environmental law. His fingers curled into fists. He’d already prioritised the top three cases, felt the itch along his spine to get his hands and boots dirty. It also wasn’t as simple as his face on a billboard. It was Genosearch. Not every medical research company was environmentally solid.

He texted his brother.

Can we meet after work? The Lancaster Arms at six.

The pub was halfway between his office and Niall’s workshop.

Yes.

He could count on one hand the times they’d met for a drink since Niall’s return. Liam’s choice. He didn’t trust himself not to let something slip about their dad if he spent any time with his brother. Niall would have come home if he’d told him, would have sacrificed his hard-won mentorship, whereas by the time Liam had uncovered the extent of their father’s debts, it hadn’t mattered what Liam did. He’d wanted the escape of work and the money it provided. He’d taken any he could get, including gopher for toffee-nosed barristers who’d earned six-figure sums off the back of his research.

––––––––
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Niall was standing at the end of the bar studying his beer when Liam arrived.

“Hey!” The barman threw up his hands. “Twins?”

“How can you tell?” Liam mimicked the barman’s gesture.

Niall’s head lifted. “The Mighty Quinn. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“You tell me.” The nickname zapped Liam back to childhood. He’d been four, naked and covered in mud with chicken feathers stuck behind his ears when his father had first used it. A phrase from a Bob Dylan song about an American actor playing the discredited trope of a noble savage; “you’ll not see nothing like the Mighty Quinn.”

“Now how would I know?” His brother half-turned to lean an elbow on the bar, assessing Liam from his Oxford brogues to his stylish quiff. “You’ve been silent so long.”

Liam’s gut tightened. Guilt pricked, like the tough grass burrs that had pierced his bare feet on long-gone rambles with his twin. “You can cut the faux-Irish accent. I’m not one of your customers.”

“Tis’ a shame you don’t appreciate your heritage, lad. Da would be disappointed.” After Ireland and their father’s death, Niall gone back to using the name Da as they’d used as children.

“Da was a proud new Australian.” Liam didn’t have the emotional energy tonight to be sucked into sharing memories.

“And could speak the language of his forebears when he had a mind.” Niall had the music of the brogue and the charm to match it.

“Whereas you picked yours up being mentored for a year by a woodworker in County Kerry.”

“That’s master cabinetmaker to you, boyo.” Niall gestured to his drink. “Are you joining me?”

Liam shook his head.

“Still on the clock.” Niall tilted his glass towards him, a mocking salute, before downing another mouthful. “I was there closer to three years. Da would have appreciated me skills.”

“Dad would have
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