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Chapte On
e

Emma
"Sorry, Emma. Can't go up against Cross Industries. 

You understand."
I slam the phone down hard enough to rattle my cof-

fee cup. Cold. Again. That makes—what?—ally number 
twelve who's suddenly too busy to help save my family's 
Mrm?

I'm rearranging the Cross Industries documents by date 
when xac walks in.

"You look like death warmed over, honey."
"Thanks. That's eFactly what every woman wants to 

hear on a Hriday."
Pe picks up my empty cup and sniWs. "This smells like 

it could strip paint."
"It's fuel." I snatch it back and immediately knock over 

my pen holder. Jens scatter across forty-seven pages of 
corporate legal speak that basically translates to "we own 
you now."

xac watches me scramble to collect them. "Rhen did 
you last go home?"

"I am home. This oLce—"
"Is not a bedroom, despite what you seem to think." 

Pe deliberately moves my perfectly stacked Mles. "Desus, 
Emma. You've color-coded the hostile takeover docu-
ments."
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"GrganiBation helps me think."
"Gbsession helps you avoid thinking." Pe crosses his 

arms. "The cabin. This weekend. zon-negotiable."
I reach for my phone to check messages, but he grabs it 

Mrst.
"I have work—"
"You have a nervous breakdown brewing." Pe holds my 

phone above his head, taunting me. "The work will be here 
xonday."

I Qump for it and miss. Jathetic. "Uive me my phone, 
xac."

"Cabin. zow. Gr I'm calling your grandfather."
That stops me cold. Urandpa's been fragile since his 

stroke. "That's a low blow."
"I'm feeling mean today." Pe tosses my phone back. 

"Jack your bags, workaholic."
I start shoving documents into my briefcase, includ-

ing the Cross Industries proposal. 2iam Cross's signa-
ture stares up at me from the cover letter. Vold, conMdent 
strokes that probably cost my family everything.

"Hine. Vut I'm bringing work."
xac grins. "I'd eFpect nothing less."
As I stuW the last Mle into my bag, I catch myself wonder-

ing what 2iam Cross does on weekends. Jrobably counts 
his money. OeMnitely not obsessing over legal documents 
in a mountain cabin.

Two weeks earlier
"Uentlemen. xs. Sinclair."
2iam Cross walks into my conference room like he owns 

it. Rhich, given his reputation, he probably will by neFt 
week.
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I stand, eFtending my hand across the mahogany table 
my grandfather imported from Ireland. "xr. Cross. Rel-
come to Sinclair and Associates."

Pis grip is Mrm. Rarm. Pe holds on a beat longer than 
necessary, gray eyes never leaving mine. "Thank you for 
agreeing to meet."

"I don't recall having much choice."
Pis mouth 6uirks up at one corner. "There's always a 

choice, xs. Sinclair."
Pe's taller than he looked in the Mnancial magaBines. 

Vroader through the shoulders. The tailored suit can't hide 
the fact that he didn't grow up in boardrooms. There's 
detail about his hands that suggests he's done actual work 
with them.

"Shall we?" I gesture to the chairs.
Pis team arranges themselves with military precision. 

xine wear the grim look of the condemned. Rhich isn't 
far from the truth.

Cross slides a leather portfolio across the table. "I think 
you'll Mnd our oWer more than fair."

I ’ip through forty-seven pages without reading a word. 
"Uenerous, even."

"I'm glad you think so."
"I think you'll Mnd that generous and ade6uate are two 

very diWerent things." I close the portfolio and slide it back. 
"This is a family Mrm, xr. Cross. Hour generations of Sin-
clairs have practiced law in this building."

"Sentiment is eFpensive in today's market."
"Some things are worth the cost."
Pe leans forward, and I catch his cologne. Clean and 

masculine and completely distracting in a hostile takeover.
"Is pride worth your employees' Qobs, xs. Sinclair?"
Peat ’ashes through me. "EFcuse me?"
"Your Mrm is hemorrhaging clients. Pow long before 

you can't make payroll?"
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I stand so fast my chair rolls backward. "This meeting is 
over."

"Sit down."
The command in his voice stops me cold. Re stare at 

each other across the table. Tension snaps between us, 
raw and electric. It has nothing to do with business and 
everything to do with the way his eyes drop to my mouth 
for half a second before snapping back up.

"Jlease," he adds, softer.
I sit. zot because he told me to, but because my knees 

feel unreliable.
"I'm not the enemy here," he says.
"zo? Then what are you?"
"Someone who sees potential in what you've built."
"Jotential to strip for parts?"
"Jotential to thrive." Pe pulls out his phone and slides it 

across the table. Hinancial proQections Mll the screen. "Your 
grandfather built a remarkable Mrm. You've maintained it 
against impossible odds. Vut maintenance isn't growth."

I study the numbers despite myself. They're good. Vet-
ter than good.

"Rhy do you care?"
"xaybe I don't like seeing good things destroyed by bad 

management."
"Are you calling me a bad manager?"
"I'm calling you overwhelmed."
The truth of it slams into me, harder than any insult. I 

push his phone back. "Re're not for sale, xr. Cross."
"Everything's for sale. It's Qust a matter of Mnding the 

right price."
"Some things can't be bought."
"Such as?"
"2oyalty. 2egacy. 2ove."
Pe studies me for a long moment. "You might be sur-

prised what money can protect, xs. Sinclair."
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There's an edge in his voice. Gne that doesn't match the 
corporate raider reputation. Vut before I can analyBe it, 
he's standing.

"Think about our oWer. You have until the end of the 
month."

"That's not very long."
"It's longer than most people get."
Pis team Mles out with the same precision they entered 

with. Cross pauses at the door.
"Hor what it's worth, I hope you prove me wrong about 

the sentiment thing."
Then he's gone, leaving behind the faint scent of his 

cologne and a business card on the table.
I don't touch the card for twenty minutes. Rhen I M-

nally pick it up, it's still warm.

xac's voice Qerks me back to my oLce. "Earth to Emma. 
You're staring at that proposal like it personally insulted 
your mother."

I slam the briefcase shut. "2et's go. Vefore I change my 
mind about this cabin thing."

As we head for the elevator, I can't shake the feeling that 
Cross's parting words meant more than business.

The mountain road winds up through pine trees, their 
branches heavy with fresh snow. xy Ponda wasn't built 
for this kind of terrain, but it's managing. Varely.

I haven't been to the cabin since Urandpa's stroke. Two 
years of avoiding the place where my parents used to take 
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me every summer. Rhere we'd sit by the Mre and Oad 
would read legal briefs while xom rolled her eyes and 
made s'mores.

The UJS tells me I've arrived, but that can't be right. 
There are lights on in the windows. Smoke rising from the 
chimney.

I park neFt to a black Nange Nover and sit in my car for 
a full minute. Someone's broken into my family's cabin. 
Jerfect. Vecause this day couldn9t get any worse.

I grab my phone to call the police, but there's no signal. 
Gf course there isn't.

The front door opens, and a man steps onto the porch.
A very familiar man.
"Rhat the hell are you doing here?"
2iam Cross sets down an armload of Mrewood and stares 

at me. Pe's wearing Qeans. Actual Qeans. And a ’annel shirt 
that does things to his shoulders that his eFpensive suits 
only hinted at.

"I could ask you the same 6uestion." Pe walks down the 
porch steps. "This is my rental."

"Your rental?" I climb out of my car and immediately 
regret wearing heels. "This is my family's cabin1"

"Rell, according to xountain Netreats dot com, it's 
mine for the weekend."

I march up to him, which is a mistake because now I 
can smell that same clean cologne from the boardroom. 
"xountain Netreats dot what?"

"The rental website. I booked this place three weeks 
ago."

"You can't book this place. It's not for rent."
Pe pulls out his phone and shows me a conMrmation 

email. The address matches. The photos match. Even the 
stupid wind chime my grandmother hung on the porch is 
in the listing.

"There's been a mistake," I say.



AC3qINEO VY xY NI4A2 CEG 0

"Clearly." Pe's looking at me with the same intensity he 
had in the boardroom, but without the corporate armor, 
it feels diWerent. Jersonal. "You're going to have to leave."

"I'm not going anywhere. This is my cabin."
"Oo you have a rental conMrmation?"
"I don't need one. I have a key."
I stomp up the porch steps and Qam my key into the lock. 

It turns. The door opens.
"See?"
"Congratulations. So does mine." Pe holds up a keypad 

entry code on his phone.
Re stand there staring at each other. The wind picks up, 

cutting through my blaBer, and I realiBe how much colder 
it is up here than in the city.

"2ook," he says, and his voice is diWerent too. 2ess cor-
porate shark, more human being. "I'm sure we can Mgure 
this out. Rhy don't you come inside before you freeBe to 
death?"

"I'm not freeBing."
"Your lips are turning blue."
I touch my mouth re’eFively, and his eyes follow the 

movement. A current arcs between us, sharp and undeni-
able, Qust like in the boardroom, but without the confer-
ence table to hide behind.

"Hine. Vut only until I can call xountain Netreats and 
sort this out."

I follow him inside, and my heart does a complicated 
’ip. The cabin looks eFactly the same. xy grandmother's 
6uilts on the couch. xy grandfather's law books on the 
shelves. The stone Mreplace where my parents used to sit 
and argue about cases.

2iam's eFpensive luggage sits neFt to the couch, an un-
welcome occupation.

"You've made yourself at home." xy voice is tight.
"I paid for the weekend."
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"Rell, so did I. Sort of." I set my briefcase down with 
more force than necessary. "This is ridiculous. Gne of us 
has to leave."

"Agreed. Pave a safe drive back to the city."
"I'm not the one leaving."
"zeither am I."
Re glare at each other across my grandmother's coWee 

table. Gutside, the wind rattles the windows, and I notice 
fat, heavy ’akes that weren't in the forecast.

"Is it supposed to snow?"
2iam looks out the window, frowning. "zot according 

to the weather app."
xy phone buBBes with an emergency alert. WINTER 

STORM WARNING. TRAVEL ADVISORY IN EF-
FECT.

Pis phone buBBes at the same time.
"Rell," he says. "This is interesting."
Re're both staring at our phones when the power ’ick-

ers and the lights go out.

The backup generator kicks in, ’ooding the cabin with 
dim light.

"That won't last long," 2iam says, checking his phone. 
"xaybe siF hours if we're lucky."

I'm already pulling up weather apps, but they're all 
saying the same thing. Storm intensifying. Noads closing. 
Temperature dropping fast.

"There has to be another way down the mountain."
"In a bliBBard?" Pe moves to the window and peers out 

at the swirling snow. "You'd die before you reached the 
main road."

"So what do you suggest?"
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"Re survive," he says. "Re'll have to do it together."
The word "together" hangs in the air between us. I set 

my phone down and really look at him for the Mrst time 
since I arrived. Rithout the corporate setting, without his 
team of lawyers, he's Qust a man. A very attractive man 
who's currently standing in my childhood sanctuary.

"The generator won't heat the whole cabin," he says. 
"Re'll need to keep the Mre going."

"Hine.  You handle  that.  I'll  Mgure  out  the  sleeping 
arrangements."

"There's only one bed."
Gf course there is. "The couch folds out."
"It's twenty degrees outside and dropping. The sitting 

room will be freeBing without power."
I walk to the bedroom and ’ip the light switch. zoth-

ing. The backup generator doesn't reach this far. I can 
already feel the cold seeping through the windows.

"Re're adults," I call back to him. "Re can share a bed 
without..."

"Rithout what?"
I return to the living room where he's building up the 

Mre. The ’ames cast shadows across his face, making him 
look less like a corporate raider and more a Mgure of raw, 
captivating power.

"You know what."
"Oo I?"
The way he's looking at me makes my stomach ’ip. 

"This doesn't change anything between us professionally."
"Gf course not."
"I still think you're trying to destroy my family's legacy."
"zoted."
"And you still  think I'm an overprotective control 

freak."
"I never said control freak."
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I grab my suitcase. "I'm going to change into warmer 
clothes."

"Emma."
I stop at the bedroom door. "Rhat?"
"Hor what it's worth, I'm sorry about this. The miF-up. 

The storm. All of it."
There's a hint of vulnerability in his voice I haven't heard 

before, .
"Yeah, well. zot eFactly how I planned to spend my 

weekend either."
I close the bedroom door and lean against it. Through 

the wood, I can hear him moving around, banking the Mre, 
checking supplies. Taking care of things.

Rhen I emerge in ’annel paQamas and thick socks, he's 
made coWee and laid out eFtra blankets.

"Re should probably talk about ground rules," he says.
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Liam
Ground rules. Because apparently I need a strategy for 

spending forty-eight hours with a woman who makes me 
want to forget every professional boundary I have ever had.

Emma curls into the corner of the couch, knees to her 
chest. The jannel pazamas are a siFe too big, yet somehow 
they highlight the length of her legs. "irelight catches the 
auburn in her hair.

This is a problem.
RDule one,R I say, settling into the chair across from her. 

Wistance. I need distance. R'e split chores. IYm not your 
maid service.R

RI never asked you to be.R
RSou also never o?ered to help with the Are or co?ee.R
xhe bristles. I almost smile. Emma xinclair in lawyer 

mode is formidable. Emma xinclair in pazamas, getting 
defensive, is disarming.

R"ine. 'hat elseLR
R'e stay out of each otherYs way as much as possible.R
RNgreed.R xhe sips the co?ee. I try not to watch her lips 

on the rim. RNnything elseLR
R'ork talk is o? limits.R
xhe nearly chokes. RE1cuse meLR
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R’o discussions about the takeover, your Arm, my Arm, 
any of it. 'eYre stuck here, but that doesnYt mean we have 
to torture each other.R

ItCs a lie. Talking about work would be easier than deal-
ing with whatever this tension is between us. But I also 
know if we start discussing business, we will end up Aght-
ing. If we Aght, I might say too much about my real plans.

RThatYs ridiculous. ItYs the only thing we have in com-
mon.R

RIs itLR
The Huestion comes out more loaded than I intended. 

EmmaYs eyes widen slightly. I see her pulse jutter at her 
throat.

R'hat else could we possibly talk aboutLR
RI donYt know. ’ormal things. 'eather. Books.R I ges-

ture toward the shelves. RSou must have read some of 
those.R

RThose are law books.R
RNll of themLR
xhe follows my gaFe. I watch her face soften as she no-

tices what I spotted earlier. Qi1ed in with the legal te1ts are 
novels, poetry, even some old classics that look well-read.

Rxome of them,R she admits.
RxeeL Uommon ground.R
Ver phone buFFes. xhe checks it. The way her e1pres-

sion changes tells me itCs her assistant. The one who does 
not trust me.

xhe glances at me. I pretend to focus on the Are. I can 
feel her eyes on my back as I move. The awareness makes 
me hyperconscious of every movement.

Ver phone starts ringing.
RIs that your assistantLR Qy gaFe jicks to her phone.
RBest friend. E1cuse me.R
xhe steps into the kitchen. The cabin is small enough 

that I catch pieces of the conversation anyway.
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R'hat the hell do you mean heYs thereLR
RDental mi1-up. 'eYre both stuck here until the storm 

clears.R
I should feel guilty about eavesdropping. I need to know 

if she feels safe with me.
RItYs not like I had a choice. The roads are impassable.R
RVe has not.R
ThereCs a longer pause. Then EmmaYs voice drops to a 

whisper. I catch fragments about getting laid and when she 
last had se1. I have to grip the poker harder to keep from 
turning around.

This is torture.
Rxurvive the weekend without killing himLR
'ell. Nt least I know where I stand.
'hen she returns, I am staring into the james, trying to 

get my body under control.
REverything okayLR I ask.
RQac thinks I should zump your bones.R
The words struck me, a punch to the gut. I look up at 

her. xheCs bright red.
RThatYs direct.R
RI didnYt mean to say that out loud.R
RSour friend has interesting advice.R
Nnd now I am thinking about her zumping my bones. 

E1actly what I do not need to be thinking about.
RQy friend has no Alter and too many opinions.R
R'hat did you tell himLR
RThat IYm trying to survive the weekend without killing 

you.R
I laughed. Better than groaning. R"air enough. Though 

for the record, if anyoneYs doing the killing, itYll probably 
be you. SouYve got that lawyer thing going on.R

R'hat lawyer thingLR
RNrguing people to death.R
RI do not argue people to death.R
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RSouYre doing it right now.R
xhe opens her mouth, then snaps it shut. 7oint to me.
xilence settled. I focused on the storm. Nnything but the 

Arelight on her skin. The way she rela1ed, truly rela1ed, 
outside of corporate mode.

Rxo,R I say. RGround rules establishedLR
RI want to add one more.R
R'hich isLR
R’o walking around shirtless.R
Qy eyebrows shoot up. R7lanning on it, were youLR
RIYm zust saying. "or both our sakes.R
Interesting. xo sheCs as aware of the attraction as I am.
RWeal. xame goes for you.R
RI wasnYt planning on walking around topless.R
RGood to know.R
The words come out rougher than I intended. I see her 

breath hitch. 'e are talking about being naked. 'e both 
know it.

RI should check the weather,R she says, zumping up.
RNlready did. xtormYs supposed to last through xunday.R
RxundayL ThatYs two more days.R
R"orty-eight hours. 'e can manage forty-eight hours.R
ICm not sure I can manage forty-eight minutes if she 

keeps looking at me like that.

Emma
I need a shower. Wesperately. RIYm going to take a show-

er,R I announce, mostly to myself.
REmma.R Vis voice stops me.
R'hatLR
RVot water wonYt last long on generator power. Qaybe 

ten minutes.R
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Dight. Pf course. 7ractical. RThanks.R
I am almost to the bathroom when he calls out again.
RThere are e1tra towels in the linen closet.R
RThanks.R I mutter, Why is he being so… helpful? ItCs 

unsettling.
The shower is blessedly hot, even if I have to rush. Ten 

minutes. Enough to wash away some of the tension, not 
nearly enough to wash away the confusion 2iam Uross 
stirs in me. Relaxing before he destroys my life. Vis words 
from the boardroom echo. Is that what this isL xome 
strange form of corporate tortureL

I count the minutes. Eight. That should be Ane.
I towel o? Huickly, pulling on zeans and a cream sweater. 

Nnything to feel less e1posed than I did in pazamas. Qy 
hairCs still damp, but I feel marginally more human. Qore 
like Emma xinclair, attorney at law, and less like a woman 
trapped with her nemesis.

VeCs staring into the Are when I walk back out. Ve 
turns.

R"eel betterLR he asks. Vis gaFe lingers for a moment.
RQuch. Thanks for the hot water warning.R
R’o problem.R
I need to do something. xomething normal. I head 

for the kitchen, opening cabinets. R'hat do we have for 
foodLR

RI brought supplies for the weekend. 7asta, some vegeta-
bles, co?ee, the basics.R

Ve brought supplies. Pf course he did. Nlways pre-
pared. RSou cookLR The Huestion surprises me.

RI eat. xometimes that reHuires cooking.R N non-answer.
I pull out a can of tomatoes. xan QarFano. RThis is 

actually good Huality.R
RSou sound surprised.R
RI had you pegged as a takeout-and-protein-bars guy.R 

Qr. Uorporate Daider, living on convenience.
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Ve zust smirks. RI like to eat well. 2ifeYs too short for bad 
food.R

RThatYs surprisingly philosophical for someone plan-
ning a hostile takeover,R I say. The words are out before I 
can stop them.

Ve tenses. RI thought we agreed on no work talk.R
Rxorry. Vabit.R I set the can down, looking around the 

small kitchen. I need to contribute. Rxo what can I do to 
helpLR

Ve looks surprised. RSou want to help cookLR
RI want to earn my keep. Dule one, rememberL 'e split 

chores.R 7lus, I need a distraction.
Vis e1pression is unreadable. RUan you chop vegeta-

blesLR
RI can chop vegetables.R I am not completely useless in a 

kitchen.
Ve pulls out an onion, garlic, a bell pepper. Vands me 

a knife. RVave at it.R
I take the onion. It feels foreign in my hand, not like 

a pen or a legal document. RVow small do you want the 
piecesLR

RVowever you want them.R
Typical man. ’o speciAcs. RThatYs not helpful. I need 

speciAcations.R
Ve almost smiles. RNbout a Huarter inch.R
RThat I can work with.R I focus on the task, making each 

cut precise. 3niform. ItCs calming, the repetitive motion.
RSou know,R he says, pulling out a pot, Rmost people zust 

eyeball it.R
RI donYt eyeball things. IYm precise.R
RIYve noticed.R
I glance up. RIs that a criticismLR
RItYs an observation.R
'e work in a silence thatCs not entirely uncomfortable. 

Ve Alls the pot with water, sets it on the stove. The domes-
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ticity of it is zarring. This man, 2iam Uross, the corporate 
shark, making pasta. In my familyYs cabin.

RUan I ask you somethingLR I say, needing to break the 
Huiet.

Rxhoot.R
R'hy this cabinL Pf all the places you could have rented, 

why hereLR It has been nagging at me.
Vis face gives nothing away. RIt looked peaceful. Good 

reviews online.R
RNnd you didnYt know it was mineLR
RI had no idea.R
I nod slowly, my lawyer brain kicking in. It feels too 

coincidental. R'hat were you planning to do up hereL 
Besides rela1.R

RDead. Think. Qaybe do some hiking if the weather 
held.R

RThink about whatLR
Ve meets my gaFe. RBusiness mostly. xtrategy.R
xtrategy. Vis kind of strategy means my ArmCs destruc-

tion. Qy knife stills. Rxtrategy for whatLR
REmma.R N warning.
RDight. ’o work talk.R I resume chopping, maybe with 

a little too much force. RItYs zust hard to turn o?, you 
knowL 'hen someoneYs trying to buy your lifeYs work.R 
The frustration bubbles up, sharp and bitter.

RI know,R he says, his voice Huiet.
RWo youL Vave you ever had someone try to take every-

thing youYve builtLR The words are a challenge.
Ve hesitates. R’ot e1actly.R
RThen you donYt know.R Vow could heL VeCs the one 

doing the taking.
Ve takes the onions from my cutting board and adds 

them to a pan on the stove. The aroma of saut9ing garlic 
and onion starts to All the small space.

RSouYre angry,R he says, not looking at me.
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RPf course IYm angry. SouYre trying to destroy my fami-
ly.R

Ve turns then, his grey eyes intense. R'hat if IYm notLR
Qy breath catches. R'hatYs that supposed to meanLR Is 

this another tacticL xome psychological gameL
Ve looks away. R’othing. "orget I said it.R
But I canCt forget it. I stare at him, trying to piece togeth-

er the man in front of me with the corporate raider from 
the news. They donCt Huite At.

RSouYre not what I e1pected,R I say, the words softer than 
I intend.

Ve meets my gaFe again. R'hat did you e1pectLR
Rxomeone colder. Qore calculating. 2ess...R I search for 

the word.
R2ess whatLR
RVuman.R
The word hangs between us. Ve looks away, a muscle 

working in his zaw. 'hat is he thinkingL
RNppearances can be deceiving,R he says, his voice rough.
RSeah. They can.R Nnd I am not sure which appearance 

is the deception.
The water starts to boil. 2iam adds the pasta. I Anish 

chopping the bell pepper and move to the sink to wash my 
hands. Ns I reach for the towel, my Angers brush his.

N zolt, sharp and une1pected, races up my arm. I freeFe. 
Qy heart hammers. Ve must have felt it too.

REmma.R Vis voice is low.
I turn. VeCs close. I can smell the faint, clean scent of his 

soap mi1ed with the distinct, warmer scent of his skin.
Qy gaFe jicks to his mouth, then back to his eyes. This 

is dangerous territory.
RThis is a bad idea,R I whisper, though ICm not sure 

what RthisR even is. This pro1imity. This awareness. This! 
feeling.

R'hat isLR
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R'hatever this is.R This strange pull between us.
Ve looks like he wants to kiss me. Nnd the terrifying 

partL I think I want him to.
This is your enemy, Emma. The man trying to destroy 

your legacy.
Ve steps back. RSeah. Bad idea.R
The moment shatters. I turn back to the sink, my hands 

shaking. I catch my rejection in the window. Qy eyes are 
wide, my cheeks jushed. I look shaken. Because I am.

"orty-si1 hours. Vow am I going to survive forty-si1 
hours of thisL

Liam
Nfter dinner, Emma insists on helping with the Are-

wood.
RI can handle it,R I tell her, pulling on my zacket.
RDule one. 'e split chores.R
RItYs twenty degrees outside.R
RI have a coat.R
xhe does have a coat. N designer wool thing that looks 

e1pensive and useless against mountain cold.
RThatYs not going to keep you warm.R
RItYs Ane.R
xtubborn. RNt least wear this.R I pull a spare jeece from 

the closet. Toss it to her.
xhe catches it and frowns. RThis is huge.R
RItYll keep you from freeFing to death.R
xhe pulls it on over her coat. The jeece dwarfs her small 

frame, sleeves falling past her Angertips. It should look 
ridiculous. Instead! Didiculous how appealing she looks.
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Putside, the snow has stopped but left everything cov-
ered in white. The air is sharp and clean. Qy breath comes 
out in pu?s.

R'ow,R Emma says, stopping on the porch. RItYs beau-
tiful.R

xheCs right. The cabin, snow-draped, pine trees stark 
against white drifts, was picturesHue. But I am watching 
her face instead of the scenery. xheCs smiling, really smiling, 
for the Arst time since I have known her.

RUome on,R I say. R2etYs get this done before we both 
freeFe.R

I show her how to stack the wood, biggest pieces on bot-
tom, smaller on top. xhe nods seriously, like IYm e1plaining 
contract law instead of basic construction.

RGot itLR
RI think so.R
'e work in comfortable silence. Emma is methodical, 

checking each piece before adding it to the pile. xheCs slow-
er than me but thorough.

RSou donYt have to make it perfect,R I tell her.
RI like things done right.R
RIYve noticed.R
xhe is reaching for a particularly awkward piece when it 

happens. The log shifts. N splinter catches her palm as it 
slides through her grip.

RxhitHR
xhe zerks her hand back. I see blood on her palm.
R2et me see.R
RItYs Ane.R
REmma. 2et me see.R
xhe  holds  out  her  hand  reluctantly.  ThereCs  a  de-

cent-siFed splinter embedded in her palm, surrounded by 
a thin line of blood.

R'e need to get that out.R
RI can handle it.R
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RInside. ’ow.R
"or once, she doesnCt argue. Qaybe itCs the cold. Qaybe 

itCs the blood. xhe follows me into the cabin without 
protest.

In the bathroom, I jip on the light and guide her to sit 
on the edge of the tub. Qy shoulder brushes the doorframe 
as I enter fully. To e1amine her hand, I stand directly before 
her, our knees nearly touching.

RThis might hurt,R I warn, pulling tweeFers from the 
medicine cabinet.

RIYm tougher than I look.R
RI know.R
xheCs tough. Tougher than someone who grew up with 

money and privilege should be. ThereCs steel underneath 
all that polish.

I take her hand in mine. Ver skin is soft and cold. xhe has 
small hands, Ane-boned, with perfectly manicured nails. 
2awyer hands. But there are tiny calluses on her Angertips 
that surprise me.

R'hat are those fromLR I ask, running my thumb over 
the small rough spots.

RGuitar.R
RSou playLR
R3sed to. VavenYt had time lately.R
When's the last time you had time for anything?
I focus on the splinter, gripping it carefully with the 

tweeFers. RPn three. Pne, twoIR
I pull it out on two. xhe hisses but does not zerk away.
RBastard,R she mutters.
RQe or the splinterLR
RBoth.R
I clean the wound with alcohol. xhe winces. Rxorry.R
RItYs Ane.R
But she isnCt Ane. Ver gaFe A1ed on our zoined hands, 

her brow furrowed. ICm holding her palm up to the light, 
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dabbing at the cut with a cotton ball. The intimacy of it is 
making my chest tight.

RSouYre good at this,R she says Huietly.
RUonstruction sites. Sou learn basic Arst aid.R
RDight. Sou mentioned that.R
Did I? When?
I apply antibiotic ointment. Deach for a bandage. Ver 

hand is steady in mine. I can feel her pulse juttering at her 
wrist.

RThere.R I smooth the bandage over the cut. RGood as 
new.R

I should let go of her hand. The Arst aid is done. But her 
skin is warming under my touch. xheCs looking at me with 
those green eyes. I canCt seem to make myself move.

RThank you,R she whispers.
RSouYre welcome.R
'e are sitting close enough that I can see the jecks of 

gold in her eyes. Ulose enough to count her freckles. Ulose 
enough to kiss her if I wanted to.

Nnd I do want to.
xhe must see it in my face because her lips part slightly. 

Ver free hand comes up to rest on my chest, right over my 
heart.

R2iam.R
The way she says my name, soft and uncertain, nearly 

breaks me.
This is wrong. You're lying to her. She thinks you're her 

enemy.
But sheCs leaning closer. Ver hand is warm on my chest. 

I can smell that joral shampoo again.
REmma.R
R'hatLR
Tell her the truth. Tell her everything.
R'e should probably get some sleep.R
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The moment shatters. Emma blinks. 7ulls her hand 
back, color jooding her cheeks.

RDight. Pf course.R xhe stands Huickly, bumping into 
the towel rack. RThank you. "or the Arst aid.R

RNnytime.R
xhe hurries out of the bathroom, leaving me alone with 

the scent of her shampoo and the memory of her pulse 
under my Angers.

I lean against the sink. xtare at myself in the mirror. 
"orty-four hours. Sou can make it forty-four hours with-
out doing anything stupid.

'hen I walk back to the living room, Emma has al-
ready arranged pillows and blankets on her side of the bed. 
Tonight is going to be a special kind of torture.

The bedroom feels smaller than it did this morning.
EmmaYs standing at the foot of the bed, staring at it like 

itYs going to bite her. xhe has changed into jannel pazamas 
again. Ver hair is pulled back in a ponytail that makes her 
look younger.

Rxo,R she says. RGround rules for thisLR
Rxtraightforward. xtay on your side.R
RDight. Sour side, my side.R
xhe gestures vaguely at the bed. I can see the e1act mo-

ment she realiFes how ridiculous this is. ItCs a king-siFe bed, 
but after what happened in the bathroom, it might as well 
be a twin.

RI can take the joor,R I o?er.
RWonYt be ridiculous. ItYs freeFing.R
xheCs right. The bedroom is cold enough that our breath 

comes out in pu?s. Even with the Are going in the main 
room, the heat doesnCt reach back here.

R'eYre adults,R she continues, more to herself than to 
me. R'e can share a bed without...R

R'ithout whatLR
xhe shoots me a look. RSou know what.R
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Seah, I know what. The Huestion is whether we want to.
I pull back the covers on my side and get in, keeping my 

thermal shirt on but losing the zeans. The mattress dips 
under my weight.

RNre you getting in, or are you going to stand there all 
nightLR

RIYm getting in.R
But she doesnCt move.
REmma.R
R'hatLR
RItYs zust sleeping. Nnd itYs too cold for modesty.R
Keep telling yourself that.
xhe nods and gets in, staying in her jannel pazamas. 

The mattress shifts as she settles. xuddenly sheCs three feet 
away instead of across the room. Even through the layers 
of fabric, I can feel the warmth radiating from her body.

Three feet feels like three inches.
RGood night,R she says, turning away from me.
RGood night.R
I stare at the ceiling. 2isten to her breathing. xheCs trying 

to be Huiet. I can tell she isnCt asleep. Ver breathing is too 
controlled, too careful.

This is torture.
The wind rattles the windows. Emma shifts slightly. 

The movement sends her scent across the small space be-
tween us.

R2iamLR
RSeahLR
RThank you. "or today. The Arst aid, making dinner. Nll 

of it.R
Don't thank me. If you knew why I'm really here, you'd 

hate me even more than you already do.
RSou donYt have to thank me.R
RSes, I do. I know this isnYt how you wanted to spend 

your weekend.R
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Actually, this is exactly how I want to spend my weekend. 
That's the problem.

RItYs not so bad,R I say.
xhe laughs softly. R2iar.R
R'hat makes you think IYm lyingLR
RSouYre stuck in a cabin with someone whoYs spent 

weeks trying to block your business deal. Qost people 
would And that stressful.R

You have no idea how stressful this is. But not for the 
reasons you think.

RQaybe I like a challenge.R
RIs that what I amL N challengeLR
The Huestion hangs in the air between us. I turn my 

head to look at her. xhe has turned toward me too. Qoon-
light, a pale wash from the window, illuminated her face.

R'hat do you thinkLR
RI think youYre not what I e1pected.R
R'hat did you e1pectLR
Rxomeone who wouldnYt care that I got hurt. xomeone 

who wouldnYt make sure I had enough blankets or warn 
me about the hot water.R

Someone who wouldn't lie awake thinking about kissing 
you.

RQaybe you donYt know me as well as you think.R
RQaybe I donYt.R
'eCre looking at each other across the pillow divide.
RThis is complicated,R she whispers.
RSeah.R
R'e shouldnYt...R
R’o. 'e shouldnYt.R
But neither of us looks away.
Tell her. Tell her everything. Tell her why you're really 

here, what you're really doing, how you feel about her.
REmma.R
R'hatLR
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I'm not your enemy. I'm trying to save you. And some-
where along the way, I started falling for you.

R’othing. Get some sleep.R
xhe nods. Turns away again. I can tell sheCs as wide 

awake as I am.
I lie there listening to the storm outside and the sound 

of her breathing. I know that forty-two more hours of this 
might actually kill me.

The last thing I hear before Anally drifting o? is her 
whispered voice in the darkness.

RGood night, 2iam.R
Nnd the way she says my name makes my chest tight all 

over again.



Chapte Trh
ee

Emma
I wake to the smell of co.eeR iDchR raAkR nd- someg

thDdP elseR ?adcakesF
,oA a -DsoADedtDdP momedtT I foAPetR bhe zlDLLaA-R bhe 

cazDdR uDamR
bhe mad who wadts to zy' m' famDl'ps comjad'R bhe 

mad who hel- m' had- last dDPhtT hDs toych sed-DdP a 
volt thAoyPh me that ha- dothDdP to -o wDth ’Ast aD- ad- 
eBeA'thDdP to -o wDth ad awaAedess that sDLLle- vyst zeg
death the syAfaceR

bhe mad who slejt thAee feet awa' ad- ma-e me foAPetT 
foA a few hoyAsT wh' IWm syjjose- to hate hDmR

Complicated -oesdWt eBed scAatch the syAfaceR
n soft clDdkDdP soyd- comes fAom the kDtchedR I -eg

zate sta'DdP Dd ze-T feDPdDdP sleej ydtDl heWs -odeR Hyt m' 
stomach Aymzles a loy- jAotestR NhateBeA heWs makDdP 
smells too Poo- to DPdoAeR

I jyll od the Aoze I foyd- Dd the closetT the thDck teAA' 
cloth a welcome zaAADeA aPaDdst the moAdDdP chDllT ad- ja- 
Ddto the maDd AoomR uDam stad-s at the stoBeT hDs zack to 
meR EaDA mysse- fAom sleejT a -aAk daB' theAmal clDdPDdP 
to hDs shoyl-eAsT veads AD-DdP low od hDs hDjsR EeWs 2DjjDdP 
jadcakesR ,Aom scAatchT z' the looks of the zatteA zowl od 
the coydteAR
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YOoAdDdPRC Ee -oesdWt tyAdR Eow -oes he alwa's kdow 
whed IWm theAeF

YOoAdDdPR xoy -D-dWt Pet yj at -awd to make jadcakesT 
-D- 'oyFC O' BoDce Ds AoyPh wDth sleejR

Yqdl' Df eDPhtgthDAt' coydts as -awdRC
I Pladce at m' jhode od the dDPhtstad-R 8Ddeg’fteedR 

O' DdteAdal alaAm clock shatteAe-R Nhed -D- I last sleej 
jast seBedF QollePeT ma'zeR

YI haBedWt slejt thDs late Dd 'eaAsRC
YOoydtaDd aDARC Ee jlates a stack of Pol-edgzAowd jadg

cakesR YielaUDdPRC
YiDPhtRC O' tode Ds -A'R YbhatWs -e’dDtel' what Dt wasRC
Ee Pladces oBeA hDs shoyl-eA thedT a VyDckT assessDdP 

lookR Eeat clDmzs m' deckR
YQo.eeWs Aea-'RC OeAcDfyll'T he chadPes the syzvectR
I joyA m'self a myPT the ceAamDc waAm Dd m' had-sT 

ad- lead aPaDdst the coydteAR Ee moBes wDth ad eas' cod’g
-edceT 2DjjDdP jadcakes lDke heps -ode Dt a thoysad- tDmesR

Where did a corporate raider learn to cook like this?
YNheAe -D- 'oy leaAdFC I askT cAa-lDdP the myPR
YbADal ad- eAAoARC Ee slD-es a jlate jDle- hDPh Dd fAodt of 

meR Yxoy cad odl' eat so mych takeoyt zefoAe 'oy cAaBe 
Aeal foo-RC

bhatWs dot ad adsweAT dot Aeall'R Hyt the jadcakes smell 
DdcAe-DzleR uDPhtT 2y.'T a hDdt of BadDllaR I take a zDteR 
HetteA thad the' smellR iestayAadt VyalDt'R

Yqka'T seADoysl'R NheAe -D- 'oy leaAd thDsFC
YI tol- 'oyRC Ee sDts acAoss fAom me wDth hDs owd jlateR 

YbADal ad- eAAoARC
Y8ozo-' makes jadcakes thDs Poo- thAoyPh tADal ad- 

eAAoARC
Ee takes a zDteT chews thoyPhtfyll'R YOa'ze IWm vyst 

datyAall' PDfte-RC
Ynt jadcakesFC
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YnmodP  otheA  thDdPsRC  bhe  wa'  he  sa's  DtT  that 
halfgsmDle jla'DdP od hDs lDjsT makes m' stomach 2ytteAR

I focys od m' zAeakfastT the waAmth sjAea-DdP thAoyPh 
meR Y…oT whatWs the jlad foA to-a'FC

Y…ta' waAmR Geej the ’Ae PoDdPR NaDt foA the Aoa-s to 
cleaARC

YbhatWs DtFC
YNhat else -D- 'oy haBe Dd mDd-FC EDs PaLe Ds stea-'R
n -oLed thDdPs I shoyl-dWt ze thDdkDdP azoytR YI -odWt 

kdowR iea-F NoAkFC
YI thoyPht we aPAee-R 8o woAk talkRC
YI wasdWt PoDdP to talk azoyt DtR 3yst0 -o DtRC O' zADefg

case sDts z' the -ooAT a sDledt accysatDodR
Y“mmaRC EDs BoDce Ds softT zyt ’AmR
YNhatFC
YNhedWs the last tDme 'oy took a Aeal -a' o.FC
YI take -a's o.RC bhe -edDal Ds aytomatDcR
Y8ame odeRC
I ojed m' moythR Qlose DtR QhADstmasF 8oT I woAke- 

that moAdDdPT AeBDewDdP lastgmDdyte ’lDdPsR bhadksPDBg
DdPF 1Aad-ja was stDll AecoBeADdPT ad- I sjedt the -a' Pog
DdP oBeA codtAacts at hDs ze-sD-eR

YbhatWs what I thoyPhtTC he sa'sT dot ydkDd-l'R
Y…ome of ys -odWt haBe the lyUyA' of takDdP BacatDods 

whedeBeA we wadtRC bhe -efedsDBedess Dd m' BoDce Ds 
shaAjR

Ynd- some of ys woAk oyAselBes to -eath tA'DdP to jAoBe 
weWAe Poo- edoyPhRC

bhe woA-s stDdPR Yxoy -odWt kdow what 'oyWAe talkDdP 
azoytRC

YrodWt IFC Ee looks at me wDth those PAa' e'esT ad- 
a shDBeA tAaces m' sjDdeR Ee sees stAaDPht thAoyPh meR 
bhAoyPh the jAofessDodal aAmoA to the scaAe- 'oydP 
womad teAAD’e- of lettDdP heA famDl' -owdR

Eow -oes he -o thatF
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YIWm Poo- edoyPhTC I sa'T m' BoDce zaAel' a whDsjeAR
YI kdow 'oy aAeRC
O' hea- sdajs yjR Yro 'oyFC
Y“mmaT 'oyWBe kejt 'oyA PAad-fatheAWs ’Am a2oat foA 

two 'eaAs aPaDdst DmjossDzle o--sR xoyWBe oytmadeyBeAe- 
law'eAs wDth twDce 'oyA eUjeADedce ad- half 'oyA DdtePADt'R 
xoyWAe zADllDadtRC

O' chest -oes a 2ytteA' thDdPR Ee thDdks IWm zADllDadtR
Ybhed wh' aAe 'oy tA'DdP to take Dt awa' fAom meFC bhe 

VyestDod hadPs zetweed ysT Aaw ad- accysatoA'R
uDamWs face shytteAsR bhe waAmth BadDshesT Aejlace- z' 

the cool assessmedt I saw Dd the zoaA-AoomR YNoAk talkRC
YiDPhtR …oAA'RC IWm dot soAA'R I wadt to kdowR I dee- to 

yd-eAstad- wh' he looks at me lDke I matteAT thed AemDd-s 
me heWs the edem'R

O' jhode zyLLes od the coydteAR OacR
Status report. Are you still alive?
I t'je zack VyDckl'R Barely.
Denbe Harely.
I Pladce at uDamR EeWs cleaADdP -DshesT hDs moBemedts 

e‘cDedtT jAecDseR de mace me pabkaOes.
hY Yobey. ’ouWre ib trouHle.
fYatWs tYat supposec to meab?
fYeb a mab maOes you HreaO,ast- YeWs eitYer tryg

ibI to Iet ib your pabts or YeWs alreacy tYibOibI 
aHout OeepibI you.

O' cheeks 2ameR jtWs Must pabkaOes- Fak.
wamous last *orcs. Sebc piks.
h, tYe pabkaOes?
h, *Yatever you *abt to sebc piks o,. jWm bot 

pikOy.
I Aoll m' e'es ad- jyt m' jhode awa'R uDamWs watchDdP 

me whed I look yjT ad amyse- VyDAk to hDs lDjsR
Yuet me PyessR xoyA fADed- has ojDdDods azoyt the jadg

cakesFC
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YOac has ojDdDods azoyt eBeA'thDdPRC
YNhatWs hDs BeA-DctFC
YEe thDdks 'oyWAe tA'DdP to se-yce me wDth zAeakfast 

foo-RC bhe woA-s aAe oyt zefoAe I cad stoj themR
Y…maAt fADed-RC
NaDtR NhatF YnAe 'oyF bA'DdP to se-yce meFC O' BoDce 

Ds a lDttle zAeathlessR
Smooth, Emma. Very professional. Asking your business 

nemesis if he’s trying to get you into bed.
Ee Poes  BeA' stDllT  hDs  PaLe DdtedsDf'DdPR  YNoyl- Dt 

woAkFC
O' moyth Poes -A'R YI -odWt kdowRC
YbhatWs dot a doRC
YItWs dot a 'es eDtheARC
Y8oRC EDs BoDce Ds AoyPhR YItWs dotRC
It feels dangerous. Am I really ready for this?
I feel the jyllT the yd-edDazle chemDstA' thatWs zeed sDmg

meADdP zetweed ysR
YI shoyl- showeATC I sa'T dee-DdP to escaje the sy--ed 

DdtedsDt'R
Y“mmaRC
YNhatFC
Ybhe hot wateARC
YiDPhtRC I AememzeA hDs waAdDdP fAom last dDPhtR Ybed 

mDdytesRC
I jAactDcall' 2ee to the zathAoomT m' heaAt hammeADdPR 

Id the smallT steam' mDAAoAT m' cheeks aAe 2yshe-T m' 
e'es too zADPhtR Get it together. He’s the enemy. He wants 
to destroy your family’s legacy.

Hyt he also makes jeAfect jadcakesR nd- the wa' he 
looks at meT that ydwaBeADdP focysT DtWs edoyPh to make m' 
zAeath catchR Ee sees too mychT ad- a jaAt of meT the jaAt 
thatWs dot syjjose- to caAeT ’d-s Dt -adPeAoysl' attAactDBeR

Mac’s right. I’m in trouble.
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nfteA m' showeAT a VyDckT zAacDdP eDPht mDdytesT I ’d- 
uDam oytsD-eT sjlDttDdP ’Aewoo-R bhe Ah'thmDc thwack 
of the aUe Ds a syAjADsDdPl' -omestDc soyd-R bhAoyPh the 
kDtched wDd-owT I watch hDm swDdP wDth jAactDce- easeT 
hDs zAeath mDstDdP Dd the col- aDAR re’dDtel' dot a zoaA-g
Aoom skDllR bhDs mad Ds a collectDod of codtAa-DctDodsR

IWm -A'DdP m' haDA wDth a towel whed I dotDce DtR EDs 
lajtojT ojed od the co.ee tazleR ?ajeAs scatteAe- aAoyd- 
DtR

I shoyl-dWt lookR ItWs dode of m' zysDdess what heWs 
woAkDdP odR

“UcejtT Df Dt DdBolBes m' comjad'T Dt is m' zysDdessR
I walk closeAT tellDdP m'self IWm vyst tD-'DdP yjR bhe 

letteAhea- od the toj -ocymedt stojs me col-R
…DdclaDA 5 nssocDatesR
Nhat the hellF
O' had-s staAt to shake as I jDck yj the ’Ast jaPeR ItWs 

a -etaDle- ’dadcDal adal'sDs of m' ’AmR “mjlo'ee AecoA-sR 
QlDedt lDstsR ieBedye jAovectDods PoDdP zack ’Be 'eaAsR

EeWs zeed sj'DdP od ysR IdBestDPatDdP ysR
ndPeAT shaAj ad- hotT syAPes thAoyPh meR I 2Dj thAoyPh 

moAe jaPesR qyA weakdesses laD- oyt Dd chaAts ad- PAajhsR 
qyA ByldeAazDlDtDes hDPhlDPhte-R qyA6

I stojR O' zAeath catchesR I Aea- the jaPe aPaDdT thed 
aPaDdR

“mjlo'ee ietedtDod …tAateP'R
?AeseABatDod of Qomjad' QyltyAeR
OaDdtaDdDdP ,amDl' uePac' NhDle “dsyADdP 1AowthR
bhese aAedWt -estAyctDod jladsR bhe'WAe0 jAeseABatDod 

jladsF O' mDd- stAyPPles to AecodcDle thDs wDth the coAg
joAate AaD-eA DmaPeT wDth the mad who sat acAoss fAom me 
ad- cooll' oytlDde- hDs takeoBeAR

Y,Dd- ad'thDdP DdteAestDdPFC
I sjDd aAoyd-T jajeAs clytche- Dd m' had-R uDam stad-s 

Dd the -ooAwa'T sdow -ystDdP the shoyl-eAs of hDs vacketT 
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hDs eUjAessDod ydAea-azleR EeWs she- the 2addel fAom 'esg
teA-a'T zack Dd a -aAk hedle' that emjhasDLes the zAea-th 
of hDs chestR

YxoyWBe zeed DdBestDPatDdP m' comjad'RC O' BoDce Ds 
tDPhtR

YxesRC 8o hesDtatDodR
Y,oA how lodPFC
Y…DU modthsRC
…DU modthsR O' mDd- AacesR YbhatWs zefoAe 'oy ma-e 

'oyA ’Ast o.eARC
YxesRC
YNh'FC
Ee closes the -ooAT hadPs hDs vacket od a jePR bhe small 

cazDd sy--edl' feels eBed smalleAR YbhatWs comjlDcate-RC
YbA' meRC I waBe the jajeAs at hDmT the eBD-edce of hDs 

-yjlDcDt'R Y8oR xoy -odWt Pet to 7“mmaW meR xoyWBe zeed 
AeseaAchDdP m' famDl'T m' emjlo'eesT m' clDedts foA sDU 
modthsT ad- I wadt to kdow wh'RC

Ee Ayds a had- thAoyPh hDs haDAT a PestyAe IWm staAtDdP 
to AecoPdDLe as a sDPd of DdteAdal -ezateR YI dee-e- to ydg
-eAstad- what I was -ealDdP wDthRC

Yn hostDle takeoBeAFC
Yn AescyeRC
bhe woA- hadPs Dd the aDA zetweed ysR n AescyeF I staAe 

at hDmT tA'DdP to jAocess DtR Yn Aescye fAom whatFC
Y…Dt -owdRC
YI -odWt wadt to sDt -owdR I wadt adsweAsRC O' BoDce 

tAemzles slDPhtl'R
Y…Dt -owdT “mmaT ad- IWll PDBe 'oy adsweAsRC EDs tode 

Ds VyDetR
I jeAch od the e-Pe of the coychT the jajeAs a heaB' 

weDPht Dd m' lajR uDam sDts Dd the aAmchaDA acAoss fAom meT 
leadDdP foAwaA-T elzows od hDs kdeesT hDs PaLe -DAectR

YEaBe 'oy eBeA heaA- of Hlackstode QajDtalFC
bhe dame meads dothDdP to meR Y…hoyl- I haBeFC
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Ybhe'WAe a jADBate eVyDt' ’AmR bhe' sjecDalDLe Dd hostDle 
takeoBeAsT asset stADjjDdPT ad- coAjoAate -DsmadtlDdPRC

n chDll sdakes -owd m' sjDdeR Yqka'R Nhat -oes that 
haBe to -o wDth m' ’AmFC

Ybhe'WBe ha- …DdclaDA 5 nssocDates od theDA taAPet lDst 
foA dDde modthsRC

O' stomach cledche-R bhe Dmjact of hDs woA-s stole m' 
zAeathR YNhatFC

Ybhe'WAe jladdDdP a hostDle takeoBeAR 8ot to PAow 'oyA 
comjad' oA jAeseABe 'oyA lePac'R bo stADj Dt foA jaAts ad- 
sell o. the jDecesRC

8aysea chyAde- Dd m' stomachR YEow -o 'oy kdow 
thatFC

YHecayse the' -estAo'e- m' fatheAWs comjad' twelBe 
'eaAs aPoRC

bhe jaDd Dd hDs BoDce Ds AawT ydPyaA-e-R I set the jag
jeAs -owdT Aeall' look at hDmR EDs vaw Ds tDPhtT hDs had-s 
cledche- Ddto ’sts Dd hDs lajR

This isn’t a tactic. This is real.
YNhat hajjede-FC I askT m' adPeA momedtaADl' foAPotg

tedT Aejlace- z' a -awdDdPT hoAAD’e- yd-eAstad-DdPR
YQAoss OadyfactyADdPR …mall aytomotDBe jaAts comg

jad' Dd retAoDtR O' fatheA zyDlt Dt fAom dothDdPT emg
jlo'e- thAee hyd-Ae- jeojleT most of them deDPhzoAs ad- 
fADed-sRC Ee jaysesT staADdP at hDs had-sT thed codtDdyesT 
hDs BoDce 2atR YHlackstode zoyPht ys oyt thAoyPh a shell 
comjad'R Ne thoyPht we weAe zeDdP acVyDAe- z' a laAPeA 
madyfactyAeA who wadte- to eUjad-RC

YHyt the' weAedWtRC O' BoDce Ds zaAel' a whDsjeAR
Ybhe' Pytte- the comjad' Dd sDU modthsR …ol- the 

eVyDjmedtT ’Ae- eBeA'odeT lDVyD-ate- the DdBedtoA'R O' 
fatheA0C EDs BoDce zAeaksR YEe deBeA Pot oBeA DtRC

YIWm soAA'RC bhe woA-s feel Dda-eVyateR
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YEe ha- a heaAt attack two 'eaAs lateAR …tAessT the -octoAs 
saD-RC uDamWs e'es meet mDdeT ’lle- wDth a PADef so jAog
foyd- Dt takes m' zAeath awa'R YHyt I kdow zetteARC

qh 1o-R YuDamRC
YI zyDlt QAoss Id-ystADes sjecD’call' to jAeBedt otheA 

famDlDes fAom PoDdP thAoyPh what we -D-RC
I staAe at hDmT m' whole woAl- shDftDdP od Dts aUDsR
YxoyWAe dot tA'DdP to -estAo' m' comjad'RC
YIWm tA'DdP to saBe DtRC
YH' takDdP Dt oBeAFC bhe VyestDod Ds aytomatDcT zoAd of 

weeks of sysjDcDodR
YH' PettDdP  theAe  ’AstR  Hlackstode  moBes  fastT  zyt 

the'WAe dot syztleR IWBe zeed tAackDdP theDA acVyDsDtDod jatg
teAds foA 'eaAsR Nhed I saw …DdclaDA 5 nssocDates od theDA 
lDstT I kdew I ha- to actRC

Y…o 'oy ma-e ad o.eARC O' o.eAR bhe ode IW- zeed 
’PhtDdPR

Yn lePDtDmate o.eA that woyl- keej 'oyA comjad' Ddg
tactT 'oyA emjlo'ees hDAe-T ad- 'oyA famDl' lePac' jAeg
seABe-RC

I thDdk zack to oyA ’Ast meetDdPR EDs stAadPe commedt 
azoyt mode' jAotectDdP thDdPsR bhe wa' he looke- whed 
I talke- azoyt lo'alt' ad- loBeR It all clDcks Ddto jlaceR

YNh' -D-dpt 'oy tell meFC
YNoyl- 'oy haBe zelDeBe- meFC Ee AaDses ad e'ezAowR
Probably not. I was too entrenched in my fear, too deter-

mined to see him as the enemy. Yxoy coyl- haBe tADe-RC
YIWm tA'DdP dowRC
I look -owd at the jajeAs Dd m' lajR “mjlo'ee AetedtDod 

stAatePDesR QlDedt AelatDodshDj jAeseABatDodR ?lads to maDdg
taDd the …DdclaDA dame od the zyDl-DdPR

Ybhese Aeall' aAe Aescye jladsRC ItWs a statemedtT dot a 
VyestDodR

YxesRC
Ynd- Df I Aefyse 'oyA o.eAFC



iu rn8“&L

YHlackstode wDll make theDA moBe wDthDd the modthRC
YEow -o 'oy kdowFC
YHecayse I kdow how the' ojeAateR bhe'WAe jatDedtT zyt 

dot Dd-e’dDtel'R xoyA ’Am Ds jAo’tazle zyt ByldeAazleR 
“Uactl' theDA t'je of taAPetRC

O' chest tDPhtede-R I coyl-dWt -Aaw a fyll zAeathR YNhat 
aAedWt 'oy tellDdP meFC

Ee hesDtatesT ad- I kdow theAeWs moAeR bhDs DsdWt the 
whole stoA'R

YuDamR Nhat aAedWt 'oy tellDdP meFC
Ybhe' haBe someode DdsD-e 'oyA ’Am fee-DdP them Ddg

foAmatDodRC
Ice wateA slyDce- thAoyPh meR YNhatFC
Y…omeodeWs zeed jassDdP them clDedt lDstsT ’dadcDal 

AecoA-sT DdteAdal commydDcatDodsR bhatWs how the' kdow 
'oyWAe ByldeAazleRC

n sj'R Id m' owd comjad'R …omeode I tAystR …omeode 
I woAk wDth eBeA' -a'R

YNhoFC O' BoDce Ds zaAel' ay-DzleR
YI -odWt kdow 'etR Hyt whoeBeA Dt DsT the'WBe zeed at Dt 

foA modthsRC
I stad- yjT a sy--ed syAPe of a-AedalDde makDdP me jace 

the small sjaceR …omeode I tAystR …omeode wDth accessR 
…omeode whoWs zeed smDlDdP at meT shaADdP co.eeT whDle 
s'stematDcall' sellDdP oyt m' famDl'T m' lePac'R

YbhDs Ds DdsadeRC
Y“mmaRC
Y8oT thDs Ds actyall' DdsadeRC O' BoDce ADsesR YxoyWAe 

tellDdP me that some eBDl coAjoAate edtDt' has zeed jladg
dDdP to -estAo' m' comjad'T ad- m' salBatDod Ds accejtDdP 
a takeoBeA fAom 'oyFC bhe DAod' Ds zDtteAR

YbhatWs eUactl' what IWm tellDdP 'oyRC EDs BoDce Ds calmT 
stea-'T a Aock Dd m' swDAlDdP chaosR
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YEow -o I kdow 'oyWAe dot l'DdPFC bhe VyestDod Ds a 
last -efedseT a -esjeAate attemjt to clDdP to m' ol- ceAtaDdg
tDesR

YNhat woyl- ze the joDdtFC
YI -odWt kdowRC O' had-s cledchR YOa'ze thDs Ds some 

elazoAate js'choloPDcal waAfaAeR Oake me thDdk 'oyWAe the 
Poo- Py' so IWll vyst had- oBeA m' comjad'RC

Ee stad-sT walks to hDs lajtojR n few ke'stAokesT ad- 
he tyAds the scAeed towaA- meR Ybhese aAe HlackstodeWs 
VyaAteAl' AejoAts foA the last thAee 'eaAsR 8otDce a jatteAdFC

I scad the acVyDsDtDods lDstR …mall to me-DymgsDLe- ’AmsR 
,amDl' zysDdessesR uaw o‘cesT me-Dcal jAactDcesT codsyltg
DdP comjadDesR nll zoyPhtT stADjje-T ad- -DssolBe- wDthDd 
modthsR n tAaDl of -estAyctDodR

Ybhe' -estAo' eBeA'thDdP the' toychTC I whDsjeAT the 
AealDt' sDdkDdP DdR

Y“BeA'thDdPRC
Ynd- 'oy Aeall' thDdk the'WAe comDdP foA ysFC
YI kdow the' aAeRC
I sDt zack -owdT m' lePs sy--edl' weakR “BeA'thDdP I 

thoyPht I kdew azoyt uDam QAossT azoyt thDs takeoBeAT has 
zeed tyAde- yjsD-e -owd Dd the sjad of ted mDdytesR EeWs 
dot the BDllaDdR EeWs0 somethDdP elseR

YNh'FC I askT the VyestDod small Dd the sy--edl' VyDet 
AoomR YNh' -o 'oy caAe what hajjeds to m' famDl'Ws 
’AmFC

YHecayse I kdow what DtWs lDke to lose eBeA'thDdP 'oyA 
famDl' zyDltRC EDs PaLe Ds DdtedseT ydwaBeADdPR

YbhatWs dot a Poo- edoyPh Aeasod to ADsk 'oyA owd 
comjad'T 'oyA owd AejytatDodT od a ’Pht lDke thDsRC

EeWs VyDet foA a lodP momedtT the odl' soyd- the cAackg
le of the ’AeR Nhed he sjeaksT hDs BoDce Ds softeAT lace- wDth 
ad emotDod I cadWt VyDte dameR

YOa'ze DtWs dot vyst azoyt the comjad'RC
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I look yj at hDmT m' heaAt thy--DdPR YNhatWs that syjg
jose- to meadFC

n Phost of a smDle toyches hDs lDjsR Yxoy ’PyAe Dt oytRC



Chapte Four�

Liam
“You gruei t. ou.”T
hwi doesa wnbr Ii.diib ua” c dn.Ew mHHn” xie i-p

feiaatob awt,.ak n ln’itsoaEofi o, awoElk souI.k .wib n 
UtElie c n’Hoa. sob?. En.Ew” Sbsiea.nbstbrv Bwi?a ftiEtbr 
.ori.wie .wi ,enrHib.a c?Mi rtMib wie” y’nEla.obi” Rz ,np
.wie” hwi einaob c?H wieik tb wie EnItbk tb wie ’t,i”

c.?a IiEnuai o, wie”
hwi .wourw. ta n fubEw .o .wi ru.” jnd” Sbi-fiE.is” 

heui”
c dnb. .o .i’’ wie” mMiez.wtbr” hwn. .wi HnrnAtbi ne.tE’i 

dnab?. Lua. n ,oo.bo.i tb Hz eiaineEw” hwn. wie ftE.ueik wie 
doesa nIou. ’irnEz nbs ’ozn’.zk f’nb.is tb Hz Htbs nbs 
ei,uais .o ’inMi” hwn. .wta dwo’i snHb .wtbrk .wta tb.etEn.i 
snbEi o, Eoefoen.i dne,neik awt,.is t.a n-ta .wi HoHib. 
c Hi. wie” c. a.offis Iitbr nIou. Hz ,n.wie?a rwoa.” c. 
a.ne.is Iitbr nIou. wie”

yu. .wi doesa En.Ew tb Hz .weon.” hoo HuEw” hoo aoob” 
Bwi biisa .o ri. .wiei ob wie odb” heua. biisa .o Ii 
inebisk bo. ,oeEis Iz n Eob,iaatob afeubr tb n abodIoubs 
EnItb”

Rz rnAi seofa .o .wi doeb UooeIonesa”
Control. I need control.
“c awou’s EwiEl .wi dtbsodak Hnli auei .wi din.wie 

a.etfftbr ta wo’stbr”T D fenE.tEn’ .nal” BoHi.wtbr .o ,oEua 
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ob” BoHi.wtbr o.wie .wnb .wi dnz wie reiib izia nei stap
aiE.tbr Hi”

mHHn bosa a’od’zk wie rnAi a.t’’ g-is ob Hi” B.t’’ feop
Eiaatbr” “c?’’ wi’f”T

Bwi wnbsa Hi nbo.wie ’ibr.w o, renz din.wie a.etfftbr” 
xie gbriea Ieuaw Htbi” D afnelk FutEl nbs awnefk neEa 
Ii.diib ua” hwta .tHik awi soiab?. abn.Ew wie wnbs ndnz” 
xie izia Hii. Htbi ,oe n Iein.wk n at’ib. Fuia.tob tb .wite 
sif.wak Ii,oei awi ’oola sodb”

Jeoreiaa” 4igbt.i’z feoreiaa”
“Bo y’nEla.obikT wie MotEi Enei,u’’z biu.en’ na c feiaa 

.wi a.tElz ,onH nrntba. .wi dtbsod ,enHi” “xod Hnbz 
EoHfnbtia wnMi .wiz sia.eozisvT

hwi Fuia.tob ta n .ia.” Bwi?a dn.Ewtbr Hik rnurtbr Hz 
einE.tob”

“cb .wi ’na. gMi zineav Ooe.zp.weii .wn. c lbod o,”T c eub 
n .wuHI n’obr .wi ain’k ibauetbr t.?a .trw.” “hwn.?a Lua. .wi 
obia .wn. Hnsi .wi Iuatbiaa fnfiea” hwiei nei feoInI’z 
Hoei”T

“'iaua”T hwi does ta n ao,. i-wn’i”
c HoMi .o .wi bi-. dtbsod” hwi atHf’ik eifi.t.tMi .nal 

o, ain’tbr ou. .wi Eo’s ta n di’EoHi sta.enE.tob” Ce t. 
dou’s Iik t, awi dnabQ. ao E’oaik wie aEib.k E’inb nbs ,ntb.’z 
Uoen’k .urrtbr n. Hz aibaia”

Bwi a.ustia Hik wie Ieod ,ueeodis” c Enb n’Hoa. aii .wi 
rinea dwteetbr tb wie wins na awi .etia .o g. .wta bid tHnri 
o, Hi dt.w .wi o’s obi” hwi Eoefoen.i entsie Mieaua .wi 
ei’uE.nb. anMtoe” c?H bo. auei dwtEw obi c nH nbzHoei”

“xod so zou lbod ao HuEw nIou. .wiHvT awi nala”
“c Hnli t. Hz Iuatbiaa .o lbod”T Rz MotEi ta Un.” hdi’Mi 

zinea o, Hnltbr t. Hz Iuatbiaa” hdi’Mi zinea o, .enEltbr 
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‘tE.oetn y’nEla.obi?a iMiez HoMi” “xnbs Hi .wn. Enu’l 
rub”T

Bwi fnaaia t.” Drntbk .wn. Ieti,k i’iE.etE .ouEw” hwta .tHik 
n Eoebie o, wie Hou.w Futela uf” D .tbzk n’Hoa. tHfieEifp
.tI’i awt,.” yu. c aii t.”

“xnMi zou a.offis o.wie .nlioMiea Ii,oeivT
“D ,id”T Sbsiea.n.iHib.”
“xod Hnbz ta 2n ,id?vT Bwi?a bo. ’i..tbr t. ro” hwi 

’ndzie tb wiek n’dnza fuawtbr ,oe afiEtgEa”
c  aHoo.w n  Iins o,  Enu’l  n’obr .wi  dtbsod isri” 

“hdi’Mi”T
hwi Enu’l .uIi .eiHI’ia tb wie wnbs” “hdi’Mi EoHfnp

btiavT
“BHn’’ obiak Hoa.’z” OnHt’z Iuatbiaaia” NoEn’ geHa” 

0o.wtbr na Itr na BtbE’nte nbs DaaoEtn.ia”T
Nothing that mattered this much.
“3wz HtbivT xie MotEi ta Futi.”
hwi Enu’l rub a.t’’a tb Hz wnbs” hwi ein’ Fuia.tob” hwi 

obi c?Mi Iiib naltbr Hzai’,”
Because I saw your picture in a legal magazine two years 

ago and couldn’t forget your face. Because you talked about 
your employees like they were family, and it reminded me 
of everything I lost, everything I’m still fighting for. Because 
I’ve been half in love with you since before we ever met.

hwi .eu.w ta n snbrieouak ub.nHis .wtbr”
“You ein’’z dnb. .o lbodvT c Hii. wie rnAi”
“Yia”T xie izia nei dtsik aineEwtbr”
“c and zoue ftE.uei” RtEwtrnb Nndzie RnrnAtbi” hwi 

ne.tE’i nIou. zoubr fne.biea Hnltbr n st5ieibEi”T
D ,ntb. I’uaw Eeiifa uf wie biEl” cb.ieia.tbr” “hwn. dna 

.do zinea nro”T
“c lbod”T
xie izia dtsib ,ue.wie” “You?Mi Iiib dn.Ewtbr Hz geH 

,oe .do zineavT
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“c?Mi Iiib dn.Ewtbr zou”T hwi nsHtaatob ta ou.” 0o 
.nltbr t. InEl” c .ueb InEl .o .wi dtbsodk ,oEuatbr ob .wi 
.nalk bo. .eua.tbr Hzai’, .o aii wie einE.tob”

“3wzvT hwi Fuia.tob ta Inei’z n dwtafie”
Because you’re everything I thought was gone from the 

world. Because you fight for people who can’t fight for them-
selves. Because you make me believe that not everyone with 
power uses it to destroy.

“You eiHtbsis Hi o, Hz ,n.wie”T hwi doesa nei eourw” 
“hwi dnz zou .n’lis nIou. zoue iHf’oziiak zoue E’tib.a” 
Ntli .wiz diei ,nHt’z”T

“hwiz nei ,nHt’zkT awi anzak wie MotEi gieEi”
“c lbod”T c r’nbEi n. wie” “hwn.?a dwz c wns .o wi’f”T
3i HoMi .o .wi bi-. dtbsod” hwi at’ibEi a.ei.Ewiak 

Iu. t.?a st5ieib. bod” 0o. winMz dt.w auaftEtobk Iu. dt.w 
n ,enrt’ik sndbtbr ubsiea.nbstbr” Bwi wo’sa .wi din.wie 
a.etfftbr a.insz dwt’i c Hinauei nbs Eu.” mnEw .tHi awi 
fnaaia Hi n .oo’k oue wnbsa .ouEw” yeti, Eob.nE.a .wn. 
awou’sb?. Hinb nbz.wtbr” yu. .wiz so”

“hwi afzkT awi anzak Ieinltbr .wi Futi.” xie MotEi ta 
.trw.” “4o zou wnMi nbz tsin dwo t. tavT

Roe.ob” 'nHia Roe.ob” Bibtoe naaoEtn.ik fnaais oMie 
,oe fne.bie .weii .tHia” OnHt’z tb gbnbEtn’ .eouI’ik rnHp
I’tbr siI.a wi .wtbla bo obi lboda nIou.” hwi fie,iE. 
.neri. ,oe y’nEla.obi?a eiEeut.Hib.”

yu. c Enb?. .i’’ wie .wn.” 0o. zi.” c. dou’s eiMin’ .oo 
HuEw nIou. wod siif Hz tbMia.trn.tob dib.”

“BoHiobi  dt.w  nEEiaakT  c  anz  Enei,u’’z”  “OtbnbEtn’ 
eiEoesak E’tib. tb,oeHn.tob” BoHiobi dwo?a Iiib dt.w .wi 
geH ’obr ibourw .o ubsiea.nbs t.a Mu’bienIt’t.tia”T

c aii .wi tHfnE. o, Hz doesa tb wie ,nEi” xie a.oHnEw 
Hua. Ii Ewuebtbr” “hwn.?a wn’, Hz a.n5”T

“c lbod”T
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“xod nH c auffoais .o ro InEl .o doelv Nool n. Hz 
Eo’’inruiak dobsietbr dwtEw obi ta ai’’tbr ua ou.vT xie 
MotEi ta ’nEis dt.w n Ii.enzn’ .wn. iEwoia Hz odb fna.”

c a.of doeltbr” hueb .o ,nEi wie” jin’’z ’ool n. wie” 
Bwi?a .eztbr .o Ii a.eobrk .wi ,oeHtsnI’i ’ndzie” yu. ubp
siebin.wk c aii .wi ,ine” hwi wue.” Bwi .eua.is aoHiobik 
nbs .wiz?ei sia.eoztbr wie ,nHt’z?a ’irnEz ,oe Hobiz”

'ua. ’tli dwn. wnffibis .o Hz ,n.wie”
“hwi anHi dnz c ’oolis n. fo.ib.tn’ Iuatbiaa fne.biea 

,oe .di’Mi zineakT c anzk Hz MotEi wneawie .wnb c tb.ibs” 
“3obsietbr t, .wiz diei doeltbr ,oe y’nEla.obi”T

“You sob?. .eua. nbzobi”T c.?a n a.n.iHib.k bo. n Fuiap
.tob”

c stsb?.” Ooe ao ’obrk c stsb?.” “c stsb?.” Sb.t’ eiEib.’z”T
Bwi En.Ewia .wi fna. .ibai” xie rnAi awnefiba” “3wn. 

EwnbrisvT
You did. You changed everything.
“You sts”T
3i?ei a.nbstbr E’oai nrntb” hwi ,oero..ib din.wie a.etfp

ftbr n UtHaz Ineetie Ii.diib ua” D,.ieboob ’trw.k Hu.is 
Iz .wi abodpwinMz alzk En.Ewia .wi ro’s UiEla tb wie reiib 
izia”

“c sob?. ubsiea.nbs”T xie MotEi ta n Iein.w”
Because you’re nothing like what I expected. Stronger. 

Braver. More beautiful than any photograph could capture. 
Because you make me want to trust again. Because you make 
me want to be a man worthy of that trust.

“You?ei .wi gea. fieaob tb n ’obr .tHikT c anzk .wi doesa 
EoHtbr a’odk Hinaueisk “dwo Hnsi Hi dnb. .o .i’’ .wi 
.eu.w”T

“mMib .wourw zou .wourw. c dna zoue ibiHzvT
“mafiEtn’’z .wib”T
Bwi?a feoEiaatbr .wta” xie Htbsk n’dnza doeltbrk n’dnza 

nbn’zAtbrk .eztbr .o g. .wiai bid ftiEia tb.o .wi fuAA’i o, 
NtnH Veoaa”
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“hwi g’ia ob zoue ’nf.ofkT awi anza” “hwi eiaEui f’nba” 
xod ’obr wnMi zou Iiib doeltbr ob .wiHvT

“hweii Hob.wa”T mMiez a.en.irz ,oe anMtbr wie geH” 
mMiez Eob.tbribEz ,oe liiftbr wie fiof’i iHf’ozis” mMiez 
foaatI’i dnz .o awti’s wie ,eoH .wi ,n’’ou.” “c?Mi Iiib 
f’nbbtbr .wta eiaEui ’obrie .wnb c?Mi f’nbbis Hoa. nEFutp
at.toba”T

Because it’s not just business. Because I needed to make 
sure I could save everything you care about. Because losing 
you, losing what you’ve built, to Blackstone? It isn’t an op-
tion.

“3wz fu. ao HuEw i5oe. tb.o obi EoHfnbzvT xie MotEi 
ta ’nEis dt.w n Eob,uatob .wn. Hteeoea Hz odb tb.iebn’ 
.ueHot’”

Because it’s your company. Because everything you’ve 
built, everything you stand for, matters to me. Because some-
where along the way, I stopped trying to save your firm and 
started trying to save you.

c einEw ufk Hz gbriea .enEtbr .wi ao,. EueMi o, wie Ewiilk 
.uEltbr n a.enz a.enbs o, nuIueb wnte Iiwtbs wie ine” Bwi 
soiab?. fu’’ ndnz” c, nbz.wtbrk awi ’inba tb.o .wi .ouEwk n 
aHn’’k ubEobaEtoua HoMiHib. .wn. Hnlia Hz Ewia. nEwi”

“You gruei t. ou.kT c eifin.k Hz MotEi ao,.ie .wta .tHi”
hwiei t. ta nrntb” hwi Ewn’’ibri” hwi tbMt.n.tob” ho aii 

dwn.?a ein’’z wnffibtbr wiei” ho ubsiea.nbs .wi .eu.w c 
Enb?. zi. Ietbr Hzai’, .o anz n’ous”

“NtnH”T xie dwtafie ta Hz bnHik n Fuia.tobk nb nbadiek 
n’’ n. obEi”

“YinwvT
“hwnbl zou”T xie izia nei awtbtbr” “Ooe Enetbr nIou. 

fiof’i zou?Mi biMie Hi.” Ooe feo.iE.tbr n ’irnEz .wn. tab?. 
iMib zouea”T

It’s yours. That makes it mine.
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“c. Hn..iea .o zou”T hwi doesa nei ou. Ii,oei c Enb a.of 
.wiH” hoo wobia.” hoo eiMin’tbr” yu. c sob?. eirei. .wiH” 
“hwn. Hnlia t. Hn..ie .o Hi”T

Bwi?a ’ooltbr n. Hi bodk ein’’z ’ooltbr” Ntli awi?a aiitbr 
Hi ,oe .wi gea. .tHi” 0o. NtnH Veoaak Eoefoen.i entsie” 
0o. .wi Hnb dwo dnb.a .o Iuz wie EoHfnbz” 'ua. Hi” 
NtnH”

hwta ta snbrieoua .ieet.oez” Bwi?a a.ne.tbr .o ubsiea.nbsk 
nbs obEi awi soiak iMiez.wtbr Ewnbria” hwi rnHik .wi feip
.ibaik .wi Enei,u’’z Eoba.euE.is dn’’a c?Mi ’tMis Iiwtbs ,oe 
zinea”

c awou’s a.if InEl” Ju. aoHi sta.nbEi Ii.diib ua” jip
Htbs ua Io.w .wn. di a.t’’ wnMi Iuatbiaa .o eiao’Mi” y’nElp
a.obi .o sin’ dt.w” D soAib einaoba dwz .wtak dwn.iMie this 
tak ta EoHf’tEn.is” cHfoaatI’i”

cba.insk c HoMi E’oaie”
“mHHn”T
“3wn.vT xie Iein.w wt.Ewia”
I’m falling for you. I’ve been falling for you since before I 

knew your name. And if we get out of this cabin without me 
kissing you, it’ll be a miracle.

Rz rnAi seofa .o wie Hou.w” xie ’tfa fne. a’trw.’z”
Vob.eo’” c biis Eob.eo’”
“3i awou’s feoInI’z ri. InEl .o .wi dtbsoda”T Vodp

nes” hwi does aEeinHa tb Hz wins”
Bwi bosak Iu. awi soiab?. HoMi it.wie” 3i?ei auafibsp

is tb .wi n,.ieboob ’trw.k E’oai ibourw .o .ouEwk .wi nte 
EenEl’tbr dt.w ubafolib doesak dt.w n .ibatob .wn. wna 
bo.wtbr .o so dt.w din.wie a.etfftbr nbs iMiez.wtbr .o so 
dt.w .wi a.oeH Ieidtbr Ii.diib ua”

Bwi lboda”  RnzIi bo.  iMiez.wtbr”  yu.  awi  lboda 
ibourw”

“jtrw.kT awi anza gbn’’zk wie MotEi ao,.k sta.enE.is” xie 
Htbs ta E’ine’z aoHidwiei i’ai ib.tei’z” “hwi dtbsoda”T
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JeoInI’z .eztbr .o gruei ou. dwib wie ibiHz IiEnHi 
aoHi.wtbr i’ai” BoHi.wtbr Hoei”

BoHi.wtbr awi Htrw. iMib dnb.”

3i gbtaw .wi eia. o, .wi dtbsoda” hwi at’ibEi Ii.diib 
ua ta bo ’obrie a.entbis Iu. g’’is dt.w n st5ieib. ltbs o, 
.ibatob” Db ndneibiaa” 3i doel dt.w nb inai .wn. Ii’tia 
.wi Hiei wouea di?Mi afib. tb inEw o.wie?a EoHfnbzk n 
ewz.wH uaun’’z ,oubs tb ’obrpa.nbstbr fne.bieawtfa” Bwi 
nb.tEtfn.ia dwn. c biis Ii,oei c nal” c nsLua. Hz fnEi .o 
Hn.Ew wiea”

hwta ta dwn. fne.bieawtf ,ii’a ’tli” 0o. .wi Eoefoen.i 
ltbsk n’’ ’iMienri nbs biro.tn.tob” BoHi.wtbr i’ai” BoHip
.wtbr ein’”

3wib di?ei sobik .wi EnItb ta ain’is .trw. nrntba. .wi 
ibEeonEwtbr Eo’s” 3neH” BiEuei” cao’n.is ,eoH .wi doe’s 
ou.atsi”

'ua. ’tli c dnb. .o liif wie” Bn,i” Jeo.iE.is” Rtbi”
hwi .wourw. I’tbsatsia Hi” Mine”
mHHn euba wie wnbs n’obr .wi dtbsodat’’k EwiEltbr 

oue doel” xie Ieod ta ,ueeodis tb EobEib.en.tob” “hwtbl 
t.?’’ wo’svT

I hope not. I hope this storm lasts forever. I hope we never 
have to leave this place, never have to watch you walk back 
into a world where I might lose you.

“c.?’’ wo’skT c anzk Hz MotEi eourwie .wnb c tb.ibs”
Bwi bosak .wib a.ne.a rn.wietbr .wi .oo’ak fu..tbr .wtbra 

InEl dwiei .wiz Ii’obr” c dn.Ew wie HoMi neoubs .wi 
aHn’’ EnItbk wie HoMiHib.a iEEtib.k renEi,u’” Bwi g.a 
wiei” cb .wta afnEi .wn. iEwoia dt.w ribien.toba o, wie 
,nHt’zk aueeoubsis Iz .wite HiHoetiak .wite ’oMi”

Bwi Ii’obra wiei”
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Dbs HnzIik t, c?H Miez ’uElzk t, c?H Miez Enei,u’k c Htrw. 
Ii’obr wiei dt.w wie”

“NtnHvT xie MotEi fu’’a Hi ,eoH Hz .wourw.a”
“YinwvT
“3wn. wnffiba bodvT
Now I try not to fall completely, irrevocably in love with 

you before we figure out how to save your company and 
survive whatever comes next.

“0od di dnt.kT c anz” “Ooe .wi a.oeH .o fnaa”T
“Dbs .wibvT xie reiib izia aineEw Htbi”
hwib di ro InEl .o .wi ein’ doe’s” 3wiei zou?ei mHHn 

BtbE’ntek Hnbnrtbr fne.bie o, BtbE’nte nbs DaaoEtn.iak nbs 
c?H NtnH Veoaak VmC o, Veoaa cbsua.etia” Dbs di wnMi .o 
gruei ou. t, dwn.?a wnffibtbr Ii.diib uak .wta ,enrt’ik ubp
sibtnI’i EobbiE.tobk Enb aueMtMi ou.atsi .wiai ,oue dn’’a”

“hwibkT c anzk Hii.tbr wie rnAik wo’stbr t.” “3i anMi 
zoue EoHfnbz”T

D aHt’i .ouEwia wie ’tfa” D ein’ aHt’i” 0o. runesisk 
bo. feo,iaatobn’k bo. fo’t.i” D ributbik Iein.w.nltbr aHt’i 
.wn. einEwia wie izia nbs Hnlia Hz Ewia. nEwi”

Gosk awi?a Iinu.t,u’ dwib awi aHt’ia”
Dbs c ein’tAik dt.w n Eie.ntb.z .wn. ai..’ia siif tb Hz 

Iobiak .wn. c?’’ so dwn.iMie t. .nlia .o liif wie aHt’tbr” 
3wn.iMie t. .nlia .o anMi wie EoHfnbz”

3wn.iMie t. .nlia .o Hnli wie Htbi”
hwta tab?. Lua. nIou. Hz ,n.wie nbzHoei” hwta tab?. Lua. 

nIou. y’nEla.obi”
hwta ta nIou. mHHn”
c.?a n’dnza Iiib nIou. mHHn”



Chapte Fiv�e

Emma
The storm outside intensiaes vs egeninl sett,esw the 

find v mourncu, hof, vlvinst the bv.in fv,,sS pnof ye,ts 
the findofs fith v re,ent,ess rhWthmS

Ie b,evn uy vcter vnother yvstv dinnerw v bomcortv.,e 
si,enbe .etfeen usS This timew - vbtuv,,W bontri.utew bhoyk
yinl geletv.,es fith v suryrisinl ,vbL oc disvsterw ’ivm 
direbtinl me fith vn vmused yvtienbe thvt“s cvr crom the 
boryorvte shvrL - arst metS

Yqou“re ”uietSH Pis goibe v ,of rum.,e vs he rinses the 
,vst oc the suds crom v y,vteS

YMrobessinlwH - vdmitS BW mind is v fhir, oc nef incork
mvtionw nef cee,inlsS PimS Pis yvstS The threvt oc U,vbLk
stoneS CsS

YCnderstvndv.,eSH Pe stvbLs the y,vtew his mogements 
ebonomibv, vnd yrebiseS

- drW the anv, dishw the cvmi,ivr yvttern oc mW lrvndk
mother“s bhinv v smv,, bomcort in this surrev, situvtionS 
- y,vbe it bvrecu,,W in the bv.inetS Y?vn - vsL Wou somek
thinl…H

Pe turns crom the sinLw fiyinl his hvnds on v tofe,w his 
lreW eWes meetinl mineS YphootSH

Yqour cvther“s bomyvnWS Ihvt fvs it ,iLe… UecoreA 
egerWthinlSH
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’ivm sti,,sw his hvnds yvusinl midkmotionS xor v .evtw 
the on,W sounds vre the brvbL,inl are vnd the find“s vsk
svu,tS - thinL he milht not vnsferw thvt -“ge yushed too cvr 
into v yrigvte sorrofS

Thenw his goibew socter thvn -“ge hevrd itw a,,s the smv,, 
LitbhenS Y-t fvs egerWthinlS pmv,,w .ut so,idS Vvd Lnef 
egerW emy,oWee .W nvmew Lnef their Lidsw their yro.,emsS 
Pe to,d me onbe v.out the vnnuv, bomyvnW yibnibw hof 
he“d remem.er fhibh Lid fvnted the ejtrv hot dolw fhibh 
one fvs sbvred oc the threek,elled rvbeSH Q cvint smi,e 
toubhes his ,iysw then gvnishesS Y-t fvsn“t zust v zo. cor 
yeoy,eS -t fvs bommunitWSH

Q yvnl oc rebolnition loes throulh meS Ypounds ,iLe 
mW lrvndcvther“s armSH

YqevhSH Pis lv‘e is distvntS Y-t fvsSH Pe yu,,s the y,ulw 
vnd fe fvtbh the sovyW fvter sfir, dofn the drvinw v 
smv,,w mundvne vbtion thvt cee,s feilhted fith unsyoLen 
,ossS YVvd used to tvLe me to forL on pvturdvWs fhen - 
fvs v LidS ’et me Ghe,y“ fith ingentorWw lvge me mW ofn 
b,iy.ovrdS - thoulht - fvs so imyortvntSH

Yqou fvnted to tvLe oger the .usiness…H -t seems v nvtk
urv, vssumytionS

Pe shvLes his hevdw v frW tfist to his ,iysS YNodw noS - 
fvs loinl to .e v ,vfWerSH

- nevr,W droy the dish tofe,S Yperious,W…H
YBibhilvn ’vf pbhoo,S xu,, sbho,vrshiySH Pe ,evns .vbL 

vlvinst the bounterw vrms brossedS Y- fvs loinl to .e the 
arst ?ross to fevr v suit to forL egerW dvWSH

YIhvt hvyyened…H The ”uestion is v,most v fhisyerS
YU,vbLstone hvyyenedSH The nvme is v burse on his 

tonlueS YVvd needed he,y alhtinl the tvLeogerw so - tooL 
v ,evge oc v.senbe to bome homeS Thoulht it fou,d .e 
temyorvrWSH

YUut it fvsn“tSH BW hevrt vbhes cor the Wounl mvn he 
must hvge .eenw his drevms dervi,edS
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YUW the time it fvs ogerw there fvs nothinl ,ect to lo 
.vbL toSH Pis goibe is :vtw degoid oc emotionw Wet the yvin 
is v yv,yv.,e thinl in the smv,, LitbhenS Y5o moneW cor 
,vf sbhoo,w no cvmi,W .usiness to inheritS 1ust de.t vnd mW 
cvther“s .roLen syiritSH

That’s why he knows so much about corporate law, - rek
v,i‘e fith v zo,tS He was almost one of us. The Lnof,edle 
rekcrvmes egerWthinl - thoulht - Lnef v.out himS

Y-“m sorrWwH - svWw the fords cee,inl utter,W invde”uvteS
YVon“t .eSH Pis lv‘e meets minew hvrd vnd direbtS Y-t 

mvde me fho - vmSH
YQ .i,,ionvire…H The ford tvstes bWnibv, on mW tonlueS
YQ yrotebtorSH Pis goibe is ”uietw .ut the bongibtion in it 

is v.so,uteS Q yrotebtorS -t resonvtes fith v truth -“m on,W 
zust .elinninl to understvndS

Ie moge to the ,iginl roomS The are brvbL,esw v fvrmw 
ingitinl hevrt in the stormk,vshed bv.inS BW lrvndcvk
ther“s fine bo,,ebtionw usuv,,W reserged cor syebiv, obbvk
sionsw seems to bv,, outS ’ivmw sensinl mW thoulhtw rek
trieges v .ott,e oc ribh ?v.ernet vnd yours tfo l,vssesS Ie 
sett,e on oyyosite ends oc the boubhw v bvrecu, distvnbe sti,, 
.etfeen usw Wet the syvbe cee,s bhvrled fith the feilht oc 
his boncessionS

Yqour turnwH he svWsw his eWes andinl mine oger the rim 
oc his l,vssS

Yxor fhvt…H
YTruthS IhW does svginl Wour lrvndcvther“s arm mvtter 

so mubh to Wou…H
- tvLe v ,vrle siy oc finew the v,boho, v fe,bome fvrmthS 

?ourvleS - need bourvle cor thisS YBW yvrents died fhen 
- fvs nineteenSH

Pis ejyression soctensS Y- LnofS -“m sorrWSH
Y?vr vbbidentSH - stvre into the :vmesw the memorW v 

cvmi,ivr vbheS YU,vbL ibeS TheW fere bominl home crom v 
b,ient dinnerSH The sbene :vshes in mW mind2 the ,vteknilht 
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bv,,w the yo,ibe o3ber“s lrvge cvbew the for,d ti,tinl on its 
vjisS Y4ne minute -“m v normv, bo,,ele student forried 
v.out anv,sw the nejt -“m vn oryhvn fith v lrieginl lrvndk
cvther vnd v ,vf arm thvt needs ,evdershiySH

YThvt“s v ,ot cor vnWone to hvnd,eSH Pis goibe is lent,eS
Y- fvsn“t revdWSH The vdmission cee,s rvfw egen nofS 

Y- thoulht - hvd Wevrs to yreyvrew to ,evrn the .usiness 
lrvduv,,WS -nstevdw - lot throfn into the deey end fith 
shvrLs birb,inlSH

YUut Wou surgigedSH
YUvre,WSH - mvnvle v humor,ess ,vulhS YThe arst Wevr 

fvs v nilhtmvreS ?,ients testinl mew yvrtners ”uestioninl 
egerW debisionw bomyetitors trWinl to yovbh our vbbountsS 
- mvde mistvLesS Uil onesSH BW goibe trem.,es s,ilht,W vt 
the memorW oc those evr,Ww terricWinl dvWsS

Ypubh vs…H
Y- trusted the fronl yeoy,eS Nvge sebond bhvnbes to 

yvrtners fho didn“t deserge themSH - tvLe vnother siy oc 
finew stvrinl ajed,W into the are to vgoid his lv‘e vs the 
most yvincu, memorW surcvbesS Y5evr,W ,ost our .illest 
b,ient .ebvuse - fvs too yroud to vsL cor he,ySH

’ivm shicts on the boubhw the mogement drvfinl mW 
vttentionS Pe“s b,oser nofw his yresenbe v stevdW fvrmth 
in the roomS YIhvt bhvnled…H

YNrvndyv hvd his stroLeSH The fords vre hevgWS Ypudk
den,Ww - fvsn“t zust trWinl to yroge mWse,c vnWmoreS - fvs 
the on,W thinl stvndinl .etfeen our cvmi,W“s ,elvbW vnd 
totv, bo,,vyseSH

Y5o yressurewH he svWsw v hint oc ironW in his toneS
YEilht…H BW ,vulh is .ritt,eS YDgerWone Leyt te,,inl me 

- fvs too Wounlw too inejyerienbedw too emotionv,S Thvt - 
shou,d se,, fhi,e - sti,, bou,dSH

YUut Wou didn“tSH
BW hvnd tilhtens vround the fine l,vssw the stem boo, 

vlvinst mW yv,mS Y- bou,dn“tS This arm is egerWthinl mW 
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lrvndcvther forLed corw egerWthinl mW cvther fvs yroud 
ocSH

YQnd ic Wou ,ost it…H Pis ”uestion is ”uietw .ut it ,vnds 
fith corbeS

- stvre into the mesmeri‘inl dvnbe oc the :vmesS Y-“d .e 
the pinb,vir fho destroWed cour lenervtions oc forLSH

YDmmvSH Pis goibe is soctw insistentS
YIhvt…H
Yqou Lnof thvt“s not trueSH
Y-sn“t it…H BW goibe brvbLsS The cevrw v,fvWs simmerinl 

.enevth the surcvbew threvtens to .revL creeS Y-c U,vbLstone 
tvLes us ogerw fhose cvu,t is thvt…H

YTheirsS 5ot WoursSH
Y-  shou,d  hvge  seen  it  bominlS  phou,d  hvge  .een 

stronler6H
Yqou shou,d hvge .een ysWbhib…H he interzebtsw v toubh 

oc armness in his toneS
Y- shou,d hvge .een .etterSH The fords vre .roLenw v 

boncession oc mW deeyest invde”uvbWS - yress mW hvnd to 
mW mouthw alhtinl .vbL the tevrs thvt stinl mW eWesS Don’t 
cry. Don’t you dare cry in front of him.

YPeWSH ’ivm“s goibe is v lent,e bommvndS Y’ooL vt meSH
Ee,ubtvnt,Ww - ,ict mW lv‘eS Pe“s moged b,oser sti,,w his 

Lnee v,most .rushinl mineS - bvn see the :ebLs oc .,ue in 
his lrvW eWesw the bonbern etbhed vround his mouthS

Yqou“ge Leyt thvt arm v,ige cor tfo Wevrs vlvinst imyosk
si.,e oddswH he svWsw his goibe v ,ofw stevdW vnbhorS Yqou“ge 
yrotebted egerW zo.w mvintvined egerW b,ient re,vtionshiyw 
honored egerW bommitmentS Thvt“s not cvi,ureS Thvt“s v 
mirvb,eSH

Y-t doesn“t cee, ,iLe v mirvb,eSH -t cee,s ,iLe v bonstvntw 
ejhvustinl .vtt,eS

YThe .est ones neger doSH
IhW does he v,fvWs Lnof ejvbt,W fhvt to svW… Pof 

does he see the brvbLs in mW vrmor so b,evr,W…
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Y-“m sbvredwH - vdmitw the fords v rvf fhisyerS
Y4c fhvt…H
Y4c ,osinl egerWthinlS 4c yroginl egerWone rilht fho 

svid - fvsn“t lood enoulhS 4c cvi,inl mW cvmi,WSH The cevrs 
tum.,e outw ejyosed vnd gu,nerv.,eS

YDmmvSH
YIhvt…H
Yqou“re not cvi,inl vnWoneSH
YPof bvn Wou .e so sure…H
YUebvuse -“ge .een fhere Wou vreSH Pis eWes ho,d minew v 

deeyw unfvgerinl understvndinl in their deythsS Y- Lnof 
fhvt it ,ooLs ,iLe fhen someone liges uyw vnd - Lnof fhvt 
it ,ooLs ,iLe fhen someone alhtsS qou“re v alhterSH

The are,ilht :ibLers vbross his cvbew bvstinl shictinl 
shvdofs thvt hilh,ilht the stronl ,ines oc his zvfS Q burk
rentw yotent vnd unsyoLenw yu,sed in the syvbe .etfeen 
usS BW sLin yribL,ed fith the intensitW oc itS

Yqou svged mewH - fhisyerw the rev,i‘vtion hittinl me 
fith sudden b,vritWS

YIhvt…H
Y-c Wou hvdn“t cound out v.out U,vbLstonew ic Wou 

hvdn“t mvde Wour oHerw - fou,d hvge ,ost egerWthinl fithk
out egen Lnofinl fhWSH

Yqou fou,d hvge alured it outSH Pis bonadenbe in me 
is v stvrt,inl bomcortS

YBvW.eS BvW.e notSH
Ie“re b,ose nofS po b,oseS - bvn sme,, the b,evnw mvsk

bu,ine sbent oc his sovyw see the cvint shvdof oc stu..,e 
v,onl his zvfw the fvW v strvW ,obL oc dvrL hvir cv,,s vbross 
his corehevdS - bou,d bount his eWe,vshes ic - fvnted toS

Qnd - do fvnt toS Qmonl other thinlsS
YDmmvSH Pis goibe is v ,of murmurS
Yqevh…H
YIe shou,d yro.v.,W lo to .edSH
That’s not what I want him to say. YMro.v.,WSH
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Uut neither oc us mogesS Ie“re bvulht in the crvli,e fe. 
oc this nefcound honestWw this dvnlerous intimvbW thvt 
hvs nothinl to do fith .usiness vnd egerWthinl to do fith 
the fvW he“s ,ooLinl vt meS

The  .edroom  cee,s  diHerent  tonilhtS  ?o,derw  Wet 
bhvrled fith v nefw shvryer tensionS -t“s not zust the yhWsk
ibv, vfvreness oc shvrinl v smv,, syvbe vnWmoreS -t“s the 
emotionv, intimvbW fe zust shvred .W the arew the truths 
,vid .vreS Pe“s not mW enemWS Pe“s .een trWinl to svge meS 
Qnd the fvW he ,ooLed vt meA ,iLe - fvs forth yrotebtinlw 
forth alhtinl corS

Ie lo throulh the cvmi,ivrw vfLfvrd dvnbe oc nelotivtk
inl syvbew .ut the underburrent is diHerentS Bore honestS

YNround ru,es sti,, vyy,WwH - svWw mW goibe v ,itt,e too 
.rilht vs - yu,, .vbL the bogers on mW side oc the .edS

YEilhtSH Pis ,iys ”uirLS Yqour sidew mW sideSH
Y5o brossinl the ingisi.,e ,ineSH
YCnderstoodSH
Uut fhen - s,ide into .edw ’ivm“s v,revdW therew yroyyed 

vlvinst the yi,,ofsS Pe“s fevrinl on,W his thermv, shirt 
vnd .ojersw vnd the ingisi.,e ,ine cee,s more ,iLe v :imsW 
sullestion thvn vn un.revLv.,e ru,eS BW yu,se ”uibLensS

YDmmvSH
YIhvt…H
YThvnL WouSH Pis goibe is ,ofw seriousS Yxor ,isteninl 

todvWS xor .e,ieginl me v.out U,vbLstoneSH
YThvnL Wou cor te,,inl me the truthSH
Y- shou,d hvge to,d Wou soonerSH
Yqou to,d me fhen Wou fere revdWSH
Pe turns tofvrds mew his .odW shictinl on the mvttressS 

Boon,ilhtw v yv,e fvsh crom the findofw i,,uminvtes his 
cevturesw striyyinl vfvW the .ovrdroom mvsLS Y- fvnted 
to te,, Wou crom the .elinninlSH

YIhvt stoyyed Wou…H
YxevrSH The vdmission is stvrL in the ”uiet roomS
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Y4c fhvt…H
YThvt Wou“d thinL - fvs ,WinlSH Pis lv‘e is intenseS 

YThvt Wou“d recuse mW he,yS Thvt -“d ,ose vnW bhvnbe ocAH 
Pe hesitvtesw his goibe droyyinlS

Y4c fhvt…H - fhisyerw mW hevrt thuddinlS
Y4c Lnofinl WouSH
Of knowing you. 5ot yrotebtinl mW bomyvnWS 5ot svgk

inl mW armS Inofinl meS
Y’ivmSH
Yqevh…H
Yqou Lnof me nofSH
YVo -…H Q cvint smi,e toubhes his ,iysS
YIhvt do Wou fvnt to Lnof…H The ”uestion is v .o,d 

ingitvtionw v ,evy oc cvith in the bhvrled dvrLnessS
YDgerWthinlwH he svWs ”uiet,WS
BW .revth bvtbhesS YThvt“s v ,otSH
Y- hvge timeSH
Vo fe… Vo fe hvge time cor thisw fhvteger this is .ek

bominlw fith the storm rvlinl outside vnd U,vbLstone 
,oominl…

YQsL me somethinlwH - svWw needinl to .revL the intenk
sitWw to lround mWse,c in somethinl bonbreteS

YIhvt“s Wour midd,e nvme…H
-t“s not fhvt - ejyebtedS po simy,eS poA normv,S YEoseS 

Dmmv Eose pinb,virS Qcter mW lrvndmotherSH
YThe one fho bo,,ebted .ooLs…H
YMoetrWw most,WSH Q cond smi,e toubhes mW ,iysS Yphe 

used to revd to me fhen - fvs ,itt,eS VibLinsonw xrostw 
BvWv Qnle,ouSH

Y-s thvt fhW Wou hvge bv,,uses crom luitvr… phe tvulht 
Wou musib too…H

Y5ow thvt fvs mW dvdSH The memorW .rinls v cvmi,ivr 
yvnlS YPe svid egerW ,vfWer shou,d hvge somethinl thvt 
fvsn“t v.out finninl or ,osinlSH

Ypmvrt mvnSH
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YPe fvsSH
Q bomcortv.,e si,enbe sett,es .etfeen usw .roLen on,W 

.W the silh oc the findS The bv.inw onbe v sWm.o, oc mW 
iso,vtionw nof cee,s ,iLe v svnbtuvrWS

Yqour turnwH ’ivm svWsw his goibe v ,of rum.,eS
YIhvt…H
YQsL me somethinlSH
Ihere do - egen stvrt… What’s your favorite color? What 

do you dream about? Why do you look at me like that, like 
I’m the only thing in the world that matters?

YIhvt fou,d Wou hvge done…H - anv,,W vsLw the ”uestion 
corminl s,of,WS Y-c Wou“d .ebome v ,vfWer instevd oc v 
.i,,ionvire…H

Pe“s ”uiet cor v momentS YMu.,ib interest ,vfS ’elv, vidw 
yro.v.,WS Pe,y yeoy,e fho bou,dn“t vHord to alht the 
sWstemSH

4c bourseS -t ats the YyrotebtorH he nvmed himse,cS 
Yqou“d hvge .een lood vt thvtSH

YBvW.eSH Q note oc fistcu,ness - hvgen“t hevrd .ecoreS 
Y-“,, neger LnofSH

Yqou bou,d sti,, lo .vbL to sbhoo,SH
Pe bhubL,esw v ,ofw soct soundS YQt thirtWkcour…H
Y-t“s not thvt o,dSH
YpvWs the fomvn fho hvd her ,ice alured out vt ninek

teenSH
Y- didn“t hvge mW ,ice alured outwH - borrebtw v toubh oc 

o,d decensigeness breeyinl inS Y- hvd mW ,ice corbed on meSH
Yxvir yointSH
Qnother si,enbe stretbhesw ,onler this timeS - bvn hevr 

’ivm“s .revthinlw s,of vnd stevdW .eside meS - fonder ic 
he“s cv,,inl vs,eeyw ic the emotionv, to,, oc the dvW hvs anv,,W 
bvulht uy to himS

YDmmv…H Pis goibe is soctw yu,,inl me .vbL crom the 
edle oc mW ofn thoulhtsS

Yqevh…H
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YIhvt sbvres Wou most…H



Chapte Six�

Liam
The generator coughs. Sputters. Dies.
Silence slams the cabin. The hum vanishes, replaced by 

the wind’s raw howl. Cold seeps through the Eoorboards, 
a predatory chill.

Shit.
“mma stirs beside me. W?hat was that”G
WIenerator’s out.G k throw bacM the covers. ;y breath 

plumesL the temperature drop is alarming. WStay here. k’ll 
checM it.G

WfiMe hell.G
She’s up, -umbling -or her robe, -ollowing me to the 

main room. The Nre is low, embers glowing -aintly. ?ithO
out the generator, this room will soon be as cold as the 
bedroom.

k Eip the light switch. Hothing. Anly the Nreplace’s 
-aint, angry glow.

“mma shivers. WKow long will it taMe to get cold”G
WQt this temperature”G The wind shrieMs outside. WQn 

hour, maybe, be-ore it’s dangerous.G
k Nnd a Eashlight. kts beam cuts the gloom. Wk need to 

checM the generator. Ueep the Nre going.G
She nods, already moving to the woodpile. Smart.
Autside, wind rips at me, stinging with ice. The generaO

tor under its cover is a dead, silent lump. k wrestle the cover 
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ox, Nngers stixening. zuel gauge6 empty. A- course. Two 
days o- constant running drained it.

Spare -uel cans are in the shed, buried under three -eet 
o- snow, with more piling up. “ven i- k could dig them out 
and wrestle one bacM, the generator wouldn’t restart in this 
e0treme cold and moisture. Q lost cause.

?e’re on our own until morning. Qt least.
VacM inside, “mma has coa0ed the Nre bacM to li-e. 

zlames climb, casting dancing shadows. She looMs small, 
huddled near its warmth.

W?ell”G Ker voice is tight.
WIenerator’s dead until the storm passes.G k stamp snow 

-rom my boots. WAut o- -uel, too cold to restart.G
k watch her process this, eyes wide in the Nrelight. WSo 

we have no heat e0cept the Nre.G
WYight.G
WQnd it only heats this room.G
WYight.G
Ker gaqe EicMs to the couch, then to me. Calculating. 

The couch bed isn’t large. WSo we can’t sleep in the bedO
room.G

Right. The couch. Or the floor.
The unspoMen hangs heavy.
W?e’ll stay in here tonight, close to the Nre.G
“mma looMs at the couch, then me, her e0pression a 

mi0 o- resignation and something unreadable. WIround 
rules”G Q -aint tremor in her voice.

Ho ground rules will maMe this easy, not with the curO
rent thrumming between us.

WVody heat.G The word starM. WSurvival, “mma. Hot 
seduction.G Q necessary lie. zor us both.

WYight.G Q whisper. WSurvival.G
Vut her looM, her caught breath, says she Mnows the line 

is about to blur.
k pull cushions ox the couch. WKelp me set this up.G
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?e worM in tense silence, converting the couch into a 
maMeshi-t bed, piling on every blanMet and 1uilt. The Nre 
cracMles, a counterpoint to the wind’s assault. k -eel the 
deeper cold seeping in -rom unheated corners.

WThis is insane,G “mma says, at the -oot o- our bed, arms 
wrapped tightly around hersel-.

Wkt’s temporary.G k don’t -eel reassured.
WYight. Temporary.G
She looMs at me, an echo in her eyes o- our earlier converO

sation. What scares you most? The truth k couldn’t voice.
You, Emma. You scare me more than Blackstone, more 

than failure. With you, I have everything to lose.
W“mma.G
W?hat”G
W?e’re going to have to get close.G StarM. Hecessary. 

WSMin contact, shared body heat. Anly way to stay warm.G
Wk Mnow.G Ker voice is small.
WQnd i- we do this, we do it right. Ho hal- measures.G
She nods 1uicMly. k see her pulse, a -rantic bird, at her 

throat. WAMay.G
This is going to Mill me.
WAMay.G
?e’re both being ridiculous, trying to maintain an imO

possible distance. “mma’s in thermals under her Eannels. 
k’m in bo0er brie-s and a thermal shirt. ?e arrange ourO
selves under the mountain o- blanMets with care-ul, awMO
ward precision, pretending this is purely practical.

kt’s not worMing. The air cracMles.
W5ou’re shivering,G k point out. Ker teeth chatter so-tly.
Wk’m Nne.G Q lie.
W“mma.G zirm. W5ou’re three -eet away and shivering. 

This de-eats the purpose.G
Wk’m 2ust3 ad2usting.G
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She’s scared. Hot o- me, k thinM. Vut o- this. A- what 
it means. A- how much she wants this to be more than 
survival.

WCome here.G
Wk am here.G ;u4ed by blanMets.
W5ou’re barely on the bed. Come here.G
k reach -or her. She Einches, then stills. Slowly, she lets 

me pull her closer. Ker body is tense, then gradually so-tO
ens, molds against my side. ?arm. She Nts against me perO
-ectly, as i- this space was carved out 2ust -or her.

WVetter”G ;y voice is rough.
W;uch.G Ker breath ghosts across my necM, a little 

shaMy.
k looM down. She’s looMing up, her -ace illuminated by 

Nrelight. Ker eyes, wide and luminous, hold unspoMen 
1uestions, unacMnowledged desires.

This isn’t 2ust about staying warm. kt never was.
W“mma.G Q low growl.
W?hat”G
k should tell her about my -ather. Hot 2ust VlacMstone, 

but the man. Show her the photograph. Iive her the truth 
she deserves.

knstead,  my Nngers  Nnd her  hair,  stroMing the so-t 
strands. kt’s liMe silM, cool beneath my touch. W5our hair’s 
so-t.G

Brilliant, Cross.
Q tiny smile. Wks it”G
W5eah.G
She shi-ts, closer. Ker hand rests on my chest, over my 

heart. Can she -eel its -rantic rhythm”
Wfiam”G Q breath.
W5eah”G
WQre  we  still  pretending  this  is  2ust  about  staying 

warm”G
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Ho. ?e stopped pretending when k pulled her against 
me.

W?hat do you thinM”G Koarse.
Wk thinM,G she says, her gaqe unwavering, Wwe’re in trouO

ble.G
W5eah.G Q rough chucMle. W?e are.G
Ker hand moves, Nngers tracing my 2aw, a -eatherOlight 

touch that ignites my sMin.
W?hat Mind o- trouble”G she whispers.
The kind where I forget every reason this is complicated. 

The kind where all I want is her.
WThe Mind,G k say, my voice thicM, Wwhere k stop thinMing 

about tomorrow and start thinMing about right now.G
W?hat about right now”G Ker breath hitches.
Right now, I want to kiss you until you forget your own 

name. Right now, I want to make you mine.
WYight now,G k say, my gaqe dropping to her lips, Wk want 

to Miss you.G
Ker eyes widen. Ker lips part. Qn invitation. WThen why 

aren’t you”G
Vecause this changes everything. Vecause you deserve 

better than a man tangled in lies.
Vut she’s looMing at me, luminous with want and trust. 

?arm, willing, into0icating.
Screw it.
k lean down and Miss her.
kt’s supposed to be gentle. knstead, it’s Nre. Q desperO

ate, hungry claiming. Qn answer to every unspoMen word, 
every stolen glance.

She maMes a so-t sound against my mouth, Misses me 
bacM with matching -erocity, Nngers tangling in my hair. 
k deepen the Miss, tasting her, learning her.

This is what k’ve wanted. This raw connection.
?e breaM apart, breathless, chests heaving.
WThat was3G she starts, husMy.
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W5eah.G ;y voice, unrecogniqable.
W?e should stop.G Ho conviction.
W8robably.G ;y body screams otherwise.
Heither o- us moves. She’s closer, leg tangled with mine, 

body so-t against me.
W“mma.G
W?hat”G
Wk need you to Mnow something.G
W?hat”G Ker eyes search mine.
This isn’t just physical. You’ve burrowed under my skin. 

Saving your company stopped being about my father when I 
truly saw you.

k reach -or my wallet, pull out the worn photograph. 
Kand it to her. WThat’s my -ather.G

She taMes it, studies it in the Nrelight. Kim at the -actory, 
arm around my shoulders, both grinning. k was seventeen, 
still dreaming o- law school.

W5ou looM liMe him,G she says so-tly.
WKe was a good man.G Q -amiliar ache. WKonest. TooM 

care o- people.G
WTell me about him.G Ientle, inviting.
So k do. Saturday mornings at the -actory. The smell 

o- grease and metal. Teaching me tools. Unowing every 
employee’s birthday. The day VlacMstone’s oxer came. The 
hope. Then the slow, agoniqing betrayal. Despair.

WKe died believing he’d -ailed everyone,G k Nnish, my 
voice raw.

“mma is 1uiet, thumb tracing the photo’s edge.
Wks that why you’re saving my company”G she asMs, bareO

ly a whisper. Wzor him”G
It started that way. Atonement. Justice. But somewhere, it 

became about her.
Wkt started that way.G
WQnd now”G Ker eyes li-t, vulnerable.



Yf DQH“jH

Now it’s because I’m falling for you. I can’t bear watching 
you lose everything.

k taMe the photo, set it aside. fooM at her.
WHow,G k say, my voice thicM, Wit’s because k can’t stand 

watching you go through what he did.G
Ker breath catches. Wfiam.G
W?hat”G
WUiss me again.G Q plea, an acceptance.
Yes.
This time, the Miss is reverent. fiMe she’s something inO

Nnitely precious, something k’m terriNed o- breaMing. Vut 
she’s not -ragile. She Misses me bacM with a Nerceness that 
steals my breath.

Ker hands slip under my thermal shirt. Cool Nngers 
brand my sMin. Q groan rumbles in my chest. Ker touch, 
curious then bolder, drives me to the edge.

?e should stop. Too -ast. Too -ar.
Vut when k try to pull bacM, she -ollows, her mouth hot 

against my throat.
W“mma.G Q ragged gasp.
WDon’t stop,G she whispers. W8lease don’t stop.G
k’m not strong enough. Hot when she’s touching me 

liMe that.
WQre you sure”G Q -ormality.
Wk’m sure.G Ker green eyes, darM with desire, meet mine.
k’m lost. Btterly lost in her.
?e move liMe weIre learning a new language, written in 

touch and breath. Ker hands e0plore my chest as k trace 
her waist, her hip, memoriqing her.

Iod, she’s beauti-ul.
W5ou’re thinMing too hard,G she whispers against my ear.
WQm k”G Q low rasp.
WIears turning.G
k’m trying not to rush this. k want this right -or her. She 

deserves everything.
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WCan’t help it.G ?eaM humor. WAccupational haqard.G
She pulls bacM, her hair cascading, veiling us. W?hat are 

you thinMing about”G
Kow k  never  e0pected this.  Kow you’re  nothing k 

thought k wanted. Kow scared k am this is 2ust the storm, 
2ust pro0imity. Kow much k want it to be more.

WKow this changes everything,G k say, raw truth.
WDoes it have to”G So-t, hope-ul.
Yes. I can’t go back. Can’t pretend I don’t care. You’re too 

important.
W5eah,G k say. Wkt does.G
WIood,G she says, a slow smile. She Misses me again.
Ho  hesitation.  8ure  heat,  raw  need,  the  desperate 

hunger building since k Nrst saw her.

Emma
Ke doesn’t answer immediately. knstead, he shi-ts closer, 

his hand brushing against mine. The contact sends a 2olt 
through me, a sparM that ignites something k’ve been trying 
to ignore since we got snowed in. Since we’ve been -orced 
to share this space, this silence, this unspoMen tension.

“I’m saying,” he begins, his voice rough, “that we should 
stop pretending this isn’t happening.”

;y breath catches. “What isn’t happening?”
Ke looMs at me then, his gaqe intense, piercing. “This.” 

Kis hand moves deliberately, sliding up my arm, his thumb 
graqing the bare sMin where my sleeve has ridden up. “The 
way you look at me. The way I can’t stop thinking about 
you.”

k hold his gaqe, my pulse racing. “Liam—”
“Shh.” Kis Nnger presses against my lips, silencing me. 

“Don’t. Just… let me.”
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k nod, barely able to breathe. Kis touch is electric, his 
presence overwhelming. k’ve tried to deny it, to push it 
away, but it’s here, between us, undeniable.

Ke leans in, his lips brushing mine, a whisper o- a Miss 
that leaves me trembling. “Emma,” he murmurs, my name 
a prayer on his lips. “Tell me to stop. Now. Before I can’t.”

k want to. k should. Vut the words won’t come. knstead, 
k reach -or him, my hand tangling in his hair, pulling him 
closer. Kis Miss deepens, hungry and desperate, liMe he’s 
been starving -or this, -or me.

The thermal shirt he’s wearing is rough against my sMin, 
but k don’t care. k tug at it, pulling it over his head, reO
vealing the lean, muscular -rame beneath. Kis chest is 
warm, his sMin Eushed -rom the cold and the heat building 
between us. ;y Eannel pa2amas -ollow, discarded on the 
Eoor, leaving me in nothing but my thin cotton bra and 
panties.

fiam’s hands are everywhere, his touch both gentle and 
urgent. Ke cups my -ace, his thumbs brushing my cheeMs, 
his gaqe searching mine. “Emma,” he whispers, his voice 
thicM with emotion. “Are you sure?”

k nod, my breath shaMy. “Yes. I can’t go back. Can’t pre-
tend I don’t care. You’re too important.”

“Yeah,” he says, his voice hoarse. “It does.”
“Good,” k reply, a slow smile spreading across my lips. k 

Miss him again, pouring all the pentOup longing, the unO
spoMen words, the -ear o- what this might mean, into the 
touch o- our lips.

There’s no hesitation now, only pure heat, raw need. 
The hunger that’s been building since the Nrst time k 
saw him, since the Nrst time our eyes met and held, is 
Nnally being acMnowledged. Kis hands move down my 
bacM, pulling me closer, his body hard and insistent against 
mine.
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k breaM the Miss, resting my -orehead against his, our 
breaths mingling. “Liam,” k whisper, his name a li-eline in 
the storm o- emotions swirling inside me.

“What?” he asMs, his voice a rasp.
“Nothing,” k say, my voice thicM with emotion. “Just… 

Liam.”
Ke smiles, so-t and real, a smile that maMes my heart 

ache. k could -all in love with that smile, with the way he 
looMs at me liMe k’m worth something, liMe he trusts me 
enough -or this.

“Might be?” he teases, his lips brushing mine again. 
“You’re already there.”

k laugh, a shaMy sound, and Miss him bacM, my hands 
roaming over his shoulders, his chest, memoriqing the -eel 
o- him. Kis hands are 2ust as eager, sliding down my bacM, 
over the curve o- my hips, pulling me tighter against him.

The Nre cracMles in the bacMground, casting EicMering 
shadows on the walls. The cold outside seems distant now, 
irrelevant. There’s only fiam, his warmth, his touch, the 
way he maMes me -eel alive.

Ke breaMs the Miss, trailing his lips along my 2awline, 
down my necM, his breath hot against my sMin. “Emma,” 
he murmurs, his voice a vibration against my throat. “You 
have no idea what you do to me.”

k shiver, not -rom the cold, but -rom the way his words 
send a rush o- heat through me. “Show me,” k whisper, my 
voice daring, needy.

Ke looMs up, his eyes darM with desire. “You sure?”
“Yes,” k say, my hands gripping his shoulders. “I’m sure.”
Ke doesn’t need to be told twice. Kis mouth returns 

to mine, but this time, there’s an urgency, a desperation 
that wasn’t there be-ore. Kis hands move lower, slipping 
beneath the waistband o- my panties, his Nngers brushing 
against my core. k gasp, my hips instinctively pressing into 
his touch.
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“You’re so wet,” he murmurs against my lips, his voice a 
low growl. “So ready for me.”

k bite my lip, my cheeMs Eushing with embarrassment 
and desire. “Liam—”

“Shh,” he says, his Nngers sliding deeper, teasing the enO
trance to my body. “Let me feel you.”

k moan, my head -alling bacM as his touch sends waves o- 
pleasure through me. Kis other hand moves to my breast, 
cupping it gently, his thumb brushing the tight peaM. k 
arch into his touch, my breath coming in short gasps.

“Liam,” k whisper, my voice pleading. “Please.”
Ke chucMles, a low, rumbling sound, and shi-ts his poO

sition, Mneeling between my legs. Kis hands move to my 
hips, holding me steady as he lowers his head, his lips pressO
ing against the sensitive sMin o- my inner thigh. k shudder, 
my hands tangling in his hair, holding him close.

“So beautiful,” he murmurs, his breath warm against my 
sMin. “So perfect.”

Kis lips trail higher, his tongue EicMing out to taste me, 
to tease the entrance to my body. k cry out, my hips bucMO
ing against his mouth, my body arching ox the bed. Ke 
hums his approval, his tongue delving deeper, his hands 
holding me Nrm.

“Liam,” k moan, my voice a desperate plea. “I need—”
“I know,” he says, his voice mu4ed against my sMin. “I 

know what you need.”
Kis tongue is relentless, his mouth devouring me, his 

Nngers slipping inside me, stretching me, Nlling me. k’m 
lost in the sensation, my body on Nre, my mind blanM 
e0cept -or the overwhelming need -or more.

Kis other hand is on my inner thigh gently pushing me 
even -arther open. it moves up my leg, while his tongue 
continues to massage my clit and his Nngers Meep movO
ing inside me3 deeper. Kis hand continues until a Nnger 
touches and starts massaging my bacM hole. k start to gasp 
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and moan as he slowly pushes in3 k -eel a new source o- 
pleasure, pressure as his Nnger slowly moves in and out unO
til it is -ully inserted. Then the Nngers start moving togethO
er, his tongue is the conductor, setting the pace, k thinM k’m 
actually screaming, but k can’t tell. ?hen k come, it’s liMe a 
continuous e0plosion moving up and down my body. k’m 
convulsing inside, my stomach muscles clench and release, 
k’m bucMing and he continues until k’ve settled.

Kis Nngers leave me. k’m empty and wanting more. Ke 
Misses my bruised pussy and comes up to Miss my mouth 
and k taste mysel- on his mouth.

Ke hugs me against him, and k -eel his cocM throbbing 
against me.

k -eel him rising, his body looming over mine. k -eel him 
moving and his bo0ers slide past my leg. k wish k could see 
him, but k can reach out and try to close my hand around 
him, but he’s too thicM.

“Emma,” he says, his voice rough.
“Liam—”
“Tell me you want this,” he says, his voice a low growl. 

“Tell me you want me.”
“Yes,” k whisper, my voice hoarse. “I want you. I want 

this.”
Ke doesn’t hesitate. Kis body lowers onto mine, his 

weight pressing me into the bed, his lips capturing mine 
in a Nerce Miss. Kis hand moves between us, guiding his 
erection to my entrance, teasing the tip against me.

“Ready?” he asMs, his voice a rasp.
“Yes,”  k  breathe,  my hands  gripping  his  shoulders. 

“Please, Liam.”
Ke thrusts -orward, Nlling me in one slow, deliberate 

motion. k gasp, my nails digging into his sMin, my body 
ad2usting to the -eel o- him, stretching to accommodate his 
siqe.
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“So tight,” he murmurs, his voice a low groan. “So per-
fect.”

Ke begins to move, his hips rocMing against mine, his 
thrusts slow and deep, each one sending waves o- pleasure 
through me. k meet his rhythm, my body moving with his, 
my breath syncing with his.

The Nre cracMles in the bacMground, the only sound 
aside -rom our ragged breathing and the occasional moan 
escaping my lips. fiam’s hands roam over my body, his 
touch both gentle and possessive, his lips trailing Misses 
along my necM, my collarbone, my breasts.

“Emma,” he whispers, his voice thicM with emotion. 
“You feel so good.”

“Liam,” k gasp, my voice a plea. “I need—”
“I know,” he says, his thrusts becoming more urgent, 

more desperate. “I know what you need.”
Kis hand moves between us, his Nngers slipping beO

tween my legs, Nnding the spot that maMes me shudder, 
that sends me spiraling toward the edge. “Come for me,” 
he commands, his voice a low growl. “Let go.”

k cry out, my body tensing, my release crashing over me. 
;y walls clench around him, milMing him, drawing out his 
own release. Ke thrusts one last time, his body stixening, 
his breath catching as he spills himsel- inside me.

?e lie there, our bodies still 2oined, our breaths slowly 
returning to normal. fiam’s heart beats against mine, his 
weight heavy but com-orting. k run my hands over his 
bacM, savoring the -eel o- him, the warmth o- his sMin, the 
way his muscles rela0 beneath my touch.

k can see his -ace by the NreOlight. Ke smiles, a slow, satO
isNed smile, and rests his -orehead against mine. “Friends 
now?”

The Nre has died down, the cabin cold once more, but 
neither o- us moves to N0 it. zor now, we’re content to lie 
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here, our bodies tangled, our hearts still racing, the world 
outside -orgotten.

fiam’s hand moves to my hip, his thumb brushing the 
sMin there, his touch gentle, tender. “Emma,” he says, his 
voice low. “About earlier—”

“Shh,” k say, placing a Nnger over his lips. “No regrets. No 
second-guessing. This is where we are.”

Ke nods, his gaqe searching mine. “Wherever that is, I’m 
glad I’m here with you.”

k smile, a so-t, genuine smile, and Miss him again, pourO
ing all the unspoMen words, the -ears, the hopes, into the 
touch o- our lips. The snow outside may still be -alling, 
the world may still be cold, but here, in this moment, with 
fiam, k’m warm. k’m sa-e. k’m e0actly where k’m meant to 
be.

Liam
Q-terward, tangled together, her head on my chest, my 

hand stroMing her hair. The Nre is low. ?e’re warm. Sated.
Wfiam”G Sleepy murmur.
W5eah”G
W?hat happens tomorrow”G
Tomorrow. Cold intrusion. VacM to the real world. 

“mma Sinclair, ;anaging 8artner. fiam Cross, C“A. 
Saving her company, navigating this.

Wk don’t Mnow.G Konest. Bnsettling.
WThat’s honest.G zaint smile.
WTrying to be.G
She traces patterns on my chest. Can she -eel my heart, 

still racing”
WQre you sorry”G she asMs 1uietly.
Sorry” zor this” zor Nnally understanding”
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WQre you”G Yough.
Wk asMed Nrst.G fawyerly precision.
WHo.G “mphatic. WHot sorry.G
WIood.G So-t sigh. W;e neither.G
Silence. The storm rages outside, a counterpoint to our 

peace. Ker mind worMs.
WThe spy,G she says eventually. Wkn my oLce. Someone k 

trust”G
;orton. Vut telling her now -eels liMe another betrayal.
WSomeone with access,G k say care-ully. WUnows your 

vulnerabilities.G
WKal- my stax.G Tight with disbelie-.
Wk Mnow.G
WKow do k go bacM” fooM at them, wondering who’s 

selling us out”G
5ou don’t. k already Mnow. Vut admitting that means 

admitting my investigation.
WThe same way k’ve looMed at business partners -or 

twelve years,G k say, words liMe ash. WCare-ully.G
W“0hausting” Hever trusting anyone”G
kt did. Bntil you.
W5eah,G k admit. Wkt does.G
Ruiet. Then, so-t, curious, W?hat made you trust me”G
5ou Nght -or others. Care more -or employees than 

com-ort. Saw me as human.
W5ou did.G
WHot an answer.G zirm, amused.
W5ou asMed what, not how.G
She pinches my side. k laugh.
WTell me how.G
5ou worried more -or your stax than yoursel-. Uept 

your Nrm alive by will. ;aMe me want to be the man my 
-ather raised.

W5ou cared more about your people than yoursel-,G k say. 
WYare.G
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WHot rare,G she counters. WVasic human decency.G
Wkn my world,G k say Eatly, We0ceedingly rare.G
The radio on the Mitchen counter cracMles. ?e -reeqe.
WThis is ;ountain Yescue calling all  stranded parO

ties. Conditions remain dangerous, but evacuations begin 
midday Sunday. Yepeat, evacuations Sunday midday.G

Sunday. Tomorrow.
“mma stills. W?e have to go bacM.G zlat.
W5eah.G fead in my chest.
WTo separate lives. Separate oLces.G
“nemies in public, saving her company in private.
W5eah.G
WCan we pretend this didn’t happen”G Small, vulneraO

ble.
Ho. “verything changed.
WCan you”G ;y own -ear, a cold Mnot.
Wk don’t want to.G Yaw admission.
Heither do k.
WThen we don’t.G Q vow.
She li-ts her head, green eyes searching mine in the dying 

Nrelight. W?hat does that mean”G
?e Ngure this out. Together. k tell you everything. “ven 

the shame-ul parts. ?e maMe this impossible situation 
worM. zor us.

Wkt means we’re in this together now,G k say, Nrm with 
new conviction. WQll o- it.G

WThe company, VlacMstone, everything”G Kope-ul.
W“verything.G
She studies my -ace. ?hat does she see” Destroyer, or 

protector”
WAMay,G she says Nnally, a so-t smile. WTogether.G
The word echoes in my mind, a vow. 5es. Together.
k Miss her head, pull blanMets higher. The storm outside 

sighs, dying. k’m not ready -or morning.
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Hot ready to leave this sanctuary where we were 2ust 
“mma and fiam.

Tomorrow, we Ngure out how to be partners in the real 
world.

Tonight, we’re 2ust us. zor now, that’s everything.



Chapte Svene�

Emma
The landline shrills, a harsh tear in the quiet morning.
I’m tangled in blankets by the dying Lre. piam, already 

uv, mowes tocard the kitHhen. fe has the easy HonLdenHe 
oR someone cho slevt cell. Seally cell.

Ao did I. “ deev, dreamless sleev I hawen’t knocn in 
years.

”AinHlair residenHe,Y he anscers. I bite baHk a smile. It 
sounds so natural, his woiHe in this Habin.

”zes, she’s here. fold on.Y fe Howers the mouthvieHe, 
his gaMe Lnding mine. ”It’s OaH.Y

OaH. -n the landline. Oy stomaHh drovs. That means 
trouble. Aerious trouble.

I crav a blanket around myselR, suddenly selRWHonW
sHious. Oy hair is a tangled mess. I’m cearing nothing 
but an owersiMed thermal shirt. piam’s shirt. The man I’m 
suvvosed to hate.The man I deLnitely don’t.

I take the vhone. ”?hy are you Halling the landlineBY
”CeHause your Hell keevs going to woiHemail, and I hawe 

a situation.Y OaH’s woiHe is tight. fe could newer Hall like 
this unless it’s a LweWalarm Lre.

”?hat kind oR situationBY
”Oorton Halled an emergenHy vartners meeting Ror toW

morroc morning. Aays he has urgent inRormation about 
the Dross Industries situation that Han’t cait.Y
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Oy eyes loHk cith piam’s. fe’s mowed Hloser, listening. 
fis Jac tightens. I see the shiRt, the RraHtional Hhange in 
his eyes. The HonHerned lower Rrom last night wanishes. In 
his vlaHe stands the strategiH businessman. “ FiHker oR loss, 
quiHkly suvvressed. This is battle.

”?hat kind oR inRormationBY I ask OaH.
”fe couldn’t say. Kust that it’s timeWsensitiwe and reW

quires immediate aHtion Rrom the vartnershiv.Y
TimeWsensitiwe. CeHause ClaHkstone’s mowing. Qaster 

than ce thought.
”?ho else knocs about this meetingBY
”7weryone. fe sent the email to all vartners yesterday 

ewening.Y OaH hesitates. ”7mma, he seemed really nerwous 
chen he Halled to HonLrm. Uevt asking chen you’d be 
baHk.Y

CeHause he needs to knoc our timeline. Eeeds to revort 
baHk to his handlers.

Dold dread cashes ower me. ?hile piam and I cere 
lost in eaHh other, in the saRety oR this Habin, Oorton cas 
busy. -rHhestrating our destruHtion. The svy. In my ocn 
Lrm. Aomeone I’we corked cith Ror years, shared Hountless 
HoVees cith, trusted cith Hlient HonLdenHes. Aelling us out 
Ror chatewer ClaHkstone vromised him.

How did I miss it? How could I have been so blind?
”Tell him I’m still snoced in,Y I say, my woiHe survrisW

ingly steady. ”That ce Han’t make any maJor deHisions 
cithout me vresent.Y

”foc long Han I stallBY
piam holds uv his vhone. The ceather revort. Soads 

Hlearing by this aRternoon. fe’s already thinking three 
stevs ahead, HalHulating timelines, HontingenHies.

This is chy he’s suHHessRul. This is chy he’s dangerous. 
“nd chy, right noc, he’s my only hove.

”TcentyWRour hours,Y I tell OaH. ”I’ll be there tomorW
roc aRternoon.Y
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”-kay, but 7mmaBY OaH’s woiHe locers. ”Ce HareRul. 
Aomething Reels oV about this chole thing.Y

fis instinHts are rarely crong.
I catHh piam mowe around the kitHhen. fe’s making 

HoVee, his mowements methodiHal, vreHise. The same vreW
Hision he vrobably avvlies to billionWdollar deals. fe awoids 
looking at me direHtly. 8iwing me svaHe.

Protecting me, even now.
”I cill. Thanks Ror the heads uv.Y
”“nd honeyBY
”zeahBY
”…lease tell me you at least got some good use out oR 

being travved cith the enemy.Y
feat Foods my RaHe. piam’s trying not to smile. I HatHh 

the Horner oR his mouth tcitHhing.IR only OaH knec hoc 
good. foc terriRyingly, conderRully good.

”8oodbye, OaH.Y
”That’s not a denial;Y
I hang uv, turning to piam. ”Oorton’s making his 

mowe.Y
”Aounds  like  it.Y  piam’s  woiHe  is  Halm,  Hontrolled. 

”7mergenHy meeting to disHuss urgent inRormation about 
my Homvany. pet me guess, he cants to reHommend imW
mediate Havitulation beRore I destroy you all.Y

…robably. The thought makes me siHk.
”Oost likely. Cut OaH’s right, something Reels oV. OorW

ton’s not usually the tyve to Hall emergenHy meetings.Y
piam hands me a mug oR HoVee. -ur Lngers brush. “ 

Jolt goes through me, a Ramiliar svark, but noc edged cith 
a desverate acareness. foc many more times cill ce get 
to touHh like this, ovenly, cithout the corld catHhingB

”CeHause he’s being vressured,Y piam says. ”ClaHkstone 
vrobably mowed uv their timeline. Eoc he has to aHHelerW
ate his sabotage eVorts.Y
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I take a siv oR HoVee. Try to organiMe my thoughts. “ 
hostile takeower. zesterday, that cas the monster under the 
bed. EocB Dorvorate esvionage. “ seHret allianHe cith my 
suvvosed enemy. “nd piam9 Oy Hhest aHhes cith Reelings 
I Han’t dare name. Qeelings that are grocing cith ewery 
shared glanHe, ewery hushed strategy session.

Three days ago, I thought I knec cho I cas. 7mma AinW
Hlair, deRender oR the Ramily legaHy. EocB I don’t reHogniMe 
my ocn liRe.

Oy breath hitHhed. This casn’t Just a merger0 it cas 
car. “Htiwe deHevtion. Oanivulation. pying to veovle I’we 
corked cith Ror years. …eovle I trusted. …eovle cho trusted 
me. The ceight oR it settles, heawy and Hold.

piam mowes to the cindoc, looking out at the Hlearing 
skies. ”?e need to get ahead oR this.Y

”focBY Oy woiHe is barely a chisver.
”Cy giwing Oorton e1aHtly chat he cants to hear. “nd 

making sure ClaHkstone gets the crong inRormation.Y
“ doubleWHross. Qeed the svy Ralse intelligenHe. Oy mind 

reels.
”?hat kind oR Ralse inRormationBY
”The kind that makes them think they hawe more time 

than they do.Y fis eyes meet mine, hard and resolute. ”The 
kind that sends them docn the crong strategiH vath chile 
ce e1eHute the real vlan.Y

I vull the blanket tighter around myselR. The Lre sudW
denly doesn’t seem carm enough. ”?hat’s the real vlanBY

piam turns baHk to me. fis e1vression is all business 
noc. The tender lower Rrom this morning, the man cho 
held me through the night, has been revlaHed by the strateW
giH mastermind cho built a billionWdollar emvire Rrom 
nothing.

Coth wersions are him. Coth wersions are, in some terriW
Rying and e1hilarating cay, mine noc.Cut seeing the transW
Rormation is Jarring. This is the man my vartners Rear, the 
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one they’we been carning me about Ror months. Suthless. 
DalHulating. ?illing to do chatewer it takes to cin.

71Hevt he’s not trying to cin against me anymore. fe’s 
trying to cin cith me.

”That devends on your legal e1vertise,Y he says. ”I knoc 
hoc to struHture the LnanHial side, but I need to underW
stand your Homvany’s artiHles oR inHorvoration, your vartW
nershiv agreements, your woting struHtures.Y

fe needs me. Eot Just as a Hlient to be aHquired. “s 
an equal vartner in this strategy.Oy vulse leaved, a thrill 
shooting through me, then dread Hoiled tight in my stomW
aHh. 

Qor the Lrst time in my Hareer, someone is treating me 
as an intelleHtual equal. Eot the young coman cho inW
herited her vosition, not the granddaughter trying to Lll 
imvossible shoes, but a Havable lacyer chose e1vertise 
matters.This is chat vartnershiv Reels like. Nangerous. 71W
hilarating.

”?hat sveHiLHally do you need to knocBY Oy woiHe is 
stronger noc.

”7werything. foc deHisions get made, cho has woting 
rights, chat kind oR maJority is required Ror maJor HorvoW
rate aHtions.Y

I think through our vartnershiv struHture, my mind 
HliHking into lacyer mode, organiMing the inRormation as 
I could Ror any Hlient Honsultation. ”Atandard lac Lrm 
setuv. Oanaging vartner has administratiwe authority, but 
maJor deHisions require a wote oR all equity vartners.Y

”foc many equity vartnersBY
”Aewen, inHluding me.Y
”?hat Honstitutes a maJor deHisionBY
”Aale oR the Lrm, dissolution, admission oR nec vartW

ners, remowal oR e1isting vartners.Y
”?hat about merger or aHquisitionBY
”Aame threshold. OaJority wote oR equity vartners.Y
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piam nods, vroHessing this. fis RoHus is absolute, the 
intensity he vrobably brought to studying ClaHkstone’s 
methods noc direHted at sawing my Lrm. ”“nd OortonBY

”Aenior assoHiate.Y The cords taste bitter in my mouth. 
”Eo woting rights, but he’s been angling Ror vartnershiv 
Ror years.Y

Oorton. ?ith us Ror tco deHades. Crought in signiLHant 
Hlients. Oentored Junior assoHiates. I’we alcays Relt a vang 
oR guilt Ror not vromoting him, but something alcays held 
me baHk. “n instinHt.

Oy instinHts cere right. I Just didn’t knoc chy.
”?hiHh giwes ClaHkstone lewerage ower him,Y piam HonW

Hludes. ”…romise him chat he cants most in e1Hhange Ror 
Hooveration.Y

Partnership. They probably promised him partnership in 
whatever entity emerges from Blackstone’s wreckage.

”zou think they oVered him a vartnershiv traHkBY
”I think they oVered him chatewer could make him Reel 

walued aRter years oR being owerlooked.Y
That stings. CeHause it’s vrobably true.
8uilt slammed into me, a Lst to the Hhest. Oorton’s 

betrayal isn’t Just about money or ambition. It’s about 
Reeling unavvreHiated, underwalued, vassed ower. Things I 
Hould hawe addressed. IR I’d been vaying Hloser attention. IR 
I hadn’t been so Honsumed by my ocn Lght Ror surwiwal.

I should have promoted him.
”7mma.Y piam’s woiHe is gentle, Hutting through my 

selRWreHrimination. ”zou Han’t vromote someone to vartW
nershiv beHause you Reel guilty. …artnershiv is about trust, 
HomvetenHe, and alignment cith the Lrm’s walues. OorW
ton’s been selling you out Ror months. That tells you 
ewerything you need to knoc about his walues.Y

fe’s right. IntelleHtually, I knoc he’s right. Cut it still 
hurts.
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”I trusted him. ?e all did.Y Oy woiHe is thiHk. ”fe’s been 
to my grandRather’s birthday varties, Ror 8od’s sake. fe 
knocs hoc muHh this Lrm means to our Ramily.Y

”?hiHh is chy ClaHkstone reHruited him.Y piam’s tone 
is hard. ”They don’t cant distant enemies, 7mma. They 
cant veovle Hlose enough to knoc chere to stiHk the 
kniRe.Y

The image makes me FinHh. It’s brutal.
”That’s a horrible cay to vut it.Y
”It’s an aHHurate cay to vut it.Y
I set docn my HoVee mug. Seally look at him. piam 

Dross, billionaire D7-, standing in my grandmother’s 
kitHhen, disHussing Horvorate carRare cith the Hasual ease 
oR someone talking about the ceather.

This is his world. This is what he does.
”foc do you liwe like thisBY The question bursts out. 

”“lcays assuming the corst oR veovle, alcays looking Ror 
threatsBY

”Cy remembering chat havvens chen you don’t.Y
The vain in his woiHe stovs me Hold. fe’s thinking about 

his Rather. “bout the trust that destroyed ewerything his 
Ramily built.

fe’s not varanoid. fe’s HareRul. There’s a corld oR diRW
RerenHe.

”Ao chat’s our strategyBY I ask, my woiHe quiet noc.
”?e use his desveration against him. Qeed him inRormaW

tion that makes ClaHkstone think they hawe until the end 
oR the month to make their mowe.Y

”?hen reallyBY
”Seally, ce’re going to beat them to the vunHh.Y fis 

eyes gleam cith a vredatory light. ”Qile the neHessary vaW
vercork, e1eHute the merger, and vresent ClaHkstone cith 
a Rait aHHomvli.Y

“ done deal. -ne they Han’t undo.
”foc Rast Han ce moweBY
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”IR ce hawe all the legal doHuments in vlaHeB QortyWeight 
hours.Y

QortyWeight hours. Oy lungs seiMed. QortyWeight hours 
to sawe ewerything my Ramily built.The timeline Reels imW
vossible. QortyWeight hours to draRt merger doHuments, 
seHure vartner avvrowal, nawigate regulatory requirements, 
e1eHute a deal that normally takes months.Cut iR anyone 
Han do it, it’s him.

”That’s not muHh time.Y
”It’s enough.Y fis HonLdenHe is a liReline. ”Cut ce’ll 

need Oorton to beliewe the ovvosite. ?e need him to 
think ce’re still in the vreliminary disHussion vhase.Y

I think through the imvliHations, my legal training kiHkW
ing into high gear. ”Ao at tomorroc’s meeting, I aHt like 
I’m still resistant to your oVer. Oake it seem like negotiaW
tions are stalled.Y

”71aHtly. 8iwe Oorton something HonHrete to revort 
baHk. Oake ClaHkstone think they hawe time to vosition 
themselwes Ror a hostile takeower.Y

”?hile ce’re aHtually LnaliMing a Rriendly merger.Y Oy 
mind raHes, vossibilities HliHking into vlaHe.

”Sight.Y
It Hould cork. It’s audaHious. Nangerous. Cut it Hould 

cork. It requires verReHt timing. Qlacless e1eHution.
”There’s one vroblem.Y
”?hatBY
”The vartnershiv wote.Y Oy stomaHh HlenHhes. ”I Han’t 

guarantee  ce’ll  hawe  the  maJority  ce  need.  Aome  oR 
the vartners might genuinely vreRer to Lght rather than 
merge.Y

This is the vart that keevs me acake at night. Oy vartW
ners. 8ood lacyers, smart veovle. …roud. The idea oR 
surrendering to any takeower, ewen a Rriendly one, goes 
against ewerything ce’we been taught about Lghting Ror 
our Hlients, Ror our Lrm.
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foc do I ask them to trust me chen I’m asking them 
to trust our suvvosed enemyB

”foc many do you think you Han Hount onBY piam 
asks.

I run through the vartnershiv in my head. 7lena SoW
drigueM, LerHely loyal but vragmatiH. Nawid Uim, necer, 
but deevly resveHtRul oR the Lrm’s legaHy. Aarah Kohns, 
alcays RoHused on vroteHting our veovle. ”Three, maybe 
Rour inHluding me.Y

”That’s not enough.Y fis woiHe is Fat.
”Eo.Y Oy heart sinks. ”?e’d need at least Rour to hawe a 

maJority.YThe math is simvle. Crutal. ?e need Rour wotes 
out oR sewen. I Han only guarantee three. 7werything deW
vends on HonwinHing one more vartner that merger is salW
wation, not surrender.-r Lnding another cay.

piam’s quiet Ror a long moment. I Han vraHtiHally see the 
cheels turning, the strategiH mind assessing, HalHulating. 
”Then ce make sure the right vartners are the ones wotW
ing.Y

?hat does that meanB Oy broc Rurrocs.
”I don’t understand.Y
”7mergenHy vartner meeting,Y he says, his woiHe dewoid 

oR inFeHtion. ”Dalled by you, Ror a diVerent reason entireW
ly. Aomething urgent enough that only the vartners cho 
suvvort the merger cill attend.Y

Manipulate the composition of the vote.
Oy stomaHh Hhurns. It’s legal, yes. Cut it Reels9 crong. 

pike Hheating. pike ewerything my grandRather taught me 
about integrity, about Rairness, is being tossed out the cinW
doc in the name oR surwiwal.

”That’s9Y
”7thiHally questionable but legally soundBY piam LnW

ishes my thought.
”zeah.Y
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”7mma.Y fis gaMe is uncawering. ”ClaHkstone isn’t goW
ing to vlay Rair. They’re going to use ewery dirty triHk, ewery 
legal loovhole, ewery vressure voint they Han Lnd. ?e Han’t 
beat them by Rollocing rules they don’t aHknocledge.Y

fe’s right. -R Hourse, he’s right. Cut it still Reels like a 
betrayal. “ betrayal oR ewerything 8randva taught me.

”Oy grandRather alcays said the lac should be about 
JustiHe, not Just cinning.Y The cords are a quiet rebellion 
against the vragmatism oR the situation.

”“nd this is JustiHe.Y piam’s woiHe is Lrm. ”zou’re vroW
teHting your emvloyees, your Hlients, your Ramily’s legaHy. 
Aometimes JustiHe requires getting your hands dirty.Y

Aometimes the right thing isn’t the Hlean thing. The 
realiMation settles, heawy and unHomRortable.

The landline rings again, a Jarring interruvtion to my 
internal struggle.

”That’s vrobably OaH again,Y I say, my woiHe Fat.
”-r resHue serwiHes,Y piam voints out. ”Soads might be 

Hlearing Raster than e1veHted.Y
?hiHh means ce’re running out oR time. -ur saRe little 

bubble, this isolated corld chere ce Han vlan and strateW
giMe, is about to burst.

I anscer the vhone. “ knot oR dread tightens in my 
Hhest.

”AinHlair residenHe.Y
”Oa’am, this is Oountain SesHue AerwiHes. ?e’re HallW

ing to inRorm you that ce’ll be able to ewaHuate stranded 
varties starting at tco …O today. “re you in need oR assisW
tanHeBY

I look at piam. fe nods, his e1vression grim.
”zes. There are tco oR us here.Y
”Soger that. ?e’ll hawe a team to your loHation cithin 

the hour. …lease hawe your belongings ready Ror immediate 
devarture.Y
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-ne hour. Oy heart hammers. That’s all the time ce 
hawe leRt.

”Pnderstood. Thank you.Y
I hang uv. Turn to piam. ”-ne hour.Y
”Then ce better get to cork.Y fis woiHe is all business.



Chapte Eig�ht

Liam
We spread documents across her grandmother's dining 

table. It looks like we are planning a military campaign. In 
a way, we are.

Emma has pulled her hair back. A simple ponytail. She 
changed into jeans and a sweater. She looks ready for busi-
ness. The transformation from sleepy lover to sharp lawyer 
is remarkable. I watch her. This is the woman who kept her 
family's Mrm alive against impossible odds. &y admiration 
for her grows.

&erger templates Mll my laptop screen. Emma sketches 
Sinclair z Associates' organiHational structure. She uses 
the back of an old envelope. Cer handwriting is precise. 
&ethodical. "lear hierarchies and reporting relationships 
take shape. She thinks like I do. Systematically. Strategical-
ly.

qStandard ac?uisition terms won't work,q she says. Cer 
eyes scan my draft. q&y partners will revolt if they think 
they're being bought out.q

qThen we don't call it an ac?uisition.q I keep my voice 
even. qWe call it a strategic partnership. "ross Industries 
will be the silent majority stakeholder.q Semantics matter 
in this business. Sometimes everything depends on how 
you frame the conversation.

qThey keep their titlesQq
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qAll eNisting partners retain their positions. Their com-
pensation structures remain. Fo one gets Mred. Fo one 
gets demoted.q

I watch her scan my notes. Cer legal mind processes 
the implications. She looks for the catch. The hidden trap. 
The part where I destroy her people. She will not Mnd one. 
There is no trap. This is not con?uest. It is protection.

qWhat about client relationshipsQq Cer focus is sharp.
qRnchanged. Sinclair z Associates continues operating 

under the same name. Same leadership structure. "ross 
Industries stays in the background. We only step in if 
speciMcally needed.q

It is better than she eNpected. &uch better. I see the 
surprise on her face. It shifts ?uickly to cautious optimism. 
She eNpected a typical corporate takeover. Slash and burn. 
&aNimiHe e:ciency. Eliminate redundancy. I oGer preser-
vation. What she built is worth preserving.

qAnd &ortonQq Cer voice is tight. The ?uestion hangs 
in the air. What do you do with the traitorQ The one selling 
out your family for months.

qCe gets what he's always wanted.q I keep my eNpression 
neutral. qSenior partner track. Assuming he stops feeding 
information to Ylackstone.q

Emma looks up. Surprise widens her eyes. qVou'd still 
oGer him partnershipQ After what he's doneQq

It is a fair ?uestion. In my world, betrayal usually means 
eNile. "omplete destruction. Yut Emma's world operates 
on diGerent principles. &aybe that is why it is worth sav-
ing.

qI'd oGer him a choice.q I lean back slightly. q"ome clean 
about his arrangement with Ylackstone. Earn his partner-
ship the right way. 8r continue down his current path. 
Pace the legal conse?uences.q Dedemption or destruction. 
Cis choice.

qVou think he'll take the dealQq
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qBesperate people usually choose survival over pride.q I 
have seen it happen doHens of times. When faced with real 
conse?uences, most people choose the path that lets them 
keep their livelihood. &orton will be no diGerent. Rnless 
he is already in too deep.

Cer phone buHHes on the table. A teNt from &ac. I 
watch her read it. Cer shoulders relaN slightly.

Postponed Morton's meeting until tomorrow af-
ternoon. He was NOT happy. What's your ETA?

She types a ?uick reply.
Back by tomorrow morning. Don't let him sched-

ule anything else until I'm there.
Then another from &ac.
Roger that. Are you going to tell me what's really 

going on?
Emma replies9 Eventually.
&ac9 That's not reassuring.
She shows me the eNchange. A small smile plays on her 

lips. q&ac's getting suspicious.q
q0ood.q I nod. qWe'll need his help when we get back.q 

&ac DodrigueH. Twenty-nine. Pormer foster kid. Piercely 
loyal to Emma. 8ver?ualiMed for his current position. Ce 
stays out of personal attachment. Ce could be useful. If 
we handle him right.

qCe doesn't know about us.q Emma says it softly.
The way she says 'us' makes something twist in my chest. 

Oike we are a real partnership. Fot just a temporary al-
liance born out of crisis. Aren't weQ What is this if not realQ

qAbout the strategyQq I ask. 8r about us usQ The unspo-
ken ?uestion hangs there.

She looks down. qEither.q
I set down my pen. Oook at her. Deally look at her. Ves-

terday morning, she was my adversary. Someone to study. 
Rnderstand. Kotentially defeat. Fow she is my partner. In 
every sense that matters. When did that happenQ When 
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did I stop thinking of this as rescuing herQ When did I start 
thinking of it as joining herQ

qWhat do you want him to knowQq I ask.
Cer eyes meet mine. qI want him to know you're not 

trying to destroy my company.q
qAnd the rest of itQq The rest of it. The part that is far 

more complicated than business.
qThe rest of it,q she says, her voice low, qis between us.q
qPor nowQq The ?uestion slips out.
She nods. qPor now.q Rntil we Mgure out what this is. 

Rntil we know if it can survive outside this cabin.
I nod. 0o back to my notes. Yut I catch her watching 

me. When she thinks I am not looking. The same way I 
have been watching her. We are both wondering the same 
thing. Is this realQ 8r just proNimity and crisisQ Two people 
Mnding comfort in each other. 

Yut the way she contributes to this strategy. The way 
her mind works with mine. The way she challenges my as-
sumptions. Yuilds on my ideas. That is not just proNimity. 
That is partnership. Deal partnership.

qEmma.q
qWhatQq
qThe voting structure. If we can't guarantee the full 

partnership vote, what other options do we haveQq
She thinks. Cer legal training organiHes the possibilities. 

qEmergency powers. As managing partner, I can make cer-
tain decisions unilaterally. If the Mrm is facing an imminent 
threat.q

qBeMne imminent threat.q
qCostile takeover. Yankruptcy. Bissolution. Ooss of 

major clients that would compromise the Mrm's viability.q
qYlackstone deMnitely ?ualiMes as hostile takeover.q
She hesitates. qVes. Yut using emergency powers with-

out partner consensus would be career suicide.q I see her 
thinking. The political implications. Emma is not just a 
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lawyer. She is a leader. She understands that authority 
without legitimacy is worthless. Cer partners respect her. 
This Mrm has survived when others have not because of 
that.

qIt would work legally,q she continues. qYut politically it 
would destroy me. The other partners would never trust 
me again.q

qEven if it saved their jobsQq
qEven then. Kartnership is built on consensus. Shared 

decision-making. If I go around them, I become eNactly 
the kind of autocratic leader they're afraid of.q The kind 
of leader they think I am.

I close my laptop. Oean back in my chair. qThen we need 
a diGerent approach.q

qSuch asQq
qWe give them a choice they can't refuse.q
Cer brow furrows. qI don't understand.q
qWe present the merger as the only alternative. To some-

thing worse.q
qOike whatQq
qOike Ylackstone's actual timeline.q &y voice is grim. 

qFot the false one we're going to feed &orton. The real 
one.q

I pull up my Mles on Lictoria Ylackstone. The research 
I compiled for twelve years. Cer methods. Cer timeline. 
Cer psychological proMle. 3now your enemy. The Mrst 
rule of survival.

qThey're planning to move this week.q I tap the screen. 
qLictoria Ylackstone doesn't wait for things to develop 
naturally. She identiMes targets. Isolates them. Strikes fast.q

qCow do you know thatQq
qYecause I've been tracking her methods for twelve 

years. I know how she operates. Cow she thinks. Cow she 
destroys companies.q
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Emma stares at me. Cer eNpression is a miN of awe and 
concern. qWhat's her real timelineQq

qIf &orton's calling emergency meetings, it means she 
gave him forty-eight hours. 0ather intelligence. Sabotage 
your defenses. Then she'll make her move.q Porty-eight 
hours. We do not have time for consensus building.

qSo we're back to emergency powers,q Emma says, res-
ignation in her voice.

qFo.q I shake my head. qWe're back to the nuclear op-
tion.q

I pull out my phone. Show her a contact entry. 8ne I 
never thought I would actually use. Lictoria Ylackstone. 
The woman who destroyed my father. The woman I spent 
twelve years preparing to face.

qWe call her directly.q
Emma's face pales. qAre you insaneQq
&aybe. Sometimes insanity is the only rational response 

to an impossible situation.
qWe tell her we know about &orton.q &y voice is hard. 

qWe know about her timeline. We're prepared to eNpose 
her methods publicly. Rnless she backs oG.q &utually as-
sured destruction.

qShe'll deny everything.q
q8f course she will. Yut she'll also know we're serious. 

About Mghting back. Lictoria Ylackstone doesn't like un-
certain outcomes.q I studied her long enough. I know her 
patterns. Lictoria thrives on control. 8n knowing eNactly 
how each piece will move. Introduce genuine uncertainty. 
She becomes cautious. "autious enough to look for easier 
targets.

qSo she'll accelerate her timeline. Instead of backing oG.q 
Emma's mind races.

q&aybe. 8r maybe she'll decide Sinclair z Associates 
isn't worth the risk. The public eNposure.q It is a huge 
gamble.
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qAnd if we're wrongQq
qIf we're wrong, we're in the same position. Pighting for 

our lives against a superior force.q Yetter to choose our 
battleMeld.

qWhen do we make the callQq
qTomorrow. After you brief your partners. 8n the real 

situation. After they understand what they actually face.q 
Truth as a weapon. Transparency as strategy. It is the 

opposite of how I usually operate. I prefer information 
asymmetry. 3eeping my cards hidden. Rntil the perfect 
moment. 

Yut Emma is right. Cer partners deserve to know. Ye-
sides, scared people make desperate choices. Sometimes 
desperate choices are eNactly what you need.

qThey're going to panic.q
q0ood. Kanic motivates action.q
The sound of helicopter rotors echoes. Paint at Mrst. 

0rowing stronger. 8ur rescue. 8ur return to the real 
world. 8ur return to being enemies in public.

I watch Emma's face change. She hears it too. The soft 
vulnerability from this morning hardens. Krofessional re-
solve takes its place. She prepares for the performance. The 
same way I do.

qWe need to talk about logistics,q I say. &y voice is all 
business now.

qWhat kind of logisticsQq
q"ommunication. Cow do we coordinateQ Without 

raising suspicion. Cow do we share informationQ Without 
anyone knowing we work together.q

Emma thinks. qSecure emailQ Encrypted messagingQq
qToo traceable.q I shake my head. qIf someone's watch-

ing, electronic communication leaves footprints.q Some-
one is always watching in this business.

qThen what do you suggestQq
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q8ld school.q &y lips curve into a grim smile. qKhone 
calls from public places. Pace-to-face meetings that look 
accidental. Bead drops if necessary.q

She stares at me. qBead dropsQ What is this, a spy novelQq
q"orporate espionage is just spying. With better suits. 

And higher stakes.q She is about to learn that Mrsthand.
The helicopter is closer now. &aybe Mfteen minutes 

before it is overhead. &aybe twenty before it can land. Fot 
much time. Fot enough time to Mnish planning the most 
important strategy of both our careers.

qEmma.q
qWhatQq
qWhen we get back to the city, everything changes.q I 

need her to understand. qWe can't be seen together. "an't 
communicate normally. "an't show any sign that we're 
anything other than adversaries.q Even though you are be-
coming the most important person in my world.

qI know.q Cer voice is ?uiet.
qBo youQq I search her face. qYecause this isn't just about 

business anymore. This is about us. About what happened 
here. About what we mean to each other.q Whatever that 
is.

She looks at me. Those green eyes. I see my own uncer-
tainty reEected back.

qWhat do we mean to each otherQq she whispers.
I do not know. I know I want to protect you. I trust you 

with my most important secrets. The thought of going 
back to being your enemy makes me sick.

qI don't know yet.q &y voice is rough. qYut I want to 
Mnd out.q

qAfter we save my companyQq
qAfter we save your company.q If we save your company. 

If we do not destroy each other in the process.
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The helicopter is directly overhead. "ircling. Oooking 
for a place to land. The sound drowns out everything else. 
I see Emma's lips moving. I cannot hear her. Time is up.

I start gathering papers. Shutting down my laptop. 
Kreparing to become Oiam "ross, corporate raider, again. 
The man who wants to destroy everything Emma Sinclair 
built. The lie we must tell. To save her truth.

Yefore I can move from the table, Emma grabs my arm. 
Cer touch is electric.

qOiam.q
qWhatQq
qWhatever happens out there.q  Cer eyes are Merce. 

qWhatever we have to do. Whatever we have to say. This 
is real. What happened here. What we planned here. What 
we feel for each other. This is real.q

This is real. The words echo in my chest.
I cover her hand with mine. qI know.q
qKromise me we won't lose this.q Cer voice is a plea.
I cannot promise that. I do not know if what we built 

here can survive the world we are going back to.
qI promise we'll Mght for it.q That is all I can promise. 

That I will Mght for her. Por us. Por the chance to Mnd out 
what this could become.

The helicopter lands. A roar of rotors. Plying snow. 
Through the window, I see Mgures moving toward the 
cabin.

8ur rescue has arrived.
8ur separation begins now.



Chapte Nin�e

Emma
The rescue team ndps us kacigdo gd sekarate rllms .gie 

stradoers“
wTvl gdpgqgpua.s re?uestgdo eqacuatgld”’ The .eap 

karamepgcHs qlgce gs .lup“ fe stlmks sdlv brlm hgs Lllts 
ldtl the caLgdHs vlrd ,llrLlarps“

ygam emeroes brlm the Leprllm“ fgs pu-e. Lao gs s.udo 
lqer lde shlu.per“ fe plesdHt .lli at me“ fgs bace gs a 
masi“ The oame Leogds“

wThatHs rgohtW’ ygam saMs“ fgs tlde gs c.gkkepW gmkerI
slda.“ wAeather cauoht us Llth l- ouarp“’

jM thrlat tgohteds“ Thgs charape“ NtHs harper thad N 
gmaogdep“

wJdM gdzurges lr mepgca. cldcerds”’ the karamepgc asis“
wEl gdzurgesW’ N saM“ jM lvd Lao bee.s heaqM ld mM 

shlu.per“ wDust eaoer tl oet Laci tl cgqg.gOatgld“’
Raoer“ The vlrp gs a .ge“ N bee. a idlt blrmgdo gd mM chest“ 

9reap“
The karamepgc dlpsW skeaigdo gdtl hgs rapgl“ wTvl kasI

sedoersW staL.e cldpgtgldW reapM blr gmmepgate tradsklrt“’
Tvl kassedoers“ ygie veHre stradoers vhl hakkedep tl 

oet cauoht gd the same stlrm“ jM stlmach churds“
6utsgpeW the he.gclkter L.apes vhgk the agrW a peabedgdo 

rlar“ J c.eargdo has Leed carqep brlm the sdlvI.aped trees“ 
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Fescue vlriers skedt hlurs maigdo thgs .adpgdo Olde“ J.. 
thgs e-lrt tl ku.. us Laci tl lur sekarateW varrgdo rea.gtges“

wAatch Mlur heapsW’ the kg.lt shluts lqer the dlgse“
ygam c.gmLs gd nrst“ fe chllses a seat LM the vgdplvW 

hgs krln.e udreapaL.e“ N taie the seat acrlss brlm hgm“ 
Js bar as klssgL.e“ The karamepgc straks us gdW hadps us 
heapsets“ Rach c.gci lb the Luci.e bee.s .gie adlther .lci 
sdakkgdo gdtl k.ace“

Thgs gs pgScu.t“ jM hadps tremL.e“
wY.goht tgme aLlut tvedtM mgdutes tl the magd rlapW’ 

the karamepgcHs qlgce craci.es thrluoh the clmm sMstem“ 
wTradsklrt qehgc.es vagtgdo there tl taie Mlu vhereqer Mlu 
deep tl ol“’

TvedtM mgdutes“ Tl reI.eard hlv tl Le edemges“ Tl 
LurM the varmthW the trustW the gdtgmacM lb the .ast bev 
paMs“

The he.gclkter .gbts“ The caLgd shrgdis Le.lv“ jM bamgI
.MHs retreat“ The k.ace vhere eqerMthgdo chadoep“ Ahere N 
be.. blr the mad acrlss brlm me“ The mad dlv kretedpgdo 
N pldHt ePgst“
N trM tl memlrgOe gt“ The stlde chgmdeMW smlie stg.. a bagdt 
cur. brlm lur nre“ The vgdplvs ve sea.ep tloether“ The 
Leprllm vhere ve sharepC eqerMthgdo“

Ag.. N eqer see gt the same vaM aoagd” The rav LeautM lb 
gt gs dlv lqer.agp vgth a sharkW Lgttersveet ache“
wGlW’ the karamepgc saMsW hgs qlgce a cheerbu. gdtrusgld“ 
wUlu tvl idlv each lther”’

ygam nda..M .llis at me“ fgs eMes are oraM“ RmktM“ QrlI
bessglda.“ Bl.p“

VlpW heHs ollp at thgs“ J s.gqer lb gce kgerces mM heart“
wjs“ Ggdc.agr adp N haqe hap slme Lusgdess pea.gdosW’ he 

saMs“ The vlrps are krecgseW measurep“ w7dblrtudate.MW ve 
olt cauoht gd the same veather sMstem“’
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w7dblrtudate.MW’ N echl“ jM qlgce sludps Lrgtt.eW udI
bamg.gar“ yMgdo Lurds mM thrlat“ wjr“ Brlss adp N pldHt 
ePact.M see eMe tl eMe ld mlst thgdos“’

Ae see eMe tl eMe ld eqerMthgdo that matters“ Ae thgdi 
a.gie“ Q.ad a.gie“ Aadt the same buture“ 1ut thgs gs the stlrM“ 
6ur devW decessarM nctgld“

w1usgdess rgqa.sW huh”’ The karamepgc orgdsW lL.gqglus“ 
wjust haqe Leed ad gdterestgdo bev paMs“’

wRd.gohtedgdoW’ ygam saMs“ fgs oraM eMes hl.p mgde“ J 
cha..edoe“ wN .eardep ?ugte a Lgt aLlut js“ Ggdc.agrHsC deI
oltgatgld stM.e“’

feat ,llps mM bace“ fe meads .ast dgoht“ Thgs mlrdgdo“ 
The vaM N reskldpep tl hgs tluchW tl hgs vlrps“ The vaM 
N deoltgatep the terms lb lur surqgqa.W lur clddectgld“ N 
turd avaMW stargdo lut the vgdplv at the L.ur lb vhgte“

wjr“ Brlss has a qerM aooressgqe akkrlach tl LusgdessW’ 
N madaoeW mM qlgce tgoht“ wNHm dlt surkrgsep heHp taie 
apqadtaoe lb a caktgqe aupgedce“’

wTaie apqadtaoe”’ fgs qlgce prlksW padoerlus.M ?uget“ 
wN vas udper the gmkressgld lur pgscussglds vere mutuI
a..M Ledencga.“’

Gtlk“ AeHre kushgdo tll bar“ Vgqgdo tll much avaM“ 
The agr gd the he.gclkter craci.es vgth a tedsgld ld.M ve 
udperstadp“

The karamepgc vatches us“ fgs smg.e has bapep“ fe 
sedses slmethgdo Ledeath the surbace“ Nb ld.M he idev“

If anyone knew.
wQerhaks ve shlu.p aoree tl pgsaoreeW’ N saM“ jM tlde gs 

nrmW nda.“
wQerhaks ve shlu.p“’ ygamHs qlgce gs e?ua..M c.gkkep“
The kg.ltHs qlgce cuts gd“ wyadpgdo gd tvl mgdutes“ 

Tradsklrt qehgc.es are stadpgdo LM“’
Tvl mgdutes“ 7dtg. ve stek gdtl sekarate cars“ 9rgqe 

avaM brlm thgs braog.e truceW Laci tl lur Latt.e .gdes“
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N stea. lde .ast .lli at ygam“ fe stares lut hgs vgdplv“ 
fgs zav gs tgohtW hadps c.edchep gd hgs .ak“ The ld.M qgsgL.e 
sgod thgs kerblrmadce clsts hgm slmethgdo tll“

6r maMLe NHm zust seegdo vhat N peskerate.M vadt tl see“
The he.gclkter tluches plvd gd a c.earep karigdo area“ 

Three qehgc.es vagt“ J L.aci tlvd carW Brlss Ndpustrges 
k.ates o.eamgdo“ J dldpescrgkt sepadW kresumaL.M mgde“ 
Jdp a kl.gce crugser“

Ql.gce” jM heart .urches“ AhM are kl.gce here”
wFlutgde checiIgdW’ ad lScer ePk.agds as ve c.gmL lut“ 

The orludp bee.s udsteapM Ledeath mM beet“ wJdM tgme ve 
haqe stradpep cgqg.gadsW ve .gie tl maie sure eqerMldeHs 
accludtep blr adp sabe“’

fe taies lur damesW cldtact gdblrmatgld“ Jsis Lasgc 
?uestglds“ Aere ve ape?uate.M sukk.gep” JdM cld,gcts lr 
gdcgpedts” JdM mepgca. deeps”

Bld,gcts“ The vlrp gs a Lgtter grldM“
wEl cld,gctsW’ N te.. hgm“ jM qlgce gs steapM“ J sma.. 

qgctlrM“ wAe mlst.M staMep lut lb each ltherHs vaM“’
wGmart akkrlachW’ ygam apps“ fgs qlgce gs smllthW peI

qlgp lb emltgld“ wB.lse ?uarters cad Le cha..edogdo vgth 
gdclmkatgL.e kerslda.gtges“’

NdclmkatgL.e“ The vlrp gs a LarL“ jM chest aches“ AeHre 
dlt gdclmkatgL.e“ Ae nt“ Qerbect.M“ fe idlvs gt“ 1ut thgs 
.ge“ 6ur dev rea.gtM“

The lScer ndgshes hgs kakervlri“ fe hadps us each a 
carp“ wNb Mlu deep adM bl..lvIuk serqgces lr vadt tl n.e a 
reklrt aLlut the redta. clmkadM mgPIukW ogqe us a ca..“’

The redta. clmkadM“ NHp a.mlst blroltted“ The aLsurp 
errlr that threv us tloether“ Bhadoep eqerMthgdo“

6r maMLe gt vasdHt ad errlr“ jaMLe gt vas bate“ J crue.W 
Leautgbu. bate“

wThadi MluW lScer“’
jM prgqer akkrlaches“ wjs“ Ggdc.agr” NHm here tl taie 

Mlu Laci tl the cgtM“’
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1aci tl the cgtM“ 1aci tl mM .gbe“ 1aci tl kretedpgdo thgs 
veeiedpW thgs madW deqer hakkedep“
wFeapM vhed Mlu are“’ jM qlgce gs a stradoerHs“

N heap tlvarp the sepad“ ygamHs qlgce stlks me“
wjs“ Ggdc.agr“’
N turd“ fe stadps LM hgs tlvd car“ fe .llis eqerM gdch 

the klverbu.W ruth.ess Lusgdessmad vhl trgep tl LuM mM 
clmkadM tvl veeis aol“

RPcekt dlv N idlv the .gdes lb hgs bace gd the ear.M 
mlrdgdo .goht“ Elv N idlv hlv he taies hgs cl-ee“ The 
vaM he saMs mM dame vhed heHs ba..gdo as.eekW a slbt murI
mur aoagdst mM sigd“

wjr“ Brlss“’
wN trust MluH.. ogqe mM krlklsa. the cldsgperatgld gt peI

serqes“’
fgs krlklsa.“ The meroer terms“ The .gbe.gde ve crabtep 

tloether thgs mlrdgdoW hupp.ep lqer mM oradpmltherHs 
taL.e“

wNH.. reqgev Mlur terms vgth mM kartders“’
wN hlke MluH.. ndp them reasldaL.e“’
wN ndp Mlur edtgre akkrlach kresumktulus“’ Vllp“ 

That sludpep akkrlkrgate.M hlstg.e“ The vlrps scrake mM 
thrlatW shark adp ba.se“ The lScer gs stg.. vatchgdo“ yet 
hgm vldper“ 1etter that thad the truth“

wEeqerthe.essW’ ygam saMsW hgs eMes udreapaL.eW wN .lli 
blrvarp tl Mlur reskldse“’

fe c.gmLs gdtl hgs tlvd car“ El Lacivarp o.adce“ The 
vgdplvs are tgdtep“ N cadHt see hgs bace as the car ku..s avaM“

Vlde“
wjaHam”’ jM prgqer hl.ps the sepad pllr lked“ wFeapM 

tl ol”’
El“ NHm dlt reapM“ N vadt tl rud abter hgs car“ Te.. hgm 

thgs gs gdsade“ N vadt tl ol Laci tl the caLgd“ 1aci tl vhere 
ve vere zust Rmma adp ygam“ Elt lkklsgdo blrces gd a 
var ve createp tl surqgqe a Lgooer lde“
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wUes“’ N s.gpe gdtl the car“ wNHm reapM“’
The prgqe Laci tl the cgtM gs tvl hlurs“ Agdpgdo mludI

tagd rlaps stragohted gdtl re.edt.ess hgohvaMs“ N stare lut 
the vgdplv“ jM re,ectgld gs a ka.e ohlst“ N trM tl krlcess 
vhat zust hakkedep“ Fecldcg.e the mad vhl he.p me .ast 
dgohtW vhlse tluch set me ld nreW vgth the stradoer vhl 
zust prlqe avaM“

fe vardep me gt vlu.p Le .gie thgs“ The cl.p kerblrI
madce“ The decessarM pgstadce“ 1ut N pgpdHt thgdi gt vlu.p 
bee. .gie .lsgdo hgm“ ygie a qgta. kart lb me has Leed amkuI
tatep“
jM khlde qgLrates“ Geqedteed mgssep ca..s“ Ted brlm jac“ 
Ylur brlm qarglus kartders“ Three brlm dumLers N pldHt 
reclodgOe“

The qu.tures are cgrc.gdo“ TheM sme.. L.llp gd the vater“
N start vgth the udidlvd dumLers“ FeklrtersW mlst 

.gie.M“ TheM must haqe cauoht vgdp lb the Brlss Ndpustrges 
sgtuatgld“

wjs“ Ggdc.agr” Thgs gs Deddgber :gm brlm the Ygdadcga. 
TrgLude“ NHm vldpergdo gb Mlu haqe adM clmmedt ld the 
rumlrs aLlut Brlss Ndpustrges maigdo ad l-er blr Mlur 
nrm”’

J.reapM” flv pl theM idlv” The skeep lb gt gs udderqI
gdo“

N pe.ete the qlgcemag.“ The secldp udidlvd dumLer gs 
sgmg.ar“ 9g-eredt reklrterW same gdtrusgqe ?uestglds“ The 
thgrp c.agms tl rekresedt wgdterestep gdqestlrs“’ TheM vadt 
tl pgscuss wa.terdatgqe lktglds’ blr Ggdc.agr 4 Jsslcgates“

1.acistlde“ Nt has tl Le 1.acistlde“ J.reapM madeuqerI
gdo“

N pe.ete a.. three“ jM hadp gs shaigdo“ N ca.. jac“
wDesus BhrgstW RmmaW vhere haqe Mlu Leed” NHqe Leed 

ca..gdo blr hlurs“’ fgs qlgce gs a mgP lb re.geb adp ePaskerI
atgld“

wGlrrM“ El ce.. serqgce udtg. ve olt tl the magd rlap“’
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wAe”’
Damn it. A slip.
wThe rescue he.gclkter kgciep uk seqera. stradpep kelI

k.e“’ N ieek mM qlgce eqed“
wNdc.upgdo Mlur sePM demesgs”’ jacHs tlde gs teasgdoW Lut 
thereHs ad udpercurredt lb cldcerd“

Life-changing. Terrifying. Perfect.
wNdc.upgdo jr“ BrlssW Mes“’
wflv vas that” 7dclmblrtaL.e”’
Professional. That’s the party line.
wQrlbessglda.“’
wThatHs pgsakklgdtgdo“ N vas hlkgdo blr slme edeI

mgesItlI.lqers prama“’
Nb ld.M Mlu idevW jac“ Nb ld.M Mlu idev the ha.b lb gt“
wThgs gs rea. .gbeW jacW dlt a rlmadce dlqe.“’
wjlreHs the kgtM“’ fe sgohs“ wGl vhatHs the k.ad blr 

tlmlrrlv” jlrtldHs Leed ca..gdo eqerM hlur asigdo vhed 
MluH.. Le Laci“’

jlrtld“ The skM“ The tragtlr ve haqe tl bll.“ The reI
mgdper gs a shlci lb cl.p vater“ jlrtld gsdHt zust a cl.I
.eaoue“ feHs ad actgqe threat“ Yeepgdo lur secrets tl kelk.e 
vhl vadt tl pestrlM us“

flv pl N bace hgm” flv pl N sgt gd a rllm vgth hgmW 
idlvgdo vhat heHs plde”

wGchepu.e the kartders meetgdo blr tvl Qj“’ jM qlgce 
gs nrm“ wTe.. jlrtld N vadt tl hear hgs uroedt gdblrmatgld 
Leblre N maie adM pecgsglds aLlut Brlss Ndpustrges“’

wAhat igdp lb pecgsglds”’
Ahether tl accekt ygamHs l-erW lur secret .gbe.gde“ 6r 

noht hgm kuL.gc.MW a charape tl masi lur rea. strateoM“
wThe igdp that vg.. petermgde the buture lb lur nrm“’
wRmmaW MluHre scargdo me“’
Good. You should be scared. We all should be.
wNH.. ePk.agd eqerMthgdo tlmlrrlv“ Dust maie sure eqerMI

ldeHs there“’
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wRqerMlde gdc.upgdo jlrtld”’
wRskecga..M jlrtld“’ fe deeps tl Le.geqe heHs stg.. bll.I

gdo us“ 1.acistlde deeps tl thgdi theM haqe mlre tgme“
N hado uk“ yead Laci aoagdst the seat“ jM heap thrlLs“ 

Tlmlrrlv“ Tlmlrrlv N .lli mM cl..eaoues gd the eMe adp 
.ge“ Tlmlrrlv N kretedp ygam Brlss gs mM edemM vhg.e 
secret.MW peskerate.MW vlrigdo vgth hgm“

Tlmlrrlv N Leclme slmelde NHm dlt“ Ylr a cause N 
Le.geqe gd“ Ylr a mad NC

The cgtM siM.gde akkears“ V.ass adp stee. adp amLgtgld“ 
jM vlr.p“ The vlr.p vhere NHm Rmma Ggdc.agrW madaogdo 
kartder“ Ygerce pebedper lb mM bamg.MHs .eoacM“

Elt the vlmad vhl be.. as.eek gd ygam BrlssHs arms“ 
Elt the vlmad vhlse heart aches vgth a .ldogdo she cadHt 
dame“

1ut as ve oet c.lser tl plvdtlvdW mM eMes scad the 
traSc“ N .lli blr a L.aci tlvd car“ Tgdtep vgdplvs“ JdM 
sgod lb hgm“ The mad vhl gs mM secret kartder“ jM edemM 
gd kuL.gc“
Ae reach mM akartmedt Lug.pgdo“ The sud pgks .lvW kagdtI
gdo the siM gd Lrugsep cl.lrs“ The pllrmad he.ks vgth mM 
Lao“ Jsis gb N hap a ollp veeiedp“ N murmur slmethgdo 
dldclmmgtta.“ Rscake tl the e.eqatlr“

Vllp veeiedp“ Jd udperstatemedt“ J .gbetgme aol“
jM akartmedt bee.s blregod“ Tll c.ead“ Tll lroadgOep“ 

Tll emktM“ RqerMthgdo gs ePact.M vhere N .ebt gt“ ygie tgme 
stlkkep vhg.e N vas olde“

1ut NHm dlt the same kersld“ The vlmad vhl .ebt here 
YrgpaM abterdlld gs olde“
N klur a o.ass lb vgde“ Gtadp at mM .gqgdo rllm vgdplv“ 
The cgtM .gohts o.gtterW cl.p adp pgstadt“ Glmevhere lut 
thereW ygam gs gd hgs kedthluse lSce“ jaigdo ca..s“ jlqI
gdo kgeces“ Qrekargdo blr tlmlrrlv“

Alrigdo tl saqe mM clmkadM“ Ahg.e N stadp here“ jgssI
gdo hgm“
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jM khlde LuOOes“ J tePt“ 7didlvd dumLer“
Strategy meeting. Your apartment. 9 PM. Come 

alone. - L
ygam“ fe vadts tl meet“ Tldgoht“
jM Lreath catches“ Ae sagp veHp Le carebu.“ Ae clu.pdHt 

Le seed tloether“ 1ut heHs clmgdo here“
1ecause veHre dlt plde k.addgdo“ Tll madM petag.s“ 

Tll madM cldtgdoedcges“
6r Lecause he deeps tl see me“ Js much as N deep tl see 
hgm“

N tMke Laci“ jM ndoers tremL.e“
See you at 9.
Enemy in public, partner in private.
Gtartgdo dlv“
N checi mM vatch“ K'—3“ Jd hlur adp a ha.b“ jM re,ecI

tgld gs a stradoer“ flv pl N bace hgm” The mad NC The 
mad vhl vg.. idlci ld mM pllrW a kuL.gc edemMW a krgqate 
hlke“
Thgs gs gdsade“ TerrgbMgdo“ EecessarM“

N thgdi aLlut mM oradpbather“ The nrm he Lug.t“ The 
emk.lMees vhl trust me“ N thgdi aLlut jlrtldHs LetraMI
a.“ 1.acistldeHs re.edt.ess hudoer“ RqerMthgdo ve stadp tl 
.lse“

The LuOOer sludps“ RPact.M x Qj“
wUes”’ jM qlgce gs surkrgsgdo.M steapM“
wNtHs me“’

fgs qlgce“ Ggmk.e“ Ndtgmate“ Elt the qlgce lb a cldskgrI
atlr k.addgdo clrklrate varbare“ jM heart hammers“

wBlme uk“’
N LuOO hgm gd“ Aagt LM the pllr“ Rach secldp stretches“ 

Ahed he idlcisW N lked gt“
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ygam Brlss stadps there“ 9ari sugt“ 1rgebcase gd hadp“ fe 
gs the gmaoe lb a blrma. Lusgdess ca..“

NHm veargdo a clmblrtaL.e shlrt sigrt adp vhgte L.luseW 
vhgch he seems tl akkrecgate vhg.e kretedpgdo tl dlt .lli“

RPcekt gtHs the mlst gmklrtadt Lusgdess meetgdo lb Llth 
lur .gqes“

wjs“ Ggdc.agrW’ he saMs“ fgs qlgce gs blrma.W pgstadt“
wjr“ Brlss“’ N match hgs tlde“ wQ.easeW clme gd“’
fe steks gdtl mM akartmedt“ Ylr a mlmedtW ve zust 

stadp there“ ylligdo at each lther“ The krlbessglda. masis 
ve vlre purgdo the rescue“ The carebu. pgstadce“ J.. lb gt 
ba..s avaM gd the krgqacM lb mM .gqgdo rllm“

Thgs gs rea.“ Ahat ve haqe“ NtHs rea.“
wflv vas Mlur prgqe Laci”’ N asi“ The ?uestgld bee.s 

aLsurp“
wyldo“’ fgs eMes scad mM bace“ wUlurs”’
wThe same“’ Ql.gte sma.. ta.i“ Ylr tvl kelk.e vhl 

sharep secretsW strateoMW adp a Lep .ess thad tve.qe hlurs 
aol“

fe sets plvd hgs Lrgebcase“ yllis arludp mM akartI
medt“ Taies gd the .av Lllis“ The bamg.M khltls“ The 
bramep pgk.lmas“

wEgce k.ace“’
wThadi Mlu“’
Thgs gs rgpgcu.lus“ AeHre actgdo .gie stradoers“ Thgs kreI

tedseW eqed hereW gs su-lcatgdo“
wygam“’
fe meets mM oaOe“ wAhat”’
wAe pldHt haqe tl kretedp here“’ The vlrps rush lut“ 

wElt gd mM akartmedt“ Elt vhed gtHs zust us“’
fe dlps“ Glme lb the tedsgld .eaqes hgs shlu.pers“ J 

musc.e gd hgs zav re.aPes“ wUluHre rgoht“ GlrrM“ NtHs olgdo tl 
taie slme oettgdo usep tl“’

fe taies hgs zaciet l- adp .aMs gt ld the Laci lb the 
cluch“
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wThe kretedpgdo”’
wJ.. lb gt“’ fe oestures qaoue.M“ J.. lb gt“ The strateoM“ 

The secrecM“ The re.atgldshgk ve cadHt pende“ The padoer“
wBad N oet Mlu slmethgdo tl prgdi”’
wBl-eeW gb Mlu haqe gt“’ fgs eMes are serglus“ wThgs gs 

olgdo tl Le a .ldo dgoht“’
N maie cl-ee“ jM hadps are steapM dlv“ fe lkeds hgs 

Lrgebcase“ Gkreaps plcumedts acrlss mM pgdgdo taL.e“ The 
same methlpgca. krecgsgld he Lrluoht tl k.addgdo at the 
caLgd“ 1ut dlv veHre gd mM vlr.p“ jM terrgtlrM“

Elv the staies bee. terrgbMgdo.M rea.“
wAhat pgp Mlu ndp lut”’ N asi“ N hadp hgm a muo“ 

6ur ndoers Lrush“ The bamg.gar skari godgtesW a varmth 
skreapgdo thrluoh me“

wThree thgdos“’ fe taies a sgk lb cl-ee“ fgs oaOe gs 
pgrect“ wYgrstW jlrtld mape cldtact vgth hgs 1.acistlde 
hadp.er thgs abterdlld“ TheM idlv MluHre Laci gd the 
cgtM“’

jM L.llp ruds cl.p“ wflv pl MluL’
wN haqe kelk.e vatchgdo the kelk.e vhl are vatchgdo 

Mlu“’ fgs qlgce gs ,at“ wjlrtldHs khlde ca..s are Legdo 
mldgtlrep“’

6b clurse theM are“ Thgs gs hgs vlr.p“ J vlr.p lb surqeg.I
.adce adp cludterIsurqeg..adce“ J vlr.p NHm dlv kart lb“

wGecldpW’ ygam cldtgduesW w0gctlrga 1.acistlde gs gd 
Eev Ulri“ Ghe ,ev gd thgs abterdlld“ Ahgch meads sheHs 
k.addgdo tl Le here blr the nda. khase“’

The nda. khase“ The pestructgld lb mM bamg.MHs nrm“ 
The edp lb eqerMthgdo NHqe bluoht blr“
wJdp thgrp”’ jM qlgce gs Lare.M a vhgsker“

wThgrpW ve haqe .ess tgme thad N thluoht“’ fgs eMes 
are orgm“ wTheMHre dlt vagtgdo udtg. the edp lb the veei“ 
TheMHre mlqgdo tlmlrrlv“’

The cl-ee muo dear.M s.gks brlm mM orask“ wTlmlrI
rlv”’
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wTlmlrrlv“’ fgs qlgce gs a ?uget cldnrmatgld lb mM 
vlrst bears“ wAhgch meads ve ePecute lur k.ad gd the 
mlrdgdo“ 1eblre jlrtldHs abterdlld meetgdo“’

The strateoM sessgld nda..M clmes tl ad edp at mgpdgoht“ 
ygam adp N cl..akse ldtl the cluchW the vegoht lb the paM 
.gbtgdo brlm lur shlu.pers“ The rllm o.lvs udper the pesi 
.amkW castgdo .ldo shaplvs acrlss the va..s“

jM  kerbume  mgdo.es  vgth  hgs  cl.lodeL,lra.  adp 
earthM musi“ AeMqe Leed sgttgdo sgpe LM sgpe blr hlursW lur 
blcus shark“ ElvW vgth the vlri pldeW the sg.edce Letveed 
us craci.es vgth udsklied tedsgld“

ygam shgbts c.lserW hgs arm s.gpgdo arludp mM shlu.pers“ 
The oesture bee.s Llth casua. adp pe.gLerate“ fgs tluch 
sedps a shgqer plvd mM skgdeW adp N .ead gdtl hgm gdstgdcI
tgqe.MW mM LlpM craqgdo hgs varmth“

NUluMqe Leed vlrigdo tll harpWN he murmursW hgs qlgce 
.lv adp rluoh“ fgs .gks Lrush aoagdst mM temk.eW sedpgdo 
a zl.t lb heat thrluoh me“

N c.lse mM eMesW saqlrgdo the mlmedt“ The vegoht lb 
hgs arm arludp me“ The steapM rhMthm lb hgs heartLeat 
aoagdst mM sgpe“ The bagdt scedt lb hgs sigd“

fgs hadp mlqes plvdW restgdo ld mM Lreast“ fgs ndoers 
sk.aM lqer the curqe thrluoh the thgd baLrgc lb mM L.luse“ 
jM Lreath hgtches as he Leogds tl strlie me oedt.MW hgs 
tluch nrm Met tedper“

NygamWN N vhgskerW mM qlgce tremL.gdo“ N turd mM heapW 
meetgdo hgs oaOeW adp he igsses meLs.lvW peekW adp hudI
orM“

fgs .gks are varm adp gdsgstedtW hgs tldoue Lrushgdo 
aoagdst mgde“ N me.t gdtl hgmW mM hadps tado.gdo gd hgs 
hagr“
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The igss godgtes a nre vgthgd meW adp N shgbtW strapp.gdo 
hgs .akW bacgdo hgm“ jM .eos skreap vgpe arludp hgs thgohsW 
adp N bee. the harp kress lb hgs pesgre aoagdst me“ fgs hadps 
mlqe tl mM vagstW ku..gdo me c.lserW adp N orgdp plvdW 
seeigdo brgctgldW deepgdo tl bee. hgm aoagdst me“

NUluMre sl bucigdo Leautgbu.WN he murmurs aoagdst mM 
deciW hgs Lreath hlt aoagdst mM sigd“ fgs hadps rlamW cukI
kgdo mM LreastsW s?ueeOgdo oedt.MW hgs thumLs Lrushgdo 
lqer mM dgkk.es thrluoh the baLrgc“

N arch gdtl hgs tluchW mladgdo slbt.MW mM heap ba..gdo 
Laci as k.easure clg.s .lv gd mM Le..M“

“Liam,” N oaskW mM qlgce peskerateW mM LlpM achgdo blr 
mlre“ “I need more.”

fgs eMes paried vgth pesgreW adp he dlpsW hgs hadps 
mlqgdo plvd tl mM hgks“ “What do you want, Emma?” 
he asisW hgs qlgce a .lv orlv. that sedps shgqers plvd mM 
skgde“

N hesgtate blr a mlmedtW mM cheeis ,ushgdoW Lut the 
deep gs tll strldo tl godlre“ “I want you to finger me,” N 
vhgskerW mM qlgce Lare.M aupgL.e“ “In my ass. Like before.”

J vgciep smg.e skreaps acrlss hgs baceW adp he reaches 
plvdW orgkkgdo the vagstLadp lb mM kadtges“ Agth a svgbtW 
pecgsgqe mltgldW he tears them l-W the baLrgc rgkkgdo vgth 
a slbt snap“ NHm .ebt Lare adp ePklsepW the cll. agr lb the 
rllm Lrushgdo aoagdst mM sigd“ 

jM Lreath ?ugcieds as he .gbts me tl mM ideesW stg.. 
strapp.gdo hgmW mM .eos tremL.gdo s.goht.M“ The klsgtgld gs 
gdtgmateW qu.deraL.eW adp N bee. a rush lb ePcgtemedt mgPep 
vgth a hgdt lb bear“

“You’re so fucking sexy like this,” he murmursW hgs hadps 
rlamgdo lqer mM thgohsW mM hgksW mM ass“ fgs tluch gs 
reqeredtW klssessgqeW adp N bee. a suroe lb pesgre blr hgm“ 
6de lb hgs hadps mlqes Letveed mM .eosW  hgs ndoers 
s.gpgdo thrluoh mM vetdessW cgrc.gdo mM c.gt“ N oaskW mM 
heap ba..gdo LaciW mM hgks gdstgdctgqe.M rlcigdo gdtl hgs 
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tluch“ fgs lther hadp mlqes tl mM assW hgs thumL kressgdo 
aoagdst mM tgoht hl.eW teasgdoW cgrc.gdoW krlmgsgdo“

“Please,” N vhgskerW mM qlgce hlarseW mM LlpM Leoogdo 
blr mlre“ “Don’t tease me.”

fe chuci.esW a .lvW pari sludp that qgLrates thrluoh 
meW adp hgs thumL kresses gdW s.lv.MW steapg.M“ N Lgte mM 
.gkW mM LlpM tedsgdo as he stretches meW n..gdo me“ fgs 
lther hadp deqer stlksW hgs ndoers strligdo mM c.gt gd nrmW 
rhMthmgc cgrc.esW sedpgdo vaqes lb k.easure crashgdo lqer 
me“

 I’m caught between two sensations, the fullness of his 
thumb in my ass, and the relentless pressure on my clit, and 
I’m drowning in it, lost in the sensation.

“That’s it, baby,” he murmursW hgs qlgce thgci vgth peI
sgre“ “Take it. Take it all.”

N mladW mM hgks mlqgdo lb thegr lvd acclrpW seeigdo 
mlreW deepgdo mlre“ fgs thumL s.gpes gd adp lutW s.lv 
adp pe.gLerateW stretchgdo meW n..gdo meW vhg.e hgs lther 
hadp ieeks uk gts re.edt.ess rhMthm“ The clmLgdatgld gs 
lqervhe.mgdoW adp N bee. mM lroasm Lug.pgdoW a tgoht clg. 
lb k.easure gd mM clre“

“Liam,” N oaskW mM qlgce peskerateW mM LlpM ld the 
epoe“ “I’m close.”

“Me too,” he orlv.sW hgs orgk ld mM hgks tgohtedgdo“ fe 
skeeps ukW hgs thumL bucigdo mM ass vgth mlre uroedcMW 
hgs ndoers ld mM c.gt mlqgdo basterW harper“ NHm teetergdo 
ld the epoeW mM LlpM tremL.gdoW mM Lreath clmgdo gd 
shlrtW shark oasks“

“Cum for me, Emma,” he clmmadpsW hgs qlgce rluohW 
pemadpgdo“ “Cum on my hand.”

The vlrps kush me lqer the epoeW adp N shatterW mM 
lroasm rgkkgdo thrluoh me .gie a stlrm“ N crM lutW mM 
LlpM cldqu.sgdoW mM kussM c.edchgdo arludp hgs ndoersW 
mM ass tgohtedgdo arludp hgs thumL“ NtHs tll muchW tll 
gdtedseW adp Met N vadt mlre“ N vadt gt tl .ast blreqer“
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ygam orladsW hgs lvd re.ease catchgdo hgm l- ouarp“ 
N bee. hgs clci tvgtch aoagdst mM thgohW hgs LlpM tedsgdo 
as he clmesW hgs hadp stg..ep gd mM hagr“ Ae staM .gie that 
blr a mlmedtW suskedpep gd the abtermathW lur Lreaths 
raooepW lur hearts kludpgdo“ The rllm gs sg.edt ePcekt blr 
the sludp lb lur heaqM LreathgdoW the ld.M .goht the slbt 
o.lv lb the .amk“

G.lv.MW he vgthpravs hgs thumLW hgs ndoers trag.gdo 
thrluoh mM vetdess lde .ast tgme“ N cl..akse ldtl hgs chestW 
mM .eos shaiMW mM LlpM stg.. LuOOgdo vgth k.easure“ fe 
vraks hgs arms arludp meW hl.pgdo me c.lseW hgs .gks kressI
gdo aoagdst mM hagr“

N smg.eW a .aOMW satgsnep smg.eW adp .gbt mM heap tl igss hgm“ 
NtHs oedt.e thgs tgmeW tedperW a sg.edt acidlv.epomedt lb 
vhat veHqe zust sharep“ The rllm gs ?ugetW the ld.M sludp 
lur LreathgdoW the ld.M .goht the slbt o.lv lb the .amk“

Js N sgt ukW ygamHs hadp rests ld mM thgohW hgs thumL 
Lrushgdo cgrc.es ld mM sigd“ ThereHs ad udsklied ?uestgld 
gd hgs tluchW a hgdt lb vhat clu.p clme dePt“ N meet hgs 
oaOeW mM heart racgdoW adp blr a mlmedtW ve zust .lli at 
each ltherW the agr thgci vgth klssgLg.gtM“

“What now?” N asiW mM qlgce Lare.M aLlqe a vhgskerW mM 
LlpM stg.. hummgdo vgth adtgcgkatgld“

fe smg.esW a s.lvW idlvgdo smg.eW adp .eads gdW hgs .gks 
Lrushgdo aoagdst mM ear“ “Now?” he murmursW hgs Lreath 
tgci.gdo mM sigd“ “Now, we see where this takes us.”

Jdp vgth thatW he ku..s me Laci gdtl hgs arms“ The 
krlmgse lb mlre .gdoers gd the agr .gie a secret vagtgdo tl 
Le udclqerep“

fgs hadps mlqe tl mM Laci“ fgs ndoers trace the curqe 
lb mM skgdeW sedpgdo shgqers plvd mM LlpM“ N .ead gdtl 
hgmW mM heap restgdo ld hgs shlu.per“ The scedt lb hgs 
cl.lode vraks arludp me .gie a L.adiet“

"You're still wearing too many clothes," he teases“ fgs 
qlgce gs .lv adp k.aMbu.“
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fgs hadps mlqe tl the Luttlds lb mM L.luseW udplgdo 
them lde LM lde“ N shgqerW dlt brlm the cl.pW Lut brlm 
the adtgcgkatgld lb hgs tluch“ fe kushes the baLrgc l- mM 
shlu.persW .ettgdo gt ba.. tl the ,llr“ NMm .ebt gd dlthgdo Lut 
mM Lra“

"Your turn," N vhgsker“ jM ndoers mlqe tl the Luttlds 
lb hgs shgrt“

fe chuci.esW .ettgdo me udpl them“ fgs chest rgses adp 
ba..s vgth each Lreath“ fgs sigd gs varm udper mM ndI
oertgksW hgs musc.es taut adp pendep“ N trace the .gdes lb 
hgs LlpMW mM tluch .gohtW teasgdo“ fe orladsW ku..gdo me 
c.lser“

"Impatient, aren't we?" he murmurs“ fgs .gks Lrush 
aoagdst mM deci“

fgs hadps mlqe tl mM LraW udhlligdo gt vgth kractgcep 
ease“ Nt ba..s avaMW .eaqgdo me Lare“ jM Lreasts rgse adp ba.. 
vgth mM ?ugciedgdo Lreath“ fgs eMes paried as he .llis at 
meW hgs oaOe hudorMW klssessgqe“

fgs hadps cuk mM Lreasts“ fgs thumLs Lrush lqer mM 
dgkk.es“ N mladW archgdo gdtl hgs tluchW mM LlpM craqgdo 
mlre“

fe .eads plvdW taigdo lde dgkk.e gdtl hgs mluthW suciI
gdo oedt.M“ fgs tldoue svgr.s“ N oaskW mM hadps tado.gdo gd 
hgs hagrW mM hgks gdstgdctgqe.M kressgdo aoagdst hgm“

"Liam," N vhgsker“ jM qlgce gs k.eapgdo“ "I need you."
fe chuci.esW a pariW sgdbu. sludpW adp shgbtsW stadpgdo 

ukW ku..gdo me vgth hgm“ N vrak mM .eos arludp hgs vagstW 
mM arms arludp hgs deci“ fe carrges me tl the epoe lb the 
pesiW settgdo me plvd oedt.M“

The vllp gs cll. aoagdst mM Laci“ J stari cldtrast tl 
the heat lb hgs LlpM“

“Where do you want me?” he asisW hgs qlgce a .lv orlv.W 
hgs eMes scaddgdo mM LlpM“

“Inside me,” N vhgskerW mM qlgce peskerate“ “Now.”
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fe plesdHt deep tl Le tl.p tvgce“ fgs hadps mlqe tl hgs 
Le.tW udLuci.gdo gt ?ugci.MW hgs kadts ba..gdo tl the ,llr“ 
fgs clci skrgdos breeW thgci adp harpW adp N .gci mM .gksW mM 
LlpM achgdo blr hgm“ fe steks c.lserW hgs hadps mlqgdo tl 
mM hgksW klsgtgldgdo me“ Agth lde svgbt thrustW heHs gdsgpe 
meW n..gdo me clmk.ete.M“

“Fuck,” N oaskW mM heap ba..gdo LaciW mM LlpM apzustgdo 
tl hgs sgOe“ fe hl.ps stg.. blr a mlmedtW .ettgdo me oet usep 
tl hgmW hgs blreheap restgdo aoagdst mgde“

“Ready?” he asisW hgs qlgce hlarse“
“Yes,” N vhgskerW mM hadps orgkkgdo hgs shlu.pers“
fe ku..s lut s.lv.MW thed thrusts Laci gdW settgdo a steapM 

rhMthm“ The pesi creais Ledeath usW the sludp echlgdo 
gd the ?uget rllm“ fgs hadps mlqe tl mM assW .gbtgdo meW 
meetgdo hgs thrustsW lur Llpges mlqgdo gd kerbect sMdc“ 
The agr gs bu.. lb the sludps lb lur k.easureW lur mladsW 
the s.ak lb sigd aoagdst sigdW the creai lb the pesi“

“Harder,” N pemadpW mM qlgce sharkW mM LlpM craqgdo 
mlre“

fe lL.goesW hgs thrusts Leclmgdo mlre uroedtW mlre 
peskerate“ The pesi orlads udper the blrceW Lut he plesdHt 
s.lv plvdW plesdHt stlk“ fgs .gks ndp mgdeW lur igssI
es bradtgcW lur Lreaths mgdo.gdo“ N vrak mM .eos tgohter 
arludp hgmW mM hee.s pgoogdo gdtl hgs LaciW urogdo hgm 
peeker“

“Cum with me, Emma,” he orlv.sW hgs qlgce ravW hgs 
LlpM tedsgdo“ “Cum on my cock.”

fgs vlrps sedp me lqer the epoeW mM lroasm crashgdo 
lqer me .gie a vaqe“ N scream hgs dameW mM LlpM cldqu.sI
gdoW mM kussM c.edchgdo arludp hgm“ fe bl..lvsW hgs lvd 
re.ease catchgdo hgm l- ouarpW hgs clci ku.sgdo gdsgpe meW 
hgs LlpM tremL.gdo“

Ae staM .gie that blr a mlmedtW suskedpep gd the abI
termathW lur Lreaths raooepW lur hearts kludpgdo“ G.lv.MW 
he ku..s lutW hgs hadps mlqgdo tl mM LaciW .lvergdo me 
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oedt.M tl the pesi“ N .ge thereW mM LlpM stg.. LuOOgdoW mM 
sigd o.gstedgdo vgth sveat“

fe smg.esW a .aOMW satgsnep smg.eW adp igsses me oedt.M“ 
The rllm gs ?ugetW the ld.M sludp lur LreathgdoW the ld.M 
.goht the slbt o.lv lb the .amk“

Js he stadpsW ku..gdo me vgth hgmW N vrak mM arms 
arludp hgs vagstW mM heap restgdo ld hgs chest“ “What 
now?” N asiW mM qlgce s.eekMW cldtedt“

fe chuci.esW a varmW peek sludpW adp igsses the tlk lb 
mM heap“ “Now? Now, we rest. But tomorrow… tomorrow, 
we see where this takes us.”



Chapte Tne


Liam
My phone buzzes. 6 AM. Jennifer. Three missed calls. 

Bad.
I sit up, the sheets pooling around my waist. The pent-

house okce is darS, the city a sleeping beast below. Nleep. 
I barely remember what it feels liSe. Eot after last night. 
Three hours with vmma, dissecting our strategy, antici-
pating e“ery counter-mo“e. v“ery contingency.

Too many failure points.
I grab the phone. ”Jennifer.?
”NirH? Wer “oice is tight. Ntrained. ”’e ha“e a situation.?
”’hat SindH? IVm already out of bed, mo“ing towards 

the coYee machine.
”Cictoria BlacSstone. NheVs in Eew RorS. UhecSed into 

the Nt. Fegis last night. Lnder her own name.?
Cictoria. Were. Eo subtlety. A declaration. Nhe wants us 

to Snow. NheVs close. Feady.
”MortonH?
”1our calls. Name blocSed number. :ast night. The 4nal 

one was at 77P&D qM.? Jennifer pauses. ”Fight after the 
Ninclair G Associates partners recei“ed an urgent meeting 
noti4cation.?

After vmma would ha“e gotten bacS. After she would 
ha“e briefed Mac.

”The noti4cationH? I pour coYee, blacS.
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”vmergency partnership meeting. Two qM today. All 
partners reOuired. Lrgent discussion. Uross Industries ac-
Ouisition oYer.?

Morton. Mo“ing fast. 1aster than we anticipated.
I walS to the window. The city stirs. Qray light bleeds 

into the sSy. vmma. NheVs out there. 1acing her own storm. 
Wer own crisis calls.

’e 4ght the same war. Neparate battle4elds.
”Jennifer, cancel my morning.?
”All of it, sirH?
”All of it.? I need focus. ”Necure conference room. Ten 

AM. Uompletely pri“ate.?
”Res, sir. Anything elseH?
Res. 1igure out how to sa“e vmma. ’ithout destroying 

e“erything IV“e built. v5ecute a plan that needs jawless 
timing. qerfect coordination. ’ith the woman IVm sup-
posed to destroy.

”:egal team. Eine AM. Wostile taSeo“er defense strate-
gies. Tell them to bring e“erything.?

”’hose taSeo“er are we defending against, sirH?
Qood Ouestion. Mine, technically. But not really. IVm 

defending against BlacSstone. My faSe taSeo“er is the 
shield for her real one.

”ItVs complicated.? My “oice is jat. ”Tell them to be 
prepared for anything.?

I hang up. The coYee is bitter. In eight hours, vmma 
walSs into that meeting. Morton, her trusted colleague, 
will try to feed her partners to the wol“es. NheVll ha“e to 
argue against my oYer, the one we crafted. Necretly support 
it. Blind to MortonVs e5act script.

And IVll be here. Across the city. Krchestrating our 
counter-attacS. Lnable to reach her. Lntil itVs done.

The secure phone on my desS rings. Fed light jashing. 
Knly three people ha“e this number.

My gut clenches.



AU…LIFvx BR MR FICA: UvK 778

”Uross.?
”ItVs me.? vmmaVs “oice. Tight. Ntrained. 1ear, sharp 

and cold, lances through me. ”’e ha“e a problem.?
”’hat Sind of problemH?
”Morton mo“ed up the meeting. Eoon.? Wer words 

are clipped. ”We says BlacSstoneVs timeline accelerated. ’e 
need to maSe a decision. Today.?

Today. Eot tomorrow. Today.
My mind races. Ualculations. Timelines shredded.
”Ni5 hours.? Wer “oice is a thin thread. ”To e5ecute 

e“erything. :egal documents. 1inancial transfers. qartner 
“otes. Fegulatory 4lings. All of it.?

”Uan you do itH?
”I donVt Snow.? xoubt, raw and honest. ”The partners 

are panicSing. Walf want to 4ght you to the death. The 
other half want to surrender immediately. Eobody wants 
to consider a merger. They thinS itVs 9ust surrender with 
better terms.?

v5actly what Morton, what BlacSstone, wants them to 
thinS.

The strain in her “oice. The weight she carries. Alone. 
qretending.

”vmma.?
”’hatH?
”’e can do this.? My “oice is 4rm. A rocS for her to hold 

onto.
”Wow can you be so sureH? A whisper of desperation.
Because IV“e planned for this. 1or twel“e years. Because I 

Snow Cictoria BlacSstone. Wer methods. Wer mind. Bet-
ter than she Snows them herself. Because I ha“e resources 
she doesnVt see. Ntrategies she canVt predict.

Because I belie“e in you.
”Because weVre better,? I say. My “oice is Ouiet, intense. 

”Nmarter. 1aster. More prepared.?
”And if weVre notH? Wer fear mirrors my own.
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If weVre not, you lose e“erything. And I li“e with the 
Snowledge I failed you. 1ailed us.

”’e are.?
Nilence. I hear her ragged breath. NheVs processing. The 

fear. The staSes. The impossible odds.
”:iamH?
”ReahH?
”:ast night.? Wer “oice cracSs. ”’hen you said this was 

real. ’hat we ha“e. xid you mean itH?
”I meant it.?
”Qood.? A shaSy e5hale. ”Because IVm about to risS 

e“erything IV“e e“er worSed for. Based on trusting you.?
And I’m risking everything I’ve ever built. Based on lov-

ing you.
”vmma.?
”’hatH?
”’hate“er happens today. ’hate“er we say to each oth-

er in public. ’hate“er performance we gi“e. Femember 
last night. Femember the cabin. Femember this is more 
than business.?

”IVll remember.? Wer “oice is stronger now.
I hope we both will.
”I ha“e to go.? Wer words are rushed. ”My partners will 

be here soon. I need to prepare them. 1or the 4ght of their 
li“es.?

”vmmaH?
”ReahH?
”Qi“e them hell.?
Nhe laughs. A real laugh. The sound of the woman who 

fell asleep in my arms. ”Rou too.?
The line goes dead.
Alone. UoYee. Uity. The most important day.
Time for war.
I pull up Cictoria BlacSstoneVs 4le. qhotos. 1inancials. 

qsychological pro4les. Business history. Twel“e years of 
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watching her. :earning her. The hunter becomes the 
hunted. Today.

My intercom buzzes. ”Mr. UrossH Rour legal team is 
here.?

”Nend them in.?
qatricia Qranger,  xa“id qarS, Narah 2im. My legal 

eagles. They walS in. Bo5es of documents. v5pressions 
of barely controlled panic. TheyV“e worSed all weeSend. 
qreparing for a scenario they donVt understand.

Join the club.
”Qentlemen. :adies. ThanS you for coming in.?
”Nir.? qatricia Uhen, my head of legal,  speaSs 4rst. 

”’eV“e prepared the merger documents. As reOuested. But 
this timeline. ItVs e5tremely aggressi“e. Eormally, a trans-
action liSe this taSes weeSs. Eot hours.?

”Eormally,?  I  say,  my “oice  jat,  ”weVre  not  racing 
against a hostile taSeo“er. 1rom BlacSstone Uapital.?

A hush falls. qatriciaVs face pales. xa“id e5changes a looS 
with Narah.

”BlacSstoneH? qatriciaVs “oice is a shocSed whisper. ”Nir, 
if BlacSstone is targeting Ninclair G Associates, shouldnVt 
we ad“ise them directlyH Instead of pursuing our own ac-
OuisitionH?

Wow do I e5plainH That I am ad“ising them. xirectly. 
Just not in any way theyVd understand.

”Kur acOuisition is their best defense.? My gaze sweeps 
o“er them. Ward. Lnyielding. ”If we mo“e fast enough, 
we present BlacSstone with a fait accompli. They canVt 
acOuire a company thatVs already been acOuired.?

”And Ninclair G Associates is willing to be acOuired by 
usH? xa“id qarS, my corporate 4nance specialist, asSs. Wis 
sSepticism is clear.

The trillion-dollar Ouestion.
”Ms. Ninclair is0 Uonsidering our oYer.?
Among other things.
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”Nir.? xa“id persists. ”The regulatory 4lings alone. 
TheyVll taSe most of the day. And thatVs assuming no de-
lays. Eo complications.?

”Then we ensure no delays. Eo complications.? Because 
if there are, vmma loses e“erything. And I lose her.

”’hat about due diligenceH? Narah 2im, our compli-
ance okcer, chimes in. ”’e ha“enVt had time. To properly 
“et Ninclair G Associates. Their 4nancial position. Ulient 
relationships. Internal structures.?

IV“e “etted them. 1or two years. I Snow their 4nancials 
better than they do.

”IV“e monitored their situation closely.? My “oice is 
4rm. ”TheyVre a solid 4rm. Ntrong fundamentals. v5cel-
lent leadership.?

”But sir.? qatricia inter9ects. Wer worry is palpable. 
”’ithout proper due diligence, we e5pose Uross Indus-
tries. To signi4cant liability. ’hat if there are hidden 
debtsH Lndisclosed lawsuitsH Fegulatory “iolationsH?

’hat if vmma doesnVt lo“e meH ’hat if this is 9ust 
sur“i“alH qro5imityH AdrenalineH

”IVll taSe full personal responsibility.? My “oice is Ouiet. 
xeadly serious. ”1or any complications.?

Because this isnVt 9ust about acOuiring her company. ItVs 
about betting my future. My life. Kn the woman who runs 
it.

”Nir, with all due respect.? xa“idVs “oice is tight. ”This 
isnVt 9ust liability. ItVs your reputation. The companyVs 
reputation. If this goes wrong, if the merger fails, creates 
problems, the business press will tear us apart.?

TheyVll tear me apart anyway. ’hen they 4nd out. That 
IV“e been secretly worSing with vmma. That this hostile 
taSeo“er is a facade. To protect her. 1rom a real threat.

”The greater risS,? I say, my “oice low, ”is doing noth-
ing. ’atching BlacSstone destroy a good company. Qood 
people.?
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And the woman I lo“e.
My secure phone rings again. Ualler IxP LnSnown.
vmma, from a diYerent phoneH Kr0
”v5cuse me.? I hold up a hand to my team. ”I need to 

taSe this.?
I answer on the third ring. My pulse is a slow, hea“y 

drum.
”Uross.?
”Mr. Uross. This is Cictoria BlacSstone.?
The de“il herself. Wer “oice is cool. Uon4dent.
”Ms. BlacSstone. An une5pected pleasure.? My own 

“oice is eOually cool.
”I thinS itVs time we had a con“ersation.?
I thinS itVs time I ended you.
”IVm listening.?
”Eot o“er the phone. Meet me. The Cault. Kne hour.?
The  Cault.  Kf  course.  v5clusi“e.  Necure.  Eeutral 

ground. Eo scenes.
”And if I declineH?
”Then Ninclair G Associates will be in banSruptcy. By 

the end of the weeS.?
The threat. As e5pected.
”Kne hour.?
”Mr. UrossH?
”’hatH?
”Uome alone.?
The line goes dead.
I stare at my legal team. Their faces are a mi5ture of 

confusion and concern. v“erything 9ust got in4nitely more 
complicated.

The enemy wants a face-to-face.
NheVs desperate. Kr supremely con4dent.
IVm about to 4nd out.
”Uhange of plans.? My “oice is sharp. ”I need those doc-

uments ready. 1or 4ling. In two hours. Eot si5. ’hate“er 
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corners you cut, whate“er procedures you e5pedite, maSe 
it happen.?

”Nir, thatVs impossible.? qatricia protests. Wer “oice is 
strained. ”The regulatory reOuirements aloneK?

”Then maSe it possible.? My gaze sweeps o“er them. 
Lncompromising. ”Uall in fa“ors. qay e5pedite fees. xo 
whate“er it taSes. I want e“erything ready to 4le. The mo-
ment Ms. Ninclair gi“es us the green light.?

Because Cictoria BlacSstone isnVt reOuesting a meeting 
to negotiate. NheVs reOuesting a meeting to deli“er an ulti-
matum.

And I need to be ready.
The Cault. ManhattanVs most e5clusi“e restaurant. qri-

“ate booths. Noundproof walls. A clientele of power bro-
Sers. Weads of state. 1ortune 8JJ UvKs.

qerfect for a con“ersation that could destroy li“es.
Cictoria BlacSstone is already there. Uorner booth. 

Ulear “iew of the room. qlatinum blonde hair. Uold blue 
eyes that miss nothing.

The woman who destroyed my father.
”Mr.  Uross.  ThanS you for  coming.?  Wer  “oice  is 

smooth, liSe polished steel.
”Ms. BlacSstone.?
I slide into the booth. NheVs positioned herself perfectly. 

BacS to the wall. v5it routes mapped. qhone face-down, 
within easy reach. Ualculated. Ma5imum ad“antage.

Just liSe I would.
”RouVre not what I e5pected,? she says. Wer eyes study 

me. The same intensity IV“e seen in boardroom photos.
”Eeither are you.?
”’hat did you e5pectH?
A monster. Kb“ious e“il. Kb“ious corruption. Nome-

one easier to hate.
”Nomeone older.?
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Nhe laughs. Nurprisingly genuine. ”I get that a lot. qeo-
ple e5pect corporate raiders to be ancient men. v5pensi“e 
suits. But the young ones. Always hungrier.?

Wungrier. :iSe predators.
”NpeaSing of hunger.? Nhe gestures to the table. ”I tooS 

the liberty of ordering. The wagyu here is e5ceptional.?
The waiter approached. ”Ms. BlacSstone has already 

ordered for you, Mr. Uross.? Cictoria oYered a cool smile. 
Always in control.

”Wow considerate.? My “oice is dry.
”IVm a considerate person, Mr. Uross. ’hich is why I 

wanted to speaS with you. Before things get0 unpleasant.?
Were it comes.
”Lnpleasant howH?
”RouVre maSing a play for Ninclair G Associates.? A 

statement. Eot a Ouestion. Nhe Snows. Wer intelligence 
networS is good. Kr Morton. 1eeding her more than we 
realized.

”IVm e5ploring opportunities.?
”xonVt be coy. It doesnVt suit you.? Nhe leans forward. 

Wer eyes are liSe ice chips. ”’e both Snow youV“e made an 
oYer. To vmma Ninclair. ’e both Snow sheVs considering 
it.?

Wow much does she SnowH The cabinH Kur real rela-
tionshipH

”Ms. Ninclair is a smart businesswoman. IVm sure sheVs 
considering all her options.?

”Including mine.?
There it is.
”RouV“e made an oYerH?
”IVm maSing one now. Through you.?
’hatH
The waiter arri“es with our food. A brief respite. Time 

to process. Cictoria waits. qatient. qredatory.
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”WereVs whatVs going to happen, Mr. Uross.? Wer “oice 
is soft. xeadly. ”Rou withdraw your oYer to Ninclair G 
Associates. Rou recommend Ms. Ninclair accept my terms. 
In e5change, I maSe you “ery, “ery rich.?

Betray vmma. Wand her to the wol“es.
”’hat maSes you thinS IVd be interestedH?
”Because youVre a businessman. Eot a romantic. Rou 

understand sentiment is e5pensi“e. qro4t is eternal.?
Nhe has no idea.
”And if I refuseH?
”Then I destroy you both.? Uasual con4dence. :iSe 

discussing the weather. Nhe cuts into her steaS.
WowH
”vlaborate.?
”Rour hostile taSeo“er of Ninclair G Associates. It will 

fail. Npectacularly. vmma Ninclair will 4ght you. ’ith 
e“erything she has. NheVs formidable when cornered. The 
legal battle will drag on. Months. Uosting you millions. 
xestroying your reputation.?

Eot wrong.  If  vmma and I  were truly ad“ersaries. 
ThatVs e5actly what would happen.

”Meanwhile,? she continues, her “oice a silSen threat, 
”IVll be Ouietly acOuiring her debt. Wer client contracts. 
Wer real estate leases. ’hen the dust settles, there wonVt 
be anything left. Kf Ninclair G Associates. 1or either of us 
to acOuire.?

Ncorched earth. If she canVt ha“e it, no one can.
”RouVd rather destroy it than let me ha“e itH?
”IVd rather ha“e a compliant partner than a dead com-

petitor.?
Uompliant partner. Nhe wants me to worS for her.
”’hat e5actly are you proposingH?
”A 9oint “enture. BlacSstone-Uross AcOuisitions. Rou 

bring capital. Ulean reputation. I bring e5pertise. Ulient 
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networS. Together, we could own half the legal ser“ices 
marSet. In 4“e years.?

v“erything I thought I wanted. ’hen I started this. 
qower. ’ealth. Fe“enge.

All I ha“e to do is betray vmma.
”ThatVs Ouite an oYer.? My “oice is carefully neutral.
”It is.? Nhe sips her wine. ”And it e5pires. In e5actly0? 

Nhe checSs her watch. A delicate, diamond-studded time-
piece. ”Three hours. ’hen Ms. NinclairVs partners meeting 
begins.?

Three hours. ’hen vmma walSs into the most impor-
tant meeting of her career.

”’hy the deadlineH?
”Because thatVs when I maSe my counter-oYer. To Nin-

clair G Associates. ’ith or without your cooperation.?
The trap. It springs shut. Betray vmma now. Kr Cictoria 

destroys us both later.
”’hatVs your counter-oYerH?
”AcOuisition. Thirty percent abo“e current marSet “al-

ue. 1ull employment guarantees. All current staY. Feten-
tion of the Ninclair name. Management structure.?

A good oYer. Better than good. Better than most 4rms 
in vmmaVs situation could hope for.

And itVs a lie.
”ThatVs generous.?
”I can aYord to be generous. ’hen IVm certain of the 

outcome.?
Nhe Snows something I donVt. Kr thinSs she does.
”’hat maSes you so certainH?
Cictoria smiles. 1or the 4rst time, I see the true preda-

tor. Uold. Ualculating. Ltterly ruthless. ”Because James 
Morton has been feeding me intelligence. About Ninclair 
G Associates. 1or si5 months. I Snow e5actly how des-
perate their 4nancial situation is. v5actly which partners 



F: xAEv7I&

are wa“ering. v5actly what pressure points will maSe them 
breaS.?

Morton. NheVs counting on Morton. To deli“er vmmaVs 
partnership.

”And if Morton canVt deli“erH?
”Then I ha“e other assets.?
Kther assetsH ’hat other assetsH
”Nuch asH?
”:etVs 9ust say.? Wer “oice drops. A silSen whisper. ”Ms. 

Ninclair has some “ery interesting “ulnerabilities. That 
could become public Snowledge. If necessary.?

Culnerabilities. ’hat “ulnerabilitiesH ’hat does she 
Snow about vmmaH

A cold rage, lethal and absolute, tightened my chest. If 
she touched vmma0

”I see you understand me now,? Cictoria says. Wer eyes 
watch my face. Nharp. 2nowing. ”This isnVt 9ust about 
money, Mr. Uross. This is about power. And I ha“e more 
of it than you do.?

’eVll see about that.
”RouV“e gi“en me a lot to thinS about.? My “oice is 

carefully controlled.
”xonVt thinS too long. Three hours.?
Nhe stands. :ea“es money on the table. 1or both our 

meals.
”Mr. UrossH?
”’hatH?
”IV“e been doing this for a “ery long time. IV“e destroyed 

companies worth ten times Ninclair G Associates. IV“e ru-
ined men with twice your net worth. Walf your scruples.?

Is that supposed to intimidate meH
”Rour pointH?
”My point is. Rou can be my partner. Kr my “ictim. But 

you cannot be my eOual.?
’atch me.
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Nhe walSs away. :ea“ing me. ’ith the checS. And the 
sudden, chilling realization. Cictoria BlacSstone is e“ery-
thing I e5pected. And worse.

NheVs not 9ust trying to acOuire vmmaVs company. NheVs 
trying to acOuire me.

And she has no idea. Nhe 9ust declared war. Kn the 
wrong man.

My secure line buzzes. A te5t.
Ms. Sinclair, we need to talk. The St. Regis, Presidential 

Suite. Come alone. You have thirty minutes. - V. Blackstone
Cictoria.  NheVs  summoning  vmma.  Mo“ing  to  the 

endgame.
CictoriaVs words echo. Everything you think you know 

about what happened to Cross Manufacturing is wrong.
’hat did she meanH ’hat truth about my fatherH
It doesnVt matter. Eot now. vmma. I ha“e to get to 

vmma.
I grab my coat. Wead for the door. ’hate“er Cictoria 

plans to tell vmma. ’hate“er truth she thinSs she holds. I 
need to be there.

Because the only truth that matters now is the one 
vmma and I build. Together.

v“erything else is 9ust noise.



Chapte Elvene�

Emma
"Emma, you look like hell."
Mac’s greeting is exactly what I need. A jackhammer 

pounded behind my eyes. Sleep? A distant memory. I 
manage a weak glare as he strolls into my oTce.

"'hanks. 'hatfs exactly the conHdence boost I was 
looking zor on a Monday morning."

ve picks up my coWee cup, sniWs it, and recoils. "'his 
could strip paint."

"Itfs zuel." I snatch it back, nearly sloshing the cold dregs. 
'he oTce is already a disaster Lone oz Hles and zrantic 
energy. 'he emergency partners meeting looms, two hours 
away. 'wo hours to determine the zate oz e—erything.

"Seriously, honey. -henfs the last time you slept?" Mac’s 
—oice soztens, a rare occurrence.

'hree nights ago. In Ciamfs arms, a lizetime ago, bezore 
this zresh hell began. "Ifll sleep when this is o—er." Iz it e—er 
is.

I head straight zor my desk, Mac trailing with a zresh 
cupVthis one actually steamingVand a stack oz printB
outs. Qrisis reports. 'he call with Ciam echoes in my mind. 
Uictoria Rlackstone’s oWer to him. Retray me, get rich. 
'hree hours to execute our plan bezore she makes her 
counterBmo—e.
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'hree hours. 'he meeting starts in two. My stomach 
churns.

"Mortonfs been here since eight," Mac says, his —oice 
low. "Cocked in his oTce, making phone calls. -hate—B
er hefs planning zor this meeting, hefs coordinating with 
someone."

Uictoria Rlackstone. 'he name screams in my head. 
Morton. 'wenty years. QoWees shared, cases won. 8ow 
this. A cold Hst clenches in my gut. vow did I miss it? vow 
could I ha—e been so blind to the —iper in our midst?

"-ho else is here?" I try to keep my —oice steady.
"OodrigueL and Jim arri—ed an hour ago. Qonzerence 

room, going through Hnancial projections. Sarah is on her 
way zrom her weekend place. 'he others should be here 
within the hour."

:i—e partners plus me. Six —otes. I need three zor a majorB
ity. Oight now, I’m not sure I ha—e e—en one. Ciam’s plan, 
our plan, hinges on swizt, decisi—e action. And trust.

"Mac, I need you to do something zor me."
"Anything." vis loyalty is a small, warm spot in the icy 

dread.
"Qall our accountants. 'ell them I need a complete HB

nancial analysis oz the Qross Industries oWer by noon. 
E—ery detail, e—ery implication, e—ery scenario."

vis eyebrows shoot up. "'hatfs in zorty minutes."
"'hen they better work zast." My partners deser—e to 

understand exactly what they’re choosing. E—en iz I can’t 
tell them the whole truth.

Elena OodrigueL and 1a—id Jim emerge zrom the conB
zerence room. 'heir zaces are grim. Elena, Hzteen years 
with us, a corporate law bulldog. 1a—id, newer, brilliant, 
Hercely loyal to the Hrm’s traditions. 'wo —otes I might, 
just might, be able to count on iz I can na—igate this perB
zectly.

"Emma," Elena says, her —oice tight. "-e need to talk."
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"About?"
"About whether wefre really considering surrender to 

Qross Industries."
Surrender. 'hat’s how they see it. Ciam’s carezully conB

structed oWer, our lizeline, reduced to surrender. "Cetfs 
wait until e—eryonefs here. I donft want to ha—e this conB
—ersation twice."

Sarah Pohns arri—es at NN3N0, looking harried. 7ur emB
ployment law specialist. ver zocus is always our people. 
A potential third —ote, iz I can con—ince her Ciam’s oWer 
protects them.

"Emma," Sarah says, pulling me aside. ver —oice is 
hushed. "If—e been getting calls all morning zrom staW. OuB
mors. Qross Industries, emergency meetings, job security. 
-hat do I tell them?"

'ell them I’m trying to sa—e their jobs. 'ell them I’m 
risking e—erything. "'ell them wefre exploring all our opB
tions. 8o decisions ha—e been made." A halzBtruth. 'he 
best I can oWer.

"And Morton?" Sarah continues, her brow zurrowed. 
"vefs been asking zor personnel Hles, employment conB
tracts, salary inzormation. I stalled him, but he says he has 
authoriLation zrom the partnership."

vefs building a dossier zor Rlackstone. My blood runs 
cold. Inzormation to sweeten their oWer, identizy pressure 
points, pick us apart. "1onft gi—e him anything else. 8ot 
without written authoriLation. :rom me. 9ersonally."

At NN3q4, partners -illiams and :oster arri—e. 'ogether. 
'he old guard. -ith the Hrm since bezore I was born. 'hey 
remember my zather, my grandzather. 'hey will be the 
hardest to con—ince. 'hey will see any deal as a betrayal.

"Emma."  -illiams’  —oice  is  sharp,  no  pleasantries. 
"-hatfs this about Qross Industries? Are we really considB
ering selling out to that corporate shark?"
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Qorporate shark. Iz only you knew. Iz only you knew 
hefs trying to sa—e us zrom bigger, deadlier sharks. "-efre 
considering our options."

"7ur option is to Hght," :oster declares, his jowls &ui—B
ering. "'his Hrm has been in your zamily zor zour generaB
tions. -e donft surrender to hostile raiders."

:ight with what? Money we don’t ha—e? Against lawyers 
we can’t aWord? -hile our clients lose conHdence and 
our staW looks zor lizeboats? "Sometimes," I say, my —oice 
&uiet but Hrm, "Hghting means choosing the battle you can 
win."

Morton appears at NN3…0. ve carries a thick zolder. ve 
wears the smug expression oz a man who thinks he’s about 
to sa—e the world. 7r destroy it. My stomach lurches.

"Iz  e—eryonefs  ready,"  he says,  his  —oice unctuously 
smooth, "I think we should begin."

"'his is a partners meeting, Morton," Elena says, her 
tone glacial. "2oufre not a partner."

"Emma asked me to present the rele—ant inzormation," 
Morton counters, a !icker oz something unreadable in his 
eyes. "“i—en my research into Qross Industries and their 
methods."

Oesearch. Oight. Intelligence reports. :rom Rlackstone. 
-e Hle into the conzerence room. 'he air is thick with 
tension, unspoken zears.

:or the next twenty minutes, we listen. 7ur accounB
tants, —ia speakerphone, deli—er a grim breakdown oz 
Sinclair ” Associatesf Hnancial reality. It’s worse than I 
thought. 8ot catastrophic. Rut —ulnerable. 9recarious. 
Any major client loss, any unexpected expense, could tip 
us o—er the edge. -e are an attracti—e target. A wounded 
animal.

"So," Morton says when the accountants hang up, his 
—oice taking on a new resonance, a zalse gra—itas. "I think 
we can all see that wefre in a precarious position. -hich 
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makes Qross Industriesf oWer e—en more signiHcant." ve 
opens his zolder. Starts distributing copies oz documents. 
1ocuments I’—e ne—er seen.

-here did he get these?
"'hese," Morton announces, "are Qross Industriesf HB

nancial statements zor the last three years. 'heir ac&uiB
sition history. 'heir postBac&uisition employment pracB
tices."

I scan the pages &uickly. “enuine Qross Industries letB
terhead. Rut the content6 it paints a picture oz aggressi—e 
costBcutting. -orkzorce reductions. 7perational changes 
that bear no resemblance to the partnership Ciam and I 
crazted. 'his isnft the deal we negotiated. 'his is a zabricaB
tion. ve lied to me. 7r these are lies. A cold dread washes 
o—er me. 'he rug is being pulled out, and Ifm scrambling 
zor purchase.

"As you can see," Morton continues, his —oice dripping 
with zalse concern, "Qross Industries has ac&uired se—enB
teen companies in the last H—e years. In e—ery case, theyf—e 
eliminated between thirty and sixty percent oz the workB
zorce within the Hrst year."

'hatfs not true. It canft be. Ciam wouldnft6 Rut I canft 
contradict Morton. 8ot without re—ealing how I know 
the real story. 8ot without exposing Ciam, and us.

"-here did you get this inzormation?" I manage, my 
—oice tight.

"9ublic Hlings. SEQ documents." Morton shrugs. "Itfs 
all a matter oz public record."

Rut itfs not the whole picture. 'here has to be more. 
ve’s twisting it.

"-hat are you suggesting, Morton?" -illiams asks, his 
—oice gruW.

"Ifm suggesting," Morton says, leaning zorward, "we exB
plore other options bezore we surrender to Qross IndusB
tries."
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7ther options. vere it comes. 'he betrayal, wrapped in 
a —eneer oz concern.

"Such as?" I keep my —oice e—en.
"If—e been approached by another Hrm." Morton pauses 

zor dramatic eWect. "Rlackstone Qapital. 'heyfre interestB
ed in ac&uiring us. Ynder much more za—orable terms."

'he trap springs shut. My heart hammers against my 
ribs. 'his is it. 'he moment Morton re—eals his true alleB
giance. 'he moment Rlackstone makes their play, through 
their inside man.

"Rlackstone Qapital?" Elena zrowns. "If—e ne—er heard oz 
them."

"'heyfre  a  pri—ate  e&uity  Hrm,"  Morton  explains 
smoothly. "SpecialiLing in legal ser—ices. 'heyf—e successB
zully ac&uired and grown doLens oz law Hrms across the 
country."

Successzully destroyed doLens, he means. My hands 
clench under the table.

Morton pulls out another set oz documents. 9asses 
them around. ":ull employment guarantees zor all curB
rent staW. Oetention oz the Sinclair name and all existB
ing partnerships. Qontinuation oz current management 
structure."

It sounds perzect. 'oo perzect. A siren song, luring 
us onto the rocks.  'he partners around the table exB
change glances. Azter Morton’s damning presentation 
about Qross Industries, Rlackstone’s oWer sounds like a 
miracle. -hich is exactly what he, and Uictoria, intended. 
'he walls are closing in.

"And the downside?" I ask, my —oice decepti—ely calm.
"'here is no downside," Morton says, his smile beatiHc. 

"Itfs a straightzorward ac&uisition. Qomplete protection 
zor e—eryone."

Except itfs a lie. E—erything about it is a lie. And I ha—e 
no way to pro—e it. 8ot without re—ealing e—erything Ciam 
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told me. 8ot without destroying the zragile trust we’—e 
built.

My mind races. Ciam’s warning. Uictoria’s deadline. 
7ur plan. It’s now or ne—er.

"Ifd like to propose a motion."
'he room goes &uiet. A hea—y, expectant silence. In 

twenty years oz partnership meetings, I’—e ne—er used zorB
mal parliamentary procedure. 'hey know. 'his is serious. 
'his sa—es us. 7r it destroys e—erything.

"A motion to accept Qross Industriesf merger oWer, ezB
zecti—e immediately."

'he silence shatters. Elena’s zace goes white. "Emma, 
what?"

"2ou heard me." My —oice is Hrm. Ynwa—ering.
1a—id Jim shizts uncomzortably. "1onft you think we 

should discuss both oWers bezore making any decisions?"
"'herefs nothing to discuss." My gaLe sweeps the room, 

meeting each partner’s eyes. "Rlackstone Qapital is a corB
porate raider. 'hey destroy e—erything they touch. Qross 
Industries is oWering us a legitimate partnership."

"vow can you be so sure?" Morton asks. I hear the edge 
oz panic in his —oice now. ve didn’t expect this.

Recause I’—e seen Ciam’s real plans. Recause I’—e worked 
with him, sideBbyBside, to design this merger. Recause I 
trust him. -ith my Hrm. -ith my lize. Recause I’m in lo—e 
with him. 'hat thought, sharp and clear, cuts through the 
chaos.

"Recause If—e done my research."
"-hat research?" :oster demands, his zace reddening. 

"2ouf—e been trapped in a cabin all weekend. -hen did you 
ha—e time zor research?"

“ood &uestion. vow do I explain that I spent the weekB
end zalling in lo—e with the man who’s trying to sa—e us? 
'he man they see as the enemy? "If—e been in—estigatB
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ing Qross Industries zor months. 'heir oWer is legitimate. 
'heir terms are zair. 'heir track record is solid."

"'heir track record oz eliminating jobs?" Morton wa—es 
his zabricated documents. "Emma, I understand you want 
to Hnd a solution. Rut we canft ignore the zacts."

"'hose arenft zacts." My —oice is cold. "'hose are selecB
ti—ely chosen data points. 1esigned to make Qross IndusB
tries look bad." And I ha—e no way to pro—e it. 8ot yet.

Morton’s zace hardens. "Are you accusing me oz zalsizyB
ing documents?"

2es. 2es, I am. "Ifm saying your presentation lacks conB
text. It appears designed to push us toward a predeterB
mined conclusion."

"Emma," Sarah says gently, her eyes zull oz concern. "I 
think we need to slow down. 'his is too important to 
rush."

-e donft ha—e time to slow down. In less than two 
hours, Uictoria Rlackstone makes her real mo—e. 'hen it’s 
too late.

"Ifm in—oking emergency powers."
'here it is. 'he nuclear option. 'he words hang in the 

air, hea—y, irre—ocable.
'he room erupts. -illiams slams his hand on the table. 

"Ynacceptable, EmmaL" :oster’s zace is a mask oz outrage, 
his complexion turning a dangerous shade oz purple.

"2oufre what?" -illiams is on his zeet. "Emma, you canft 
justV"

"Article twel—e." My —oice cuts through the uproar, clear 
and cold. "7ur partnership agreement grants the managB
ing partner unilateral decisionBmaking authority. In cases 
oz imminent threat to the Hrmfs sur—i—al. Ifm exercising 
that authority. 8ow."

"'his is insaneL" Morton’s —oice rises, shrill with panB
ic. "2oufre destroying this HrmL 'o satiszy some personal 
—endetta against RlackstoneL"
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9ersonal —endetta. Iz only he knew the halz oz it. "Ifm 
sa—ing this Hrm. :rom people who want to destroy it."

"Ry handing us o—er to Qross Industries?" Elena’s —oice 
is incredulous. 1isbelie—ing. "Emma, this is madness." She 
knows. Somehow, she suspects. About the cabin. About 
Ciam.

MMy decision is based on months oz research and carezul 
analysis.N 'he lie tastes like ash, but I hold my ground.

"Oesearch you apparently conducted in secret," :oster 
says, his —oice dripping with sarcasm. "-ithout consulting 
your partners. -ithout seeking our input. -ithout conB
sidering our concerns."

Recause I  couldn’t  tell  you the truth.  Recause you 
wouldn’t ha—e belie—ed me. Recause lo—e makes you do 
things that look like betrayal but are actually sal—ation. 
"Sometimes leadership means making hard choices."

I stand. Cook around the table. At the zaces oz people 
I’—e worked with zor years. Some angry. Some conzused. 
Some hurt. Some6 relie—ed. Sarah is nodding slightly, a 
!icker oz understanding in her eyes. 1a—id looks thoughtB
zul, not outraged. E—en Elena, despite her protests, seems 
to grasp the desperation oz the situation. 'hey trust me. 
1espite e—erything, a part oz them still trusts me.

"'he Sinclair ” Associates partnership —otes to accept 
Qross Industriesf merger oWer. EWecti—e immediately." My 
—oice is steady, unwa—ering, though my insides are a maelB
strom. "Meeting adjourned."

1one. :or better or worse. It’s done.
'he conzerence room empties in a stunned, angry siB

lence. I’m lezt alone, the weight oz my decision pressing 
down, a physical ache in my chest. I grab my phone. I need 
to call Ciam.

Rezore I can dial, Mac appears in the doorway. vis zace 
is a mixture oz shock and concern. "Emma, what the hell 
just happened in there?"
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vow do I explain? 'hat I just used emergency powers 
to appro—e a merger with a man I’m secretly in lo—e with. 
-hile Hghting oW a hostile takeo—er zrom a woman who 
wants to destroy e—erything I care about.

"I sa—ed our jobs."
"Ry in—oking emergency powers?" Mac’s —oice is incredB

ulous. "Emma, the partners are zurious."
I know. I know I’—e destroyed my relationships with 

them. Maybe permanently. I’—e become exactly the kind 
oz autocratic leader they zeared. 'he kind I swore I’d ne—er 
be. A cold wa—e oz regret washes o—er me, the true cost oz 
my actions hitting home.

"Mac, I need you to trust me." My —oice is a plea.
"I do trust you." ve steps closer. "Rut I need to unB

derstand whatfs happening. -hy Qross Industries? -hy 
now? -hy this way?"

Recause Ciam Qross is the only person standing between 
us and complete destruction. Recause I lo—e him. Recause 
sometimes you ha—e to risk e—erything to sa—e what matters 
most. "Recause it was the right thing to do."

"'hatfs not an answer." vis eyes search mine.
It’s the only answer I can gi—e you. "Itfs the only answer 

I ha—e."
Mac stares at me zor a long moment. vis expression 

soztens. 9lease don’t ask. 9lease don’t make me lie to you 
any more than I already ha—e.

"7kay," he says Hnally. vis —oice is &uiet. "I trust you."
Oeliez washes o—er me, so potent it nearly buckles my 

knees. "'hank you."
"Rut Emma?" ve hesitates. "-hate—erfs really going on 

here, whate—er youfre not telling meVbe carezul. I canft 
lose you too."

Cose me too. Cike he lost his zamily. Cike he’s lost e—eryB
one else who mattered. My heart aches zor him. "2oufre not 
going to lose me, Mac."
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"9romise?" vis —ulnerability is a rare, zragile thing.
I promise to try. I promise to Hght. I promise that iz I 

sur—i—e this, I’ll ne—er shut you out again. "I promise."
ve nods. Cea—es, closing the door soztly behind him. 

I’m alone again. -ith my phone. My zears. 'he echoing 
silence oz my oTce. 'he aztermath oz the most important, 
most terrizying decision oz my career.

1id I just sa—e my zamily’s Hrm? 7r did I just hand it o—er 
to the man I’m zalling in lo—e with? Is there a diWerence 
anymore?

My hands shake as I dial Ciam’s number.
"Qross." vis —oice is calm. A lizeline.
"Itfs done."
"vow did it go?"
Cike I just set Hre to e—ery prozessional relationship 

I’—e spent years building. "I used emergency powers. 'he 
merger is appro—ed."

"Emma, are you okay?" vis —oice soztens with concern.
8o. I’m not okay. I just betrayed the trust oz e—eryone 

who’s e—er belie—ed in me. And I did it zor a man I’—e 
known zor two weeks. A man who was, until recently, my 
nemesis. "I will be. -hatfs our next mo—e?"

"1ocuments are being Hled now. My team has e—eryB
thing ready. Ry close oz business today, Qross Industries 
will oTcially own controlling interest in Sinclair ” AssoB
ciates."

7wn. 8ot partner with. 7wn. 'he word is a cold shock.
"And then?"
"And then we Hnd out iz we sa—ed your company. 7r iz 

Uictoria Rlackstone has one more card to play."
'here’s always one more card. Another mo—e. Another 

threat. Another crisis.
"Ciam?"
"2eah?"
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"-hate—er happens next, I want you to knowVI donft 
regret this. 'he decision. 'he risk. Any oz it."

"E—en iz it costs you e—erything?"
Especially iz it costs me e—erything. Recause some things 

are worth more than e—erything. "E—en then."
Recause I lo—e you. Recause you sa—ed me bezore I e—en 

knew I needed sa—ing. Recause sometimes the only way to 
keep what matters most is to risk losing it all.

"EmmaV"
"I ha—e to go." My —oice is suddenly urgent. "Mortonfs 

planning something. I need to Hgure out what it is. Rezore 
he can execute it."

"Re carezul."
"2ou too."
I hang up. Cean back in my chair. Stare at the ceiling. 

7ne hour. I’—e appro—ed a merger. In—oked emergency 
powers. 9otentially destroyed my career. And I’d do it 
again. :or him. :or us. :or the chance to Hnd out what we 
could be. 'ogether.

My phone buLLes. A text. Ynknown number.
Ms. Sinclair, we need to talk. The St. Regis, Pres-

idential Suite. Come alone. You have thirty minutes. 
- V. Blackstone

Uictoria Rlackstone. She wants to meet. -hich means 
she knows her plan is zalling apart. -hich means wefre 
winning.

7r it means shefs about to destroy me.
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Liam
My secure phone. I dial Emma’s number before my feet 

hit the pavement outside The Vault.
“Cross.”
“It’s me.” Her voice is tight. “We have a problem.”
“What kind of problem?”
“The kind where Victoria Blackstone just oSered to 

make me rich if I hand you over to her.”
Ailence. q beat of ice.
“qnd?” Emma’s voice is Luiet.
“qnd I told her I’d think about it.”
“—iamx”
“It buys us three hours. Three hours to e-ecute our plan 

before she makes her counterPmove.”
Three hours. To save Emma. To end the woman who 

destroyed my father.
Three hours. To prove love beats greed.
Three hours. To win.
“What did she oSer you?” Emma asks.
I walk fast. Back to my o…ce. My mind churns. VictoP

ria’s words. Her threats. Each step hammers the urgency. 
“Qartnership. BlackstonePCross qcLuisitions. Half the leP
gal services market in Uve years.”

“That’sR”
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“Everything I once thought I wanted.” Before Emma. 
Before I knew revenge tasted like ash compared to her.

“qnd you turned it down.” q statementN not a Luestion.
“I didn’t turn it down. I bought us time.” Time. Before 

Victoria reali4es I would burn my empire to the ground 
before I betrayed Emma.

“How much time?”
“Three hours. Ahe makes her counterPoSer to your partP

nership at your meeting.”
“Which is in two hours.” Emma’s voice is strained.
“It means we accelerate everything.” I try to keep my 

tone steady. 0or her. “EmmaN your partners. The emerP
gency powers. How did they take it?”

Qlease tell me they stood by you. Qlease tell me you 
didn’t have to burn every bridge.

“qbout as well as you’d e-pect.” Her voice is ‘at. “Half 
think I’ve lost my mind. The other half think I’ve been 
compromised.”

Compromised. Ahe had been. 0or me. 0or us.
“That’s not the pointN” she saysN her voice regaining 

strength. “What’s our ne-t move?”
“—egal documents are being Uled. Gow. My team has 

worked since dawn. Everything processed before Victoria’s 
deadline.” My team. They think I’m insane too. Qatricia 
stared at meN her face paleN when I ordered them to e-pedite 
everything.

“Will it be enough?” Emma’s Luestion is a fragile thread.
“It has to be.” I pause. “EmmaN there’s something else.” 

Aomething I should have told her. Aomething that changes 
why I’m here. Why I Ught.

“What?”
“Victoria knows about us.”
Her breath catches. q sharpN audible gasp. “What do 

you meanN she knows about us?”



O— 1qGE,2&

“Ahe knows we’re working together. Ahe mentioned 
your Jvulnerabilities’ during our meeting.” My gut tightP
ens. “I think she has surveillance photos. Maybe recorded 
conversations.”

Qhotos. Ys at the cabin? —ast night at her apartment?
“How is that possible?” 1isbelief colors her tone.
“Ahe’s been planning this for months. Ahe probably had 

you followed. 3our phones monitored. 3our apartment 
watched.”

Her apartment. Where I went last night. Where we UP
nali4ed this strategy.

Where I knewN with absolute certaintyN I loved her.
“Ao she knows everything.” Emma’s voice is small.
“Ahe knows we’re not enemies. Got really.” I try to reP

assure her. “But she doesn’t know our strategy. Got the 
details. Ahe doesn’t know how far ahead we are.”

Got yet.
“What do we do?”
“We accelerate. 0ull e-ecution. Ge-t hour. Go more 

waiting. Go more coordination. Qure speed.”
9ne hour. To complete a merger that should take weeks.
I’m back at my building. The elevator climbs. My re‘ecP

tion in the steel doors is a stranger. Hard. Cold. Oeady. I’m 
already organi4ing the ne-t phase in my head.

“—iamN if this doesn’t workx”
“It’s going to work.” My voice is a steel blade.
“But if it doesn’tx”
“Emma.” I cut her oSN softer this time. “It’s going to 

work.”
It must. I cannot lose her. Got now. Got like this.
“How can you be so sure?” she whispers.
“Because I’ve planned for this for twelve years.” My 

voice is low. Intense. “Because I know Victoria Blackstone. 
Better than she knows herself. Because I’ve waited my enP
tire adult life for the chance to destroy her.”
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1estroy her. Got just beat her. qnnihilate her.
The words hang there. I hear how they sound. Oevenge 

over love. Victoria over Emma.
It’s not true. Got anymore.
“What aren’t you telling me?” Emma’s Luestion cuts 

through my thoughts.
“What do you mean?”
“This isn’t just about saving my companyN is it? This is 

personal for you.”
More personal than she can imagine.
I’m in my o…ce. The city sprawls belowN indiSerent. 

How do I e-plain twelve years of hate? Twelve years of 
planning? Twelve years of a singleN burning focus?

How do I tell her this started as vengeanceN and someP
howN somewhereN became love?

“Victoria Blackstone didn’t just destroy my father’s 
companyN Emma.” My voice is Luiet. Oaw. “Ahe destroyed 
my father.”

q beat of silence. ThenN Emma’s softN “9hN 5od.”
“What happened?” she asksN her voice barely a breath.
Ahe took everything. His pride. His purpose. His will 

to live. “qfter the takeoverN after he lost everythingN he 
started drinking.” The words are hard. Each one a stone 
in my throat. “Atarted blaming himself. 0or trusting the 
wrong people. 0or not seeing the trap. He died two years 
later. Heart attackN the doctors said. But reallyN he died of 
shame.”

The pain. Atill sharp. Atill there.
Emma’s breath hitches. “—iamN I’m sorry.”
“Ahe took everything from him. His company. His 

pride. His life. Ahe did it because she could. Because it was 
proUtable. Because men like my father were just obstacles. 
To her vision of e…cient capitalism.” Men like her grandP
father. Women like her.

“Ao this is revengeN” she says softly.
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It was. It was always supposed to be.
“This started as revenge.” My voice is rough. “But someP

where along the wayN it became about saving you.”
Aaving her. Got her company. Her.
“What’s the diSerence?”
Everything. The diSerence is everything. I don’t care 

about destroying Victoria anymore. Got like I did. I care 
about protecting Emma.

“The diSerence is that I don’t care about destroying 
Victoria anymore.” The words are a revelationN even to me. 
“I care about protecting you.”

How did this happen? How did I change so much? 
0rom planning her company’s demise to planning our fuP
ture?

“—iam.”
“What?”
“When this is overN” she saysN her voice hesitant. “When 

we’ve saved the company. Beaten Blackstone. 1ealt with 
whatever fallout comes. What happens to us?”

Ys. That word. qgain.
The future I’m afraid to hope for. The Luestion I’ve 

avoided.
“What do you want to happen?” I askN my voice hoarse.
I want to wake up with you. Every morning. Work with 

you. Build with you. Be partners. In everything. I want 
to stop pretending. Atop being enemies. Atart admitting I 
love you.

“I want to Und out what we could beN” she saysN her voice 
a fragile hope. “If we didn’t have to hide.”

If we could just be —iam and Emma. Got Cross IndusP
tries and Ainclair 7 qssociates.

“Then that’s what we’ll do.” If we survive this hour. 
This day.
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“EmmaN I have to go.” My other phone rings. Victoria 
Blackstone. Oight on schedule. “Ahe’s calling. I need to 
convince her I’m still considering her oSer.”

Time for the performance of my life.
“Be carefulN” Emma says.
“3ou too.” I pause. “qnd Emma?”
“3eah?”
“Whatever happens. Whatever she threatens. Whatever 

she tries to make you do. 1on’t give her anything. 1on’t 
admit we’re working together. 1on’t conUrm her suspiP
cions. 1on’t give her any ammunition.”

“Even if it means sacriUcing the merger?” Her voice is 
small.

“Especially then.” My voice is Uerce. “I’d rather lose 
everything than watch her destroy you.”

“Call me when it’s doneN” she whispers.
“Count on it.”
The line goes dead.
qlone. My coSee is cold. The city waits. The most imP

portant call of my life.
Time to lie to the devil.
I answer Victoria’s call on the third ring.
“Cross.”
“Mr. Cross. I trust you’ve had time to consider my ofP

fer.” Her voice is smooth. ConUdent.
My oSer. To betray Emma. 0or money. 0or power I no 

longer crave.
“I’m still processing.” My voice is carefully neutral.
“What is there to process? I’m oSering you wealth. QowP

er. The chance to be part of something revolutionary.”
Oevolutionary. 1estroying family businesses. Aocial 

progress? Hardly.
“It’s a signiUcant decision.”
“It’s a simple decision. Qartner with me. Qrosper. 9r 

oppose me. —ose everything.”
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The threat. I e-pected it.
“3ou seem conUdent. That you’ll succeed either way.”
“I am conUdent. Because I have information you don’t 

have.”
Information? What information?
“Auch as?”
“Auch as Emma Ainclair just used emergency powers. To 

approve your merger. Without partner consensus.”
How? How does she know already? The meeting just 

ended.
“If you say so.” My voice is ‘at.
“I do say so. Because Games Morton called me. TwenP

ty minutes ago. He reported your supposed enemy just 
handed her company over to you. Ynilateral e-ecutive auP
thority.”

Morton. 9f course. The snake.
“Interesting.”
“Interesting?” Victoria’s voice sharpens. “Mr. CrossN 

don’t you see? Emma Ainclair just destroyed her profesP
sional relationships. Violated her partnership agreements. 
E-posed herself to legal challenges. 0rom her own colP
leagues.”

Ahe did it for me. Ahe risked everything. 0or me. 0or us.
“qnd?”
“qnd that makes her desperate.” Victoria’s voice is triP

umphant. “Vulnerable. Easy to manipulate.”
3ou have no idea how wrong you are. Emma is steel.
“What’s your point?”
“My point is your merger faces serious legal challenges. 

Emergency powers can be overturned. Especially under 
Luestionable circumstances.”

Duestionable circumstances. —ike falling in love with 
the woman whose company you’re supposed to acLuire.

“What kind of legal challenges?”
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“The kind that allege con‘ict of interest. Breach of UduP
ciary duty. Qersonal relationships aSecting business judgP
ment.”

Ahe has the photos. The recordings. Ahe will use our 
relationship against us.

“3ou have evidence of that?” My voice is cold.
“I have photographsN Mr. Cross. Oecordings. 1ocuP

mentation. 9f your personal relationship with Emma AinP
clair.”

There it is. The blackmail.
“I see.”
“1o you? Because if those materials become publicN 

your merger becomes invalid. Both your reputations are 
destroyed.”

Ahe’s  not  just  threatening Emma’s  company.  Ahe’s 
threatening us both. Qersonally.

“What are you proposing?”
“I propose you withdraw your merger oSer. Voluntarily. 

Oecommend Ainclair 7 qssociates accept my acLuisition 
terms instead. In e-changeN those materials remain priP
vate.”

Blackmail. Qure. Aimple. Vicious.
“qnd if I refuse?”
“Then tomorrow morningN every business reporter in 

Gew 3ork receives a very interesting story. Corporate corP
ruption. Qersonal relationships aSecting Uduciary duty. 
The spectacular collapse of two supposedly professional 
businessPpeople.”

Ahe will destroy us both. Without a second thought.
My secure line bu44es. q te-t.
Ms. Sinclair, we need to talk. The St. Regis, Pres-

idential Suite. Come alone. You have thirty minutes. 
- V. Blackstone

Victoria. Te-ting Emma. Moving to the endgame. Ahe 
means to isolate Emma. Break her.
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“Mr. Cross? qre you still there?” Victoria’s voice is imP
patient.

“I’m here.” My mind races.
“5ood. 3ou have Ufteen minutes. Make your decision.”
“0ifteen minutes?”
“0ifteen minutes. Before I have a conversation with 

Emma Ainclair. q conversation she might UndR unpleasP
ant.”

Ahe is going after Emma. 1irectly. Gow.
“What kind of conversation?” My voice is a low growl.
“The kind where she learns some very interesting things. 

qbout your real motivations. qbout your father’s compaP
ny. qbout why you’re really here.”

What does she mean? —earn about my father’s compaP
ny? Ahe destroyed it. What else is there to learn?

“I don’t understand.”
“9f course you don’t.” Her voice is laced with conP

tempt. “Because you’ve been operating under false asP
sumptions. 0or twelve years.”

0alse assumptions?
“Elaborate.”
“Got over the phone.” Her tone is smug. “But I will 

say thisN Mr. Cross. Everything you think you know about 
what happened to Cross Manufacturing is wrong.”

Wrong? Everything I know is wrong? My hand tightens 
on the phone. q cold wave washes through me. What is 
she saying?

“3ou’re lying.” My voice is hoarse.
“qm I? qsk yourself. If I really destroyed your father’s 

companyN why partner with his son? Why risk bringing 
someone with a personal vendetta into my organi4ation?”

Because you think you can control me. Because you 
think money and power matter more than love. —oyalty.

“Because you think you can manipulate me.”
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“9r because the story you’ve told yourself for twelve 
years isn’t the whole truth.”

What truth? What story? My world tilts.
“What are you talking about?”
“0ifteen minutesN Mr. Cross. 1ecide Luickly.”
The line goes dead.
Victoria Blackstone. Ahe knows something about my 

father’s death. Aomething I don’t.
Everything you think you know is wrong.
What if  she speaks the truth? What if  I  have been 

wrong? qbout everything?
My coat. I grab it. Head for the door. Whatever Victoria 

plans to tell Emma. Whatever twisted truth she thinks she 
holds about my father. I must be there.

Because I learned one thing this past week. The only 
truth that matters now is the one Emma and I build. ToP
gether.

Everything else is just noise. 1istraction. —ies.
Emma. I have to get to Emma.
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Emma
The St. Regis Presidential Suite. It is precisely what I ex-

pect from Victoria Blackstone. Floor-to-ceiling windows. 
Sweeping views of Central Park. Antique furniture that 
costs a fortune. The atmosphere of power is a physical 
weight.

Victoria stands at the windows, a silhouette against the 
afternoon light. She does not turn when the butler an-
nounces me.

"Ms. Sinclair. Thank you for coming." Her voice is cool.
"Ms. Blackstone."
I step into the room. She chose the power spot. Backlit. 

Elevated. Forcing me to look up. Liam warned me.
"Please, sit." She gestures to a chair directly facing the 

windows. I would squint. She would remain shadowed.
Not happening.
I walk to the side. I choose a chair that puts us on equal 

visual footing. "I prefer this spot."
She turns. I get my 'rst clear look. Cold. Sharp. Perfect. 

And absolutely ruthless.
"Clever." Her lips curve. "I see why Liam 'nds you in-

teresting."
There it is. She knows.
"IQm not sure what you mean." My voice is steady.
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"Come now, Ms. Sinclair." A dismissive wave. "?eQre 
both intelligent women. No need for games."

She moves to the bar. Pours expensive scotch. "Can I 
ozer you anything5"

"No, thank you."
"Are you sure5 Oou look like you could use it."
I probably could. My hands are clammy. But I need my 

head clear.
"IQm 'ne."
"1f course you are." She settles into the chair across 

from me. Scotch in hand. Her ga0e is  sharp.  "OouQve 
had quite a morning. Emergency partnership meetings. 
Dnilateral decision-making. Approving mergers without 
proper due diligence."

She knows about the meeting. Morton. He reported 
immediately. The snake.

"I made the decision I felt was in my 'rmQs best inter-
ests."

"Yid you5 1r did you make the decision Liam Cross 
convinced you was in your best interests5"

How much does she know5
"Mr. Cross made an ozer. I evaluated it. I accepted it." 

My tone is clipped.
"After spending three days alone with him in a moun-

tain cabin."
Shit. My stomach plummets.
"The weather trapped us both. An unfortunate coinci-

dence." My heart hammers.
"?as it5" Victoria pulls out her phone. Swipes to a pho-

to. "This was taken yesterday morning."
She shows me the screen. A picture. Liam and me. 

Through the cabin window. Clearly intimate. Clearly 
more than business adversaries. Surveillance. A cold dread 
coils in my stomach, tight and suzocating.
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"I see youQre beginning to understand." Victoria watches 
my face. "IQve been monitoring both of you. Oour phone 
calls. Oour meetings. Oour’ personal interactions."

How long5 How much5 My mind races.
"?hat do you want5" My voice is a low growl.
"I want you to understand youQre being played, Ms. Sin-

clair. Liam Cross isnQt trying to save your company. HeQs 
trying to acquire it. For his own purposes."

ThatQs not true. I know it isnQt. The plans we made. The 
vulnerability in his eyes. "OouQre wrong."

"Am I5" She sips her scotch. "Tell me, what do you ac-
tually know about Cross IndustriesQ acquisition history5"

More than you think. "I know enough."
"Yo you know about the seventeen companies theyQve 

acquired5 The 2ob eliminations5 The asset stripping5 The 
dismantling of family businesses5"

The falsi'ed documents Morton showed. She fed him 
that. The same script.

"Those documents were fabricated."
VictoriaQs eyebrows rise. "Fabricated5 A serious accusa-

tion. Yo you have proof5"
1nly LiamQs word. 1nly my trust. A trust that now feels 

like lead. "I have enough."
"Enough for what5" Her voice is silk over steel. "Enough 

to bet your familyQs legacy on a man youQve known for two 
weeks5"

Two weeks. It feels like a lifetime.
"Mr. Cross has been honest with me about his inten-

tions." Even as I say it, doubt, sharp as glass, pierces me.
"Has he5" Victoria leans forward. "Has he told you 

about his father5"
Oes. The pain in his voice was real. "?hat about his 

father5"
"About how Richard CrossQs company was destroyed by 

a hostile takeover twelve years ago5"
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She destroyed his company. She knows that. She—s play-
ing. "I know about that."

"Yid he tell you who orchestrated that takeover5"
Oou did. The words scream in my head. "Oes."
"Yid he tell you why5"
?hy5 ?hat game is this5
"Because youQre a corporate raider."
Victoria laughs. A genuine, amused sound that chills 

me. "Is that what he told you5 That IQm some corporate 
villain5"

?hat is she talking about5
"ThatQs what you are." My voice lacks conviction.
"Ms. Sinclair, I didnQt destroy Cross Manufacturing." 

Her ga0e is unwavering. "I tried to save it."
That cannot be true. Liam wouldnQt lie about that. 

"OouQre lying."
"Richard Cross came to me, Ms. Sinclair." Her tone is 

patient. Condescending. "His company was failing. Ye-
clining revenues. Mounting debt. 1bsolete equipment. 
He needed capital."

No. That—s not what Liam said.
"I donQt believe you."
"I ozered him a partnership. Fifty-'fty ownership. Full 

operational control. Employment protection. Yo you 
know what he did5"

I donQt want to hear this. Yread tightens my chest.
"He re2ected my ozer." Victoria—s voice is Gat. "?ent to 

a traditional bank. Took out massive loans. Factory as col-
lateral. The automotive downturn hit. He couldnQt make 
payments."

Stop.
"The bank foreclosed, Ms. Sinclair. Not me. The bank." 

Her eyes are cold. Triumphant. "I tried to buy the assets at 
auction. Preserve 2obs. 1utbid by a scrap metal company."

This isnQt true. It cannot be.
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"LiamQs father lost everything because he was too proud 
to accept help from a woman." Victoria delivers the line 
with precision. "Now his son repeats history."

No. My head shakes. "OouQre lying."
"Am I5" She raises an eyebrow. "If Liam Cross truly 

wanted to save your company, why not ozer partnership5 
?hy the hostile takeover charade5 Secrecy5 Manipula-
tion5"

Because’ Blackstone was threatening us. He needed to 
get there 'rst. That was the reason. ?asn—t it5

"Because you were planning to destroy us."
"I was planning to acquire you, yes." Her smile is preda-

tory. "Dnder terms identical to his fatherQs. Partnership, 
not ownership. Preservation, not destruction."

SheQs lying. She must be.
"Then why did Morton say3"
"Morton said what I told him." Victoria cuts me oz. "He 

presented falsi'ed information about Cross Industries. I 
needed you to make an emotional decision. Not rational."

?hat5 My breath catches.
"I needed you to choose love over logic." Her voice 

drops. "Trust Liam Cross despite all evidence."
?hy5 This makes no sense.
"?hy5"
"Because emotional decisions are easy to overturn." Her 

eyes gleam. "Emergency powers under duress. Merger 
agreements without due diligence. Partnerships based on 
personal relationships."

1h Jod. The implications slam me.
"Oour merger with Cross Industries wonQt survive a le-

gal challenge." Victoria leans back. Savoring her victory. 
"?hen it falls apart, when partners vote no con'dence, 
clients lose faith, Sinclair 6 Associates will be vulnerable. 
To a real takeover."

The trap. This whole thing. An elaborate, cruel trap.
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"Oou played us against each other." My voice is hollow.
"I gave you both what you wanted." Her tone is almost 

sympathetic. "He wanted revenge. Oou wanted a white 
knight. I let you 'nd each other."

And now weQve destroyed ourselves.
"The merger documents3"
"Challenged in court tomorrow." She waves a dismis-

sive hand. "Three law 'rms. In2unctions. Procedural vio-
lations. ConGict of interest."

ConGict of interest. 1ur relationship. The photos.
"Oou have photos of us."
"Photos. Recordings. Financial records. Coordinated 

planning." Her smile is chilling. "Enough to prove this 
merger was personal. Not business."

?eQre 'nished. She has us.
"?hat do you want5" A surrender.
"Yissolve the merger. Voluntarily." Her voice is smooth. 

"Accept my original ozer. Dnderstand this is the only way 
to save your employeesQ 2obs."

Her original ozer. Too good to be true. Because it was.
"And if I refuse5"
"Then tomorrow, every reporter in New Oork gets a very 

interesting story." Her eyes narrow. "Corporate corrup-
tion. Personal relationships azecting 'duciary duty. Col-
lapse of a respected law 'rm."

SheQll destroy my reputation. My company. My legacy.
"I need time to think." My mind is a maelstrom.
"Fifteen minutes."
Fifteen minutes. My company or the man I love. 1r 

thought I loved.
"?hat happens to Liam5"
"Mr. Cross will survive." A shrug. "Rich men always 

do. His reputation damaged. Business suzers. HeQll live 
knowing his revenge quest destroyed the woman he claims 
to love."
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Claims to love. Yoes she think heQs lying about that too5
"He does love me." A desperate defense.
"Yoes he5" Victoria—s voice is laced with pity. "1r does 

he love the idea of you5 The symbol of his fatherQs loss5"
Stop. My head spins.
"Thirteen minutes, Ms. Sinclair." Her voice is cold. Fi-

nal. "Dse them wisely."
Victoria stands. ?alks back to the windows. Yismissing 

me.
Thirteen minutes. Love or legacy. ?ho do I trust5 The 

manipulator5 1r the liar5 1r has he lied5
I pull out my phone. Hand trembling. I need to call 

Liam.
Before I can dial, a knock.
"Come in," Victoria calls.
The door opens. Liam walks in.
Liam. He came. My heart lurches. Hope and dread.
"Mr. Cross." Victoria doesn—t turn. Amusement in her 

voice. "How good of you to 2oin us."
"Ms. Blackstone." LiamQs voice is tight.
He looks at me. His eyes. Love, fear, determination, and 

a raw vulnerability mirroring my own.
"Emma, are you all right5" His concern is a balm.
"IQm 'ne." IQm not. Confused. Scared. ?hat is real5
"How touching." Victoria 'nally turns. Her smile is 

predatory. "The lovers reunited."
Liam—s ga0e hardens. "?hat do you want5"
"?hat  IQve  always  wanted.  A  reasonable  business 

arrangement."
"Nothing reasonable about blackmail." Liam—s voice is 

ice.
"Blackmail5" Victoria laughs, sharp, brittle. "Incentive 

alignment."
"Call it what you want." Liam steps further in, slightly 

in front of me. Protective. "The answer is no."
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"Even when you hear what I tell Ms. Sinclair about your 
father5" Victoria—s eyes gleam.

Liam goes very still. "?hat about my father5"
"How he really died. ?hat really happened to Cross 

Manufacturing. The truth youQve run from for twelve 
years."

The truth heQs run from5
"I know what happened." Liam—s voice is a low growl. 

"Oou destroyed his company."
"I tried to save his company." Victoria—s tone is patient. 

"He destroyed it himself."
"ThatQs a lie."
"Is it5" Victoria moves to her briefcase. Pulls out a 'le 

folder. "1riginal documents. Cross Manufacturing ac-
quisition. Loan agreements. Foreclosure notices. Auction 
records. Public information, Mr. Cross. Veri'able."

She hands the folder to Liam. "Read them."
Liam takes it. His hand is steady. A muscle twitches in 

his 2aw. "?hateverQs in here, it doesnQt change anything."
"YoesnQt it5" Victoria—s voice is silk. "Ms. Sinclair might 

be interested. Oour revenge quest is based on a lie. Oou 
manipulated her. To get close to someone who never hurt 
your family."

Manipulating me. My breath catches. The room tilts.
"Liam," I say, voice barely a whisper. "1pen the folder."
"Emma3" His eyes plead.
"1pen it."
He looks at me. A long, agoni0ing moment. His ga0e 

drops. He opens it. Starts reading.
I watch his face. Color drains. Features stark. 8aw rigid. 

A tremor IQve never seen runs through his hand. His eyes, 
when he 'nally looks up, are hollow. A world shattered. 
He sways slightly.

1h Jod. SheQs telling the truth.
"I donQt understand," he says 'nally. A broken whisper.
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"Oour father came to me for help." Victoria—s voice is re-
lentless. "I ozered partnership. Preservation. Family con-
trol. He refused. CouldnQt stand a woman saving his com-
pany."

Pride. LiamQs father. Lost everything. Pride.
"So he went to First National Bank." Victoria continues, 

emotionless. "Borrowed against assets. Jambled. The au-
tomotive industry changed. Contracts dried. Loans came 
due. He lost everything."

Not to Blackstone. His own choices.
"I tried to buy Cross Manufacturing. Foreclosure auc-

tion." Victoria—s voice is almost gentle. "Reopen it. Rehire 
workers. Honor his legacy. 1utbid by Stratton Salvage. A 
scrap metal company."

She tried to save it. Bitter irony.
"Oour father didnQt die because I destroyed his compa-

ny." Victoria—s words are hammer blows. "He died because 
he destroyed it himself. CouldnQt live with his choices."

Liam stares at the documents. Face white. Yevoid of 
expression.

Everything he believed. Twelve years. His empire. His 
revenge. Everything that brought him to me. A lie. A tragic 
misunderstanding.

"So you see, Ms. Sinclair," Victoria continues, turning 
to me. Voice smooth. Persuasive. "Oour knight isnQt saving 
you. HeQs using you. Healing wounds never my responsi-
bility."

Dsing me. The words. A 'st, stealing my breath.
"Is that true5" I ask Liam. Small. Afraid.
He looks up. His eyes. Pain so profound it takes my 

breath away. He doesn—t know what—s true. I see it. Con-
fusion. Yevastation.

"I donQt know," he says quietly.
I donQt know.
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The man I love. Trusted with everything. YoesnQt know 
if he used me. 1r saved me.

"?ell." Victoria—s voice is laced with triumph. "This is 
awkward."

Awkward. Catastrophic.
"Ten minutes left, Ms. Sinclair." Crisp. Businesslike. 

"Make a decision based on facts. Not feelings."
Facts. Not feelings.
Liam built his life avenging a wrong never done. He 

found me seeking Victoria, not saving me. I donQt know if 
anything he told me is true.

But I look at him. Really look. I see something Victoria 
cannot.

The man who held me when scared. Planned terms to 
protect my employees. ?ould rather lose everything than 
betray me.

I see love.
Real love. ?hatever brought him. ?hatever he be-

lieved. ?hat—s between us now. This fragile, powerful 
thing. It—s real.

"OouQre right," I tell Victoria. Voice stronger now. Clear-
er. "This should be about facts. Not feelings."

"Exactly." Her smile is con'dent.
"The fact is you manipulated both of us." I meet her 

ga0e. DnGinching. "The fact is you used Morton to spy. 
The fact is you played elaborate games. Instead of an hon-
est ozer."

VictoriaQs smile falters. Slightly. "Ms. Sinclair3"
"The fact is Liam Cross has been honest with me." My 

voice gains strength. "About his feelings. His plans. His 
intentions. OouQve been honest about nothing."

I stand. Yecision made. Solid. Dnshakeable.
"The fact is," I say, voice ringing with conviction, "I trust 

him more than I trust you."
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"Even knowing his motivation is based on a lie5" Sharp 
disbelief.

Even knowing. Love isnQt motivation. ItQs choice. ?hat 
we build from wreckage. "Especially knowing that."

I turn to Liam. His eyes. Still pained. Confused. But a 
Gicker of hope. "?hatever brought you to me," I say, soft 
but 'rm. "?hatever you believed about your father. ?hat 
matters is what you choose now. ?hat do you choose5"

He looks at me. Then Victoria. Back at me. His ga0e 
clears. Pain remains. But something else shines. Resolve. 
Certainty.

Choose me. Choose us. Love over revenge. Truth over 
lies. Partnership over manipulation. Please.

"I choose you," he says. His voice is quiet. It 'lls the 
room. Fills my heart. "I choose us."

I choose you.
ThatQs all I needed to hear. All that matters.
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Liam
"I choose you," I say, looking into Emma's green eyes. "I 

choose us."
The words crack something open in my chest. Twelve 

years of rage, of planning, of building my empire on the 
foundation of my father's ghost—all of it crumbles in the 
face of this simple truth.

I choose her.
Victoria's laugh is sharp as broken glass. "How roman-

tic. And how foolish."
But Emma stands, and I watch her transform. The un-

certainty that clouded her face when she walked into this 
gilded trap vanishes. Her shoulders square. Her chin lifts. 
The woman who's kept her family's ?rm alive against im-
possible odds steps forward.

"Is itx" Emma's voice cuts through the afternoon light 
streaming through the presidential suite's windows. "Be-
cause I think you're the one who's been foolish."

Victoria's perfectly manicured ?ngers tighten around 
her scotch glass. "EYcuse mex"

"Pou spent months manipulating us. Slaying elaborate 
games. Retting traps." Emma moves closer to me, a delib-
erate choice that makes my pulse quicken. "All to acquire 
a company you could have bought siY months ago with a 
straightforward oDer."
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The accusation hangs in the air. Victoria's control is 
absolute, but I catch the Oicker—a micro-eYpression of 
annoyance that she masks quickly.

"I made you a straightforward oDer through Corton."
"Pou made me a lie through a traitor." Emma's voice is 

ice. "There's a diDerence."
I step closer to her, drawn by her strength. This is the 

woman who outmaneuvered lawyers twice her age. Gho 
kept her grandfather's legacy alive when everyone said 
she'd fail. This is who I fell in love with.

6ot the symbol of what my father lost. 6ot a way to heal 
old wounds. Her.

"Victoria," I say, my voice steady for the ?rst time since 
I walked into this room. "This is over."

"jverx" Victoria sets down her glass with deliberate pre-
cision. "Cr. Qross, you seem to be forgetting that I have 
photographs. Necordings. Evidence of your coordinated 
deception."

Rhe pulls out her phone, swipes to a photo. The cabin. 
Emma and me through the window, clearly intimate. Cy 
stomach clenches, but Emma doesn't Oinch.

"I can destroy both your reputations with a single phone 
call."

Emma looks at the photo. At Victoria. At me. Ghen she 
speaks, her voice is calm.

"Uo ahead."
Victoria blinks. "I'm sorryx"
"Uo ahead. Nelease your photographs. Tell your story 

about personal relationships aDecting business 2udgment."
Cy breath catches. Emma's calling her bluD. But this 

isn't poker—Victoria has the cards to destroy us both.
"Pou think I won'tx"
"I think you will." Emma's hand ?nds mine, her ?ngers 

warm and steady. "And I think it won't matter."
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Victoria's smile is predatory. "Pou're willing to destroy 
your career for himx"

"I'm willing to risk my career for what's right."
The words hit me like a physical blow. Rhe's not 2ust 

choosing me, she's choosing principle over safety. Truth 
over reputation.

Victoria moves to the bar, re?lls her glass. The sound of 
liquid hitting crystal is loud in the sudden quiet.

"The truthx" Rhe turns back to us, scotch in hand. 
"The truth is that you've violated every principle of sound 
business management. Emergency powers under duress. 
Cerger agreements without due diligence. Sartnerships 
based on personal relationships."

"The truth is that I've saved my company."
"By handing it over to a man whose entire motivation is 

based on a liex"
Emma's grip on my hand tightens. "By partnering with 

a man who's been honest about everything that matters."
Honest about loving her. Honest about wanting to pro-

tect her. Honest about choosing partnership over revenge.
"Everything that mattersx" Victoria's voice drips conde-

scension. "Cs. Rinclair, he built his entire business empire 
on a false premise."

"Ro whatx" Emma's voice sharpens, ?erce. "Ro what if his 
motivation was wrongx His actions were right."

Rhe gets it. Rhe understands that intention matters more 
than origin. That who I am now matters more than who I 
was.

Victoria moves to her briefcase with the deliberate calm 
of someone playing their ?nal card. The leather is eY-
pensive, the brass ?ttings gleaming. Everything about her 
screams wealth and power.

"Rince you seem determined to ignore reason, let me 
make this very simple."
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Rhe pulls out a legal document, thick with o4cial seals 
and letterhead.

"This is an in2unction prepared by my legal team. It 
challenges your merger on grounds of procedural viola-
tions, conOict of interest, and breach of ?duciary duty."

The nuclear option. Legal warfare that could drag on for 
months, bleeding us dry.

"It will be ?led ?rst thing tomorrow morning, unless 
you voluntarily dissolve your agreement with Qross In-
dustries."

Rame old Victoria. Ghen manipulation fails, move to 
threats.

"5ile it," Emma says.
What?
"Emma," I say quietly, my voice tight with concern. "Pou 

don't have to—"
"6o, I want her to ?le it. I want this to go to court."
Rhe wants to ?ght this in courtx Against Victoria's army 

of lawyersx The woman has resources that dwarf most 
small countries.

"Pou want to ?ght this in courtx Against my legal teamx" 
Victoria's eyebrows rise, genuine surprise Oickering across 
her features.

"I want to ?ght this in court because we'll win."
The con?dence in Emma's voice is absolute. Rhe knows 

something. Cy chest tightens with anticipation.
"Pou're very con?dent for someone whose entire de-

fense is based on romantic feelings."
"Cy defense is based on facts."
Emma pulls out her phone. Her thumb moves across 

the screen with practiced e4ciency. I watch Victoria's face, 
see the ?rst crack in her composure.

"Cacx It's Emma. I need you to send our legal team 
something."
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Victoria goes very still. The scotch glass free’es halfway 
to her lips.

"Ghat, honeyx" Cac's voice comes through the speaker, 
warm and familiar.

"The Corton recordings."
Recordings? What recordings?
Victoria's face goes white. The scotch glass trembles in 

her hand. "Ghat recordingsx"
"The recordings of every conversation Corton had with 

your people over the last siY months. Audio, video, ?nan-
cial transfers. All of it."

Holy shit. Emma's been recording everything.
"That's impossible." Victoria's voice is barely a whisper.
"Is itx 1id you really think Corton was the only one 

capable of corporate espionagex"
"Ghen did you—" I start to ask.
"Three months ago. Ghen I started noticing informa-

tion leaks, patterns that didn't make sense. I had our IT 
department install monitoring software."

Three months ago. Rhe's been protecting her ?rm, gath-
ering intelligence, preparing for this eYact moment.

She's been three steps ahead of all of us.
"Everything he sent you, every instruction he received, 

every payment you made to him. Ge have all of it."
Victoria sets down her glass. Her hand shakes slightly. 

"Pou're lying."
"Am Ix Cac, are you therex"
"Rtill here, boss."
"Rend Cs. Blackstone a sample. The recording from 

last Tuesday where Corton discusses falsifying the Qross 
Industries employment records."

The falsi?ed documents. Rhe has proof of the entire 
conspiracy.

"Rending now," Cac says.
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Victoria's phone bu’’es. Rhe checks it, and I watch her 
reali’e that Emma has 2ust Oipped the entire script. The 
hunter has become the hunted.

"Qorporate espionage, bribery, conspiracy to defraud," 
Emma lists oD with lawyer precision. "Those are federal 
crimes, Victoria."

"Pou can't prove—"
"I can prove all of it. Corton kept detailed records of 

every transaction, probably as insurance against eYactly 
this situation."

Always  the  careful  lawyer,  even  when  committing 
crimes.

"Ro here's my counter-oDer," Emma continues, and her 
voice has gone ice-cold. "Pou withdraw your legal chal-
lenges, you stay away from my company and my employ-
ees, and I don't turn this evidence over to the 5BI."

Checkmate.
Victoria stares at Emma for a long moment. The silence 

stretches, thick with tension. Then she starts laughing.
"Pou brilliant, brilliant woman."
Ghatx
"I'm sorryx" Emma says, wariness creeping into her 

voice.
"Pou've been playing me from the beginning, haven't 

youx"
Has shex Has Emma been that strategicx
"I don't know what you mean."
"The emergency powers, the rushed merger, even this 

meeting. Pou've been setting me up to overplay my hand."
Caybe she has. Caybe Emma's been more strategic than 

any of us reali’ed.
"Pou wanted me to threaten you publicly so you could 

use the Corton evidence to destroy my credibility."
"Rmart businesswoman, rememberx" Emma says with a 

slight smile.
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God, I love her.
Victoria ?nishes her scotch and picks up her briefcase. 

But she doesn't move toward the door. Instead, she studies 
Emma with something that might be respect.

"Pou know, I almost admire you."
"Almostx"
"Pou could have destroyed me months ago with that 

evidence. Instead, you waited. Let me dig my own grave."
Emma's smile is sharp. "I wanted to see how deep you'd 

go."
"And now you know."
"6ow I know."
Victoria heads for the door, then stops. Her hand rests 

on the ornate handle.
"Cr. Qrossx"
"Ghatx"
"Pour father would be proud of you. 6ot for the re-

venge, that was never necessary. But for choosing love over 
hatred. 5or building something instead of destroying it."

Building something instead of destroying it. That's 
what I've been doing all along, isn't itx 6ot 2ust acquiring 
companies, but saving them. 6ot 2ust seeking revenge, but 
seeking 2ustice.

"That's itx" Emma asks. "Pou're 2ust walking awayx"
"Cs. Rinclair, I'm a businesswoman, not a fanatic. Ghen 

a deal stops being pro?table, I move on to the neYt oppor-
tunity."

And we're no longer pro?table. Ge're too strong, too 
prepared, too united.

"Besides," Victoria adds, her hand on the door, "watch-
ing you two try to manage a merger based on romantic 
feelings should be entertainment enough."

jne last dig.
"Ge'll manage 2ust ?ne," Emma says.
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"I'm sure you will. Pou're both stronger than I gave you 
credit for."

A  compliment  from  Victoria  Blackstone.  I  never 
thought I'd see the day.

Rhe opens the door, then pauses.
"jh, and Cs. Rinclairx 6eYt time you want to mon-

itor employee communications, make sure your IT de-
partment uses better encryption. I've been reading those 
Corton recordings for weeks."

Rhe knew. Rhe knew Emma had the evidence.
"Then why—" Emma starts.
"Because I wanted to see what you'd do with it. Ghether 

you'd use it defensively or oDensively. Ghether you'd try 
to destroy me or 2ust protect yourself."

It was another test.
"Andx"
"And you chose protection over destruction. Interesting 

choice for someone supposedly motivated by revenge."
Victoria looks at me. "Serhaps you learned something 

from her after all."
I learned everything from her.
Gith that, she's gone.
The door closes behind her with a soft click. Ge're 

alone in the presidential suite. The afternoon sun streams 
through the windows, and the silence feels like victory.

Ge won.
"Is it really overx" I ask.
Emma sinks into the chair Victoria vacated, her profes-

sional mask ?nally slipping. I see the eYhaustion under-
neath, the weight of months of preparation and fear.

"I think so."
I walk over and sit on the desk edge.
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Emma
"Is it really overx" I sink into the chair Victoria vacat-

ed, my professional mask ?nally slipping. I can feel the 
eYhaustion weighing me down, the aftermath of months 
of relentless preparation and fear. Cy green eyes, usually 
sparkling with determination, now reOect the toll this or-
deal has taken.

"I think so," Liam replies, his deep voice cutting through 
the tension in the room. I watch as he walks over, his tall, 
broad-shouldered frame moving with a con?dence that's 
both reassuring and intimidating. He sits on the edge of 
the glass desk, his presence dominating the space. The 
o4ce, with its sleek stainless-steel furniture and the faint 
scent of his cologne lingering in the air, feels more intimate 
than it should.

I take a deep breath, my auburn hair falling loosely 
around my shoulders as I lean back in the chair. "It&s been 
a long few months," I murmur, my voice barely above 
a whisper. The weight of the words feels heavier than I 
eYpected, and for a moment, I&m lost in the relief that it 
might ?nally be over.

Liam&s piercing blue-gray eyes meet mine, and I see a 
Oicker of something in them—understanding, maybe, or 
something deeper. He doesn&t say anything at ?rst, 2ust 
reaches out, his ?ngers brushing against my thigh. The 
touch is light, almost tentative, but it sends a 2olt through 
me. I&ve always been drawn to his ruggedness, his no-non-
sense demeanor, and the way he seems to see right through 
me.

Before I can process the sensation, his hand slides fur-
ther, slipping under the hem of my pencil skirt. Cy breath 
catches as his ?ngers trace the edge of my lace panties, 
teasing the fabric before delving into my wetness. I gasp 
softly, my head falling back against the chair, eyes closing 
as his touch becomes more insistent.
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"Liam," I whisper, my voice trembling. His name feels 
like a plea, a surrender to the moment.

He doesn&t respond with words, 2ust continues his re-
lentless eYploration. His ?ngers move with purpose, ?rst 
teasing my clit, then slipping inside my cunt. I&m already 
so wet, and his touch feels electric, sending shivers down 
my spine. I bite my lip to stiOe a moan, but it&s no use. The 
sound escapes, soft and needy, ?lling the quiet o4ce.

Then, without warning, he shifts, his ?ngers leaving my 
pussy to trace the curve of my ass. Cy breath hitches as he 
presses a ?nger against my tight asshole, circling it slowly 
before pushing inside. The sensation is overwhelming—a 
miY of pleasure and tension that makes me arch my back, 
pressing my chest forward. Cy tailored blouse feels too 
restrictive now, the buttons straining against my  breasts.

"5uck, Liam," I groan, my hands gripping the arms of 
the chair. His touch is relentless, his ?ngers moving in 
and out of my ass, stretching me in a way that&s both 
uncomfortable and eYquisitely pleasurable. I&m trembling 
now, my body on the edge, teetering between control and 
surrender.

Ghen he ?nally pulls away, I&m left gasping, my breath 
ragged and uneven. Cy skirt is bunched around my waist, 
my panties discarded on the Ooor. I feel eYposed, vulnera-
ble, but also incredibly alive.

"Pour turn," I murmur, my voice hoarse. I push myself 
up from the chair, my legs unsteady as I kneel in front 
of him. The desk presses against my thighs, but I barely 
notice. All I can focus on is him—his rugged face, his 
messy dark hair, and the way his eyes darken with desire 
as I reach for his belt.

I unbuckle it slowly, savoring the moment as I un’ip 
his pants. His cock springs free, thick and hard, the head 
glistening with pre-cum. I lick my lips, my mouth watering 
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at the sight of him. I&ve always loved this part—the antic-
ipation, the power I feel when I take him into my mouth.

Liam
I don't respond, simply watch as she un’ips my pants, 

her ?ngers trembling slightly as she frees my cock. Rhe 
takes me in her mouth, her lips wrapping around my shaft 
with a tightness that sends a 2olt of pleasure through my 
body. Her tongue swirls around the tip, teasing and tor-
menting me as she begins to suck.

The sensation is electric, her mouth warm and wet as she 
takes me deeper. I groan, my hands tangling in her hair as 
I guide her movements. Rhe moans around my cock, the 
vibrations sending shivers down my spine. I can feel her 
desire, her need, as she sucks me harder, her lips moving 
up and down my shaft with a rhythm that's both urgent 
and deliberate.

Emma's eyes remain locked on mine, her ga’e intense 
and hungry as she pleasures me. I can see the desire burning 
within her, the need to be ?lled, to be claimed. I know this 
is only the beginning, a prelude to what's to come.

As she continues to suck me, her mouth working its 
magic, I feel my control slipping. Cy hands tighten in her 
hair, my ?ngers threading through the strands as I guide 
her movements. "Emma," I warn, my voice hoarse with 
need. "Rlow down, or I won't last."

Rhe ignores my plea, her mouth moving faster, her 
tongue swirling and teasing as she takes me deeper. I can 
feel the pressure building, the tension coiling tighter and 
tighter within me. I know I'm close, teetering on the edge 
of release.
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Gith a growl, I pull her away, my cock slipping from 
her mouth with a wet pop. Emma looks up at me, her eyes 
sparkling with mischief and desire. "6ot yet," I say, my 
voice ?rm. "I'm not done with you."

Emma
Sulling back slightly, I look up at him, my lips wet 

and swollen from his cock. "6ot yet," heHsays, his voice a 
promise.

I stand up, my skirt falling back into place, though it 
does little to cover my arousal. I&m dripping wet, my clit 
throbbing, my ass still tingling from his touch. I step clos-
er, pressing my body against his, my breasts against his 
chest, my lips brushing his ear.

"I want you inside me," I whisper, my breath hot against 
his skin. "6ow."

His hands grip my hips, pulling me tighter against him. 
I can feel his cock pressing against my thigh, hard and 
insistent. The o4ce, with its sterile atmosphere and pro-
fessional veneer, feels like a distant memory now. All that 
matters is this moment, this connection, this raw, un?l-
tered desire.

But as I turn to face him, my eyes meeting his, I pause. 
The intensity of the moment is overwhelming, the air 
thick with anticipation. I can see the desire in his eyes, 
the hunger, the need. But there&s something else too—a 
vulnerability, a rawness that I&ve rarely seen in him.

"Ghat are you thinkingx" I ask, my voice soft.
He hesitates, his ga’e dropping to my lips before meet-

ing my eyes again. "That I don&t want this to end," he says, 
his voice rough. "6ot ever."
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His words send a 2olt through me, a miY of surprise and 
something deeper. I&ve always known there was more to 
Liam than his gruD eYterior, but hearing him say it, hearing 
him admit to something beyond the physical, catches me 
oD guard.

I reach up, my ?ngers brushing his cheek, tracing the 
line of his 2aw. "It doesn&t have to," I murmur, my voice 
barely above a whisper.

His hand covers mine, holding it against his face. 5or 
a moment, we 2ust stand there, lost in each other&s ga’e, 
the tension between us electric. The o4ce, the meeting, 
Victoria—it all fades into the background. There&s only 
him and me, suspended in this moment, on the brink of 
something more.

But the desire is too strong, the need too urgent. I step 
back, my hands gripping his shoulders as I push him down 
into the chair. He goes willingly, his eyes never leaving 
mine as I straddle his lap, positioning myself above him.

I reach down, guiding his cock to my entrance. The 
tip presses against my wetness, and I pause, savoring the 
anticipation. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, I lower 
myself onto him, taking him inch by inch. He ?lls me 
completely, his thickness stretching me, his length pressing 
against my deepest spots.

"5uck," he groans, his hands gripping my hips as I settle 
fully onto him. I&m so wet, so tight around him, and the 
sensation is overwhelming. I close my eyes, tilting my head 
back as I begin to move, my hips rocking in a slow, sensual 
rhythm.

The chair creaks beneath us, the glass desk pressing 
against my back as I ride him, my breasts bouncing with 
each movement. I&m lost in the sensation, the way he feels 
inside me, the way his hands grip my hips, guiding my 
movements.
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"Harder,"  he  demands,  his  voice  rough.  "Nide me, 
Emma."

I obey, picking up the pace, my hips moving faster, my 
body slamming down onto him with each thrust. The 
sound of skin on skin, the wetness of our bodies, the scent 
of seY ?lling the air—it&s all intoYicating. I&m on the edge, 
teetering closer to my climaY with each movement.

But I want more. I want everything.
Neaching back, I press a ?nger against my asshole, cir-

cling it before pushing inside. The sensation is intense, the 
stretch and fullness sending me over the edge. "Liam," I cry 
out, my body trembling as my orgasm washes over me. I&m 
tight around him, my walls clenching as I cum, my breath 
coming in short, ragged gasps.

He doesn&t give me time to recover, his hands gripping 
my hips as he sits up, pressing me against the desk. His 
thrusts become more urgent, more demanding, his cock 
pounding into me with a rhythm that&s both relentless and 
primal.

I go over the edge again, my body shaking as another 
orgasm ripples through me. I&m a mess, my hair falling into 
my face, my makeup smudged, my clothes disheveled. But 
I don&t care. All I care about is him, the way he feels, the 
way he makes me feel.

He cums with a loud groan, his body tensing as he ?lls 
me, his cum shooting deep inside me. I can feel it, hot and 
thick, and the sensation sends another wave of pleasure 
through me.

5or a moment, we 2ust stay like that, our bodies pressed 
together, our breaths ragged and uneven. The o4ce is a 
mess, the desk cluttered, the chairs overturned. But none 
of that matters. All that matters is this moment, this con-
nection, this raw, un?ltered intimacy.

Rlowly, I push myself up, my body sliding oD his cock 
with a wet sucking sound. I&m trembling, my legs unsteady 
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as I step back, my skirt falling into place. Liam leans back 
in the chair, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling with 
his heavy breaths.

I  watch him for  a  moment,  taking  in  the  sight  of 
him—his rugged features, his messy hair, the way his body 
looks sated and satis?ed. Then, with a soft smile, I reach 
for my blouse, buttoning it back up.

"Ge should probably clean up," I say, my voice soft. 
"Before someone walks in."

He opens his eyes, a smirk playing on his lips as he looks 
at me. "jr," he says, his voice low and husky, "we could 2ust 
stay like this. Ree who walks in ?rst."

I laugh, a soft, breathless sound, as I step closer, pressing 
a kiss to his lips. "Tempting," I murmur, "but I think we&ve 
caused enough chaos for one day."

He chuckles, his hands reaching up to grip my hips, 
pulling me closer. "Pou&re probably right," he admits, his 
voice reluctant. "But 2ust so you know, I&m not done with 
you yet."

I smile, my ?ngers tracing the line of his 2aw. "I&m count-
ing on it," I reply, my voice a promise.

As we straighten up, the o4ce slowly returning to its 
professional state, I can&t shake the feeling that something 
has shifted between us. It&s not 2ust the seY, though that&s 
been incredible. It&s the vulnerability, the connection, the 
way we&ve both let our guards down.

Liam
"Emma, about what she said. About my father, about 

my motivations—"
"Liam."
"Ghatx"
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"It doesn't matter."
"It doesn'tx"
"Ghatever brought you to me, whatever you believed or 

didn't believe, what matters is what we choose from here."
Ghat we choose. Ghat we build together.
"And what do we choosex"
Rhe stands, moves to the window. The city sprawls be-

low, indiDerent to our small drama. But for us, everything 
has changed.

"Ge choose us. Ge choose the merger. Ge choose to 
build something together."

Together.
"Even knowing that I might have been using you with-

out reali’ing itx"
Even knowing that I built my entire adult life around a 

liex
"Especially knowing that. Because you're not using me 

now."
6ow I'm choosing her. That's what counts.
I pull her closer, wrapping my arms around her, feeling 

like I'm ?nally home. Rhe smells like her Ooral shampoo 
and the faint scent of the coDee we shared this morning in 
what feels like another lifetime.

This is where I belong. 6ot seeking revenge for wrongs 
that were never done to me, but building a future with the 
woman I love.

"I love you," I say. "6ot because of what you represent, 
not because of what you can give me. I love you because 
you're you."

Because you're brilliant and ?erce and loyal and every-
thing I never knew I needed.

"I love you too."
5or who I am now, not who I was or why I came to you.
"Ro what happens nowx"
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6ow we go back to the real world. 6ow we make this 
merger work. 6ow we build something neither of us could 
have created alone.

"6ow we go save our company."

The press conference two hours later is a controlled chaos 
of Oashing cameras and shouted questions. Rtanding be-
side Emma at the podium in the Qross Industries con-
ference room, watching her ?eld questions with the same 
precision she brought to defeating Victoria, I feel some-
thing I haven't felt in years.

Seace.
"This partnership combines Rinclair I Associates' four 

generations of legal eYpertise with Qross Industries' busi-
ness development capabilities," Emma eYplains to the re-
porters.

Sartnership. 6ot acquisition, not takeover. Sartnership.
"Cr. Qross will serve as Qhairman of the Board while I 

continue as QEj and Canaging Sartner."
Equal partners. In business and in life.
A reporter in the front row raises her hand. "Cs. Rin-

clair, there are rumors about your personal relationship 
with Cr. Qross. How do you respond to allegations that 
this merger is based on romantic rather than business con-
siderationsx"

Emma's smile is professional, but I catch the warmth in 
her eyes when she glances at me.

"Cr. Qross and I have developed a strong working re-
lationship based on mutual respect and shared vision for 
the future of both our companies. Any personal friend-
ship that has developed is secondary to our professional 
partnership."
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5riendship. I bite back a smile.
"Cr. Qross," another reporter calls out, "what attracted 

you to Rinclair I Associates speci?callyx"
I lean toward the microphone. "Their reputation for in-

tegrity, their commitment to their clients and employees, 
and their track record of eYcellence over four generations. 
Cs. Rinclair has built something remarkable, and I'm hon-
ored to be part of its future."

Ghen the questions turn to ?nancial details and regula-
tory approvals, we handle them with the same professional 
grace we've brought to everything else. But underneath 
the corporate speak, there's something else. A current of 
understanding, of shared purpose.

After the reporters leave and the cameras are turned oD, 
it's 2ust the two of us in my o4ce. jur o4ce now.

Emma collapses into one of the leather chairs facing my 
desk, ?nally allowing herself to show the eYhaustion of the 
day.

"Ro," I say, loosening my tie. "How does it feel to outma-
neuver Victoria Blackstone herselfx"

"Terrifying. EYhilarating. Like I might throw up." Rhe 
laughs, running her hands through her hair. "How does it 
feel to reali’e your entire adult life was based on a misun-
derstandingx"

I consider the question. The man who walked into that 
hotel suite this afternoon was driven by rage and revenge. 
The man sitting here now is driven by love and hope.

"Like the beginning of something."
"Romething goodx"
I move around the desk, pull her to her feet, ?nally 

allowing myself to believe that this is real. That we made 
it through the ?re and came out stronger.

The company is saved. The merger is complete. The 
woman I love is in my arms.
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"Emma Nose Rinclair," I say, using her full name because 
I love the sound of it. "QEj, Canaging Sartner, and the 
woman who 2ust saved both our asses."

"Liam Qross," she replies, her hands ?nding the lapels of 
my 2acket. "Qhairman of the Board, former revenge seeker, 
and the man who chose love over hatred."

"I love you, Emma Rinclair."
"I love you too, Liam Qross."
And that's not everything—it's the beginning of every-

thing.
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Emma
I'm standing at the kitchen counter in our apartment, 

reviewing the quarterly reports one more time before we 
leave for the cabin, when I realize I'm humming.

Actually humming. The melody drifts out without 
conscious thought, some half-remembered tune that feels 
like contentment made audible.

"You're humming."
Liam's voice carries amusement as he appears in the 

doorway, already dressed for our weekend trip. Dark jeans 
that St him perfectly, a navy sweater that brings out his 
eyes. xiH months of waking up neHt to this man, and he still 
makes my breath catch.

"I don't hum." I set down the reports and reach for my 
co?ee mug.

"You absolutely hum. You've been doing it all morning."
&ave I— I suppose I have. The numbers on these pages 

tell a story I'm still learning to believe. xinclair R Associ-
atesCour Srm nowCposted the strongest quarter in its 
ninety-year history. Qevenue up thirty-two percent. Ulient 
retention at ninety-seven percent. Three major corporate 
clients signed in the past month alone.

"I'm happy," I admit, closing the folder.
"About the quarterly numbers—"
"About everything."



AUEBIQMD VY OY QI1AL UM7 9WP

About waking up in your arms. About building some-
thing together that neither of us could have created alone. 
About the life we've made from the wreckage of our orig-
inal plans.

Liam moves closer, his hand Snding the small of my 
back in that casual, possessive way that still sends warmth 
through me. "The numbers are good—"

"Vetter than good. Ne've had twelve Srms approach us 
about partnerships this quarter. Fartnerships, not acquisi-
tions. They want to work with us, not be absorbed by us."

The distinction matters. It means we've built something 
worth emulating instead of something that devours.

"Vecause of what we've created together," he says, and I 
hear the pride in his voice. 8ot just in the business success, 
but in us. In what we've proven possible.

I lean into his touch, still amazed by how natural this 
feels. xiH months ago, I was terriSed of letting anyone too 
close, convinced that partnership meant losing control. 
8ow I can't imagine making decisions without his input, 
his perspective, his steady presence beside me.

"The &endricks account signed yesterday," I tell him. 
"0ull representation for their eHpansion into international 
markets. Oac says it's the biggest single contract we've ever 
landed."

"Oac's probably already planning the victory party."
"Oac's planning our vacation coverage. &e's convinced 

we need a full week o? after this weekend."
"xmart man."
Liam's thumb traces small circles against my spine, and 

I feel that familiar tingle of awareness. xiH months, and 
he still a?ects me like this. xtill makes me want to forget 
about quarterly reports and weekend plans and lose myself 
in him instead.

"Are you packed—" he asks.
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I glance at my overnight bag by the door. "&ave been 
for an hour. Are you going to tell me why you're being 
mysterious about this trip—"

&is smile turns secretive. "8ot mysterious. Gust... pre-
pared."

Frepared for what— Vut before I can press him, his phone 
buzzes with a teHt from his driver.

"Uar's here," he says, pressing a quick kiss to my temple. 
"Qeady to go back where it all started—"

Nhere it all started. The cabin where we fell in love 
while pretending to be enemies. Nhere we planned the 
merger that saved my Srm and transformed his business 
philosophy. Nhere we learned that building something 
together was inSnitely more satisfying than tearing things 
apart alone.

"Oore than ready."
The drive up to the mountains passes in comfortable 

conversation about work, about the upcoming partners 
meeting neHt week, about the wedding invitation we re-
ceived from xarah Gohns and her Sanc2. 8ormal couple 
things that still feel miraculous to me.

"Mlena thinks we should eHpand the employment law 
division," I tell him as we wind through the foothills. "&ire 
two more associates, maybe a junior partner."

"Nhat do you think—"
"I think she's right. The demand is there, and we have 

the resources now." Thanks to you. Thanks to the capital 
and connections you brought to the Srm. "Vut I want to 
be careful about growth. I don't want to lose what makes 
us special."

"You won't." &is conSdence is absolute. "You know 
what makes xinclair R Associates special— It's not the size 
or the client list. It's the culture. The way people care about 
each other, about the work. That doesn't change with a 
few new hires."
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This is why we work. &e sees the big picture where I see 
the details. &e thinks in terms of systems and growth while 
I focus on people and relationships. Together, we make 
better decisions than either of us would make alone.

"Oorton's been asking about the eHpansion plans," I 
mention, watching Liam's reaction.

&is jaw tightens slightly. Oorton, our former spy, now 
genuinely reformed and working to rebuild trust. It's been 
an ongoing process, integrating him back into the team 
after his betrayal.

"&ow do you feel about including him in the planning—"
"Uautiously optimistic. &e's been solid for siH months. 

8o more mysterious phone calls, no more Sshing for in-
formation he shouldn't have. Oac's been monitoring his 
communications, and everything looks clean."

"You're giving him a second chance."
"I'm giving him the opportunity to earn one. There's a 

di?erence."
Liam nods, understanding the distinction. Trust, once 

broken, has to be rebuilt from the ground up. Vut people 
can change, can choose to be better. Ne're living proof of 
that.

The cabin comes into view as we round the Snal curve, 
and my chest tightens with recognition. It looks eHactly the 
sameCweathered wood siding, stone chimney, the ridicu-
lous wind chime my grandmother hung that somehow 
survived another winter. Vut everything feels di?erent.

xiH months ago, I arrived here desperate and afraid, 
running from a crisis I didn't fully understand. 8ow I'm 
choosing to be here, with the man I love, in the place where 
we discovered what we could be together.

"xtrange being back," Liam says as he parks neHt to the 
cabin.

"3ood strange or bad strange—"
"The best kind of strange. Like coming full circle."
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&e carries our bags while I unlock the door, and step-
ping inside is a rush of sensory memory. The smell of pine 
and old wood, the way afternoon light slants through the 
windows, the comfortable shabbiness of furniture that's 
seen four generations of my family.

Vut now it feels like our place too. 8ot just mine.
"I'll get the Sre started," Liam says, setting our bags 

down.
"I'll make co?ee."
Ne move around each other with practiced ease,  a 

domestic choreography we've perfected over months of 
shared mornings and quiet evenings. &e builds the Sre 
with the same methodical precision he brings to every-
thing, while I measure co?ee and Sll the machine, hum-
ming again without realizing it.

Nhen the Sre is crackling and the co?ee is brewing, we 
settle onto the couch together. The same couch where we 
Srst admitted our feelings, where we planned our strategy 
against 1ictoria Vlackstone, where we learned that part-
nership could be more powerful than either of us imag-
ined.

"Do you ever think about how di?erent things might 
have been—" I ask, curled against his side. "If the storm 
hadn't hit— If we'd never been trapped here together—"

"Mvery day." &is arm tightens around me. "And every 
day I'm grateful for that storm."

"Mven though it was based on a lie— The whole rental 
miH-up was 1ictoria's manipulation."

"Mspecially because of that. xhe thought she was setting 
us up to destroy each other. Instead, she gave us eHactly 
what we needed."

Nhat we needed. Mach other. A chance to see past the 
corporate masks to the people underneath.

"I have something for you," Liam says suddenly, shifting 
beside me.
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"It's not my birthday."
"It's not that kind of present."
&e's reaching into his jacket pocket, and my heart starts 

a slow, heavy rhythm as he pulls out a small velvet boH.
7h.
7h 3od.
"Liam." Oy voice is barely a whisper.
"Mmma Qose xinclair." &e uses my full name, the way 

he does when he's being completely serious. "xiH months 
ago, I came to this cabin planning to destroy the woman 
who I thought had ruined my father."

&is father. The pain that drove him for twelve years, 
based on a misunderstanding that nearly cost us every-
thing.

"Instead, I found you." &e slides o? the couch and onto 
one knee, and I can't breathe. "I found a woman who Sghts 
for everyone she loves. Nho risks everything to protect 
what matters. Nho chose to trust me when she had every 
reason to run."

Oy hands are shaking. Actually shaking.
"I found my partner, my equal, my match in every way 

that counts." &e opens the boH, revealing a ring that's 
absolutely perfect. Ulassic, elegant, timeless. Mverything 
I would have chosen for myself. "Mmma, you saved my 
company, my reputation, and my soul."

Tears blur my vision, happy tears that I can't seem to 
control.

"You taught me that building something is inSnitely 
better than destroying it. That love is stronger than re-
venge. That the best way to honor my father's memory 
isn't to seek vengeance, but to create something he would 
be proud of."

Yes. Yes, eHactly.
"You're everything I never knew I was looking for, and 

everything I never want to live without." &is voice is 
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steady, but I can see the emotion in his eyes. "Nill you 
marry me—"

The words stick in my throat because I'm crying and 
laughing and my heart is beating so fast I'm dizzy with it.

xay something. xay yes. xay anything.
"Mmma—" &is voice holds the tiniest edge of uncertainty, 

and that breaks me out of my shocked silence.
"Yes." The word comes out as a whisper, then stronger. 

"Yes, yes, of course yes."
&ow could it be anything else— &ow could the answer 

ever be anything but yes—
&e slips the ring onto my Snger, and it Sts perfectly, like 

it was made speciScally for me. Like everything about this 
moment was always meant to happen eHactly this way.

"I love you," I whisper, and he's kissing me before I can 
say anything else.

xoft and sweet and full of promise. The kiss of two 
people who've found their way home to each other despite 
impossible odds.

Nhen we break apart, I hold up my hand to admire the 
ring. It catches the Srelight, throwing tiny rainbows across 
the cabin walls.

"Nhen did you know—" I ask. "That you wanted to mar-
ry me—"

"&onestly— I think I knew that Srst night. Nhen you 
fell asleep in my arms and I realized I never wanted to let 
you go." &e settles back onto the couch, pulling me close. 
"Vut consciously— The morning after we defeated 1ictoria. 
Natching you handle that press conference like you'd been 
doing it your whole life."

The press conference. I remember that morning, the 
chaos of reporters and cameras, the way we presented a 
united front to the world.

"You were Selding questions about corporate gover-
nance and merger ethics, and I looked at you and thought 
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'I want to do this with her for the rest of my life.'" &is 
Sngers trace patterns on my arm. "8ot just the business. 
Mverything."

Mverything. The daily decisions and long-term planning 
and quiet moments like this one.

"Nhat about you— Nhen did you know—"
"The same morning, actually. Vut for a di?erent reason." 

I twist the ring on my Snger, still getting used to the weight 
of it. "You were talking to the reporters about how we'd 
built something neither of us could have created alone. 
And I realized that's what love is."

&e's listening with that complete attention he gives to 
things that matter to him.

"8ot losing yourself in someone else, but becoming 
more yourself because of them." I meet his eyes. "That's 
what you did for me. Oade me more myself."

"&ow—"
"You made me braver. Oore willing to take risks. Oore 

trusting." Oore willing to love. "Vefore you, I was so fo-
cused on control, on protecting what I had, that I forgot 
about growing it."

"And now—"
"8ow I know that the best protection is partnership. 

That two people working together can weather storms 
that would destroy either one alone."

&e kisses my forehead, a gentle benediction. "Ne're 
good together."

"Ne're perfect together."
In business and in bed and in every way that matters.
"xo what's our neHt challenge—" I ask. "Flanning a wed-

ding in record time—"
"&ow quickly are we talking—"
"&ow does neHt month sound—"
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8eHt month— Oy practical brain immediately starts cal-
culating logistics. 1enue, catering, Howers, dress, guests, 
music...

"That's ambitious."
"Ne've wasted enough time pretending we weren't per-

fect for each other." &is voice is Srm. "I don't want to waste 
any more."

8either do I. Ne've already proven we can pull o? the 
impossible when we work together.

"8eHt month it is." I'm already making mental lists. "Ne 
should call Oac. And my grandfather. And Gennifer."

"Later." &e pulls me closer. "Qight now, I just want to sit 
here with my Sanc2e and remember how this all started."

0ianc2e. I'm his Sanc2e.
"&ow did it start—"
"Nith you being the most stubborn, beautiful, impos-

sible woman I'd ever met."
"And you being the most arrogant, mysterious, protec-

tive man I'd ever encountered."
"Frotective—"
"Dangerous to my peace of mind. To my independence. 

To my carefully controlled life." To my heart.
"And now—"
"8ow you are my peace. Oy partner. Oy perfectly un-

controlled life."
Oy choice. Oy forever.
The Sre crackles in the hearth, and outside I can hear the 

wind in the pine trees. Vut there's no storm this time. 8o 
crisis forcing us together. Gust choice. Gust love. Gust us.

"Ne should probably head back tomorrow," I say even-
tually. "I want to tell my grandfather in person."

"3ood idea. And we need to start making lists."
I laugh, because he knows me so well. "You're right. I do 

love lists."
"Nedding planning is going to involve a lot of lists."
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1endors and venues and Howers and food and music 
and a thousand other details that will somehow come to-
gether to create one perfect day.

"Then I'm going to love planning our wedding."
7ur wedding. The beginning of our oIcial life togeth-

er.
Or.  and  Ors.  Uross.  Mmma  Uross.  Mmma  xin-

clair-Uross.
I have time to Sgure out the name.
"Liam—"
"Yeah—"
"Thank you."
"0or what—"
"0or saving my company. 0or keeping your promises. 

0or choosing me over revenge." 0or loving me enough to 
propose.

"Thank you for letting me." &is voice is soft. "0or seeing 
something worth saving in a man whose entire life was 
built on a misunderstanding."

"Your life wasn't built on a lie. Your motivation was 
wrong, but your heart was right." I trace circles on his 
chest. "You've always been someone who builds instead of 
destroys. You just needed to realize it."

And I helped you realize it, the same way you helped me 
realize that partnership doesn't mean losing control.

"I love you, Mmma xinclair."
"I love you too, Liam Uross."
xoon to be Mmma Uross. xoon to be Liam's wife.
The words send a thrill through me that has nothing to 

do with the ring on my Snger and everything to do with 
the man holding me. The man who chose love over hatred, 
building over destroying, partnership over dominance.

The man who saved my company by saving me Srst.
7utside, the wind picks up, rattling the windows with 

familiar mountain music. Vut inside, by the Sre, with my 
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Sanc2's arms around me and our future stretching out 
bright and full of possibility, I've never felt safer.

Ne built something beautiful here. xomething that 
started with a storm and grew into forever.

xomething worth every risk we took to Snd it.
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Mac
I'm posted up at the bar watching Emma and Liam work 

this engagement party, and yo, if they get any more perfect 
together I might actually lose it.

"Another cosmopolitan, sir?" the bartender asks.
"Make it a double, my guy. About to drop some real talk 

on these people, and they need to be ready."
Twenty-eight years old and Emma's straight glowing. 

Never seen her shine like this, not once in all the years I've 
known her.

Emma spots me from across the Rainbow Room and 
throws up a wave. She's rocking this emerald green dress 
that probably costs more than my rent, but she's still the 
same girl who used to live ox cereal and crash at her desk.

E—cept now she bounces at Fve-thirty. Now she's always 
laughing. Now she looks like someone who remembers 
what happiness feels like.

Liam whispers something and she throws her head back 
laughing!that real laugh that lights up everything around 
her.

zinally, Fnally, Fnally.
"MacC" Elena RodrigueO slides up ne—t to me, already 

feeling good from her drinks. "Dan you believe this mad-
ness? 1ur Emma, engaged to the enemy."
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zormer enemy. Durrent love of her life. Phole dixerent 
game now.

"Go, I been calling this since day one. Saw it coming from 
a mile away."

zrom that very Frst phone call. 'Gour Fne nemesis is 
about to be trouble,' I said. Dalled it perfect.

"Gou did not call anything."
"Elena, girl, I got the receipts. Emma was all 'he's arro-

gant and annoying,' and I was like 'that's se—ual tension, 
baby girl.'"

Dlassic Emma move.  zighting her feelings till  they 
knocked her Vat.

I watch Liam's hand Fnd the small of Emma's back 
while they're talking to the senior partners. Hrotective but 
gentle. Like he still can't believe she chose him.

jood. She deserves someone who thinks she's magic.
"Marcus RodrigueOC"
Aw man. Emma's grandfather locked onto me.
Martin Sinclair navigates that walker through the crowd 

like he's commanding a ship. Two strokes ain't slowed 
down this man's energy one bit.

"Mr. Sinclair. Looking strong tonight."
"I'm looking ancient, but I'm feeling victorious."
Qictorious?
"Uow's that?"
"I told everyone that girl would Fnd her match eventu-

ally. They said she was too independent, too married to 
work. I said she Bust needed someone who could keep up."

Someone who could keep up with Emma. That's a tall 
order.

"And Liam Dross can keep up?"
"That boy saved my Frm and made my granddaughter 

happy. zar as I'm concerned, he's golden."
Dan't argue with that logic.
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"Hlus," Martin leans in like he's dropping secrets, "he 
asked for my blessing before he proposed. Real respect. I 
appreciate that in a young man."

1f course he did. Mr. Herfect strikes again.
"Phen was this?"
"Two months back. Dame to the house, brought Vow-

ers for my nurse, sat through every single photo I had of 
Emma growing up."

Two months. Ue's been planning this for two months.
"Said he wanted to do everything right, wanted to honor 

how we do things in this family."
zamily matters to Emma. Dourse Liam would get that.
"Phat'd you tell him?"
"Told him if he ever hurt her, I'd track him down with 

this walker and mess him up proper."
I believe you would too.
"And?"
"And if he kept making her smile like she has been, I'd 

be proud to call him family."
zamily. The thing Emma guards most Ferce.
The room starts getting :uiet, and I realiOe everyone's 

looking at me.
Right. Toast time. About to make these lawyers emo-

tional.
"Go, everybody," I call out, and conversations die down. 

"Need y'all to listen up for a minute."
Uere we go.
Emma's staring at me with that look that says she knows 

I'm about to embarrass her.
She's absolutely right.
"Keen asked to say something about these two love-

birds."
Asked is generous. More like I demanded the mic.
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"Jnown Emma Sinclair for Fve years. Patched her 
grind si—teen-hour days, live ox coxee and pure will, sac-
riFce everything to keep everyone else's dreams alive."

Real talk. Nothing but facts.
"Also watched her stress herself sick over decisions that 

would axect people she loved, always putting everyone else 
Frst."

The weight she carried. The pressure she took on.
"Emma's the strongest person I know. Also the most 

stubborn, most loyal, and most deserving of all the good 
things."

Every single word true.
"Si— months ago, she called me from some cabin up in 

the mountains. Trapped in a bliOOard with a dude she was 
convinced wanted to wreck everything she'd built."

Kest phone call of my life.
"She was scared, mad, and absolutely sure that Liam 

Dross was the villain."
So wrong. So beautifully wrong.
"I told her then what I'm telling y'all now4 sometimes 

the person who pushes you hardest is e—actly who you 
need."

Sometimes your enemy is really your blessing in dis-
guise.

"Liam Dross didn't destroy Emma's company. Ue ele-
vated it. 9idn't take her independence. jave her a partner 
who matches her energy."

A real partner. Not someone trying to control her, but 
someone who gets her.

"9idn't change who she is. Uelped her remember who 
she could be."

Uappy. She could be happy.
"Emma, you deserve someone who sees your brilliance, 

backs your dreams, and loves you enough to check you 
when you're being craOy about work."
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Laughter rolls through the room.
"Liam, you get to marry the most incredible woman in 

New Gork. 9on't mess this up, bro."
More laughs. jood. Jeep it light.
"To Emma and Liam4 may your partnership stay as Fre 

in marriage as it's been in business."
And may y'all remember the best things are worth the 

Fght.
"May you always choose love over fear, trust over con-

trol, and each other over everything else."
Dhoose each other. Every single time.
"DheersC"
The room e—plodes in applause. Emma's crying!good 

tears, thank jod!and Liam looks ready to cry too.
Herfect. They should be emotional. This is big.
Everyone raises their glasses, and I catch Emma's eye 

across the room. She mouths "I love you" and I mouth 
back "I know."

Dourse she loves me. I'm incredible.
Kut more important, she's loved. zinally, completely, 

perfectly loved.
Emma
Two hours later, Liam and I are walking across the 

Krooklyn Kridge at midnight, the city lights glittering be-
low us. The engagement party was perfect, but this :uiet 
moment together is better.

This is us. No audience, no performance, Bust us.
"Gour idea or his?" I ask, gesturing toward the bridge.
"Mine," Liam says. "I wanted to end the night some-

where that felt like a beginning."
A beginning. After all we've been through, we're still at 

the beginning.
"The bridge was a good choice."
Kridges connect things. 6oin separate shores. Make new 

paths possible.



RL 9ANE0W7

"Mac's toast was something else."
Mac, who knows me better than anyone e—cept the man 

walking beside me.
"Ue made me cry."
Uappy tears. The best kind.
"Ue made everyone cry. 9id you see Pilliams? I thought 

he was going to have an emotional breakdown."
Pilliams, who's never shown emotion in Ffteen years of 

partnership meetings.
"Pilliams has a soft spot for love stories."
Pe all do. That's why we're here.
The bridge stretches out ahead of us, empty e—cept for 

a few late-night Boggers and tourists. Manhattan glitters 
on one side, Krooklyn on the other, and we're suspended 
between them.

Ketween what was and what will be.
"Emma."
"Phat?"
"Are you happy?"
Uappy. Such a simple :uestion with such a complicated 

answer.
"I'm terriFed."
Kecause happiness this big feels dangerous. Dould dis-

appear if I'm not careful.
"1f what?"
"1f how much I love you. 1f how much this matters. 

1f how much I have to lose now."
Everything. I have everything to lose now.
"Gou're not going to lose me."
"Uow can you be so sure?"
"Kecause we chose this. Not because we were forced to-

gether by circumstances, not because we needed to survive 
a crisis. Pe chose each other."

Pe chose each other.
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"After we knew all the ugly truths. After we'd seen each 
other at our worst. After we'd fought and lied and nearly 
lost everything."

After we knew what we were getting into.
"Pe still chose each other."
Pe did. 9espite everything, because of everything.
"I love you," I tell him. "Not the idea of you, not what 

you represent. Gou. The man who makes pancakes and 
terrible coxee. Pho reads Fnancial reports and falls asleep 
watching documentaries."

The man who held me when I was scared and challenged 
me when I was wrong.

"The man who saved my company and my sanity and my 
heart."

All of it. Everything.
"I love you too. The woman who organiOes her revenge 

Fles alphabetically and cries at insurance commercials."
"I do not cry at insurance commercials."
"Gou absolutely cry at insurance commercials. And dog 

videos. And that commercial with the soldier coming 
home."

1kay, maybe I cry at that one.
"That commercial is emotional manipulation and you 

know it."
Kut exective emotional manipulation.
"The woman who Fghts for everyone she loves and pre-

tends she doesn't need anyone to Fght for her."
I used to pretend that. Kefore you.
"I don't pretend that anymore."
Kecause you taught me that needing someone doesn't 

make me weak.
"I know. That's why I love you."
Kecause I let you see my vulnerabilities. Kecause I trust 

you with my heart.
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Pe reach the center of the bridge and stop, looking out 
over the water. The city never sleeps, but it feels :uieter up 
here. More peaceful.

This is what I want to remember. This moment, this 
feeling, this certainty.

"Phat are you thinking about?" Liam asks.
Everything. 1ur future. 1ur wedding. 1ur life togeth-

er.
"The wedding. Three weeks."
Three weeks until I become your wife.
"Dold feet?"
The opposite of cold feet.
"Parm feet. Qery warm feet. I can't wait to marry you."
I can't wait to call you my husband.
"jood. Kecause the invitations are already out."
Two hundred people who want to celebrate our love 

story.
"Speaking of which, did you see who RSQH'd today?"
Hlease tell me it's not someone complicated.
"Pho?"
"Qictoria Klackstone."
Qictoria. The woman who tried to destroy us and ended 

up bringing us together.
"She's coming to our wedding?"
Phy would she want to come to our wedding?
"Apparently. She sent a very e—pensive bottle of cham-

pagne and a note that said 'Dongratulations on proving me 
wrong about romantic feelings and business sense.'"

That sounds e—actly right for Qictoria.
"Are you okay with that?"
Qictoria at our wedding. The woman who manipulated 

us, threatened us, tried to tear us apart.
"Actually, yes. She's part of our story, isn't she? Hart of 

how we found each other."
Hart of what we survived together.
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"Kesides, I want her to see what we built. Phat real 
partnership looks like."

Phat love looks like when it's strong enough to survive 
anything.

"Phat we built is pretty amaOing."
The Frm is thriving. Pe're thriving. Everything is e—act-

ly as it should be.
"The Frm, you mean?"
"Everything. The Frm, our relationship, our future."
1ur future. The thing I was too scared to dream about 

si— months ago.
"Phat do you see when you look at our future?"
Adventures and :uiet moments and Fghts and reconcil-

iations and all the messy beautiful reality of a life together.
"I see us working together, building something bigger 

than either of us could create alone."
In business and in life.
"I see us Fghting sometimes, because we're both stub-

born and opinionated."
Kut Fghting fair. zighting for each other, not against 

each other.
"I see us growing old together, still challenging each 

other, still surprising each other."
Still choosing each other every day.
"I see kids."
The words slip out before I can stop them.
"Jids?"
9o you want kids? Pe've never really talked about kids.
"Is that... do you want kids?"
Hlease say yes. Hlease want the same future I want.
"I want everything with you, Emma. Jids, a house, a 

dog, Sunday mornings in bed, family vacations where we 
argue about directions."

Everything. All of it.
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"I want to teach our daughter to be as strong as her 
mother and our son to be as kind as his father."

1ur children. The family we'll build together.
"Gou want a house?"
Pe've been living in his penthouse, which is beautiful 

but not e—actly family-friendly.
"I want a home. Pith you. Somewhere with enough 

room for kids and grandparents and Mac to visit."
A real home. Not Bust a place to sleep between work 

sessions.
"Mac will want his own guest room."
And fre:uent babysitting privileges.
"Mac will want his own wing."
True.
"Pe'll get him his own wing."
Phatever makes our family happy.
Liam takes my hands, and even through our gloves, I can 

feel the warmth of his touch.
Parm. Safe. Uome.
"Emma Rose Sinclair."
Soon to be Dross.
"Liam 6ames Dross."
Soon to be my husband.
"Are you ready for this? All of it? The marriage, the kids, 

the future?"
Am I ready? Si— months ago, I couldn't imagine trusting 

anyone with my company. Now I'm planning to trust you 
with everything.

"I'm ready."
More than ready. Eager.
"I'm ready to be your wife, your partner, your family."
I'm ready to build a life with you.
"I'm ready to wake up ne—t to you for the ne—t Ffty years 

and still feel lucky."
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Lucky that  you chose  me.  Lucky that  I  was  brave 
enough to choose you back.

"1nly Ffty?"
jreedy man.
"1kay, si—ty. Kut after that, we'll have to renegotiate."
9eal.
"9eal."
Ue kisses me there on the bridge, with the city lights 

around us and the future spreading out ahead of us. This 
is what happily ever after feels like.

Not an ending, but a beginning.
Not perfection, but possibility.
Not a fairy tale, but something better4 real life with the 

right person.
Phen we break apart, I look back toward Manhattan, 

toward the building where our Frm is, where our story be-
gan with a hostile takeover that was really a rescue mission.

Phere enemies became partners became lovers became 
family.

"Ready to go home?" Liam asks.
Uome. Ges.
THE END
Thank You for Reading!
indie authors like me don't have an advertising budget 

like the maBor publishers, so we rely on the people power of 
reviews to get our voices heard. IJd be incredibly grateful if 
you could take a moment to leave a review. 6ust click here.

If you like Liam and Emma, you will love Ethan and 
9arla in The Recovering Billionaire's Ex



Parker

Why the fuck did I agree to this? 
The camera salhel are ikge ikthn,k,t lnrkgelb dik,Ik,t 

a,I reie,niellb a,I ’um nhe y,iycgp nree tennk,t hkn re-ean.
eIipM jp waz nkthne,l al nhe -a-araook lzarmb lhqynk,t 
“yelnkq,lM

DjrM ve!ik,W xhan ca, ze ef-ecn Rrqm ?k!er”P
DOargerb kl kn nrye nhe a-- cqyiI Iklry-n nhe H,a,ckai 

lecnqr”P
D’l pqyr Ramkip anne,Ik,t nhe taia nhkl zeege,I”P
DjrM ve!ik,W A!er hereWP
’ lzearb kR q,e mqre re-qrner lhq!el a mkc y,Ier mp 

,qleb ’ mkthn nhrqz kn k,nq nhe lnreenM
DjrM ve!ik,W A!er hereWP
’ Iq,un g,qz zhanul cqiIerb nhe zk,I qr mp mqqIM
’ Iycg mp heaIM D’R nhele -eq-ie ten a,p ciqlerb nhepuii de 

algk,t me Rqr mp diqqI np-eMP
’ hane cameralM Jane nhemM Cizapl ha!eb aizapl zkiiM jp 

dqIptyarIb QqrIa,b mylciel nhrqyth nhe crqzIb car!k,t a 
-anh nq nhe re!qi!k,t Iqqrl qR nhe Jkiinq- JqneiM The hqnei 
iqqml adq!e meb knl mallk!e tiall RacaIe tiknnerk,t atak,ln 
nhe ,kthn lgpM 
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Jkl ha,I hq!erl -rqnecnk!eip ,ear mp dacgb dyn ’u!e 
Ieain zknh nhele !yinyrel iq,t e,qyth nq g,qz hqz nq 
gee- mq!k,t zknhqyn sk,chk,tM

Uq,,qr lne-l qyn qR hkl car dehk,I meb aireaIp zeark,t 
a lieeg diacg malg nhan cq!erl nhe y--er haiR qR hkl RaceM 
Jeul trk,,k,t ikge heul ha!k,t nhe nkme qR hkl ikReM

DvkI pqy mkll nhe memqb Oarger”P he nealelb ha,Ik,t 
me a manchk,t malgM

’ l,anch kn Rrqm hkmM D’R nhe memq zal adqyn zalnk,t 
mp Rycgk,t e!e,k,t an a -arnp ’ Iq,un za,n nq de anb nhe, 
peahb ’ mklleI knMP

Uq,,qr aIwylnl hkl malgb hkl trk, zkIe,k,tM D’nul caiieI 
,enzqrgk,tb dqll ma,M Lqy lhqyiI nrp kn lqmenkmeMP

D’ caii kn nqrnyrebP ’ mynnerb lik--k,t nhe malg q,M ’n Hnl 
l,ytipb iea!k,t mp mqynh Rree dyn lhrqyIk,t nhe reln qR 
mp RaceM DJa--p ,qz”P

DThrkiieIM ‘qzb ienul tq deRqre 0kia IeckIel pqyure e,e.
mp ,ymder q,e atak,MP

xe lne- k,lkIeb a,I nhe akr lhkRnl Rrqm RrktkI nq zarmb 
aimqln lnksk,tM The daiirqqm kl Ikmip iknb nhe zaiil Ira-eI 
k, diacg a,I tqiIb zknh cha,Ieikerl calnk,t a lqRn tiqz q!er 
nhe lce,eM Oeq-ie k, malgl a,I ef-e,lk!e tqz,l mq!e ikge 
lhaIqzl acrqll nhe -qiklheI sqqrM

C lnrk,t “yarnen -iapl a hay,nk,t meiqIp k, nhe dacg.
trqy,Ib lennk,t a, aimqln qnherzqriIip nq,eM Uqy-iel 
nzkri q, nhe Ia,ce sqqrb nhekr iaythner my3eI dp nhe 
mylkcM 4er!erl tikIe denzee, trqy-lb daia,ck,t nrapl qR 
cham-at,e synelM

Uq,,qr cia-l me q, nhe dacgM D4ee” ‘qn lq daIM Lqy 
wyln ha!e nq lmkieb ,qIb a,I -rene,I pqy care Rqr nhkrnp 
mk,ynelM The, pqy ca, l,eag qF nq nhe lykne ’ dqqgeI Rqr 
pqyMP

’ lhqqn hkm a iqqgM DThkrnp mk,ynelb hyh” 0enul mage kn 
nze,npMP
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DVadp lne-lMP Je deaml a,I meinl k,nq nhe crqzIb ai.
reaIp lchmqqok,t zknh dqarI memderl ikge nhe -qiknkcka, 
he lhqyiIu!e dee,M

’ heaI lnrakthn Rqr nhe darM The darne,Ier ,qIl al ’ a-.
-rqachM Dxhklgepb ,eanMP

The tiall ia,Il k, Rrq,n qR me zknhk, lecq,IlM ’ nage a 
lk-b la!qrk,t nhe dyr,M

The,b ’ lee herM
4heul iea,k,t atak,ln nhe dar a Rez Reen azapb lzkrik,t 

her Irk,g k, her ha,I ikge knul nhe q,ip nhk,t gee-k,t her 
la,eM Jer tqz, cik,tl nq her Htyreb a Iee- emeraiI tree, 
zknh a -iy,tk,t ,ecgik,e a,I nhk, lnra-l nhan re!eai -aieb 
deaynkRyi lgk,M The lank, canchel nhe ikthn e!erp nkme lhe 
mq!elb lhkmmerk,t ikge a wezeiM 

Jer drqz, hakr kl -k,,eI y-b dyn a Rez lnra,Il Rrame 
her RaceM

’nul her epel dehk,I nhe malg nhan -yii me k,b tree,b 
nhqyth nhep leem aimqln diacg k, nhe Ikm ikthnM Thepure 
lhar-b lca,,k,t nhe rqqm ikge lheul caicyiank,t hqz Raln lhe 
ca, iea!e zknhqyn a,pq,e ,qnkck,tM

I’m not the only one out of place here.
’ ten qF mp lnqqi a,I qccy-p nhe lnqqi delkIe herM DLqy 

iqqg ikge pqy hane nhkl -arnp al mych al ’ IqbP ’ lapb iea,k,t 
ciqlerM

4he nyr,l nq meb q,e drqz archeI de,eanh her Ieikcane 
malgM DJane kl a lnrq,t zqrIM Vyn peahb ’um ,qn efacnip 
nhrkiieI nq de hereMP

D‘qn pqyr lce,e”P
D‘qn e!e, k, nhe likthnelnMP
D4ameM 0en me tyellb IratteI here dp lqmeq,e zhq 

ciakmeI kn zqyiI de GRy,u”P
4he iaythl lqRnipb a,I knul a iqzb zarm lqy,I nhan canchel 

me qF tyarIM ’n magel me za,n nq lmkieM DJqzuI pqy 
g,qz”P
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DxkiI tyellM jp lq.caiieI deln Rrke,I kl lqmezhere k, 
nhkl crqzIb cq,!k,ck,t -eq-ie ’um e,wqpk,t mpleiRMP ’ nage 
a,qnher lk- qR zhklgepM Dxhq Iq ’ ha!e nq diame Rqr pqyr 
mklerp”P

4he nkinl her tiall nqzarI meM DThanuI de mp deln Rrke,Ib 
Qalmk,eM 4akI ’ ,eeIeI nq Gien iqqleMuP 4he rqiil her epelM 
DThkl kl ,qn zhan ’ haI k, mk,IMP

’ chycgieb nhe lqy,I lyr-rklk,t e!e, meM DLeahb nhkl kl,un 
efacnip mp IeH,knkq, qR Ry, eknherMP

Dxhan kl pqyr IeH,knkq, qR Ry,”P
’ -ayleb caythn qF tyarI dp nhe “yelnkq,M D‘qn nhklMP
Dxhan kl”P
D’ Reei ikge ze lhqyiI g,qz each qnher a iknnie denner 

deRqre ’ neii pqy zhan mp IeH,knkq, qR Ry, klMP
DAqhMP 4he lmkielb salhk,t -erRecn neenhM DjplnerkqylMP
Dxeiib ’ Iq ha!e a malgMP 
4he trk,lb a,I knul a “ykcgb mklchke!qyl nhk,t nhan magel 

lqmenhk,t k, mp cheln nkthne,M Dxeiib pqyure k, iycgM ’ ha!e 
a, kIeaMP

Dvq ’ za,n nq g,qz”P
DOrqdadip ,qnM Vyn knuii de denner nha, lna,Ik,t here 

-rene,Ik,t nq e,wqp q!er-rkceI zhklgepMP 4he Iqz,l nhe 
reln qR her Irk,g a,I lenl nhe tiall q, nhe darM

Dxhan gk,I qR kIea are ze naigk,t adqyn”P
4he lne-l ciqlerb a,I her lce,nb sqrai a,I zarmb zra-l 

arqy,I meM 
Dva,ck,tMP
Dva,ck,t”P
DLeahb pqy g,qzb nhan nhk,t -eq-ie Iq zhe, nhereul 

mylkc -iapk,t”P 
Jer trk, zkIe,l al lhe lhagel her dqIpb a,I her neenh 

lk,g k,nq her dqnnqm ik- ikge lheul Iark,t me nq lap ,qM
D’ Iq,un Ia,ceMP
DOerRecnM ‘eknher Iq ’MP 4he tradl mp ha,Ib her H,terl 

cqqi atak,ln mk,eM DUqme q,M 0k!e a iknnieMP
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Cqr a lecq,Ib ’ cq,lkIer lapk,t ,qM ’ lhqyiIM Vyn deRqre 
’ ca, lnq- mpleiRb ’ Iqz, nhe reln qR mp Irk,gb len nhe tiall 
Iqz,b a,I ien her -yii me nqzarI nhe Ia,ce sqqrM

Dxhan nhe heii am ’ Iqk,t”P ’ mynner y,Ier mp dreanhM
4he tia,cel dacg an meb her epel l-argik,t zknh mklchkeRM 

DJa!k,t Ry,b mapde”P
The mylkc lhkRnl al ze reach nhe eIte qR nhe Ia,ce sqqrM 

’nul liqzer ,qzb lyinrpb nhe gk,I qR meiqIp nhan Irk-l zknh 
ne,lkq,M 4he lnq-lb nyr,k,t nq Race meb her ha,I lnkii k, 
mk,eM

D?eaIp”P
D‘qn e!e, a iknnieMP
DDqqIMP 4he lne-l ciqlerb her qnher ha,I relnk,t ikthnip 

q, mp lhqyiIerM DQyln Rqiiqz mp ieaIMP
The, lhe mq!el k,b her dqIp aikt,k,t zknh mk,e y,nki 

nhereul ,q l-ace ieRn nq -rene,I nhkl kl wyln a Ia,ceM Jean 
sarel zhere her tqz, traoel mp lyknb lkig q, zqqib a lydnie 
Rrkcnkq, nhan leeml nq kt,kne e!erp ,er!eM Jer dreanh mk,.
tiel zknh mk,eb lqRn a,I lneaIpb a,I nhe dareln nkin qR her 
heaI drk,tl her ik-l na,naikok,tip ciqleM

jp ha,I lenniel an her zaklnb helkna,nb H,terl dareip 
-rellk,t atak,ln nhe RadrkcM Vyn lhe iea,l k,b a lydnie lhkRn 
nhan a,lzerl zknhqyn zqrIlM Jer epel canch mk,eb zkIe 
a,I y,tyarIeIb a,I lyIIe,ip nhe rqqm cqiia-lel azapb nhe 
mylkc a,I channer reIyceI nq a Iklna,n Irq,eM

DLqyure denner an nhkl nha, pqy ien q,P 
Dvq,un ten yleI nq knMP
4he iaythl atak,b a,I nhe lqy,I zra-l arqy,I meb iqql.

e,k,t lqmenhk,t nkthn k, mp chelnM D’ Iq,un Iq nhklb pqy 
g,qz”P

Dxhan” Cqrce lnra,te me, nq Ia,ce zknh pqy”P
4he chycgielM DLqyure trk,,k,t a iqn Rqr lqmeq,e dek,t 

RqrceIb pqy g,qz”P
Dxhan ca, ’ lap” ’um a ,kce -erlq,MP
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jp ha,I hq!erl wyln adq!e nhe cyr!e qR her allb a,I ’ 
ca, Reei mp ie,tnh -relleI atak,ln herM ’R lhe ca, Reei knb lhe 
Iqel,un tk!e a hk,nM Thkl kl,un meF ’ Iq,un Ia,ceM ’ Iq,un 
l-e,I mp ,kthn iaythk,t zknh malgeI zqme,b dyn mapde 
mp hkIIe, kIe,nknp kl zhp ’um acnk,t qyn qR characnerM 

Dxhanul q, pqyr mk,I”P
’ lnare Iqz, an herb her tree, epel hqiIk,t mk,eM 4he 

Reeil -erRecn k, mp armlM jp taoe Irq-l nq her hearn.lha-eI 
reI ik-lb a,I ’ zq,Ier zhan nhep nalne ikgeb cherrp” The 
nhqythn trk-l meb  a,I reRylel  nq ien  tqM  The aicqhqi 
mylnu!e tq,e nq mp heaI decayle ’ ca, Reei mpleiR harI.
e,k,t rkthn nhere q, nhe Ia,ce sqqrM

DjrM  Viye.epelbP  lhe laplb  her  !qkce iqzM DLqy lnkii 
ha!e,un nqiI me zhanul q, pqyr mk,IMP

DLqy reaiip za,,a g,qz”P
D’ zqyiI,un alg kR ’ IkI,un za,n nqMP
Dxhanul q, mp mk,I kl ’ za,n nq g,qz zhan pqy nalne 

ikgeMP VeRqre lhe ca, lap a,pnhk,tb ’ cq,nk,yeb DC,I ’ g,qz 
nhanul a craop nhk,t nq lap nq lqmeq,e ’ ikneraiip men a Rez 
mk,ynel atqb dyn ’ ca,un lnq- nhk,gk,t adqyn gkllk,t pqyMP

4he lnarel an me Rqr a lecq,Ib Rreeok,t k, mp armlM Dxhan 
kR ’ lap ’um nhk,gk,t nhe efacn lame nhk,t”P

Qyln ikge nhanb mp e,nkre ,kthn nagel a nyr,M 


