
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		STEALING HEARTS

	CHAPTER ONE

	CHAPTER TWO

	CHAPTER THREE

	CHAPTER FOUR

	CHAPTER FIVE

	CHAPTER SIX

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	CHAPTER NINE

	Other titles by Rachel Shane

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Table of Contents
STEALING HEARTS
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
Other titles by Rachel Shane
ABOUT THE AUTHOR






 
 
 
 
 






 
 
STEALING HEARTS
 Copyright © 2017 Rachel Shane
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electrical or mechanical means including photocopying, recording, or information storage or retrieval without permission in writing from the author.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental. 
 
Cover design by Natasha Snow
Interior design and layout by Rachel Shane
Graphical elements from Freepik.com and Deposit Photos



STEALING HEARTS
She sets out to steal from him, but he might just steal her heart instead.
Liliana Stratford dons a new alias and a short skirt in order to pull off her biggest con job to date: exacting revenge on billionaire bachelor Colby Carver. He’s the jerk who purchased her precious family heirloom for mysterious reasons at an auction after her deadbeat mother pawned it off. Without the funds to buy it back, she decides her best course of action is to infiltrate Colby’s life, find the brooch, and swipe it out from under him the same way he unknowingly did it her. 
A personal chef’s job for Colby provides Liliana with exactly the right opportunity to snoop behind his back. As she grows closer to finding the brooch, she also grows closer to Colby himself, bonding with him despite her conscience telling her what a bad idea this is. The chemistry between them crackles and soon she finds exactly what she wasn’t looking for: love. But how can she fall for him when she’s planning to rob him blind? 
 
 
Click here to sign up for my monthly newsletter and receive your *free* Starter Library which includes two romance novellas and one full length YA novel!
That's right, you will receive three different stories delivered right to your inbox for FREE!
 
 
 Additionally, you can receive an exclusive FREE bonus ebook for STEALING HEARTS. To receive your bonus ebook, simply leave an honest review on Amazon for this book, fill out this google form and I'll send you a bonus ebook story! You can't purchase this bonus ebook anywhere!



CHAPTER ONE

   
It’s time to get revenge on Colby Carver for a crime he doesn’t even know he committed against me. I don my shortest skirt, fluff my newly dyed blond waves, and spruce up my cleavage by adjusting my push up bra. A swipe of my shiniest gloss makes my lips glisten like the diamonds I plan to steal. I take one last look in the scuffed mirror and give myself a satisfied nod despite the dim lighting in this shitty motel. He won’t recognize me like this. It’s the perfect disguise.
I fly to my laptop and curse under my breath as it lags and wheezes in an attempt to connect to the crappy Wi-Fi. I’m stuck in this shit hole until I get what I traveled over three hours from backwoods Florida to luscious Miami for. The Craigslist ad for a Personal Chef pops up and I jot down the address, ignoring the part that says to call to set up an interview. I can’t put my fate in the hands of an anonymous phone screener. In person, I can disarm Colby with all the charms. 
I head twenty minutes in the wrong direction to a gourmet market with a five star Yelp rating and prices that make me want to gouge my eyes out. Wooden walls and dim lighting give the place an authentic rustic vibe. The forty dollars weighing down my purse has to last me through the next few days. I bite my lip and inhale the heavenly aroma of peppery basil, crisp maple bacon, and grilled salmon fresh from the ocean. My stomach grumbles at the very sight of the food I won’t get to eat. 
Still, I load up separate environment-friendly cardboard containers with perfectly grilled lamb chops doused in mango chutney. Char marks create a crisscross pattern on the mouth-watering meat. Truffle risotto fills the second container, releasing a scent so intoxicating, it takes all my will power not to dip my finger in and slurp down an expensive bite. Colorful yellow and red tomatoes roll on top of crisp arugula greens sprinkled with a light citrus vinaigrette. I top it all off with a decadent slice of chocolate cake dripping in gooey caramel drizzle.
I wait off to the side, balancing the heavy tray in my arms. Men and women jostle me for prime access to the self-serve bar. Women carrying gourmet salads stream onto the check out line, but I hold out until I spy a group of men in business suits moseying toward it. With a hustle in my step, I time my approach perfectly, reaching the line entrance at exactly the same time as them. 
One of the guys flourishes his hand toward me like a gentleman and I give him a polite smile in thanks. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice all three eyeing me from top to bottom. Thank you, short skirt.
“Sixty-eight dollars and seventy-seven cents,” the cashier says, already reaching for the next guy’s items.
“Wait what?” I blink in mock horror. “I’ve only got a twenty.”
The cashier gives me a look that clearly says she doesn’t give a shit. 
Beneath the counter, I dig my nails into my palms until fat tears well in my eyes. “This is so embarrassing.” I cover my mouth and heave a little sob.
The guy behind me leans over with his credit card. “Don’t worry, I got it.” He gives me a wink.
“Oh my Gosh! Thank you!” I leap forward and wrap him in a hug, making sure to press my breasts against his chest in thanks. I grab my bag and strut out of there with my forty dollars in tact. 
As soon as I reach my car, I get to work transferring the beautifully arranged food into Tupperware containers and sliding them into a picnic basket. I top off the presentation with a blue ribbon tied around everything, and then I hit the gas and drive all the way to the mansions at beachfront Miami.
I park just outside the sprawling carnation colored Mediterranean Revival style home with art deco sensibilities. It’s exactly the kind of outlandish thing I’ve been dreaming of one day owning myself, outright and legit, instead of stolen out from under someone. The breeze carries the scent of salt from the ocean and kicks my hair up in a wild snarl of blond. The light colored strands still startle me whenever they cross my vision, and my stomach clenches with lament for my signature dark locks. But my reward for a job well done will be a reunion with my old appearance.
I press my finger to the doorbell and as soon as I do, my limbs start to twitch. I pace back and forth on the concrete front porch, trying to wear it off. There’s more riding on this con than any of the small time jobs I’ve pulled in the past.
The clicking of my heels works to combat the sound of heavy stomps heading to the doorway from inside. A shadow covers the peephole before the door swings open. Sweltering heat beats down on my bare shoulders, but the sweat slicking my brow stems from something deep inside me.
Colby stands there in low-slung jeans and a casual white t-shirt that does nothing to conceal the six-pack abs hiding beneath. His smoldering blue eyes search me, sliding down my throat, past my low cut cleavage, and lingering on the picnic basket secured strategically in front of my hips before he jerks his face back up. He pins with me a gaze so intense, so thoroughly invasive, that I sputter out a breath.
“Can I help you?” he asks.
For a moment, I can only stare at him, struck numb by the piercing eyes, chiseled jaw, and luscious locks that landed him at number two on the list of Miami’s hottest billionaire bachelors. The last and only time I saw him—when he unknowingly swiped the metaphoric tablecloth out from under me and knocked my entire life off balance—I hadn’t gotten close enough to take in that delicious smile hiding behind his pursed lips. It takes concentrated effort to force myself to swallow and remember that I’m supposed to be charming him, not the other way around.
I shake my head slightly to knock myself out of my daze and pop on my signature smile that tends to lure guys right where I need them to be: vulnerable.
“Hi!” I grab his hand from where it clutches the door, forcing him into an energetic handshake that clearly catches him off guard by the way he stumbles toward me. “I’m Liliana and I’m here to interview for the Personal Chef position.”
Colby clears his throat and casually slides his hand out from mine. “I’m sorry, but I’m already in the middle of an interview.” He pulls the door open a little more, giving me a front row seat of the dark hardwood floors that lead up to chic mid-century modern gray couches in his sitting room, and a guy wearing a chef’s coat shifting his weight uncomfortably on the tweed cushions. “You’re supposed to call first.”
Farther in the background, a woman with a severe bun sings quietly to herself in Spanish as she dusts the handsome dark wood end table that blocks the rest of the house from view.
“I did call.” I inject my words with pep and cheer to cover the way my voice cracks on the lie. “I spoke with a woman.” I switch the fluent Spanish to tell him the woman said to come by this afternoon for the interview.
Colby glances behind him and curses under his breath. He clearly did not understand a word I said judging by his knitted brows, but got my implied meaning: his employee made a promise he now has to keep.
The heavy basket makes my arms start to shake. I struggle to lift it up for him to see, grunting in the process. “Any place I can set this down?”
Colby rakes his hands through his hemp-colored hair, shifting the locks back to a side part, and presses his lips together. “One second.” He shuts the door just a bit, but it’s enough for me to hear hushed whispers and annoyed grunt from the guy in the chef’s coat.
A second later the guy in the chef’s coat storms past me, shooting me with a middle finger in the process. 
“Sorry about that. That guy wasn’t working out anyway.” Colby leads me inside, giving me a perfect view of his sculpted ass as I follow him into the sitting room the rejectee just vacated.
He settles onto a couch but I immediately head down the hall until I find the dining room, my eyes memorizing every end table and closed door I pass. I set my picnic basket on the reclaimed wooden table and start removing the Tupperware plus the elegant Lenox bone china dishes I picked up at an Estate Sale last week for two bucks a pop. With equally ornate bargain serving ware, I gracefully scoop the food out of the Tupperware and transfer them to the plates before I lovingly wipe up excess with a dishtowel. After I set out a cloth napkin and ornate flatware, I flourish my hand toward the place setting. When I glance up, I notice he’s been leaning against the wall, watching me with a glint of interest.
A nervous flutter warms my belly.
He saunters over to me and takes a seat in front of the feast.
I stand up straighter. “Today I’ve prepared for you a gourmet lunch consisting of braised lamb chops seared on a grill with a spread of mango chutney and truffle risotto. The sweetness of the mango compliments the smokiness of the lamb.” I wave my hand over the first dish. Ten hours of watching the Food Network was all the prep I needed to speak like a sophisticated culinary expert. “For a lighter option, I present to you an array of vine ripened tomatoes atop a bed of wilted arugula and finished with a citrus vinaigrette that balances the tartness of the vegetables with a delightful spring pop.” I inch closer to him until he’s forced to glance up at me. “And lastly, no meal is complete without something sweet to finish it off.” I wave my hand toward the slice of cake as my toes bump against his socked feet. I lower my voice to sultry levels. “Indulge in a slice of cake made from chocolate imported directly from Paris and finished with homemade caramel sauce.” No clue where the chocolate comes from but Paris sounds decadent.
He sniffs the air. “God, it all smells amazing.”
I wink at him, knowing the only thing he can likely smell with me standing so close is my flowery perfume. “Tastes that way too.” I hope…
Colby grabs a fork and a knife and carves into the lamb chop, slicing off a piece of perfectly cooked meat. He twirls the fork in the air, admiring the way the juices run down onto the plate.
My chest stills. I don’t dare even swallow as he brings the fork to his mouth. 
Before he takes a bite, his hand freezes. He presses his lips together, turning the fork over skeptically, before he sets it back down on the plate.
Panic climbs my spine and I nudge the plate closer to him. “I assure you, it’s delicious.”
“I’m sure it is.” He leans back in the chair. “But it wouldn’t be fair to the other candidates.”
Oh for fuck’s sake. This guy has a conscience? 
“Can you make me scrambled eggs instead?” 
“But—” I open my mouth to speak but then clamp it shut again. My pulse amps. “I just spent all morning cooking you—”
“For all I know, you could have walked into a store and purchased this. I need to see you in action. Scrambled eggs are a simple dish but everyone has their own technique. I want to see yours.”
My technique usually involves going to brunch and ordering some. I grit my teeth. “No problem.”
“And why don’t you tell me about yourself while you cook?”
“Well, actually, I have everything you need right here.” I reach into my purse and hand him a crisp resume printed on creamy card stock.
He crumples it up and tosses it into a nearby trashcan. “Like I said, tell me about yourself.”
I slide my phone out of my purse. “Sure thing. But would you mind if I used your restroom before I get started?” I need to Google recipes to figure out what the hell my scrambled eggs technique might be. 
“Third door to the left down that hall.” He juts his chin in the opposite direction of the kitchen. “Leave your phone here.”
A furious scream builds in my chest, but I stifle it and set my phone down on the table with an audible slap. My only hope of a recipe is winging it.
They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, but I’m clearly going to have to find another path into his life. 
 



CHAPTER TWO

   
I amble to the restroom, placing one foot in front of the other while my head darts around, taking in the three drawers end table stationed at the edge of the hallway. Two closed doors hold the promise of more hiding places. Inside the tastefully decorated taupe bathroom, I futilely rip open each cabinet, cursing under my breath when stray cotton balls and extra toilet paper greets me instead of a multi-million dollar diamond and ruby brooch. I know the brooch wouldn’t ever be stashed in a downstairs guest bathroom, but I have to check. This might be my only shot at searching this place so I need to cover as many bases as I can. I have to learn his habits. It might be the only way to deduce where he might have stashed it. 
I commit the layout of the downstairs to memory, noting the locks on each window and the motion sensor alarm system that guards every room and hallway. Shit. Shit. Shit. This place is a fortress I’ll never be able to crack if I have to resort to old school methods of thievery that involve breaking and entering instead of conning Colby into trusting me enough to give me free reign of this place.
When I come out of the bathroom, I find Colby perched atop a stool in front of the giant kitchen island, the black marble mirroring the reflection of his chiseled face. Several industrial grade stoves and refrigerators fit into perfectly carved spaces in the shiny counter tops.
“Everything you need is here.”
“I can see that. What happened to your last chef?”
He shrugs. “Finally getting around to hiring one. Before this it was cereal or take out for every meal.”
I throw open each dark wood cabinet even though I know the brooch won’t be here, either. Exotic spices of every variety line up in neat rows on the shelves. Plates, mugs, and glasses for all types of drinks fill the other cabinets. On the far wall, a liquor bar boasts hundreds of top shelf bottles. A tingle starts at the back of my neck. My eggs are not going to impress him, so I need to do it with the only actual talent I have. I grab one of the oranges from the bowl in front of him and slide a cutting board onto the granite.
His eyes flash with amusement. “Orange for scrambled eggs? That’s certainly a new technique.”
In lieu of answer, I give him bullshit. “I’ve been cooking since I was seven-years-old. Self taught. While most kids rode bikes, I whipped up chocolate soufflés. When I was in high school, I earned the ACF culinary youth award for my skills.” I drive a small paring knife into the orange and cut a half moon slice, releasing a citrusy aroma into the air. I drop the slice into a short crystal glass, juices running out of it to coat the bottom. “From there I studied at the French Laundry under Thomas Keller.”
Colby’s eyebrows shoot way up and I hope he doesn’t fact check any of this by checking references. These same details appear on my resume, each one plucked from key research on the web.
I thrust my hips in a va va voom way as I head to the liquor cabinet and pluck out a bottle of Pappy van Winkle bourbon, the very best kind there is…in my opinion anyway. I also swipe a small bottle of angostura bitters. “From there I worked at Daniel in New York.” I balance a sugar cube from the pantry on top a cocktail napkin over the surface of the glass. Squeezing one eye shut as if lining up a gunshot, I pour a few drops of the orange bitters onto the sugar cube with expert precision. The napkin beneath the cube soaks up the excess, leaving the perfect amount of liquid to seep into the cube.
Colby watches with his mouth parted as I toss the napkin and drop the cube into the glass with the orange. 
“Ah, my weapon of choice.” I slide a long bar spoon out of the liquor cabinet. “It’s the perfect size.” I wink as I muddle the bitters, sugar cube, and just the fruit of the orange into the bottom of the glass, careful to avoid mashing the pith. The sugar crunches as I press the back of the spoon against the crystals. A few ice cubes join the mashed bitters, and I add a splash of the bourbon into the glass, just enough to get everything wet.
Colby’s eyes follow every gentle revolution of the bar spoon as I stir. I may not have any actual culinary skills but mixing drinks are my specialty. Besides for running con jobs, that is. Bartending pays my bills. Small cons pay my debts. 
I add a few more ice cubes and follow with more bourbon. My spoon clinks against the sides of the glass, disappearing in the foggy orange color. “After a few years,” I continue, “I transferred to Blue Water Grill in New York City as their lead chef.” 
His eyes widen. “Did you work with Taylor Spitz?”
A bolt of panic shoots through me. My spoon stops in the middle of a whirlpool of orange liquid. “No, she wasn’t there.” I debate adding “yet” or “anymore” but I don’t know which direction to go in. 
“He,” Colby corrects.
Fuck. My heart begins to beat loudly, but I cover the sound with a strained laugh. “Like I said, I never met him.”
A good con artist doesn’t just spew words as fact and not have any way to back it up. Liliana Grandy, my alias for this job, has a Facebook profile, a LinkedIn resume, and a past I made up for her that fits with my story. Always my real first name, always a fake last name. Helps me avoid slipping up somehow. If he checks up on me, he’ll find the answers he’s seeking.
I slide the Old Fashioned over to him. “Drink up.”
Colby lifts the glass in cheers and brings it to his nose, his eyes fluttering back at the scent. He sips tentatively, like he doesn’t quite trust me yet. I’ll have to change that immediately. I hold my breath as he audibly swallows.
His eyes widen. “Holy shit. I think this is the best drink I’ve ever had.”
I give him a triumphant smile. “It is. You can trust me on that.” 
He takes another gulp. “Well, now I can’t wait to see what you do with the eggs.”
Ugh. Me too.
I turn my attention to the stove and hope he sucks that drink down good and fast. It won’t get him drunk enough to forget all semblance of the eggs I’m about to cook, but maybe it’ll be enough to loosen him up so I can talk my way into this job I’m not at all qualified for.
Colby has an impressive selection of pots and pans, and I bite my lip, trying to decide which one is best for eggs. Sleek and silver? Non-stick with a little red emblem in the center? Large, small, fucking hell. I choose the smallest one: a gleaming silver pan that looks like it’s never ever been used. I set it on the stove and turn up the heat to the highest level. Warmth coats my face and amps the sweat pooling in the crooks of my elbows.
In the fridge, I grab three eggs and some butter. He mentioned everyone has their own method and I guess mine is slapping a pat of butter into the pan, cracking the eggs directly into the bubbling grease, and then sliding a silicon spatula around and hoping for the best. Steam and smoke rise fast and heavy, making me cough. 
Colby clears his throat and a bolt of panic zips through me.
The eggs sizzle and harden before I can fully mix them. My pulse races as I twist the heat way down, but it’s too late. When I scrape the eggs onto a plate, they’re littered with burn marks. Half of them stick to the pan in a hopeless mess of goo. I don’t dare glance back at him, but I can feel his gaze weighing heavy on my back. I can’t throw these out and start over, that would just prove to him that I’m a hack. A fake. A liar. There’s only one thing to do: act like this was purposeful. So I sprinkle salt and twist some pepper onto the eggs, then grab chives from the fridge and chop a few as garnish. 
I pass it to him along with a fork and put on my best smile, leaning forward on the countertop to make sure my breasts crest the edge. If he’s going to eat this crap, at least he could have a good view.
Colby looks horrified as he scoops up a bite and gooey drops of uncooked eggs drip onto the rubber hard mounds that wiggle on his plate. He sets the fork down without biting. There’s a hard set of his chin. “You didn’t work at Blue Water Grill.” He pushes the clear evidence away and breathes a sigh of relief now that he no longer has to wallow in the burnt smell. “Tell me who you are and why you’re here.”
Apprehension knots in the base of my throat. I grip the edges of the counter top with white knuckles and hunch my shoulders defensively. His gaze is so intense, so invasive, it’s almost as if he can see right through me. My cooking failed. My words are my only hope of doing damage control. “Okay.” I inhale a shaky breath. “Here’s the truth,” I lie. “I have no formal training. Well, except in cocktails.” I jut my chin toward his empty glass. “But it’s always been my dream to go to culinary school. Turns out though, culinary school is expensive.” I let out a strained, self-deprecating laugh. “I’m so broke, I can’t even afford rent. I’m living out of a motel where there’s no kitchen, no opportunity for me to improve my skills.” At least this last part is true. It’s a small offering I can give him among all the lies. “I need this job. It’s the only way I might have a shot at turning my situation around. Working as a fry cook at Applebee’s is not going to impress any culinary schools and the salary won’t cover tuition.”
He runs one hand over the short stubble of his jaw. The line of his gorgeous mouth is tight and thin. “Fuck.”
There’s a moment of silence, which I cling to, a brief respite from the inevitable rejection that will kick me swiftly out the door with little chance to get back the family heirloom that should be rightfully mine, but now resides in his possession.
“I can’t believe I’m going to say this.” He shakes his head to himself and lets out a private little laugh. “But I’m going to give you the job.”
I have to fight to keep my jaw from falling to the floor.
His blue eyes meet mine. “I came from nothing too. So I get it.”
I blink in surprise. “You—you did?” All the articles just detailed his current state: single, wealthy, and hot as fuck. 
“Three years ago, I was evicted from my apartment because I couldn’t pay my bills. I worked hard to get where I am and I think everyone deserves a chance to better themselves.”
Under the table, I pinch my forearm to be one hundred percent sure this isn’t a dream and I didn’t pass out in his kitchen moments ago. It wouldn’t be the first time I stalled a con job gone wrong that way.
“You’ll cook three meals a day for me Monday through Friday using recipes I’ll select for you.”
I flinch at his words. Three meals a day for him… “So you work from home?”
He laughs. “I’m an app developer. My dev team is in India, my quality assurance team is in Romania, and my new marketing team is in New York. This is my office.” He outstretches his hand at the expanse of the house.
“How often do you go visit those places?”
“Just got back from New York last week and I have no plans to go to India or Romania any time soon.”
I stiffen. If he’s here all the time, that will certainly make finding the brooch nearly impossible. But still. It’s a chance.
A chance to rob him blind.
I hold out my hand to shake on it.
 



CHAPTER THREE

   
When I show up for my first day of work, the housekeeper arrives only moments before me. She gives me a harrumph instead of a hello and lumbers toward the back door without a word. Dark bags hang under her eyes, encased in severe wrinkles. Wisps of gray hairs stick out from her bun. I bite my lip, glancing toward the front door where I was planning to go. With a sigh, I amp my pace and fly across the lawn, blades of damp grass tickling my ankles. I catch up to her just as she drags herself up the stone back door steps. A keypad awaits and her arm stretches toward it lazily, propelled by muscle memory.
I hold my breath, tuning my ears toward the sound of the numbers and not even daring to blink.
But before she presses a single number of the entry code, she glances back at me with eyes narrowed. Then, she cups her hand over the keypad, shielding all view of the numbers, and sings loudly to herself in Spanish to conceal with the digital tone of the numbers. My hands curl into fists at my sides, but I keep a polite smile etched on my face. 
She swings the door open and lets it slam shut in my face before I can even take a step toward it. When I twist the knob, it’s already locked. I let out a frustrated scream and then haul ass back to the front door. I ring the doorbell, and the same housekeeper pulls it open for me. There’s a slight glint in her eye that hints at triumph.
I brush past her and ignore the thump in my gut at losing to her power play.
A full array of cookbooks rests on a brand new short stack bookshelf stationed next to the kitchen entryway. A twinge flutters in my chest as I imagine Colby dragging himself out to Barnes and Noble after work last night and buying out the entire cookbook aisle, then straddling on the floor to nail together a bookshelf plucked from the first furniture store to have one in stock. My interview was only yesterday.
On the granite counter, there are three books propped open, each to a specific recipe. Attached to a recipe for simple poached eggs, a post-it note reads: I thought we could start off easy today. Just bring them in when they’re ready. Galina can lead you or you can follow the sound of me cursing out people in the IST time zone. 


His note puts a chuckle on my face. Seeing as he’s holed up in a room somewhere, I slide out of the killer stilettos I brought to keep his mind focused on anything besides my snooping. Flats feel like heaven on my feet and—bonus!—they’re silent when I pad from the kitchen through the hallway. Colby’s waiting for his breakfast but an extra few minutes won’t kill him. Those stolen seconds might be all I need. 
I press my ear against the first closed door, holding my breath to listen for a voice or typing or anything. When only silence greets me, I twist the handle and swing it open to reveal a cozy man cave complete with a pool table in the center, pinball machines lining the walls, and every video game console that ever existed in a row attached to separate flat screens. My gaze sweeps over the closet doors, and then lingers on a locked cabinet in the corner. My heart thumps. A locked cabinet could mean jackpot.
I place one foot on the chevron rug, but a scraping sound from just behind me makes me flinch. I spin around, goose bumps popping on my skin, only to come face to face with Galina. She purses her lips, crinkling her peach lipstick that cracks at the creases, and shakes her head at me.
“I was just—” I start to say. My rapid pulse beats in my neck. “Looking for torch?” It comes out more of a question than a statement. “I thought I’d make crème brûlée later.”
Galina keeps staring at me with the kind of gaze a witch might use to put a hex on someone.
Blood rushes to my face. “Clearly it’s not in here.” 
She makes no effort to move, squarely blocking the doorframe. I tilt my body to the side and scoot past her, making a grand show of pressing a finger to my lips to appear confused…and not appear as if I’d just gotten caught.
I grip the countertop with white knuckles and focus on keeping my exhales even before I shift gears to Colby’s breakfast, reading the recipe three times before it makes sense. I follow the steps exactly by boiling water, adding vinegar as specified and cracking the eggs into a whirlpool. The white part runs in streaks before curling up around the yolk. I set the kitchen timer and let out a breath. With a recipe, I can break each step into a rhythm. It’s exactly like making a cocktail, only with the heat coming from the stove and not the alcohol content.
I grind and scoop coffee beans into a pour over coffee carafe. A nutty aroma fills the kitchen. As I’m setting everything onto a tray, Galina grabs her purse and stands in front of me, glaring. In Spanish, she tells me she’s heading to the store for more cleaning products. Then she taps the side of her eye and points at me with a menacing look on her face, the universal sign for: I’m still watching you. A shudder runs through me.
With shaky fingers, I carry the tray toward the sound of Colby’s voice coming from a room at the very end of the downstairs hallway. He cups his hand over his headset and mouths a quick thank you before gesturing me to set the tray down beside his computer. Three giant monitors line the edge of his desk, each displaying a different spreadsheet. One contains Brady Bunch-like squares of talking heads, including Colby’s. From the waist up, he looks prim and proper with a button down shirt and neatly combed hair, but below the waist he’s wearing pajama pants and cozy brown slippers. When he catches me looking, his cheeks turn red and he winks, placing a finger against his smirking lips.
I shut the door and lean against it, grinning to myself. 
After a moment, I straighten. Colby’s occupied on a call. Galina left me high and dry. Her threat hangs over me, making my spine shudder. My eyes scan the wall for the security cameras that are surely lurking, watching my every move. But this is my one chance. I discard the heels and creep upstairs because the man cave is too close to him right now, cringing at the creak of the hardwood floor on the second stair. I keep my breath shallow, my steps light, and my pace slow and steady.
My heart begins to beat louder as I take in the closed doors ringing the long hallway and the secrets they might conceal inside. My best chance is Colby’s bedroom, and I take an educated guess as to which door it is. A long breath slips from my lips when I swing open the correct door. 
Several elegant dark wood dressers surround a manly king sized bed made with a crisp white comforter. Only a neat stack of hard drives lines the tops of his bureaus. The tick of a clock on his wall marks my beating heart. A lemony fresh Lysol scent lingers in the air and sunlight streams in through the open curtains. There are hardly any signs of life in the room. Galina already cleaned and destroyed them all. But I have to start somewhere. 
If I bought a multi-million dollar diamond brooch, where would I keep it? 
I heave his mattress up, my elbows locking under the hefty weight, and peer beneath at the prized hiding spot for most sixteen-year-old girls trying to keep their stash of condoms away from the prying eyes of their parents. But the only thing beneath the mattress is a sturdy box spring. 
I pull open the bottom drawer of his long dresser, marveling at the neatly folded Polo shirts with perfect creases as if a Gap retail worker set up the display just for him. I run my fingers over the scratchy fabric, slipping my hand between each in case he decided to be sneaky and hide the brooch between two shirts.
With a sigh, I move onto the next one. Just as my fingers close around the cold metal handle, the faint vibration of footsteps ricochets through the floor. I scramble away from the drawer, my stomach winding up like a fist. My breath comes in ragged gasps as I fly to his bathroom and conceal myself behind the door. I lean against it, squeezing my eyes shut as the bedroom door flies open. 
Colby’s footsteps grow closer, the hardwood floor squeaking beneath his feet. “Liliana?”
A flush of the toilet and twist of the water faucet buys me enough time to find my composure. I wipe sweat from my brow before I open the bathroom and greet him with a smile. “Hey. What’s up?” I tilt my head at him as if I’m the one confused by his presence in the bedroom.
He squints at me, a muscle in his jaw feathering. “What are you doing up here?”
I force a little indent to furrow in my brow to really sell this. And then I let out a laugh as if I just got the joke. “You were on a call and I had to pee.” I shrug. “I went up here to avoid disrupting you.”
Colby’s scowl deepens. “The upstairs is off limits. You got that?”
His harsh tone startles us both. I stumble backward a step, nodding. So not the locked cabinet then. His prized possessions are up here. 
He watches me intently, expectantly. I duck my head to prevent him from seeing the redness creeping across my cheeks. 
“You know, you look really familiar?” His voice goes lighter but there’s something rigid about it, as though he’s speaking through clenched teeth. “Have we met before?”
A cold crackling sensation races down my spine. Shit. “Yes.” I lift my chin, meeting his eyes head on. It’s the oldest trick in the book: when you lie to someone, lie like you mean it. “Yesterday.” My lips crack a smile, coaxing him to laugh as well and join in on this joke even though the joke’s on him.
He massages his jaw. “No, I don’t think that was it.”
I shrug in the most nonchalant way I can muster. “I mean, we live in the same town,” I say even though until yesterday, I lived three hours away. “Maybe you’ve seen me around.”
He purses his lips. “Maybe.”
“Well, I should get back to it. How were the eggs by the way?” When lying doesn’t work, distraction is the next best substitute. 
This time he cracks a genuine smile. “Better than yesterday’s.” 
I leave him in his bedroom, mumbling a silent prayer to the universe that he believes me. That the first time we met was yesterday…and not three weeks ago, back when the only person who screwed me over was my own flesh and blood and not a stranger.
If my paternal grandmother hadn’t passed away a month and a half ago, I wouldn’t be here right now. When she died, the heirloom diamond and ruby brooch that dates back to Charlotte, Queen Consort of the United Kingdom back in the seventeen hundreds, should have been passed down to me. King George III gave the collection of royal jewels to Charlotte upon their marriage and her Will left the precious items to successors of the House of Hanover. Nearly all the jewels became part of the crown jewels, except one: a diamond and ruby brooch she bequeathed to a friend she worked with at Kew Gardens, where she volunteered as an amateur botanist. That friend took a cue from Charlotte herself and willed the brooch down the family line, woman to woman, with each one vowing to keep it safe and never sell it. Since my grandmother only had sons, the brooch should have gone directly to me, and my grandmother had all but given it to me already. 
“It’ll be yours, my sweet child. It’s always been yours.” She used to whisper those words deep in my ear, lulling me to sleep with her promise.
But my parents were married at the ripe age of twenty-one after a quickie one night stand that resulted in a bun in the oven. They were young and stupid and didn’t bother to get a Pre-nup. Years later, their fighting about my mom’s drug use led to her throwing my dad out of the house with the intent to divorce his ass. Beside himself, he consoled his woes in a bottle of gin before she could even gather the paperwork. He drove straight into a telephone pole that night. “He was killed instantly,” the officer at the scene told me. “No pain.” 
I’d lost him and my mother was too far-gone to be mine anymore, but I clung to my grandmother growing up. And when she passed away, the only thing that got me through the grieving process was knowing the brooch would be safe in my hands, exactly as she wanted. But due to a legal technicality thanks to her not bothering to update her Will since before I was born, her possessions were still bequeathed to my father. And his Will transferred all possessions to his wife. My mother.
As soon as my mother got her hands on the brooch, she put it up for auction. 
Thanks to its royal status and mint condition, it was estimated to be worth 3.5 million dollars. I nearly choked when I heard that price. That kind of cash could pay off all my debts. But it could also supply my mother in years’ worth of cocaine. Lawyers turned me away when I tried to hire someone to fight for the brooch because the legal technicality was binding and my lack of funds for a retainer fee proved even more binding.
So I scraped together every last cent I had, pawned off all my possessions, and borrowed whatever I could from friends. Thirty seven thousand dollars later, I headed to the auction house with only a prayer and a back up plan: if all else fails, steal it. 
I slipped into a seat in the back row, trying not to fall apart as the auctioneer held up every item that came before the brooch. Paddles seemed to go even higher in the air after each million dollars the prices ticked past. My leg rattled on the floor and the corners of my mouth trembled. My only hope came from a necklace estimated to be worth 1.2 million but only sold for twenty thousand.
“Next we have a brooch dating back to Charlotte Mecklenburg-Strelitz, Queen Consort of the United Kingdom. Three hundred diamonds surround a two teardrop rare rubies encased in gold.”
I bolted upright in my chair, fanning myself in my face with my paddle. My gaze roamed around at all the chairs, each one a potential enemy. My heart pounded so hard and fast, it felt like the room was spinning.
“We’ll start the bidding at ten thousand dollars.”
My paddle shot high in the hair, and I gripped my elbow to prevent it from wavering.
“Ten thousand.” The auctioneer nodded at me. 
I held my breath, squeezing tight on the wooden handle of my paddle as I brought it down to my lap. All auctions started at ten thousand but quickly escalated. I mouthed a silent prayer to whoever might be listening above to let this one go to me, fair and square. No lying, cheating, and stealing involved. Not when this should have been mine to begin with.
“Do I hear twenty thousand?” The auctioneer scanned the crowd.
My shoulders tensed. 
“Going once…”
I scooted to the edge of my chair, clenching down on my teeth.
“Going twice…”
Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

The auctioneer lifted up his gavel to declare me the winner, but before he could say the official words, a guy rushed in from the main hallway, panting for breath. He thrust his paddle high in the air, waving it frantically. The auctioneer nodded and my breath came in shallow spurts as I tried to tamp down the panic.
“Do I hear thirty?”
The guy’s eyes widened, clearly in shock that the bidding only reached a measly thirty. A smile crested on his face as he sauntered toward an empty seat. The confidence on his face made me nearly crack into pieces right there.
I lifted my paddle in the air, but the guy raised his right after me.
We were at forty, I was out of borrowed cash, but he clearly had more money to play with by the way he relaxed in his seat and gave me a tiny shake of his head complete with a smirk. 
I raised my paddle again and again, driving the price up up up until he stood up. “Three point six million,” he said. “I believe that’s one hundred thousand more than the brooch is actually worth.” He turned to me, delivering a triumphant smile that clearly indicated checkmate.
But he was wrong. The brooch was worth way more than any dollar amount to me. 
I set my paddle in my lap and let him claim his prize. But I didn’t leave empty handed. I walked out of there with a vow to find out who he is, where he lives, and steal back should have been mine in the first place. 
 



CHAPTER FOUR

   
Ten minutes after catching me upstairs in his bedroom, Colby carries out all his equipment one by one and sets it all up on the dining room table where he can watch me without dragging his eyes from his three monitors. Whenever he slips into his office for a confidential phone call, Galina appears in his vacancy to scrub the countertops with renewed vigor. 
I’m playing a role here, and so I decide to play it in order to earn Colby’s trust and get his suspicious eye off me. Galina’s too. So I hum to myself while reading the cookbooks. I work extra hard to prepare his meals, following each recipe exactly and adding extras meant to impress him. Garnish here. A complicated dessert there. I even scrawl out menus onto fancy paper with intricate font work gleaned from Bullet Journal YouTube videos. Anything to make it seem like I care more about giving him a good meal than lulling him into complacency.
A full week and a half passes with me biding my time, playing the long con, not even daring to open a drawer to search for the brooch. I catch him smiling to himself as he watches me gasp in delight at not burning the roast chicken, and I know I’m finally getting closer to being able to betray him.
Colby takes a call at his desk instead of concealing himself behind a closed door. Another sign of trust. His face turns white while listening to the mumbling on the other line. He cups his hand over his mouth and shakes his head. 
My stomach flips at the sight of him, and my knife stills in my hands. A carrot rolls off my cutting board onto the floor with a sound as deafening as a bomb in my ears compared to his rapid breath. 
His voice is a whisper when he finally speaks. “Are you sure? Did they test everything?”
I barely understand his calls, though I assume this one must be related to his dev team finding something really wrong with his newest app that’s set to go live next week.
Colby stands up in a daze and shuffles to his office with the gait of a zombie. The door quietly snicks shut. I bite my lip, looking longingly at the empty spot he’d just vacated. Even though we rarely talk throughout the day, I’ve grown used to his presence in the room. A constant companion after I’ve been on my own for so damn long.
I can’t shake the image of his scared face. He could use a pick me up, or at least something to potentially erase the moment from his mind thanks to black outs and a hangover.
I abandon the carrots as well as the potatoes sizzling on the stove and grab a few bottles of liquor from the cabinet. This is second nature to me, muscle memory. When someone is upset, a bartender passes him some booze. I whip up the most comforting cocktail I can think of: a margarita on the rocks. Simple but effective.
When he comes out of the room a few minutes later, red blotches rim his eyes. A half hour ago, he looked so put together, but now he looks as if he hasn’t slept in days. Wordlessly, I hand him the drink as he passes. He glances down at it, brows knitting, but then sucks back a sip. “Oh, thank God. How did you know I needed this?”
“My culinary skills may need improvement”—I gesture toward the pan, where the potatoes are browning—”but my cocktail skills are always on point.”
Colby’s nose twitches at the butter and sage aromas. He glances at his workstation for a second, then back at me. It’s already six P.M., so instead of sitting back at his desk, he pulls up one of the stools in front of the counter island. “Why don’t you make one for yourself too?”
“I’m working.” I scoop the chopped carrots into another pan and douse them in maple syrup.
“You’re almost done.” He nods toward the roast chicken is resting on the counter.
I start to protest again, but he meets me with an intense gaze. “Distract me.”
I switch off the potatoes but let the carrots sauté a little bit longer. He watches the way I mix two more margaritas, and I shiver under his appraisal. This is probably the only time in my life I’ve had someone impressed by the real me, not the fake one I’ve created with the intent of impressing them.
He taps his glass against mine. “Cheers.”
“Don’t toast me yet. You may regret it after you taste tonight’s fiasco.”
“Hey, don’t sell yourself short. It smells delicious.”
I scoop some of the potatoes on a plate, line a quarter of chicken beside it, and finish it off with maple-glazed carrots. I smile down at the plate, a sense of pride welling up in me. I’d taken this job because it was the easiest way to infiltrate Colby’s world, but it turns out I enjoy the work.
He pats the empty stool next to him. “Join me for dinner.”
A little thrill travels through me. Usually the moment I set his plate in front of him and clean up the kitchen, I’m done. Off the clock. Out of his life. But he’s giving me an open door. I don’t hesitate to seize it, scooping up some of the extras onto my plate.
I pull up the stool beside him at the counter, the two of us side-by-side, dangerously close. There’s an electric pulse that crackles between us. My elbow grazes against his when I slice into the chicken. We’re on the same side here, instead of me staring at him from behind the enemy lines of the counter.
“So,” he says, swirling his glass and marveling at it with intense curiosity. “How did you get so good at making drinks?”
I flinch, the way I always do when I’m about to lie on the spot. But I steady my breath. I don’t need to deceive him on this one. The truth, for once, is exactly what I tell him. “I’ve been on my own since I was sixteen.” I look down, picking at the seam of my apron. “My mom—” My voice cracks unexpectedly on the words.
When I dare to lift my eyes to meet his, he’s turned stark white, his mouth parted.
“My mom kicked me out so one of her deadbeat boyfriends could move in.” By that time, my grandmother was already in an assisted living home. She couldn’t rescue me, so I had to rescue myself.
“Oh wow.” He reaches out a rogue hand toward me, but stops himself just before he touches my shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”
I should stop here. End this conversation. A key rule of being a con artist is knowing when to dole out information and in what quantity, and I’ve reached the maximum here. I even suck back a few sips of the drink to keep my mouth occupied. The tequila stings as it slides down my throat, but it doesn’t do anything to shrink the lump forming there or my need to get this off my chest. “She stole my inheritance,” I add, despite my better judgment. It’s almost like I need to explain away my future actions. A pre-emptive sorry. It wasn’t you, buddy. It was the brooch. With a startle, I realize I haven’t answered his actual question. I’ve only voiced the excuses eating me from the inside that finally crawled their way out into the open. “I started bartending because it was the easiest job I could get that actually made more than minimum wage. Worked in a few shitty places before getting a job in a trendy cocktail bar up north.”
A cocktail bar I quit without notice to head down to Miami for this con.
“You’re really good at it.” He slices a piece of chicken and slides it into his mouth. “At cooking too, despite your insistence otherwise.” He grins.
His sentiment leaves me breathless. I wave a hand dismissively toward him. “Don’t lie.”
“No really. Your eggs, well, those left something to be desired. But in only two weeks, you’ve improved significantly.” His gaze burns right through me. “I really admire how you’re going after your dream.”
A sloppy smile etches on my face, and I force myself to look away so he doesn’t see my blush. “What about you? How did you get a whole dev team in India working under you?”
He stretches, his body relaxing beside me. “I was something of a programming prodigy in college. In other words, I was ridiculously cool.”
I laugh and he does too.
“Spent all my spare time working on my own projects on top of the ones due for my classes.”
I raise a brow as I bite into the delicious hearty flavors of the potatoes. “So what you’re saying is you were king of the frat guys?”
“What I’m saying is I’m really really good at playing video games. And developing them.” He pauses to sip more of the margarita. “Anyway, I continued the tradition after college, working on my own stuff after hours while toiling at a dead end web developer job that paid next to nothing. The augmented reality gaming app I designed for fun quickly went viral. In the first month alone, it earned six point two million.”
I choke on my drink. “Holy shit.”
“Two more viral apps followed. Ever heard of Geohunters?”
I gasp. That game was the next big wave after the Pokémon Go craze died down. 
He nods. “Long story short, now I have two hundred employees working for me, a brand new marketing company on board to strengthen sales, and a group of investors begging me to develop the next big thing.” He swallows hard. “But I’m all out of ideas.” He shakes his head and places a palm on his forehead. “God. I feel like a hack.” He lets out a breath, as if he’s relieved to finally say this out loud.
He might have decided not to place his hand on my shoulder, but I take the risk. “You’ve had three viral apps. You’re not a hack.”
“Shit.” He scrubs his hand down his face. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to burden you with this. I just—” His shoulders rattle when he sighs. “Don’t have anyone to talk to.”
It was the same thing I had thought to myself only moments ago. I remember his earlier plea—distract me. Whatever’s going on with work, it’s not what he wants to talk about. “What about your friends?”
He lets out a self-deprecating laugh. “What friends? I have employees in other countries, a small household staff I barely speak to, and that’s it.” His face darkens in the fading light. “Sorry, I—”
Something painful shoots through me at his words. I squeeze his shoulder with my palm. “It’s okay. It’s the truth.” But this time, I wish it were just a lie.
“I’m from Indiana.” He pins me with a gaze so intense, I can only hold my breath in response. “Small town. Only three hundred people, a number that I’m pretty sure includes a few cows.”
 “Sounds like my town. Minus the cows. But add about a hundred criminals.”
We both grin at that and I gesture for him to continue.
“When my app made millions, the first thing I did was follow my dream to live near an ocean. I’d never even seen one growing up.” Colby laughs with his eyes closed and it comes out like a grimace.
“Why Miami and not, I don’t know, LA?”
“LA, San Fran, New York…they all intimidated the fuck out of me. All that hustle and bustle. Miami is more laid back. More my speed. More of what I was used to.” He pauses to take a few bites, closing his eyes to savor the flavor. “I’ve been here now over three years and I still haven’t made a single friend. In order to keep momentum with regular app updates, I’m constantly working. Constantly alone. It’s miserable.”
I lean closer to him, squinting against the sunset causing a glare through the window and caramelizing edges of Colby’s hair a glistening bronze. “When was the last time you went out? Just for fun?”
He pauses for a second, his eyes lifted toward the ceiling in thought, before he shakes his head and sighs. “I can’t even remember. I’m always on calls at night. When Romania sleeps, Beijing is awake. My international partners are there.” 
“You need some boundaries. Some you time. Tomorrow, don’t take any calls from your dev team after five P.M. It’s never good news.”
His face suddenly goes white in a way that makes the smile flatline on mine. “That wasn’t a call with dev.”
The tone of the room shifts abruptly and the crackling energy that seemed to lift his spirits suddenly plunges into darkness.
He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “That was my mom who called.”
“Oh.” I bite my lip, realizing I never even asked him about his family after pouring out my sob story to him in a margarita glass. “I’m guessing you two don’t get along.” I keep my voice soft, in league with his. We’re on the same page here.
“We’re super close, but—” He grips the edge of the counter with white knuckles and gulps down a few desperate breaths. “Next month was supposed to be her one year anniversary of being in remission from breast cancer.”
My body stills, and I stifle a twinge in my chest.
“But she just called to tell me the cancer’s back…and it’s spread to her lungs.”
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” I throw my arms around him, pulling him so close I can smell his expensive soap and tea tree hair gel. He buries his head into my shoulder and shudders for a moment before ripping himself away from me.
He scrubs his hands over his face. “I’m fine. I am.”
“You don’t have to be.” My gaze slides to the drink resting of the table, now drained. A distraction, he’d asked for. And I’d just led him right back to the thing he was trying to avoid. “Let me make you another.” I reach for his glass but he rests his palm on my forearm to stop me. 
“Actually, I think I need to lie down.” His eyes slide to the dirty dishes in front of us.
I nod, my heart thumping as my mind supplies its own ideas, none of which I let myself linger on because I can’t. It’s wrong. I can’t think about his beautiful lips this way or how nice it would be to lie down with him.
 



CHAPTER FIVE

   
Every since our conversation yesterday, I can’t stop thinking about him. His words. His outlook on life. His smoldering eyes. 
His text message late last night: Hey, I just got a crazy idea. Don’t cook dinner tomorrow. I have a surprise for you instead. 
I’m giddy when I arrive at his house, practically bouncing up and down in anticipation of the surprise. Colby takes his calls and his meals in his office, and I know it’s for the best. But my eyes continue to fly toward his door, hoping, hoping, hoping. I need a deep breath to tamp down my excitement long enough to bring breakfast into his room and when I finally enter, it takes concerted effort to force myself to leave. Galina checks in but even her guard seems to have relaxed, her strict orders to glue her gaze to me minimized. I tie my hands and restrain myself from searching for the brooch. Not now. Not yet. Not when Colby might actually be starting to trust me.
Even though he absolutely shouldn’t.
I throw myself into meal prep for breakfast and lunch, lovingly admiring each plate and biting my lip against the hope that he’s impressed. Hell, I’m impressed with myself. 
“Stick around,” he tells me after I return to grab his dirty lunch dishes. Only a ring of handmade tomato soup remains in the bowl and a few sparse truffle butter grilled cheese crumbs dot the plate. When I first brought it in to him, Colby’s brows shout way up. I’ve been choosing the recipes for a few days now. “We’ll leave around four thirty.” 
I inch closer to him despite my brain’s protests. “I can make a dessert to kill time?”
He waves his hand dismissively. “Nah. Just hang out by the pool or something. Galina can show you where a few unused bathing suits are from the last time my sister visited.”
His words tangle in my chest. He trusts me to have free reign of his house. This is a con artist’s dream. Once you have their trust, it’s much easier to sneak behind their backs…or right under their nose.
In the guesthouse, I do minor snooping, but I decide not to fuck him over just yet. If he catches me now, I’ll never get his trust back. I need to time my move right, when I know I won’t get caught. When he’s the most vulnerable. 
I prove myself to him by baking in the hot sun in full view of his office window. My languid muscles sink into the lounge chair, and for the first time in a really long time, I allow myself to do absolutely nothing except ignore the thrum of anticipation that beats in my veins. My mind supplies a thousand scenarios for what his surprise for me might be, and each one ends the way it absolutely shouldn’t: with his arms around me. I jump into the pool so the cold water can seep into my pores and knock some damn sense into me. I can’t be feeling like this around him. 
A quick shower does nothing to dissuade the thoughts either, and I tremble with something like nerves as I get dressed. If he has a surprise, I need to be ready, and the slinky black cocktail dress with lace trim I brought just in case is certainly ready. I swipe silver sparkles over my eyes and ruby blush along my cheeks, a reminder of why I’m here.
At four thirty P.M., he comes out freshly showered and shaved. His sandy colored hair is perfectly coiffed with a trendy side part. He looks amazing in designer jeans that hug his thighs and a tailored button down. He clears his throat and I startle, looking away fast. I didn’t even realize I was staring. 
He raises a brow. “Ready?”
My toes curl in anticipation, but I glance down at the floor. I’m not ready to spend more time with him. Not when his blue eyes make my knees wobble. “Sure,” I say. Casual. I need to keep casual. Keep this casual.
When we step outside, a stretch limo idles in the driveway, its black exterior gleaming in the hot afternoon sun. I nearly trip on my heels in shock, though I guess I should have expected this. The guy did drop several mil on an old brooch.
He pulls the door open for me. 
I raise my brow at him. “And here I would have thought you were chivalrous with just an Uber.”
He rubs his palm against the back of his scalp. “Oh. Actually. This is my driver, Leo.”
I blink at him. “You have a driver? But, you never go anywhere.”
He shrugs. “Well, if I ever need to, I’ve got Leo.” He pats the roof of the limo and a tinny sound reverberates.
I slide into the plush seats and relax against the luxury of it, outstretching my arms across the entire length of the long row. He laughs as he settles in against the seat in the back, facing forward. There’s a pang of regret swelling deep in my gut, and I try not to look longingly at the empty space beside him, a space that would perfectly fit my body.
“I’d offer you champagne, but—” He leans in conspiratorially. “You’re going to want to be sober for this.”
“Color me intrigued.”
He bites his lip, hiding his adorable smirk, and oh God, I can’t look at him. My stomach does a little flip flop.
The limo pulls up to the hottest restaurant in Miami, Osteria Romana, which boasts an exclusive eight-month waiting list and a menu designed by the most elite chef to hit the Miami market in a decade, Giorgio Buonarroti.
I gasp. “Whoa. How many strings did you have to pull to get on the wait list?”
Colby’s eyes sparkle in the sunlight. “I did you one better than the wait list.”
He holds the door for me, and I have to squint against the dark ambiance smudging my vision after the bright sun. When my eyes finally adjust, I blink a few times. White-covered empty tables pepper the elegant room in perfectly spaced increments. A mahogany bar lines the back wall, giving the entire place a sophisticated atmosphere. Waiters stand in a long line, each one bowing in turn. No customers occupy any of the seats. It’s five P.M., still early, but not early enough for the place to be cleared out.
A man in a chef’s coat rushes from the kitchen, holding out his hand in anticipation of shaking. “Ah, welcome, welcome!” he says in a thick Italian accent. A bushy beard coats his olive skin. He grips Colby’s hand with extra fervor, and then turns to me. “And you must be Liliana.” He brings my hand to his lips and plants a delicate kiss.
My eyes fly to Colby, who stands there rigid beside me, and a bolt of something like guilt shoots through me.
Two waiters hold out chef’s coats to each of us. I squint at Colby in confusion.
“Put it on.” He shrugs his arms into his own coat. “We’re getting a private cooking lesson from Giorgio himself.”
My mouth parts and a tiny little gasp escapes. “What? How?” Emotion piles in my throat, making it difficult to swallow. “I mean, I know how.” The answer to that question is simply dollar signs. “But why?” Why did he set this up for me?
He combs his bangs out of his eyes with long, slender fingers. “I know it’s not a full education, but this will look great on your resumé.”
“And I’ve promised to give you a personal recommendation to the culinary institute of your choosing,” Giorgio adds.
My pupils swim as I study Colby, checking for some kind of catch. A hidden camera, waiting in the wings. An audience laughing at my expense. But it’s just the two of us, in this empty room, standing within the nicest gesture anyone has ever done for me.
Without thinking, I throw my arms around Colby. My fingers interlock around his neck and I bury my head in his shoulder, breathing in the musky cologne he must have applied before getting into the limo. My heart is so full that it almost feels like this dream is in my grasp. Even though being a chef was never my dream at all before I started this job. But it could be. In another life, this could be my everything.
My whole body buzzes as we follow Chef Giorgio into the immaculate kitchen. The stainless steel counter tops and appliances give the place an industrial feel. Colby watches me like a proud Papa as I chop onions and carrots with perfect technique and vigor after following Giorgio’s clear instructions.
“Watch out,” Giorgio says. “The girl has a way with a knife.”
“That’s not all I have a way with,” I blurt before I can stop myself. Colby’s brows shoot way up at my insinuation and I have to look away to prevent him from seeing the blush creeping across my cheeks. God, I have to stop flirting. The tap tap tap of my knife hitting the cutting board covers the thump of my heart.
“Cooking,” Giorgio says with the kind of passion that makes everyone in the room clamp their mouths shut. “It’s science. It’s innate. It’s love.” He presses the tips of his fingers together and kisses them, then yanks them away from his mouth with the force of a baseball pitch.
His words seep into me, burrowing into my soul. My veins dance and I watch with wide eyes as he makes a rue from butter and flour, then adds it to a pan where beef stock is reducing with red wine. Savory scents make my stomach gurgle. I hover over my own pan and stir with the same kind of gusto as Giorgio. When I glance over at Colby, the sight pulls at the core of me. He stares at his pot in utter concentration, his brow furrowing at the stubborn clumps that refuse to smooth out despite the urgent swirls of his spoon. I gently nudge him out of the way with my hip and work my stirring magic on his pot, using short but powerful strokes to whip the mixture into submission. He can only stare at me, mouth parted.
I ace nearly every lesson Giorgio throws at me. Only a few days ago I could barely make eggs and now I’m making a decadent Italian meal people pay hundreds of dollars for. I beam with pride after Giorgio tastes my dish and gives me the greatest compliment I could have received: a kiss of his fingertips. When Colby and I finally sit down to eat our creations at a dimly lit table for two, it’s like an orgasm in my mouth. After each bite, I moan and gasp and wish it lasted longer.
Colby laughs at my reaction. “I guess you’re enjoying yourself as much as I am.”
I pause with my red wine glass tipped against my lips. His words thunder through me with the force of a lightning bolt. “You’re—you’re enjoying yourself?” Something in my chest tingles with this news.
He sputters, back peddling. “I mean, yeah. Who wouldn’t have a great time being taught how to cook by one of the greatest chefs in the world?” He stalls by taking a swallow of his own wine. “And I learned a very valuable lesson today.” His eyes meet mine with a kind of intensity that makes me blush. “I made an excellent decision when I decided to hire a personal chef.”
My stomach does a little flip. There’s a part of me that buzzes in excitement over his insinuation that the excellent decision is more about hiring me than a hiring a chef in general. His decision was excellent. For me. For the brooch. 
Giorgio finishes the meal with the most amazing chocolate panna cotta that nearly makes me melt in a puddle in my seat. He sends me out the door with an autographed cookbook and a million ideas to try for tomorrow’s meals.
Exhaust fumes curl into the night air from Colby’s limo idling in front of the entrance. Darkness coats the backdrop, shrouding all the swaying palm trees in mystery. A fat moon hovers low in the sky, as if it’s sneaking up on us conspiratorially. Like a gentleman, he opens the back door for me, but I don’t want this night to end. Not now. Not yet. Instead, I brush right past him and circle to the driver’s door. I knock on the window with my knuckles, the staccato sound echoing in the night air.
“What are you doing?” Colby shouts to me. Wind snatches his hair and blows the strands into his eyes.
Leo, the driver, rolls down the window, and I lean forward, curling my fingers over the edge of the glass. I keep my voice low as I whisper the address of my thank you gift to Colby. Leo nods. I can’t keep the smug smile off my face when I finally join Colby inside the leather seats. This time we sit side by side, instead of on opposite rows, as if, like yesterday, we’re equals.
“What did you tell him?” There’s a hint of curtness in his voice as he squints at me.
“You had a surprise for me. Now it’s my turn to surprise you.”
That shuts him up. He turns toward the window, watching streetlights whip by into streaks instead of circles.
After a few minutes, the limo crunches over the gravel parking lot of the seediest bar in the Miami greater area. Girls in low cut tops and even shorter skirts stand in a long bouncer line, intermixed with guys wearing the uniform of all guys in bars: button down shirts, low slung jeans, and a fat wallet to pay for drinks. The neon lights blink on and off, showcasing the words Monkey Joe’s before hiding them from view. Bright street lamps flood harsh light that illuminates the building’s weaknesses: chipped bricks, faded graffiti that was too stubborn to rub off completely, and a stain too red to be anything else but blood. 
Colby tilts his head at me, swallowing hard. “And we’re here because…?”
“Because we’re going to have fun.” I kick open the door, which seems appropriate in a place like this. “You told me it’s been way too long since you went out. And in my opinion, there’s nothing better than a dive bar with loud music and a bunch of strangers with the same goal: to have a damn good time.” I grab his hand before he can answer and tug him out of the car.
He wobbles on the pebbles that shift and slide beneath his feet before getting his bearings, but he doesn’t protest as I lead him toward the back of the line.
He reaches for his wallet. “I’m sure I could persuade the bouncer to let—”
“Nope.” I plant my feet at the back of the line. “We’re doing this old school tonight.”
He rakes his hand through his hair. “Okay.”
It takes twenty minutes to get to the front and the entire time, Colby looks more and more skeptical, darting his head around, checking to make sure the limo hasn’t abandoned us even though Leo was the one who choice this place upon my direction to find us a bar we could let loose at. When it’s finally our turn, I can’t tell if the breath Colby sucks in is out of relief or trepidation. The bouncer demands five-dollar co-pays.
“Sorry, what? Did you say fifty?” Colby opens his wallet.
“Nah, man. Five. Each,” the bouncer says in an annoyed way, as if Colby may not have enough to fork over ten big ones.
Colby hands over a ten-dollar bill reluctantly, as if he still doesn’t trust that the price of admission to this place is the same as a latte or two at Starbucks. I push him inside before he can question the bouncer again.
The place swells with heat and bodies packed tightly together. Most of the light stems from the back lit bar counter and the liquor glowing blue on the shelves. The heavy bass of a Rihanna song hits me right in the gut, each pump of the guitar becoming a part of my body. People slam into us with no regard for personal space. Not in a place like this.
Colby clutches onto my hand tightly.
I rise on tiptoes and pull his ear to my lips. “Drink?”
“God yes.”
We weave through the crowd, and Colby follows my lead as I push to make a path as if I’m sweeping away low branches on a forest hike. When we reach the bar, he leans far forward toward the bartender. “Hennessy on the rocks with—”
I press my fingers to his lips. “We’re in a dive bar. Tonight we drink like the locals.” I jut my chin toward the watered down well drinks in every girl’s hand. “Two lemon drop shots and two Long Island Iced Teas,” I tell the bartender.
“You’re joking, right?”
“These drinks have the most bang for your buck when you’re broke. A shot of straight vodka, followed by a well drink made with four different liquors. Nothing better.”
“Other than a bottle of six hundred dollar wine like we had at dinner tonight.”
I nearly choke on my tongue at that news, but ignore it when the bartender slides two small glasses filled with clear liquid and two lemons wobbling on a napkin. I lift my glass. “To a night to remember.”
He taps his glass against mine. “I already can’t forget.”
The liquid stings as it slides down my throat. I fight against squeezing my eyes and puckering my mouth, instead reaching for the lemon and biting down to let the citrus wash away the sharp taste of the alcohol. When the iced teas arrive, I suck down a few gulps for extra measure. Colby pays for our drinks and leaves a tip that makes the bartender’s eyes bug out at his generosity.
He swivels toward me. “You’re amazing, you know.”
I sputter at this random comment, trying hard not to blush. “I mean, obviously. But what in particular amazes you?”
He steps toward me, standing so close, his breath blows my hair dancing around my shoulders. “Tonight. How much you’ve improved in only a short time. How happy you were cooking.”
“I was also happy with the eating part.” I bring my straw to my lips and glance up at him beneath my eyelashes, sipping in a seductive way. “You were happy too, I noticed.”
He squeezes his eyes shut and sucks in a breath. “And that’s what amazes me too. Despite everything going on with my mom”—His chin quivers—”You managed to do exactly what I needed.” 
The song changes to the new one from Lady Gaga. Our gazes swim, locked on each other. 
“I know what else you need.” I suck down my iced tea and throw my hands in the air. Colby does the same, then steps toward me as I wiggle my hips to the beats of the song. He makes no move to dance. 
“I thought you wanted to have fun?” I lift my brow.
“I do.” He steps closer to me, his body heat radiating. He wears an almost animalistic gaze as his hungry eyes meet mine.
Maybe it’s the alcohol or maybe it’s the latent desire pulsing in my core, but I throw my arms around his neck and coax his body into movement. “Are you having fun yet?” I whisper against his neck.
“Getting warmer.” He clutches my waist and the room disappears. The whole world disappears. The only thing that’s left is his hands on me and the heat swirling in my veins.
We rock together to the beat and with each revolution of our hips, our bodies move even closer. His knee slides between my legs. My cheek presses against his. Our torsos interlock. I can feel his pulse zipping beneath my fingers and I know he can hear the audible moan I let out when he trails his hands up my sides. Fire and warmth radiate from his touch. “How about now?”
“Not quite there yet.” His memorizing gaze traps me, rendering me powerless against the tingles that ignite beneath his forbidden fingers. I clutch desperately at the back of his shirt, clinging on for dear life. We sway to the music, but there’s a different kind of dizziness blotting out all thought except one: closer. I need him closer. 
There’s a desperate ache between my legs that’s almost unbearable. 
God, this is wrong. This is so damn wrong.
But damn, it feels so right. 
 



CHAPTER SIX

   
We stumble up to his back entrance, giggling and clutching at each other. Our hands haven’t left each other’s bodies in some capacity since we started dancing, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Colby tonight, it’s that he’s a perfect gentleman. A frustratingly perfect gentleman. Though it’s probably a good thing he didn’t try to kiss me. I would have had to stop him. I can’t kiss the guy I’m planning to screw over.
A dim porch light illuminates the two keypads resting beside his door, the ones that Galina shielded her hand in front of to prevent me from getting a glimpse, but Colby doesn’t take such precautions. He punches in his entry code in full view and does the same with the alarm code. 0330. 0719. The numbers stick to my tongue like peanut butter and I repeat them over and over like a mantra until they’re engraved in my brain, a part of me now. I don’t need to snoop when he’s home. Now I can have full reign of searching his house as soon as he’s out.
That thought sends a little thrill through me.
Ever since the dance, there’s been an electric connection crackling between us, a spark that blazes through me, growing hotter and hotter. Neither of us dares to speak, as if words might put voice to what we shouldn’t be feeling. Or thinking. Or doing. There’s a spell in the air and we can’t risk breaking it. 
Inside his house, the only light comes from beneath the cabinets in the kitchen. Sounds magnify in the darkness, turning my beating heart into the detonation of a bomb. My keys glint on the countertop where I’d left them earlier. Colby follows my gaze to where they rest.
“I can’t drive,” I whisper. There’s something about this moment that warrants secrecy. Discretion. “Not like this.” I press a palm to my swimming head, but I’m not sure it’s the alcohol making me dizzy.
“I know.” He stands so close, his breath sends my hair dancing. A thousand goose bumps pop along my skin.
“Could your driver take me home?” I force the words out despite every cell in my body screaming in protest. I need to leave. Before I do something stupid.
“No.” He steps even closer until my back hits the edge of the table. His arms press against either side of me, palms down on the surface, trapping me in his embrace. His lips graze against my ear, so balmy and close, my veins ache. “Stay.”
My hands come up and press against his chest but stop short of pushing him away. “I can’t.” Instead I trail my fingers down the defined pecs that he hides beneath those pesky things called shirts. “I—”
Colby brushes his lips against my ear in a tantalizing way that makes my breathing quicken. He sweeps his tongue along my jaw, releasing a jolt of desire that shocks through me with the force of a lightning bolt. 
“We can’t.” I scramble for the back of his shirt, running my fingers along the hot skin of his lower back. 
“I know.” His lips hover against mine, teasingly, driving me insane.
I arch upward as hot need bursts through me, making me shudder. Everything inside me cries out for his touch. “We shouldn’t,” I whisper again, more to remind myself than him. His only obstacle is that he’s my boss. Mine is that I plan to rob him blind. This is wrong, illicit, forbidden.
Forbidden.
The word pulls me up short. It should be a showstopper. Instead it only makes me moan with desire. 
“You don’t sound convinced.” He tugs at the hem of my skirt, scooping the fabric up up up my leg. His fingers continue their trail, heading right toward the source of all heat in my body. The spot between my legs pulses with anticipation. 
I press against him harder, closer. “Convince me.” 
He plunges his lips against mine in a fierce kiss that leaves me breathless. His mouth is hot and hungry, kissing me with no abandon. A fluttering sensation shocks through me, making me gasp. 
The kiss grows hot and fierce, our mouths moving in unison while our hands roam along the contours of each other’s bodies. His fingers press against me over my panties, rubbing and stroking and getting me hot and desperate until he backtracks. 
“Don’t stop!” I gasp out.
“I’ll take that as you being convinced,” he whispers.
His palms slide along my legs, then my torso, before leaving a trail of tingles along my bare arms, and my eyes fall shut to savor the glorious sensation. His mouth descends to my neck, sucking and lighting up the nerve endings there with glorious strokes of his tongue. I gasp, gripping him tighter. 
When he removes my clothes, he makes sure to dance his fingertips and tongue over every inch of skin he exposes. My nipples harden as he sucks each one into his mouth and forces out the gasp I’ve been trying to hold onto. My head falls back, eyelids descending shut while I lose myself in the incredible swirl of sensation radiating from the tip of his tongue. A deep groan rips from my lips as the throb at my core swells with insistence. 
I scramble for his belt. Oh God, I need him now now now. I free him of his clothes and marvel at the free reign I have over his delicious stomach. My tongue blazes a trail along his defined abs, lapping up the salt of his skin like a culinary delicacy. 
His fingers yank my panties down down down my legs and toss them somewhere that doesn’t matter. All that matters is they’re gone and his hands are that much closer to touching me. His finger slide inside me, digging and curving in a way that ramps ecstasy right at the very spot of his touch. I writhe against him, my hips following the revolution of his wrist. Pressure builds in intensity, and I squirm, stroking him with the same kind of gusto.
After a moment, when I’m nice and warmed up, he pulls out of me. He wraps an arm beneath me and lifts me onto the kitchen table. I scoot closer to the edge, my desperation for him making me impatient. My body screams for his, and I fumble for the condom I keep in my purse. 
“You sure?” He plucks the square from my shaking fingers and slides it on. 
“I’m sure this is a terrible idea, yes.”
“That’s well established.” He kisses me again, so hard and fierce I barely have time to catch my breath before he robs it again by entering me with a powerful thrust.
I wrap my legs around him to bring him deeper inside me. Pleasure sparkles through me at the intense pressure of his movements. He lets out a guttural cry that turns me to Jell-O, pliable at his touch. My hips embark on a desperate race to meet his thrusts, each one punting me off a cliff of desire. Pulses of bliss spiral outward until I’m gasping at the heady sensation building at my core.
His lips find mine in a searing kiss before we break apart, both of us struggling to catch our breath. My eyes slip closed, concentrating on the rush of pressure spinning and turning to a sharp point at the base of me. My fingernails dig into the skin of his back, and I cry out. His hips swivel in a motion that makes my head arch backward. Colby uses the opportunity to bury his face in my neck and sucks a scorching trail of kisses along the tender flesh of my shoulder. 
Holy hell. I grit my teeth against the double attack of pleasure working in tandem to send me over the edge. Every atom in my body inflates with enough helium to burst like a balloon. The ache inside me swells to a crescendo with every new pulse of his hips. Oh God. The moan that slips past my lips is an omen, foreshadowing the burst that ricochets through me in beautiful, pulsating releases. A few moments later Colby gasps against my neck, his breath hot along my skin.
Both of us shudder together, clutching each other to hold on for dear life. 
Fuck, that was good. But only because it was a fucking bad idea. 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

   
Morning light filters in through the billowing curtains that hula dance in the slight breeze. I blink against the stark white sheets, my eyes adjusting to the foreign room that smells like sandalwood, replacing the distinct cigarette scent that usually seeps into my motel room from the one next door. A fog pounds against my skull, blotting out all thought of where I am and how I got here. But then the sound of the shower pings in my ears and I bolt upright.
Holy shit.
I’m in Colby’s bed.
Shit. Shit. Shit. I’m in Colby’s bed and last night I did the one thing I shouldn’t: I forgot my mission, let my desires overtake me, and nearly screwed myself over in the process of screwing him.
I blink, my eyes sweeping over the empty room once more. I’m in Colby’s room…and he’s in the shower. 
I leap out of bed, completely naked, my muscle memory and instinct kicking in before the events from last resurface in my brain like a movie I’d forgotten I’ve already seen. Images float to my mind: the rough scrape of his stubble against my thigh, the scream that ripped from my mouth as I straddled him on this very bed with my palms braced against the wall, the delicate whispered words about promises for more. More than tonight. More than just sex.
More than I can keep.
I fucked up last night but today I have clarity. He’s not here and this might be my only chance. I rip open the first drawer I come to and sweep my hands inside, my fingers working fast and methodical the way I’ve always been good at, before I knew my fingers could work other magic on him besides theft. The first two drawers yield nothing but immaculately folded clothes and frustration that makes my teeth clench. But when I dig my hand beneath his boxers, hard velvet scrapes my fingertips. 
I freeze, not daring this to be real as I trace the rectangular shape. My pulse quickens. I fumble to remove the box and gasp at the sight of it, my heart swelling with hope and nostalgia and down right gratitude. Tears spring to my eyes, and when I pop open the box and my gaze catches on the iridescent shimmer of the brooch, my breath shivers out of me. I hug the beautiful piece of jewelry to my chest. It’s mine. It’s finally mine.
“Ahem.”
I scream, spinning around to come face to face with Colby leaning against the bathroom doorjamb, a teal towel wrapped around his waist. My heart leaps into my throat and I scramble to hide the brooch behind my back in a childish game of hide and seek.
He stalks toward me, his face void of expression. A lump lodges in my throat and I stumble backward a step, the brooch knocking into his wooden dresser with a bang that sounds like a nuclear bomb to my years. 
He holds out a palm, forcing me to be the one to close the distance between us. My throat feels swollen. My hands shake and it takes all my will power to reluctantly hand over the brooch. It feels as if a part of me has been severed. A strangled sound rips from my throat.
“Do you like it?” He holds it up to the sunlight, marveling at the way rainbows sparkle in each tiny prism. A ring of tiny, exquisite diamonds surrounds a teardrop shaped deep red ruby, two inches in diameter. 
I gulp down a swallow, my head squirrel-darting around his room in a desperate attempt to locate an excuse. Any excuse. “What is it?” I say because I can’t admit the truth: that I love it. If I say that, I might confess everything.
His lips curve into a frown. “I bought it to give it to my mom on her anniversary of being cancer free.” His Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows. “But maybe I should give it to her on the day she starts chemo again. It might be the only thing that will cheer her up. She’s obsessed with nineteenth century royal history.”
My stomach clenches. I know I shouldn’t ask questions. I should make an excuse and get out of here before he can call the cops on me. But alarm bells ring in my ears and I press my palm against the dresser to steady myself. “When does she start chemo?”
He lets out a low breath. “Sunday.”
Two days. A whimper leaks from my throat. “It’s beautiful,” I force myself to say. “She’s going to love it.”
He settles it back in the box and gently sets it in the drawer, then sets his blue eyes on me. “Why were you looking through my drawer anyway?” He’s clearly trying to keep his voice casual, but his clenched teeth betray him.
My pulse is still pounding with the force of a concert speaker, making it hard to think, but my brain latches onto one piece of evidence: boxers. I glance down and realize I’m still standing here, completely naked. “I was looking for something to wear.” 
“Yeah, sorry about that. I was going to grab your clothes for you after I got out of the shower.” He bends to open one of the drawers I dismissed and plucks out a crisp black t-shirt and then a pair of boxers. “You can put these on for now.” 
I yank them from him hastily and clutch them against my chest. “Where’s your mom?” I bite my lip and suck in air through my nostrils so I don’t sound so desperate. “I mean, where’s her chemo treatment?”
“Back in Indiana.” Colby rakes a hand through his hair. “I’ll have to take an early morning flight out on Sunday to be able to surprise her in time.”
I nod while cold panic sluices through my blood. In two days, the brooch will be gone forever. “What are you doing tomorrow?” I blurt, my mind running ten steps ahead, working out a plan of action while I’m still trying to get my bearings straight here.
“Um. Work?” He sheepishly rubs the back of his neck. “I need to make up for yesterday.” He slides his palm over his forehead. “You can have the day off today, by the way. And a few days next week once I figure out when I’m getting back. I’ll still pay you, of course.” He pauses, his eyes widening. “Actually. Would you want to come with me? To Indiana?”
My body thrums with his invitation. The girl part of me wants to say yes yes yes and leap into his arms. He’s asking me to go on a trip. To meet his mother. The mother he loves enough to pluck down three mil for a stupid brooch his mom won’t even wear, just display.


But there’s another part of me—the criminal part—that can’t possibly say yes. Because by Sunday, I’ll be far away from this town and never looking back. “I wish I could but…” I tap my finger against my lips, cobbling together a plausible excuse. “I have my grandmother’s seventy-fifth birthday on Sunday. I’m throwing her a surprise party.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. My grandma didn’t live to see seventy-five. “I was actually going to invite you to it, but—”
He holds up his palms. “No worries. That’s just as important.”
“But Saturday,” I say again. “I know you said you have to work, but my friend’s having a party that afternoon.” My stomach clenches. Damn it, I just used the party excuse. “It’s a low key barbecue, should be fun. I’m going to work my magic on the grill,” I add, because if this is a fantasy date, I should put on all the fixings. “Do you want to meet me there?” I disarm him with a smile. “As my date?”
He pulls me to him, wrapping his arms around my shoulders. “That sounds amazing, actually. Screw work and my investors!” He fist-pumps the air. 
My arms are trapped between us, still clutching the clothes he handed to me. I toss them to the floor. Outside the door, I can hear Galina singing to herself, but I don’t care if she hears us. “Meet me there around six then? I’ll text you the address.” I tug at the towel wrapped around his waist and then toss that aside too. 
“Why can’t we drive there together?” His lips graze against my neck, leaving a trail of tingles in his wake.
Fuck. Why can’t we? “I promised I’d help her set up so I’m actually getting there a few hours early. Trust me, you don’t want to be there for this. It’s more about leg waxing than setting out appetizers.”
He laughs against my neck and I nearly melt into a puddle right there. “Okay, I can still work all afternoon then.” He kisses me, hard and passionate, leaving my gasping. My hands start to grasp at his exposed skin but he wraps his fingers around my wrists and sets them back at my sides. “But unfortunately we have to wait for this.” His eyes flick toward his clock. “I have a conference call in a few minutes.”
I let out a moan at the unfinished business pulsing between my thighs. Business that’ll never be finished between us again.
Because tomorrow when he drives an hour a half to meet me, he’s going to leave his house empty. Ripe for the taking. 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

   
I park several blocks away from Colby’s house. Far enough that he won’t notice my car. It’s four-thirty P.M., but I still don the requisite all black favored by girls who want to look skinny and by burglars who prowl the night. Except my all black comes in the form of yoga pants and a sports bra. My blond hair swings in a ponytail behind my head. I’m a jogger. I’m not suspicious. Everyone will ignore me.
I crouch behind a bush, bending down as if I’m tying my shoe. Through the leaves, there’s a dissected view of Colby’s driveway. A text vibrates in my pocket—on my way!—a full two minutes before his car backs out of the driveway and swerves down the road.
I let out a breath, wiping sweat from my brow. I don’t dare move. Not yet. Not until I’m absolutely sure he’s not going to turn around and come back for some forgotten object. Ten minutes passes, the sun blazing against the back of my neck. Fifteen. 
My stomach clenches when the buzzer of my phone’s timer goes off. Twenty minutes. Time’s up. Time to do this.
Time to betray the guy I’m falling for.
Each step my feet take toward his house feels like I’m wading through wet concrete, leaving permanent footprints behind. Every press of my sole against his driveway is a decision, guilt pulsing through me. When I reach his back door, I have to brace my palm against the siding, gulping desperate breaths of salty ocean-scented air. I whimper and then slap my arm in an attempt to knock some sense into myself. I’ve never hesitated on a job before. Not once. And I won’t now.
I punch in the door code that’s been repeating in my brain ever since Thursday night. Even tipsy, my instincts were still honed to a sharp point, ready for opportunity. The door beeps and unlocks, granting me access. I disable Colby’s alarm code in the same manner, feeling like a super hero instead of a girl who followed a guy home and managed to stumble into this dumb luck. 
Emptiness greets me inside, the rush of silence tuning up the volume on my beating heart. My eyes lock on the kitchen table, the place where I first stole his heart with my food and then his heart with my body. I shake my head, looking away, temples pounding. Focus. I place one foot in front of the other, wobbling just a little, enough to send me off course entirely. I grip the walls as my guide as if I’m navigating a maze and can’t find my way.
Upstairs, the dresser is a challenge. I face it head on, staring it down. A deep breath doesn’t offer me the kind of courage I need. I try counting: one, two, three, but my arms refuse to reach out and grip the handle.
This should be easy. Smash and grab. Get the brooch and get out of his life forever.
I nod to myself in encouragement. I can do this. It’s what I want. It’s what I’ve always wanted. 
The drawer scrapes when I pull it and my teeth clench in response. Light blue boxers jiggle with the drawer movement, each one neatly folded into a perfect square. The last time I dug my fingers beneath the fabric, I was hasty, haphazard, and desperate. But this time I coax my fingers in gently. There’s a thought that flashes in my mind, as fast as lightning, there and then gone: maybe he changed hiding places. My chest stills at that thought. 
But then my fingers bump against the velvety surface. I squeeze my eyes shut as a mixture of relief and something else, something like disappointment, seizes my shoulders. He trusts me enough to keep the brooch right where he knows I can find it. A pang curls in my gut, twisting with the sharp point of guilt. My fingers shake as they lift the box from the drawer and hold it up into a stream of illuminating sunlight.
The air is thick with solid humidity, blocking my airways. My heart thumps painfully in my chest. I nudge the box open even though I can feel the brooch sliding inside. The beauty of the sparkling diamonds and rubies still hits me with mega watt force, and I gasp, caught off guard once again by the brooch’s beauty.
Mine, I think. Finally mine.
I reach toward it with trembling fingers but as soon as they touch the jagged edges of the brooch, they go limp. My mind flashes to an image, of Colby holding out the box to a woman covered in a hospital blanket, a glorious smile brighter than the brooch itself, stemming from both of them. My pulse amps. I set the box back down on the dresser and stumble away from it, squeezing my palms against the sides of my temples.
It’s not mine. Not anymore.
I swallow hard and shut the box again, sealing the brooch inside. I slip it back into the underwear drawer and smooth my hands over the boxers. Once the drawer shuts, a semblance of balance restores into the room, as if every puzzle piece has finally clicked into place.
With a sigh, I head toward the door, not daring to look back. I came here for the one thing I’ve been coveting my whole life, but I’m stealing something else. Something I didn’t even know I wanted. Something that resembles a future. 
My hands are empty when I reach the bottom floor, but they’ve never felt more full. I only wanted the brooch because of its sentimental value; it represented a battle with my mother that I fought for years to win. But it belongs to a different mother. Colby’s mom needs it more than me. For her, it embodies hope.
There’s a skip in my step when I turn the corner toward the kitchen, but I stop short at the entryway, gasping. A palm flies to my chest. There, standing in the center of the kitchen, is Galina.
“I—I can explain.” I stumble backward from her intense glare.
Her narrowed eyes seer into me, her arms crossed. “I knew you were trouble,” she says in Spanish.
My temples pound with the insistence of a rock concert, but there’s a thought that pulses through the fog: convince her you belong here. I put one hand on my hip and try to inject a casual attitude. “Not sure what you’re accusing me of,” I say in English just to piss her off. “But Colby gave me his alarm code. He knows I’m here.”
Galina raises a brow as a sick smile slides over her lips. She glances toward the entryway and clears her throat.
Colby saunters in, wearing a grave expression. 
Shit. 
“You’re half right.” He leans against the doorjamb, rigid and stiff. “I do know you’re here.” He forces me to follow his slow trek toward the very table we christened the other night before he sits down. 
She shakes her head at me before ambling out of the kitchen. I lift my chin, my muscles trembling. 
“I knew it,” Colby says. “I knew I recognized you.” He clenches his jaw and the very look of anger on his face sends my pulse into overdrive. “You’re the girl from the auction.”
My head darts at my options: the back door, which would require running past him. The front door, behind me, which would lead me right toward Galina. Either way, if I fled, they’d surely catch me. And the last option, one I’d never ever chosen before: the truth. I swallow hard. “I’m so sorry.” My voice cracks. “I’m sorry I lied to you.” I hold up both my palms, showing him they’re empty, but it looks as if I’m surrendering. “How—” My tongue is thick and heavy in my mouth. “How did you know I was here?” 
A howl whines through the window pains as the wind propels the trees into swaying motion. 
He juts his chin back toward the doorway. “Galina overheard your invitation to me yesterday. She didn’t trust you, so she swung by at the time you wanted me gone and watched you sneak in.” 
God, I’m such an idiot. I waltzed inside like I owned the place but hadn’t checked to see if I’d been followed. She probably called him and he swiveled right around on the highway to catch me. 
He shakes his head, hair dancing, his face stark white and terrified. “Tell me who you are.”
I squeeze my eyes shut. He’d asked me the same question on day one but this is a do over, and this time I owe him the truth. My identity. My biggest secret. I haven’t taken anything from him. It’s time I give him something. “Liliana Gabriella Stratford. Twenty-four-years-old. From the most ghetto town in Florida—Homestead.” But that part’s nor relevant to anything, so I tell him the part that is. “My ancestry on my dad’s side dates back to post-renaissance England. My mom’s side, well, who knows? Somewhere in Mexico probably.”
I’m handing over all the dossier information I’ve worked for so long to protect. All my other con jobs were small time: a silver spoon worth nearly six hundred dollars. A wad of cash plucked from a hiding place inside a shoe. A necklace that turned out to only be worth ten bucks. This is the first time my crime could land me somewhere other than small claims court.
“The brooch,” I say because I feel like I own him an explanation. Emotion clogs my throat. “It’s a family heirloom. It should have been mine, but a technicality in my Grandmother’s Will meant my mother inherited it…and she promptly pawned it off to an auction house.”
A muscle in Colby’s jaw feathers, but he doesn’t say anything. His white knuckles grip the kitchen table. 
“When I didn’t have enough cash to win it fair and square, I—” I glance down at my toes. “I got your name. Saw the chef’s ad. I had it all planned out.”
“Jesus.” He curses under his breath.
“I couldn’t go through with it.” Tears stream down my cheeks, hot and fierce. 
At that moment, three police officers barge into the back door with guns drawn. My hands instantly go up, no protest, but my gaze never leaves his. As they cuff me and whisk me toward the door, I ignore my Miranda rights to say one last thing to Colby. “Not when I was falling in love with you.”
 



CHAPTER NINE

   
I rot in a holding cell, rubbing my ink-stained fingers against my wrist while the officers mull and mingle beyond the steel bars that separate me from my future: a bigger jail, a smaller cell, a roommate instead of the empty space beside me whirring with the air conditioning vent. The bench gleams with pristine shine in the overhead lights, proving this particular holding cell doesn’t do much holding. Not in this ritzy area of Miami. Not like the police station back home, which sometimes has to turn away misdemeanor offenders because the capacity is busting at the seams.
The wooden bench beneath me carves hard lines into the backs of my thighs. My bladder bulges, but the silver toilet with no lid a few feet away makes me cross my thighs and wait for my bladder to burst. There’s no hope here of a release without charges. I know the hold up is just the officers biding their time until the transport to the larger prison arrives, where I’ll be stowed away nice and tidy and safe until they can sentence me for longer. Trespassing. Fraud. Grand theft. I won’t see the sunlight for years.
I shift on the bench. The only thing keeping me together is my sharp nails digging into my wrist, a reminder that I’m still alive, despite the way I feel dead inside. I lost everything. The brooch. My job. A future I didn’t even know I wanted until a few days ago.
Colby.
My throat hitches, a thick lump blocking my airways. I have nothing left.
After what seems like hours, an officer lopes toward me, making a grand attempt to avoid eye contact. I stay stock still, no energy left to get my hopes up. A Styrofoam cup of coffee steams in one hand while his keys clink and jiggle in his other. Hot liquid sloshes over the rim and he yelps as he attempts to unlock my cell without setting down his cup. He pauses to take a sip before twisting the keys fully. The door slides open and the tightness in my chest thickens.
The officer juts his chin toward me. This is it, I think. The end. I rise on wobbly legs, taking each step with apprehension. My path will only lead me straight into a transport van. 
We weave through the hallways, me in front of him, leading the way even though I have no clue where I’m going. But I guess this way there’s no risk of me slamming him unconscious from the back. Officers nod toward him as we pass, ignoring me as if I’m just decoration, completely inconsequential.
“Right in there,” he says, the sound of his feet abruptly skidding to a stop. 
I pause in front of a door marked INTERROGATION, the metal of the handle worn in places to appear shinier than in others. They’ve already questioned me, and the fact that they need to do it again makes me shudder. I told them the truth, but only about this con. There are others I haven’t blabbed about yet. Others I was never caught for. I thought they were small time enough to keep me out of harm’s way, but when you add them all up, they’ll probably tack on another ten to fifteen years onto my sentence. 
“Go on in. I’ll be right out here if you need me.”
My hands tremble as I twist the knob. I suck in a deep, calming breath, squeezing my eyes shut, before I step inside. When I open them, I freeze. There, sitting at the far end of a bolted down metal table, is Colby. He wrings his hands in front of him, his hair looking disheveled and his face red and blotchy. His mouth parts when he sees me.
I stiffen but force myself to sit across from him, back ramrod straight. My eyes fly to the pair of handcuffs bolted to the table. I tuck my free wrists in my lap, hoping this is just an oversight. I don’t need to remind anyone here I should be restrained. 
“In the interest of transparency”—He pinches the bridge of his nose with his fingers—”I asked the officers to let me talk to you. Before I decide…” He turns partially and inhales. “If I’m going to press charges.”
My chest constricts and I hold my breath in a desperate attempt to stay calm.
“Was any of it true?” He runs one hand over the short stubble of his jaw. “Do you even want to be a chef?”
“Yes.” The word flies from my lips with a fierceness that makes him drop his hand and pay attention. “Well, truthfully, no.” I cringe at my confession and the way it lands between us with a deafening thud.
Colby’s nostrils flare with a hot burst of expelled breath.
I shift in the seat. “I mean, not at first. At first, it was just a ruse. A way to get inside.”
My gaze locks on the mirrored wall, which likely hides a team of officers behind it, listening to every word of my confession. Cameras in the ceiling blink with a red light. I swallow hard. 
“But when I started actually trying, reading the cookbooks, improving, I realized cooking is where I belong. This is all I want to do.”
His eyebrows rise and he coughs, then clears his throat, as if he’s tripping over his words before he even speaks. “There’s one thing I don’t get. When you said…that you were falling for me.” His Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows. “Why did you go through the effort to try to steal the brooch in the first place if you were already…feeling that?” He watches me intently, expectantly, and I shrink down in my seat.
“I was trying to ignore my feelings. I had my eye on the prize, so to speak. I didn’t realize until it was too late that I was going after the wrong one.” I reach for him, but then snap my hand back. “I know now that I could never do that to you. Or your mom.”
Emotion shifts over his face, scrunching his features, before he nods to himself, as if making a decision. He fumbles for something under the table and then sets down the velvet box with a sort of finality, like a maestro conducting his final song. My heart thumps at the sight of it.
“I’ve thought about this a lot the last few hours.” Colby hesitates a moment before pushing the box toward me with one finger. “It’s rightfully yours. You should take it.”
“But—” My voice cracks. “Your mom.”
Colby shakes his head. “My mom doesn’t even know this brooch exists yet. Tomorrow, my presence alone will be a huge lift for her.”
I reach for the box, my fingers gliding over the soft velvet. Every atom in my body wants to rush to hug it to my chest, where it belongs. But I shake my head and slide it back to Colby. “I want her to have it.”
He squints at me. “Are you—are you sure?”
I nod. “I’ve never been so sure of anything in my whole life.” I bite my lip. “Well, except being a chef.”
He laughs, then abruptly stands up. He circles the table and my chest pumps cool air through my lungs. He bends down in front of me, pinning me with a gaze so intense, I lose track of my thoughts. “I know this is wrong,” he says. “I shouldn’t be feeling this way for the girl who stole from me.”
“Didn’t steal,” I correct.
He grins. “Which is why I’m dropping the charges.”
My eyes squeeze shut as sluggish relief washes through me.
“I do have some bad news though.” He bites his lip. “You’re fired.”
His words land like an ice pick in my gut, and I nod.
“But only because I want to send you to culinary school. And also, I have another position available for you instead.”
I lift my eyes to his, my heart thumping.
“My girlfriend.”
He leans forward and presses his lips against mine, soft and testing at first, before our mouths part. I wrap my hands around his neck and my legs around his waist, pulling him closer closer closer. The kiss makes goose bumps pop along my arms and I know deep in my heart I made the right decision. 
We’re still kissing when the officer swings open the door and clears his throat. We break apart, but only for a moment. Only until we can get back to Colby’s house and start something. 
I waltzed into Colby’s life to steal from him, but he ended up stealing my heart instead. 
     
Want to read more? There's a stand-alone companion novella available now called The Game Of Love! Colby appears in the novel as a character and the story features two people who fall in love while working on rival marketing campaigns for the app he developed. Read it now!
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