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PROLOGUE


From: Dr. Arjun Patel, MD

(arjunpatel@stjohnsmedical.com)

To: Tate Blackthorn

(willnotanswerunsolicitedemails@GSproperties.com)

Tate,

While I understand your schedule is demanding, I urge you to pay me a visit in the next couple of weeks.

I instructed my secretary to prioritize this meeting. You are not well. I repeat, YOU ARE NOT WELL.

You have multiple disorders that need to be mitigated immediately.

I understand you prefer to liaise directly, but if this is a time constraint issue, I’d be happy to schedule appointments through your PA.

I eagerly await your reply.

Dr. Arjun Patel.






CHAPTER ONE

TATE

ROMAN BATHS OF BATH

It wasn’t on my year’s bingo card to contaminate the water of two-thousand-year-old ancient thermae, but life had a way of surprising me every now and again.

“Perhaps now would be a good time to stop flailing about, Mr. Boyle,” I suggested stonily, my voice muffled by the plague doctor mask I was wearing.

Breathing through an upholstered leather beak was decisively inconvenient, but the Roman baths of Bath were littered with security cameras, and while severely allergic to humans, I had a feeling I was even more averse to prison food.

Plus, I had it on good authority that Boyle wasn’t a fan of crows.

I always appreciated a good Hitchcockian touch.

Nothing short of polite, Darrah Boyle stopped thrashing in the shallow water upon my request, but not before hitting his head on the edge of the Roman bath’s stair and splitting his forehead. The sound of bone cracking rang and echoed through the empty arena. My nostrils flared.

I despised clumsiness.

I especially hated mess.

Crimson crawled across the green-hued water, visible even in the pitch black of the night. Clenching my teeth, I tapped on the side of my right leg twice, then six times, then twice again.

I loathed going off script. This was definitely a diversion from my plan. He was not supposed to bleed. I wanted his corpse unsoiled and bruise-free.

It’s not in your plans.

It’s not in your plans.

It’s not in your plans.

“Plans change,” I said loudly, authoritatively, to myself.

Uncurling my fingers from his blood-soaked hair, I pushed up on my heels and watched as his ashen, naked frame drifted along the rectangle body of water, face down. A minute passed, then three. Because he wasn’t Aquaman, he was obviously dead.

I briefly considered leaving him inside the columned bath to be found. It would look like an accident. An inebriated ex-felon who came for a late-night dunk where swimming was prohibited. Knocked his head and drowned.

But I couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

There were rituals to follow. A ceremony to be made.

Two, six, two.

Two, six, two.

Two, six, two.

With an exasperated, long-suffering sigh, I strode into the thermae to retrieve my prey. Water enfolded my Tom Ford Chelsea boots, soaking my Brioni pants. The fog of the spring water swallowed his body in thick mist, and I had to fish my phone out of my peacoat and turn on the flashlight.

I checked for messages, but there weren’t any. Not even from my personal assistant, Gia, whom I called a half hour ago about a missing document I needed for work.

I would deal with her later.

The quiet swishing of the water as I treaded through it drowned out my slow and steady heartbeat.

Boyle’s body floated toward a corner of the stairway. I gripped his hair in my gloved hand, dragging him up to the limestone pavement. I used the tip of my boot to roll him over so that he faced me. A sloppy, sodden sound rang in my ears. His blue face was splotchy, his skull distorted and slightly caved in from the injury. His lips were liver-hued.

You couldn’t even have a clean kill, Andrin’s voice mocked in my head. You just had to make a mess of it, didn’t you, Boy?

I shook my head, ridding myself of his voice. It was my first kill. Practice made perfect, and I had at least two more people to help hone my craft.

See, five years ago, Darrah Boyle, along with two other inmates, murdered my father in prison over a bet. A game of cards. A reckless, meaningless moment.

My father was a powerful man. The type not to land himself in prison for anything short of murder.

As it happened, he did kill someone. Accidentally.

Nothing accidental about what Boyle did to him, though.

Paying with his life was the only logical outcome. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, et cetera.

I had always straddled the murky line between a businessman and a criminal.

Tonight, I stepped over that line. Hell, I fucking sprinted through it, all the way to another continent.

To track down Boyle and his partners in crime, I had to get in bed with New York’s notorious Camorra organization.

The Ferrante family, who ruled the Italian Mafia in New York, was a lot of things. None of them outstanding members of society.

“I suppose you could say you popped my cherry.” I reached for the inner pocket of my double-breasted coat, producing a black thorn still attached to the twig. I pressed it to Boyle’s cold, purple mouth. It was an unordinary, telling detail. Black thorn.

Blackthorn. Like my last name.

I wanted his friends to know I was coming for them.

Wanted them to run, hide, beg, and bargain.

A moving target was always more fun to kill than a sitting duck waiting to be shot.

“It’s been a pleasure. Thank you for participating.” I stood to my full height. A thin trail of blood began leaking out of Boyle’s mouth. His eyes were wide and full of horror.

Soon, this place would be swarming with police, journalists, and curious spectators.

Soon, articles would be written, TV anchors would weep, and national panic would ensue.

Soon, but not yet.

The night was an old friend, always ready to conceal me as I tended to my nefarious business.

I slipped out of the baths and into the winter night, sliding into an untraceable Alfa Romeo I’d paid cash for. I checked my pocket watch, a family heirloom dating back three hundred years.

Twenty minutes ahead of the timeline I set for myself. I smirked. Punctuality soothed my soul.

I drove back to London, whistling a cheerful tune.
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Once at King’s Cross Station, I tossed the Alfa Romeo’s keys into a trash bin midstride and sauntered into a waiting vehicle, reuniting with my London-based driver, Thierry.

“Where is Miss Bennett?” I settled in the back seat of the Range Rover SV Carmel, plucking my leather gloves off, one finger at a time. I’d discarded the mask earlier in an open wheat field.

Thierry frowned at his watch, his eyes swinging to the rearview mirror, where our gazes clashed.

“It’s one in the morning, sir,” he pointed out in a French accent.

“Did I ask for the time?” My brow quirked in mocking amusement.

“No.” He cleared his throat, shrinking into his leather seat. “Miss Bennett, I believe, is in Chelsea. It’s her birthday today.”

Was it now?

“The first night she’s had off since the Taylor Swift concert in September,” he rambled on, his voice drenched in pleading.

Ah yes. My assistant was mentally fourteen and consequently a “Swiftie.” This in itself was a good enough reason for me to fire her. “Where in Chelsea?”

“The Swan and the Wine.”

“Off we go then.”

Thierry pressed his lips together, the word no threatening to tear from between them. I eyeballed him through the mirror, challenging him to defy me. Some people avoided confrontation. I actively sought it.

“I think,” he began, his soft tenor ridiculous for a sixty-year-old, six-foot-three man in a tailored suit. “You should allow her the night off, if I may suggest so, sir.”

“You may not,” I informed him flatly. “Now floor it.”

Thirty minutes later, Thierry parked outside the Swan and the Wine, killing the engine. He drew in a breath, burying his face in his hands. He was fond of Miss Bennett. Most people were, for an unfathomable reason.

My gaze dragged to the back window, settling on the trendy pub. The Georgian building was painted burgundy, the pub’s name in bold, golden lettering over a black background. Pots overflowing with colorful flowers adorned the windowsills and arches of the wooden doors.

Through the wide, wood-paned window, I found the subject of my irritation, occupying a table in the corner of the tavern, wearing a pink Birthday Girl sash over her sensible, pale blue tweed dress. By her side was a man I presumed was her boyfriend, Ashley, along with football sensation Kieran Carmichael, one of my business partners, Row Casablancas, and his hot-mess wife, Cal. Emphasis on the mess. There was no amount of wipes in the world to clean her verbal diarrhea.

I knew Cal and Gia were close. Kieran was friends with Row, so he was likely invited by proxy.

Theoretically, I should have been offended for not being invited. After all, Gia had met Cal, Row, and Kieran through me. However, I couldn’t muster anything other than mild relief. I’d take drowning Irish mobsters in historical pools any day of the week over pretending my assistant’s birthday was something worth celebrating.

Alongside them sat three women I presumed were Gia’s London friends. I stared at my English PA as she tipped her head back and laughed at something her boyfriend said heartily. Asshole did not look that fucking funny. Clearly, her standards were low.

She shook her head, giving his chest a playful shove, then scooped her silly neon cocktail, taking a demure sip.

I pulled out my phone—my sleeves and ankles still damp—and texted her.

Tate: Miss Bennett, I asked you a question. Answer me.

Her phone lit up on the table, illuminating her face. She scowled at it, rolling her eyes and flipping it, screen down.

She was ignoring me.

An official invitation to ruin her evening.

Thank you, Gia. I RSVPed

Her boyfriend shot to his feet and offered her his hand, which she took. They slipped into their coats and emerged out of the arched double doors, carrying their drinks. Outside, they leaned against a beer garden bench. Ashley lit them both cigarettes, passing one to her.

I didn’t know she smoked.

The revelation unsettled me. Not because I cared. If she wanted to expedite her demise, I was happy to fund her four packs a day habit. The world was grossly overpopulated as it was.

I did not, however, like surprises. And this was outside the confines of her personality.

My assistant was prim and proper. A smart-mouthed ice queen who was bossily kind. Not easily defined and yet entirely predictable.

She wore sensible clothes with sensible makeup and ate sensible lunches. Her curly, ebony hair was always pulled back tightly in either a high bun or a sleek ponytail. She spoke softly but sternly, like a governess. Always carried useful things in her bag no one below the age of eighty should carry—paracetamol, Q-tips, pens, miniature nut packs, lip balms, tissues, baby wipes, and an extra pair of socks.

Actually, I could use that extra pair right about now.

My fingers drummed on the side of my leg again.

Two, six, two.

Two, six, two.

Two, six, two.

“Sir, please.” Thierry swallowed audibly, undoubtedly guessing my next move. “She’s—”

I didn’t stick around for him to finish the sentence. I pushed open the back seat door and strode out, plastering on my infamous I-just-pissed-into-your-favorite-sneakers slick smile.

The moment Gia noticed me, she stiffened, her smile dissolving into a frown. The cigarette tumbled from between her fingers onto the pebbled ground. Ashley—was that the asshole’s name?—wrapped a protective arm over her shoulder. Thinking he could shield her from me was pitiful. Optimism was such an absurd trait.

Though trite and largely dull, Gia Bennett was, regrettably, a stunner.

She had smooth, tan skin, a long, elegant neck, and two prominent dimples. Her naturally curly eyelashes covered sensual amber eyes, almost honey-like in color and consistency. Her soft, luscious mouth had the most distinctive Cupid’s bow, and a pert nose and two graceful arches to call cheekbones adorned her delicate face.

Row and our other friend Rhy claimed Gia resembled Nara Smith, but the truth was she defied category. I didn’t think there was another human attractive enough to compare her to. If God existed, which I seriously doubted as a secular modernist, he must’ve spent extra time on the smallest detail in creating her, because every inch of her was pure perfection.

Her years as a competitive tennis player were present in every arc and bend of her body. She was lean but firm, with narrow calves, toned arms, and bitable collarbones. She moved with purpose, with the grace of a swan in a still, calm lake.

She was, sadly, a remarkable beauty.

And that remarkable beauty was staring back at me, looking like she wanted to do very ugly things to me indeed.

“Why are you wet?” she asked, the first to break the stunned silence. No alarm betrayed her voice, merely irritation. She was the only human alive who wasn’t terrified of me.

Up close, her boyfriend was tall, dark-skinned, and striking. He wore a Thom Sweeney jacket and an adequate watch, so I gathered money wasn’t an issue.

Keeping his girlfriend, however, was about to be.

“You are not in a position to ask any questions.” I smoothed a hand over my coat. “In fact, you should feel so lucky to keep your job after ghosting me. Come.” I hooked my index finger in her direction, swiveling on my heel and striding back to the Rover. “You’re needed at the office.”

“Now?”

“No time like the present.”

“I could think of a better time, and that time is not two in the bloody morning,” she countered in that defiant manner of hers, which reminded me that no matter how hard or far I pushed her, how unbearable or unreasonable I was, I still couldn’t, for some reason, break her.

And I tried.

Oh, I tried.

I was trying this very second, in fact.

She bent and she pretzeled—she even cracked sometimes—but she never fucking broke.

“Mate,” her boyfriend groaned. “Come on. It’s her birthday.”

Grabbing the door handle to the back seat of the vehicle, I threw it open and glided inside.

I knew she’d come. She always did. What I lacked in interpersonal skills I made up for in an astronomical, $600K-a-year salary, before overtime and bonuses, a generous health insurance policy, holiday vouchers, and a Centurion card I allowed her to take for a quarterly spin.

From the curb, I heard Gia explaining to her boyfriend in a measured, apologetic tone that she needed to join me. He didn’t seem too happy about it. Poor fella still hadn’t realized there was no room in her life for a man who wasn’t me.

In the five years and some change she’d been working for me, there’d been a string of hopeful Ashleys. I always ensured she was unavailable for them. It helped that the headquarters of my company was in New York while our second-largest branch was in London. Made tearing her away from suitors easier. Some had been easy to shake off, while others proved more difficult. In the end, though, there was always something. A Tate-made catastrophe she needed to tend to.

An emergency.

An excuse.

If I couldn’t have her, no one else could. And I wanted her. Oh yes.

Her body anyway.

Not that I ever gave her the slightest indication I was attracted to her.

Gia downed her entire cocktail in one go, winced, and joined me in the back seat of the car, still wearing the stupid sash under her unbuttoned coat. She knew better than to ask if she could say goodbye to her friends inside.

I scanned her face for emotions. As usual, there were none.

“Office,” I ordered the driver.

I yanked out my pocket book of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and scowled at one of my favorite lines to soothe my anger.

“I am not crazy; my reality is just different from yours.”

Thierry winced. “I’m sorry, Gia.”

She reached to pat his shoulder, a regal smile painting those luscious lips. “Please, Thierry. I’ll hear none of that. It’s not your fault.”

“Did you get something nice for your birthday?” he sniffled.

“A few hours without my boss,” she provided cheerfully. “Oh, and I got your flowers too. Cheers for that.”

“Of course,” he spluttered. “After you managed to help Annette with that insurance claim, it’s the least we could do for you.”

Ah yes. I almost forgot.

Gia Bennett’s ice thawed when it came to other people.

Unless those people were me.




CHAPTER TWO

GIA

“How old are you anyway?” Tate impaled the silence that grew and pulsated between us like a quiet, hulking beast.

Electricity raced through me at the sudden sound of his voice. Low. Rough. Raspy.

I’d always harbored a slight, uninhibited infatuation with my boss, against my better judgment.

He reminded me of the Smiths’ song “Handsome Devil.” For every time I walked into a scholarly room with him, I wondered who would swallow whom whole.

He swallows you every time. Leaving no crumbs behind.

I didn’t trust myself to open my mouth without screaming. He tore me away from my birthday party because of a filing mishap. This could have waited until tomorrow. I always worked on weekends anyway.

“Twenty-six,” I managed to retort calmly, staring straight ahead at the back of Thierry’s seat as the Rover weaved through the dusky streets of London. I graduated young from college, as I skipped a grade in secondary school.

“You don’t smoke.” Tate skipped to another subject, eyes still trained on his book. He’d been reading Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland since I started working for him. Either he was the slowest reader on earth, or he had an unhealthy fascination with the story.

Also, who on earth was he kidding? No one could read in the pitch black.

Anyway, it wasn’t a question, so I did not respond.

“Why did you take the cigarette he offered you?” Tate slammed the softcover shut, refusing to drop the subject.

“Sometimes I socially smoke,” I responded finally. “Not that it’s any of your bloody business.”

“And that boyfriend of yours, he lives here?” he poked bluntly.

A few years ago, I’d be astonished by my boss’s arrogant breach of privacy. Now, I had become desensitized to his antics. If I didn’t answer him, someone else would. Tatum Blackthorn always got what he wanted and made sure to leave a string of casualties behind.

“Yes, Ashley lives here in London,” I ground out.

“Shame we’re returning to New York on Monday.” He sounded quite chirpy. My boss wasn’t usually a mercurial creature, but he did love seeing me suffer. “I’m thinking we’ll stay there at least through April. We’re breaking ground in the Hamptons for that gated community project.”

“I will need to return to London the week after next for Mum’s appointment,” I said matter-of-factly. “And will probably visit here every weekend to help her carers.”

My mother had early onset dementia. The first signs appeared shortly after The Accident. She was not doing well. Luckily, I could pay for the best aides and carers, thanks to my mammoth salary. The company also allotted me a medical allowance for relatives, which paid for occupational therapy. The perks and salary were the only things that kept me here.

“Bring your mother to the States.” A demand, not an offer.

“I’m not changing her environment and caregivers so you can call me at two a.m. on a Friday asking me to fetch you condoms.”

File under things that actually happened in my second year of employment.

“You’re taking too much time off work.” His voice, like his face, was neutral and indifferent.

“Let me stop you right there.” I raised my palm. “Do not make me choose between my mother and my job. You will not like the answer.”

“Very well.” Tate returned his attention to the Victorian book. “Have your Centurion card returned to the bank. You just lost your shopping privileges.”

I shrugged. I never used it anyway.

“I will. Can I ask you a question?”

His lips curled in annoyance. “Clearly. You just did.”

“What’s your fascination with this book?” I cleared my throat, wanting to break the ice. At least some of it. It always appeared as though the entire continent of Antarctica was wedged between me and my boss.

“It is the first children’s book in the world without a lesson or a moral.”

“What’s wrong with morals?” I wrinkled my nose.

Tate looked up, eyes as dead as the useless heart in his chest. “I wouldn’t know. Haven’t got any.”
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The rest of the drive was spent in silence as the vehicle neared GS Properties’ office in Covent Garden. I inwardly groaned. I’d been meaning to call it a night and check in on Mum. Now I’d likely have to wait until dawn.

Whenever I was in London, which was nearly every month, I stayed with Mum in our Wimbledon semidetached, but she also had a caregiver with her around the clock. I pulled out my mobile and texted Mum’s carer, Jim.

Gia: Hi Jim. Terribly sorry. A work thing came up. Can I come at around 6 a.m.? x.

“Where’s the rest of your family?” Tate demanded suddenly, tucking his book back into his breast pocket and examining his long, swordsman fingers. “Why can’t they take care of her?”

I put my phone down after Jim replied promptly.

Jim: NP. Have fun bday girl. x.

Gia: How is she?

Jim: …

Jim: Don’t worry about it, Gia. I’ve got it.

She was deteriorating faster than I thought.

“I’d say the primary reason is because they’re, well, dead.” I hoped the dramatic piece of information would wipe off his bored, mocking expression, but not a muscle twitched in his face. “My father and brother died in a car accident,” I hedged. “Don’t you remember?”

I still had some extended family. An aunt I helped financially and some relatives I spent the holidays with.

“Why would I remember?” He shot me an incredulous look. “I’m not the one who ran them over.”

I gulped down a juicy curse. “I’ve been taking a day off and flying out to London every year to mark the anniversary of their death since we started working together.”

He turned to look at me. The hard, metallic glint in his eyes made a shiver roll down my spine. His eyes were like two silver bullets, his beauty haunting and cruel like a medieval painting.

As always, I met his gaze head-on. I’d seen Tate break people before breakfast. It was the only sport he actually enjoyed. I wasn’t going to become a statistic.

“How long ago was it?” he asked.

“Seven years.”

“So you were in college.”

“No, I lost them the summer before college.” I still had a lump in my throat every time I talked about it.

“Were you close with them?”

“Very.” I swallowed hard, trying in vain to keep my voice from cracking. “They were…they were my everything. Dad was driving Elliott back from his tennis practice. Elliott was just sixteen. It had been raining like hell. They went back and forth on whether to go. In the end, Elliott’s good nature prevailed. He didn’t want to slack off.”

The sleepless nights I had spent stewing in red-hot anger at Elliott for always doing the right thing. For never taking the easy way.

Tate gave me an oblique smirk, like we were discussing something hilarious.

“Is this funny to you?” I scowled.

“Funny? No.” He yawned provocatively. “Boring? Absolutely. Be mindful of your days off, or I’ll fire you.”

He was loathsome to the extreme. Almost one-dimensionally villainous.

Yet I had to give it to him—he had this…pull. Something otherworldly and charming, an aura that made you feel important simply for being in his radius.

He wasn’t beautiful, not in the traditional way at least. His lips were too thin, his expression too sardonic, and his cheekbones too sharp. But he had an angular, patrician face that resembled a marbled Roman emperor in Italian museums. His dark hair was pure midnight velvet, cut into a neat style. With light gray eyes, a carefully shaved jawline, and a general aristocratic air, he was the kind of man to make women do a double take.

Under his impeccable designer clothes were broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and an unholy sculpted body. I knew, because I had the displeasure of having him dictate entire emails to me while he did his forty-minute swim in his indoor pool every Thursday at six in the morning.

Tate found playing sports tedious and mundane. Yet he maintained his physique by having two fitness trainers at his beck and call. He worked out every morning, followed a strict paleo diet, kept three units of alcohol a week his upper threshold, and forged himself into something that was frighteningly perfect.

On the surface at least.

“Miss Bennett,” he drawled. He called me that sometimes, because he knew how much I despised it.

“Mr. Blackthorn,” I countered blandly. If he wanted to do the period drama rubbish, I was game.

“Where the fuck is Fonseca Islands’ certificate of incorporation?”

Fonseca Islands was one of the trillion straw companies Tatum Blackthorn owned under the umbrella of GS Properties, the largest real estate corporation on planet Earth.

“On your desk,” I said through tightly pressed teeth. “Just like I texted you when I left the office.”

“And I texted back that it wasn’t there,” he snapped. “I fear you have to go through every single file in the filing cabinet and look for it.”

“You don’t fear anything.”

He smirked. “I don’t like cats or dogs, actually.”

The vehicle screeched to a stop. We both decanted into the frigid night and walked into GS Properties’ building. The twenty-four-hour security guard greeted us with a sleepy nod. We took the elevator up to the fifth floor. Once at the office, Tate strode to the filing cabinet in my open-space office and, with a theatrical flourish, shoved it to the floor. The drawers spilled, the files flying out in every direction, skating across the floor.

My breath caught in my throat. He just ruined months of work. Each folder was organized alphabetically, and within it, every document was filed in chronological order.

Tate leaned a shoulder on the doorframe to his office, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Time’s a wastin’, Miss Bennett. The files aren’t going to sort themselves, and we need to find that certificate so we can open the Swiss bank account Monday morning. Ten o’clock meeting, remember.”

Actually, nine thirty, you arse.

I swallowed down a chain of outrageous profanities that’d make a sailor blush. “May I check your desk first? I am certain I put the certificate on it, notarized and apostilled, prior to leaving the office this afternoon.”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“Of course not.”

His eyes tapered with suspicion. He knew I didn’t miss a chance to dish it out as good as I got it.

“I’m calling you much worse,” I clarified. “Normally behind your back. But since you’re acting especially egregiously tonight, I don’t mind telling you that you’re a sadist and an asshole.”

“Bold of you to speak to your boss like that,” he assessed, but he looked amused more than anything else.

“You’re not going to fire me,” I sighed, a hint of sadness in my voice. “I’m far too competent. Besides, for whatever reason, you’re hell-bent on keeping me and making my life a living hell.”

“I love that you think you’re something special. That makes one of us.” He tapped a finger to his lips contemplatively. “As I said, the certificate is not on my desk. No, you may not go into my office—my personal space—and look for it.”

“Personal space!” I cried out. “I order your condoms for you.”

“How does this invade your personal space? You’re not the one I’m using them with.”

True, but I was also the one to approach his hookups with an ironclad NDA and ask for their clean bill of health and proof of contraception. My boss was wildly unfond of the idea of reproducing. It was the one thing we agreed on.

His DNA should die with him. Preferably soon.

Tate used his wingtip boot to shuffle some papers around. “Go on. Start searching for it.”

I crossed my arms. Every muscle in my body trembled with rage. I was about to do something foolish, and I didn’t even care.

I was done being his pushover.

Yanking me from my birthday celebration was the last straw.

“Pick up the files, and put them on my desk.”

No please. No kindly. He could sod right off.

“Pardon?” He arched a thick eyebrow, the sharp blade of a warning dragging through his voice.

“You heard me. I’m not one of the supermodels on your roster. I’m not going on my knees for you,” I enunciated slowly. “Pick up the documents, and put them on my desk. I will not buck, Mr. Blackthorn.”

“If you don’t—”

“I won’t,” I cut him off matter-of-factly. “So I suggest you will. Unless you want to look for a PA first thing tomorrow morning. I heard Rebecca is looking for a full-time position.” Rebecca was my replacement on my rare off days. A darling girl, but one who could definitely use honing on her organizational skills. “Go on then. Call my bluff.”

He studied me for a moment, searching for a crack in my facade. Danger sizzled in the air. I knew I was going to pay for it at some point. We played a long game, my boss and I. One where he always had the upper hand. But sometimes I managed to sneak in a snakelike, quick blow to his ego. Like tonight.

Tate concluded I wasn’t going to lower myself down and pick up those files. With tight, barely contained rage, he strolled over to the discarded files, righted the cabinet that buried them, and stacked them neatly on my desk. I watched him through a screen of white-hot fury.

Why did he loathe me so much?

I was a hardworking employee. Thoroughly agreeable the first year of our work together. But no matter how hard I tried, he always made sure I remembered how much he disliked me.

Initially, I thought maybe I was being overly friendly. So I stopped being cheerful, cracking jokes, and leaving him the baked goods I’d prepared over lonely weekends in New York City. If anything, my change in attitude made him hate me more.

My next theory was that he didn’t like paying my hefty salary, but that didn’t make much sense—he actively increased my salary each time I tried to quit.

Lastly, I suspected Tate belittled me because I was biracial. Being half-Jamaican, half white-Cuban, I was no stranger to racism. Whether it was on the tennis court or out of it, in posh events, I’d always noticed the pseudo-subtle way some people looked at me. The backhanded remarks.

And him being racist seemed like a logical personality trait for the soulless ghoul. But I couldn’t find another instance where Tate was degrading or dismissive toward a person of color. On the contrary, for all its faults (and there were too many to count), GS Properties was constantly praised in business magazines and other outlets for being inclusive, diverse, and cutting-edge. Two of the handful of people Tate respected—the CFO of the company, Will, and the head of litigation, Tiffany—were Black.

No, it seemed as though Tate’s problem was specifically with me.

When Tate was done, I shouldered off my coat and began sorting through the files. I already knew I wasn’t going to find the blasted certificate. I remembered putting it on his desk after the courier delivered it.

My boss slinked into his office, probably to sip his baby-blood smoothie. I tried to ignore the ticking clock above my head as I slipped documents back into their original files, this time sealing them with paper clips for the next occasion Tate decided to chaotically rip through the office like a storm.

At five thirty in the morning, I finished shoving the last file back into the cabinet without a single sign of the Fonseca Islands certificate of incorporation. I closed the cupboard with a soft click.

“Gia,” a deep voice husked behind me.

I jumped in surprise, swiveling around. Tate popped his face from his office.

“Lucifer,” I answered.

“I found the certificate of incorporation.” He held up the paper, his smirk unforgivingly taunting. “Silly girl. It was under my Starbucks cup all along.”
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