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About the book


Coworkers, best friends, and lovers? Kamaya and Maxwell would do anything not to jeopardize the most important relationship in their lives. When they are tasked with finding an elusive cybercriminal, forced proximity makes them realize that their relationship is going from “just friends” to all-consuming passion. Are they willing to risk it all for love?

Maxwell

I don’t do relationships. They’re all doomed to fail.

Life as a bachelor suits me just fine.

I have a great career and my pick of any woman I want.

I’ve always got my best friend, Kamaya Blake, by my side.

Kamaya, who I’m suddenly not feeling very friendly towards.

In fact, I’m starting to look at my best friend differently and starting to think about forever. With her.

Kamaya

I’ve just gotten the biggest assignment of my career, and I get to work alongside my best friend, Maxwell Scott.

Or to me, just Max.

He’s perfect on paper, except he doesn’t want anything to do with relationships. I want someone I can rely on and who can love me after having my heart broken many times before.

I want a forever kind of love.

I would never jeopardize our careers and friendship…but try telling that to my heart.

This novel is romantic suspense featuring:

💋 Black Love

💋 Friends-to-Lovers 

💋 Slow Burn

💋 Cyber Crimes

💋 Corporate Intrigue

It is a complete, standalone novel and second in an interconnected series. Characters from the previous book make appearances, but the books do not have to be read in order.


Content Warnings


Profanity, detailed/graphic sex scenes, and some violence. This novel contains mature themes and is not intended for readers under 18 years old.


Playlist


Available on Spotify

“Love Hangover” – Diana Ross

“Drunk On Love” – Rihanna

“Tipsy” – Chloe x Halle

“More Than Just Friends” – Mariah Carey

“The Alchemy” – Taylor Swift

“Obvious” – Ariana Grande

“Fallen” – Mya

“Refill” – Elle Varner

“Adorn” – Miguel

“Cool” – Dua Lipa

“I Like You” – Post Malone feat. Doja Cat

“Movement” – Hozier

“Best Friend” – Brandy

“Ruin” – Usher

“Make Me Forget” – Muni Long

“Halfcrazy” – Musiq

“It’s You” – Zayn

“Best Part” – HER feat. Daniel Caesar

“Drunk In Love” – Beyoncé


Cast of Characters


Maxwell Scott – Second in command to Brandon Eastwood at TSS, top graduate at the Executive Protection Institute, and former bounty hunter. Best friend to coworker Kamaya and tasked to work together to track down cybercriminals.

Kamaya Blake – The newest addition to the team at TSS. Big tech nerd who is against unethical hacking and wants to track down cybercriminals. Tasked to work with her best friend Max and hoping she doesn’t begin falling for him.

Cecily van Zandt – CEO to the Van Zandt media empire family. CEO of the Financial Journal and the talk of NYC glitterati. Wants to put a stop to whomever is trying to sabotage her business and destroy her reputation.

Harry Cooper – A college freshman who resents all elitism, especially in higher education. He’s dedicated to his causes and would do anything to take down the elites at the top. Is he the one sabotaging Financial Journal?

Zachary Stapely – Head of B2B sales for the Financial Journal publication and longtime friend of Brandon, who’s taken a romantic interest in Kamaya. Though he seems to have ulterior motives, causing Maxwell to wonder if there’s more to Zachary than meets the eye.

Brandon Eastwood – Security expert and creator and CEO of Tri-State Security. He thinks Maxwell and Kamaya are great partners who will work well together on their newest assignment as a favor to his close friend Zachary.

Jacob Reyes – Current employee of Financial Journal. He pays attention to all of what’s happening but doesn’t want to get involved and has no interest in speaking with Maxwell and Kamaya. Could he be hiding something, or will he be the one to track down the culprit?

Charles Dennis – CEO of Investments Daily, who has a long, well-known history of competing with the Financial Journal and can’t stand Cecily van Zandt.


CHAPTER 1
Kamaya


The sweltering late June day in New York was unbearable, and I couldn’t wait to return to the office. Maxwell and I always took our lunches at the same time so we could eat together. It wasn’t something we’d ever discussed, but in the two years I’d been employed with Tri-State Security, we’d become fast friends and spent a lot of time together. That is, of course, when he wasn’t getting on my nerves like he did in the beginning of my employment.

It’s funny to think how when I first started working for the security firm, Maxwell’s I know more than you attitude rubbed me the wrong way. He inaccurately assumed because I was the newest on the team that I didn’t know my shit. Thankfully we got over that and discovered how well we get along.

Now, Maxwell is one of my best friends, but I still need time with my female friends when Maxwell’s cynical guy attitude drives me crazy. Speaking of other friends, I check an incoming text from Nicole, my friend since our college days.

Sorry, Kammy! I have to cancel drinks with you Daniella and Mona. Bryson got us tickets to see Aerie and you know how badly I’ve wanted to see Aerie live! Please don’t be mad at me.

I release a breath in disappointment. Nicole has been doing this for a while now. Cancelling last minute, sometimes as close as minutes before any plans we’d made in advance. I do know how much she loves the band Aerie, but it would be a lie to say that it didn’t hurt that Nicole is bailing on getting drinks with my sisters and me so she can hang with her boyfriend.

“Uh-oh, why the sigh?” Maxwell nudges my side. He’s trying to get me to cheer up by making a goofy face, but I was really looking forward to tonight’s hang out.

We’re walking side by side on the bustling midtown street amid afternoon foot traffic. Walking in tandem with our to-go bags from Essen: Caesar wrap for me and stir-fry for the always hungry Maxwell. Essen is our go-to eatery for lunches we spend together. One thing about Maxwell is he’s reliable, unlike some others in my life.

“Nicole had to cancel last minute for tonight because Bryson got her tickets to see Aerie,” I say, extoling the woes of having a best friend in a new and thankfully happy relationship.

“That sucks,” Maxwell says, opening the doors to the large building we work in. The towering slate-gray building houses many offices for various businesses, and at this time of day, there’s a flurry of activity as office dwellers go to and fro. The building has a prime location in the heart of Manhattan and is an accessible commute from where Max and I both live in Jersey City.

“Yeah, Nicole and I haven’t hung out in a while, ever since she started dating Bryson,” I say, standing at the elevator bank with Max.

“Oh, I know all about those friends. They disappear as soon as they get into a relationship,” he says as we wait for the next available elevator doors to open.

“I guess I don’t ever have to worry about you bailing on me,” I say.

Max meets my gaze again, his dark-brown eyes not conveying too much vulnerability. That wasn’t Max. He definitely kept his cards tucked close to his chest. “No, I have no interest in relationships. All doomed,” he responds.

I shake my head at Max’s expression. “Even you can’t be this cynical about all relationships.”

Maxwell turns to me like I’ve suddenly grown two heads. I knew his staunch anti-relationships stance, but I always figured it was temporary. Now he seemed to be against relationships forever. Someday he’d make an excellent husband or partner to a woman who could hopefully make him see that not all relationships are doomed forever and ever and for all of eternity.

I’m not certain any woman in the world is that persuasive, but I hope one day he finds her.

“Kam, look at the state of dating for our generation,” Max continues. “Literally everyone is either a user or a narcissist.”

My eyes widen at his pessimistic declaration. “Not everyone. You and I aren’t like that!”

Maxwell only shrugs, and the material of his gray suit jacket strains on his muscular shoulders. “Yeah, well it’s not like we’ll ever date each other. It’s hard meeting people organically these days, and need I remind you what a shit show dating apps are?”

I couldn’t help the recoil that went through me. I knew that dating apps were responsible for many happy couples, but my short-lived time on them was a disaster. A bad social experiment that I was in no rush to repeat. “Please, no reminders of my horrific time using a dating app. Should rename the app Unhinged.”

Maxwell laughs at me. “Remember that guy in Brooklyn you almost went out with about two months ago? Wasn’t he the one who sent you the address to a warehouse?”

I groan. I was never going to live down that zany tale. “Thank God I googled the address before agreeing to the date! Not to mention the article that popped up about several raves being shut down due to multiple noise complaints,” I say and shudder. “But he’s only one very bad example. Not everyone is crazy.”

Maxwell’s brow rises skeptically, but he tended to see things in a pragmatic way.

The first elevator on the left of the bank is available.

“Finally,” Max says, pressing the button to our floor once we’re inside. He turns to his side towards me. “I rest my case. Relationships are doomed.”

I swat his arm. “I refuse to give into your glass-half-empty attitude. My sisters have found love and so can I… I hope.”

Maxwell shakes his head at me. “We have completely different outlooks on relationships and that’s okay. Clearly, we’re not going to agree,” he says, turning away to depress the Door Close button when a voice rings out.

“Hold the doors!”

I instantly recognize the deep baritone of Zach Stapely, my boss Brandon’s friend and my office building crush. Zach works for the Financial Journal one floor below us and had been there the same number of years that Tri-State Security has been in business. He and Brandon were tight, and Zach occasionally came to visit Brandon in our office. Zach was brown-skinned, built with sinewed muscle, and wore wire-thin glasses. He could have passed for a young college professor with his sartorial style. I could feel my heart rate quicken whenever he was near.

Zach and I had built a friendly rapport, but the more I saw him, my crush only intensified.

“Hey, Kamaya,” Zach says in greeting as he steps into the elevator.

“Hi, Zach,” I say, my voice cracking on the hi. Oh boy, I was a grown woman acting like a schoolgirl.

Maxwell and Zach exchange brief nods, acknowledging each other. Maxwell never had too much to say to the other man, seeming to take an instant dislike of him. As far as I knew, the two men never had any issues in the past, but they never appeared too friendly toward each other either.

“How’s your day going so far?” Zach says to me.

“Gwell,” I say too quickly. I’d started to say “good” and that sounded trite and then my brain autocorrected to “well” and that’s how I end up with gwell. Smooth, Kamaya.

I can’t even look at Maxwell to my right, though I can hear him choking back laughter.

I clear my throat. “It’s going well,” I correct myself. Before I can say any more, we’ve reached Zach’s floor.

“Good seeing you both,” he says before stepping out of the elevator. He takes one last long look at me before the doors close, and then Maxwell and I are alone again.

“Smooth,” Max says once the doors have closed and we ascend up one floor to our office.

“Shut up, Max. Don’t judge me!”

“If this is how you react around men you like, then I don’t know what to tell you,” Max says, trying unsuccessfully not to laugh.

“Stop it. It’s not funny,” I say, sitting down at my desk and removing the wraps from the brown paper bag. My desk is always full of random sticky notes and reminders to myself scattered over the many monitors that I use each day. Max’s workstation, on the other hand, is pristine at all times.

Maxwell throws his hands up in surrender. “I’m only playing, but seriously, you can’t expect anything to happen with Zach if you keep behaving that way.”

Much as I hate to admit it, Max is right. If I continue on with my awkward behavior, I’ll face more pitying looks from family members in the future and articles my mother forwards to me titled “Ten Tips On How to be Happy — Solo”.

“Oh good, you’re both back,” Brandon calls out as he makes his way over to our desks. Max sits opposite me with a low partition separating us.

Our boss is in a bespoke suit. Ever since he met his fiancée, Ava Wells, he typically sports a more casual look, having loosened up with her entrance in his life. When he appears in the office in a suit, that usually means he has an important meeting.

“I didn’t realize you’d be in today. I thought for sure you’d be heading to Greenwich for wedding preparations. You know, big weekend and all,” I remark.

Brandon smiles. “Ava will have my hide if I’m not there by this evening. This was an addition to our schedules. The three of us will be meeting with Zach and Cecily van Zandt.”

“Your friend Zach?” I question. Almost saying my Zach. Luckily I caught myself.

“Yes, the very one. I’m not sure what the meeting is about exactly, but he asked for a meet-up,” Brandon says.

Maxwell raises a brow at me when Brandon mentions Zach’s name. “We’ll be there,” Max responds.

“Perfect,” Brandon replies. “See you both in an hour.”

Once Brandon is out of earshot, Max lowers his voice before continuing. “Looks like you’ll be reunited with your crush.”

Maxwell only laughs at my glare before I ignore him and take a bite of my lunch. I’m looking forward to seeing Zach again.
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“Time to go meet your beau,” Max says, leaning on the partition separating our desks. I glance at the time on the laptop screen and realize we have three minutes to make it to the conference room.

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response,” I say, shutting my laptop and taking it with me, along with my Moleskine notebook.

Max chuckles at my unamused attitude and falls into step beside me as we make our way through the office. The large monitor with a map of the tri-state area shows the location of Bree and Westin, other members of our team who are in Connecticut finishing up a security detail assignment.

“What do you think this sudden meeting is about?” Max asks.

“I was wondering the same thing. Important enough that Brandon is delaying getting to Greenwich for wedding preparations.”

We take a seat on the right side of the U-shaped conference table. Max and I are the first to arrive.

“Speaking of Greenwich, are you packed for tomorrow?”

The entire Tri-State Security staff are to be part of Brandon and Ava’s wedding party. Westin and Maxwell are two of Brandon’s groomsmen, and Bree and I will be two of Ava’s bridesmaids. After many dress fittings and changes, the wedding will finally be underway this weekend. Due to the bride’s influencer status and Brandon’s name coming from old family money, the wedding was sure to get a lot of attention.

“Of course, I’m not going to shirk my duties as bridesmaid,” I say. “You and Westin, however, have to be warned. No wild bachelor party,” I add as a caution.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Max says, unable to hide a grin.

“Perfect. Everyone is here,” Brandon says, holding the conference room door open for Zach, who has since taken off his blazer and appears in shirtsleeves that show off his muscular forearms and shoulders.

Trailing Zach is Cecily van Zandt, the heiress and current CEO of the Financial Journal publication. I’d never seen her in person, but the septuagenarian looks very regal in her light-blue tweed skirt suit. Her expression, however, is unreadable and makes me wonder how serious this meeting will be.

“Zach needs no introduction as he’s familiar with everyone in our office, but Mrs. Van Zandt, please meet Kamaya Blake, head of cybersecurity, and Maxwell Scott, senior protection agent.”

Max and I stand to greet Mrs. Van Zandt. She carried an air around her that commanded respect and made no room for familiarity on a first-name basis.

“Pleased to meet you both,” she says after shaking our hands and taking a seat at the head of the table next to Brandon. “Zachary, please advise everyone of what has occurred.”

“Well, it’s been brought to our attention that there’s been a leak in our group subscriptions. Essentially, someone has been able to grant access to an institution that we’re not affiliated with, and they were somehow able to get past the paywall.”

Cecily pipes up after Zach’s explanation. “As you can imagine, a leak like that causes a huge loss in revenue for the journal. The majority of our readership comes from group subscriptions to some of the finest financial institutions and universities across the globe.”

Maxwell nudges my elbow and motions towards my laptop. I push the computer closer to his side for his use.

“We’re sorry to hear about what’s happened, Mrs. Van Zandt and Zach. I remember you mentioning how important securing those group subscriptions is to your publication,” Brandon says.

“Yes, and where you all come in is helping us figure out who is behind it. We plan to put a stop to whoever is behind this. Financial Journal has never conducted any business with City University, but somehow their IP address keeps showing up during our internal investigation. That’s how we discovered there must have been hacking or a leak,” Zach says.

Cecily scrunches her nose at the mention of City University. “As if FJ or anyone employed by us would have anything to do with that…that…school. FJ has always been the leading publication for respectable universities like Columbia or Cornell.”

I wasn’t sure what her disdain for City University was. My younger sister Daniella was a new student there after taking a few years off from her education after high school.

“Well, Kamaya is an expert in the field of cybercrimes, and I know she’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Zach smiles at Brandon’s words and makes eye contact with me. I can feel my cheeks warming. “Don’t worry, I’ll figure out where the subscription leak is coming from and put a stop to anyone unauthorized getting access to your company’s site,” I say.

“That’s what I like to hear,” Mrs. Van Zandt says, flicking imaginary lint from her jacket sleeve.

“And you?” She turns the swivel chair in Maxwell’s direction. “What will be your role in all this?”

Zach turns towards Max, arms crossed, also waiting for his answer. Brandon speaks up first.

“Max is my second in command and will be holding everything down while I’m away on my honeymoon,” Brandon interjects. “Since this involves a friend of mine, and I know Max and Kamaya work well together, I want them paired up.”

“Alright, then,” Mrs. Van Zandt says, beginning to stand. “Anything else, Zachary?”

“No, I think we’re good for now. I look forward to working with Kamaya next week.” He pauses. “And you too, Maxwell.”

Max quickly hides his displeasure at Zach’s not so subtle dig. Because I know Max’s ticks so well, I’m certain I’m the only person who caught it. I didn’t know how this assignment was going to pan out with the two men’s underlying animosity.

“Great,” Brandon says, standing up to walk Cecily and Zach out. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get out of here before I have an incensed wife-to-be.”


CHAPTER 2
Maxwell


Friday afternoon I arrive at Kamaya’s apartment since we’re going to the wedding venue together. Westin and Bree already live nearby in Stamford. We’re the only ones from our office who live in Jersey City, and we’ll be the last to arrive in Greenwich.

Taking the elevator up to Kamaya’s place, the tension increases in my body, knowing we’ll be spending so much time together. With the hour-long drive to Greenwich and wedding festivities this weekend, I’d be seeing a lot of her. Lately, it was difficult being around Kamaya because I felt different about our friendship, and I also know how she feels about Zach. I’ve wasted too much time daydreaming about Kam and I together, knowing it’s pointless to do so.

When Kamaya finally opens her front door, she’s only partially ready, even though she assured me we’d leave as soon as I arrived.

“Woman, you’ve had plenty of time to pack,” I call from the doorway.

Kamaya lives in a studio apartment that she should have left when her lease was up. Instead, she signed on for another fifteen months in what I lovingly call the shoebox. She insisted she didn’t need a bigger place, but the way she nearly bumps into her things scattered about her place drives me crazy.

“This place is way too small,” I say.

“It’s intimate, cozy!” she yells back, heading towards her closet.

I shake my head. There’s no getting through to her about this apartment. The only plus side is I didn’t worry about her in this area of the city, and she was close to the train station to get to Manhattan and work. Most of her family, except for her youngest sister, lived close by in Fort Lee. Other than me, she was on her own over here now that Nicole was around a lot less.

Thankfully, I was able to keep a close eye on her even when we weren’t at work.

“I’m ready to go,” she says, finally moving her suitcase near the door.

“Are you sure?” I ask, pointedly looking up at her hair.

“Omigod, the satin rollers!” she exclaims, reaching to remove the items from her hair. “Thank you for reminding me! I would have walked out of here looking a mess. I’m a little too comfortable around you and didn’t even think about the rollers.”

I try, unsuccessfully, to suppress my laugh. She looked adorable trying to run to the bathroom and remove the contraptions in her hair at the same time.

“What are friends for? I’m going to take these to the car,” I say, pulling the handle on her suitcase. “Think you’ll be ready by the time I come back up?”

“Yes, I’ll be quick,” she says.

Once Kamaya finally finishes her hair, we are able to get to Connecticut in just under the projected hour on Google Maps. The drive north is fortunately uneventful, minus some traffic as we get closer to our exit. Kamaya and I like a lot of the same music artists, and our ride to the venue is chill. One thing about our friendship is how easy it is to get along. We teased each other at times, but we were peas in a pod.

The hotel and resort where Ava and Brandon are getting married is one of the nicest I’ve ever seen. Not that I expected any less with both of them coming from wealthy families and having successful businesses of their own. Ava is a chef turned food influencer. The popularity of her social media and cookbook made her a celebrity. Brandon came from a wealthy English family and had received an inheritance years prior. If the hotel was anything to go by, no expense had been spared for their wedding.

Kamaya releases a low whistle before getting out of the car. “This is exceedingly elegant.”

“Agreed,” I say.

The Circle Hill Hotel has even more lush acres of grass than the website did justice. The main club house looks like an old ranch-style mansion. Acres upon acres of finely mowed grass surround a manmade lake. The hotel grounds with a cobbled walkway make the space seem cozy, though the grounds are sprawling.

At the check-in desk, the attendant provides us our keys, and we realize our rooms are next to each other. This scenario is ideal since if our rooms were separate, Kam and I would spend most of the time trekking to the other person’s room. But knowing that Kam will be separated from me by only a wall has me feeling apprehensive.

Just how thick were the walls in these rooms anyway? The times when we’d actually be in our rooms would be distracting to say the least. Hearing Kam in the shower and picturing her nude, wet body could be awkward. Or worse, what if she hooked up with a guy while we were here and I had a front row seat to hearing them?

Or even worse, what if she hooked up with Zach?

The last thing I wanted was a front row seat to Kamaya with anyone, but especially Zach Stapely. There is something smarmy about the man that I’ve never liked. Kamaya could certainly do better. Since she thought I was already so anti-love, I’m certain my advice against the man would fall on deaf ears.

“Earth to Max,” Kamaya says, waving her hand in front of me.

“Right,” I say, reaching for the handles to our bags.

“This hotel is incredible,” Kamaya says as we walk to the far end of the hallway. “Rare to get a room on the first floor, huh?”

“Yeah, we’ll be very close to all the action,” I say, seeing the entrance to the area where Brandon and Ava will be exchanging their vows tomorrow.

“Here’s your key card,” she says, extracting mine from the two in her hand while I push her bag into her room.

“This room is lovely,” I hear Kamaya say right before we each enter our respective rooms.

The stately room is a mixture of warm tones of cream, burgundy, and dark gold. The space is immediately relaxing as soon as one steps in. The carpeting in the room sinks under my footsteps. A large king-size bed awaits me in the center of the suite.

As I check out the amenities, a knock sounds at the door. It’s not the front door but the sound is coming from near the wall to my right.

As soon as I open, there is a waiting Kam on the other side.

“Hey roomie, looks like they gave us connecting rooms!” Kamaya says.

She looks beautiful standing in the doorway, even in jeans and a simple top. I don’t realize I’m staring until she flips a lock of hair back and laughs. “What is it?”

I shake my head. “Um, nothing. I guess we should join the others now.”

“Yes, looks like we’re already missing a lot.” Kamaya looks down at her phone. From my vantage point, I see the home screen lit up with multiple notifications from the wedding party group chat.

“As bridesmaid and groomsman, we have to be there for the bride and groom this weekend. But you and I should still see if we can take advantage of all the amenities they have at this hotel,” I say.

“Oh, yes,” Kamaya says. “We have to take advantage because once this wedding is over, we’ve got our work cut out for us on the Van Zandt assignment.”
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Ava and the wedding planner stood by the entrance of the banquet hall, directing everyone to where they needed to be for tomorrow afternoon. I could see Brandon’s frustration at the length this process was taking and had to hide my grin. By the looks of things, we were in for a long day.

“Max, finally!” Ava says when she sees me. I arrived a few moments after Kamaya. “You should be standing next to Kamaya since you’ll be walking her down the aisle.”

Ava’s bouncy curls are loose but look like her hands have been running through them due to the stress of wedding day preparation.

Kam moves from where she’s standing with Bree and beckons me over.

“I texted you that we’d started, but you didn’t answer.”

I feel around in my pockets. “I knew I left something behind.” I sigh. “I’ll be back.”

Kamaya smiles. “I know weddings can be stressful for brides, but Ava is turning into a bridezilla. She’ll have your ass if you don’t get back here quickly.”

I turn to see Ava, the wedding planner, and Ava’s mother talking, all their backs turned away from where Kamaya and I are standing.

“I’ll be back quickly,” I say, slipping through an exit on the opposite side of where I came in.

Once I’m back in the room, I check that my phone is fully charged and return it to my back pocket. Then I open the door and halt at the familiar voice in the hallway.

“Everything’s going according to plan,” I hear Zach say. I peek out the crack in the door and see him presumably fishing for his keycard to return to his room. “Yeah, everyone is under the impression that the journal was hacked. They have no idea who is behind it, I’m certain. Look, I need to change for the rehearsal dinner…”

I don’t hear the rest of his sentence because he’s shut the door.

Everything is going according to plan. Under the impression the journal was hacked.

Who was he talking to? It sounded as if Zach knew more than he was saying. Was he talking to the hacker behind what was going on, sabotaging the company he worked for?

I knew something was up with that man. I could never put my finger on it, but I immediately got a bad vibe from him the day we met. What Brandon and Kamaya see in him, I’ll never know. Zach’s smarminess has only worsened in my mind after hearing that conversation.

My phone alerts me of an incoming text from Kam:

Ava wants to practice coming down the aisle in pairs, where are you?

On my way, I text back.

Securing the door closed behind me, I turn at the sound of another door opening. Zach appears in a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and chinos. Perfectly dressed as I was used to seeing him. One positive I could say about the man was his attention to detail.

“Max, I was just on my way over to the hall. Walk with me?”

“Uh um—sure,” I say. It would have been objectively rude to flat out refuse him, especially since we were heading in the same direction.

“I think you’ve known Brandon almost as long as I have. I’m glad he’s found someone who’s made him happy,” Zach says, appearing to be in an improved mood. Whoever he was speaking to and whatever nefarious plot they have cooked up seemed to put extra pep in his step.

“Yeah, Brandon and Ava are very lucky,” I respond curtly. The walk over to the rehearsal area is short, and both of our long strides quickly eat up the distance.

“You know, I get the feeling you don’t like me much,” Zach baldly states.

“Well, I—” I say, trying to defend myself but thrown for a loop at his candidness.

“Kamaya and I have been building a rapport, and I sense that you are protective of her.”

Where was he going with this? “Yes, very much. She’s like a little sister to me,” I say. A bald-faced lie. I felt anything but familial feelings towards Kamaya, but Zach was the last person I would express that to. I didn’t trust Zach as far as I could throw him, as my old man always says. From day one, my gut told me something wasn’t right.

My gut was never wrong.

“If you say so. I just wanted to let you know you don’t have to worry,” Zach says.

“Finally, there you two are!” Ava exclaims as soon as we both walk through the door. “Zach, you’re supposed to be with Sophie.”

Sophie is Ava’s younger cousin who’s also a bridesmaid. I move over to the empty space next to Kamaya.

“What were you and Zach discussing? Your face was very intense.”

Right now didn’t feel like the correct place to talk about what I overheard, nor did I think Kamaya would be interested in anything negative about Zach. I’d have to hold on to what I knew.

For now.

“Nothing to worry about,” I finally answer, smiling for good measure. I had to get through this wedding weekend, but I’d keep a closer eye on Zach.
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Finally Saturday’s wedding commenced, and Ava and Brandon were officially dubbed Mr. and Mrs. Eastwood. After the ceremony and a flurry of wedding party photos in the cherry blossom garden, the best and only part of weddings that I truly enjoy finally arrived: the reception.

After Ava’s brother and the best man, Asher, gave his speech wishing the newlyweds eternal wedded bliss, the wedding party and guests danced and ate the rest of the night.

Taking a breather from the crowded dancefloor, Kamaya and I stand around the small cocktail table enjoying our glasses of champagne.

“Uh-oh, your admirer is making her way over here,” Kamaya says.

I look over and see Sophie Wells, Ava’s first cousin and bridesmaid, making a beeline towards me. Sophie is a beautiful woman, albeit on the younger side for me. She’s wearing an identical pink off the shoulder dress to Kamaya’s.

“So, Maxwell,” Sophie says, placing her small hand on my forearm. “You promised me a dance earlier.”

“I’m taking a break, but maybe later,” I say.

Sophie pouts, acting entirely too whiny, which reminds me I am becoming too old for women in their early twenties.

“Okay, I’m holding you to it, Max.”

Kamaya takes a sip of champagne, waiting for Sophie to get out of earshot. “You’re just breaking hearts over here.”

I shake my head, stalling by taking the final sip in my champagne flute. “The older I get, the faster I can spot trouble. Sophie has trouble written all over her. Plus, the last thing I need is to get involved with Brandon’s cousin-in-law or whatever she is now. Remember how all relationships are doomed?”

“Maybe not the mindset to have at a wedding,” Kamaya says, placing her drink down on the table.

“I’m not going to have this conversation with you again, Kam.”

“How did I become friends with such a love cynic and curmudgeonly man?” she asks, smiling.

“Probably because I’m not only handsome and charming but also a lot of fun at parties,” I say. “Speaking of which, we should get back out there dancing.”

I wrap a hand around her wrist, dragging her along with me back towards the dancefloor.

“Max!” she exclaims, giggling as we join the guests for the rest of the night.

[image: ]



The next morning, the sunlight streaming in the windows wakes me and my mouth is extremely dry. After several glasses of champagne that freely flowed courtesy of Ava’s sponsorship, I don’t remember what else I drank. Rookie mistake to mix liquors.

Kamaya and I were on the dance floor for hours. Every Black wedding dance from the electric to the cha-cha slide was danced last night, and now I have a pounding headache to go along with sore feet.

Speaking of feet, I look down and realize I have one shoe on and I’m still in my groomsman tuxedo. I can’t believe I fell asleep nearly fully dressed. Kamaya and I came back to her room, turned the TV on, and ordered fries with spicy aioli and a few beers from room service, and next thing it’s morning.

I look around the room. When I spot the glittery purple suitcase, I realize I’m still in Kamaya’s room.

We’re on the loveseat in the room and Kamaya shifts in her sleep when I sit up. The warmth of her body is now gone. Sometime during the night or in the flurry of all that dancing, the thin strap of her dress slid off her shoulder, offering an alluring view of the tops of her breasts.

Whoa.

The gentlemanly thing to do is to cover Kam with a blanket and return to my room. Just look away and pretend I didn’t see anything; except I don’t want to leave. Waking up with her in the quiet this morning feels…right. As if waking up together is completely normal.

I quietly stand and try picking up my discarded shoe when I hear Kam stirring behind me.

“Max?”

“Hey, go back to sleep, it’s only—” I look at my watch and see that it’s just after 7:30 and let her know. “I’m going back to my room.”

Kamaya’s eyes start drifting closed and before I think she’s fallen asleep again, she says softly, “Please stay.”

Please? Well, now I couldn’t just abandon her. Clearly, in her sleep-induced haze, she wanted me near. I grab a blanket and cover us both, rejoining her on the settee to drift back to sleep, feeling content and glad I could stay.


CHAPTER 3
Kamaya


Monday morning came entirely too quickly after the whirlwind weekend. Weddings were always nice, romantic affairs, although it always made me melancholy watching others find happiness I doubted I’d ever experience. It sucks being genuinely happy for a couple pledging to spend their lives together when you didn’t have one iota of prospects.

I was still thinking about that awkward moment waking up in Maxwell’s arms and not wanting to leave. That was strange, right? Neither of us moved away quickly enough.

We were lingering.

Almost like subconsciously we both wanted to remain in each other’s embrace.

I knew that couldn’t be right. Max and I had never crossed that line in the almost two years we’d known each other. Certainly, if you were interested in someone, it wouldn’t take that long to realize it. Men who wanted out of the friendzone wouldn’t take that long to let their feelings be known. Everyone always says after they’ve met their person, they knew right away.

No, it was the open bar and way too many tequila shots the night of Ava and Brandon’s wedding. Except Maxwell held his liquor well. I’d never seen him tipsy before and he always remained composed no matter the situation. It’s what made him a great protection agent and my most even-keeled friend.

Max and I were just friends. Besides, being like a mentor in our field, he was one of the only men I felt wholly comfortable and safe around. I couldn’t jeopardize that after one night. Max was as far from relationship material as any man could get.

Setting my stuff down at my desk, I boot up my laptop and tablet for the day. I’m the first in the office, per usual. The rising summer sunshine illuminates the large office windows overlooking midtown Manhattan.

Months before Brandon left, he’d given me a key to open the office up since I “even beat him there.” The people traffic during the weekday slowed me down too much, and I was excited to get started on this assignment.

Admittedly, I’d never taken an interest in the Financial Journal before this assignment. Markets, stocks, and finance-related news bored me to tears. Other than Zach, my interest in the publication was nonexistent. With the laptop on and ready to go, I entered my password and made my way over to the Financial Journal website.

I was provided a guest log in in the email I received from Zach, but before entering the username and password credentials, I stopped to review the paywall.

Standard as far as I could tell. An article I clicked on went blurry behind the pop-up asking me to log in before continuing. Whoever was behind the paywall leak must have somehow been able to code duplicate guest passes without duplicate log ins being detected.

The person, or persons, we were looking for was no amateur. Even I was having a tough time figuring out how they could have done it. I tried clicking past the paywall, but of course it wasn’t budging. These college students must have a supplier granting them access to the site. The IP address only provided the school where they logged in from, but who was the source?

A mole at the FJ?

What could they be gaining by doing such a thing? Technically, they were depriving the newspaper of potential business by providing access for free. The publication would lose out on thousands of revenue, since they depended on large office staffs and colleges for their site traffic.

Revenge was a great motivator for many things, I thought. Possibly fraud was the catalyst too.

“Hard at work already, I see.” Maxwell’s deep baritone sounds dangerously close to my ear, his warm breath tickling the hairs.

“You scared me,” I say, glancing to my right to see him. I put a hand over my heart that’s suddenly beating fast.

Surely, it was only because I was startled and had nothing to do with the close proximity of Max.

“What are you working on?” Max asks, pulling up a chair beside me, hovering so close that I can feel the warmth of his body next to mine. He smells good.

Really good. Like a spicy cologne but not overpowering. A scent that drew me in.

I lean back in my chair, away from him, as his eyebrows shoot up and he waits for my answer.

Get a grip, girl.

“I wanted to check out how the paywall normally operated on the Financial Journal website before entering the guest password Zach provided.”

Did Maxwell just stiffen at the mention of Zach?

“Zach, of course,” Maxwell answers. “So, what have you found so far?”

I begin explaining how the paywall is a standard one that anyone would come across on most news sites or social media and requires a log in to view content. I try clicking around the dialogue box to show him how, for the average person, it’s impossible to get past the paywall.

“So what are you really thinking about all this? I can see the wheels turning,” he quips before taking a sip of his coffee.

“The crime just doesn’t make sense. If it is a hacker or someone beating the paywall…well, why? If you can hack into the FJ system, then you could hack into bank accounts or wipe out some student loans. Not that I’m in support of unethical hacking, but why use those skills to just read some news articles?”

Max chuckled. “You’ve got a point. The crime seems so random.”

“Yes! That’s exactly it. I keep thinking it is all very random. Unless it’s some kind of vendetta, since whoever is doing this knows that the journal is losing money by letting non-subscribers have access to the site.”

Max is quiet for a moment, contemplating my words. “There’s more to this. I think we should head downstairs and speak with some employees of Financial Journal.”

My smile grows. “That’s an excellent idea! Someone must know more than Cecily and Zach, since a lot of times employees may not allow their bosses to be privy to everything going on.”

“Exactly,” Max says, rising and heading towards his desk.

“Let’s give it another hour. Let the employee’s settle in, and then we can make our way down there.”

Maxwell gives a mock salute. “You got it, boss.”

I can’t help but chuckle. “Boss? Since when have you ever called me that?”

Maxwell puts his hands up in mock surrender. “This assignment is all yours. You, Kamaya, are calling all the shots.”

Brandon chose me to take the assignment because of the cybercrime they were experiencing, but it felt nice to hear I am in charge of something for once. No other area of my life appeared to be in total control. Especially not my love life.

“I like that. Boss. For now though, it’s still just Kam,” I say, delighting too much in his answering smile.
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We made our way down to FJ offices by 8:30. Perfect timing because the spacious office was now a flurry of activity. Conversations around conference tables and Zoom calls and presentations were already commencing.

I texted Zach moments ago, and he advised that Maxwell and I could speak with Katie Lucas in his absence. Apparently, Cecily only came in the office two days a week and Zach often accompanied his subordinates to presentations and sales pitches throughout the tri-state area.

As we approach the reception desk of Financial Journal, Max leans down to whisper in my ear. “It’s very fancy here on the lower floor.”

I understood his meaning. The entire office was pristine and nearly stark white, only offset by the light wood desks. It seemed as if we’d entered the Apple Genius store instead of an office.

“Extremely bougie,” I whisper back.

We approach the reception desk to see a young, smiling woman. “Hello, who are you here to see?”

“Kamaya and Maxwell. We’re with Tri-State Security. We were supposed to meet with Zach, but he advised us to speak with Katie Lucas instead. She should be expecting us.”

After a moment of furious typing, the young woman looks up from her screen. “Katie will be over in a moment to let you in.”

“Thanks,” I say, turning towards the door where Katie should be appearing. I notice that, like our office, the walls are glass. No one could enter without swiping their badge for admittance. Unlike the glass surrounding our office, this one didn’t appear to have bulletproof reinforcements.

“Here she is.”

Max and I look over to see a spritely blonde woman holding the door open for us.

“You’re prompt!” Katie says by way of greeting. “Zach made it seem like you’d be here later.”

“We like to get to work as early as possible,” I say. “Maxwell and I just wanted to ask you some questions and won’t take up too much of your time.”

“Oh, it’s no bother!” she exclaims, very chipper, too eager to talk to us. “Let’s head over to Central Park so we can talk privately,” she says.

“Central Park?” Maxwell questions.

“Oh! Right.” Katie face-palms, laughing at herself. “I’m so used to calling the big conference room Central Park. See, all our meeting rooms are named after city landmarks. The conference room across the hall is Herald Square. Isn’t that neat?”

Maxwell and I exchange a glance, and I offer a nervous chuckle. Katie Lucas was…out there. Now I was doubting whether she’d be of much help.

Once the three of us were seated, Katie began speaking energetically. “I’m so glad you two were hired to help us with this. B2B, that is business to business, depends on large accounts too much for our content to be accessed for free.”

“What exactly is your role or position with Financial Journal?”

“I am the junior B2B sales manager, also known as Zach’s second in command.”

Katie twirls her wedding band around her thin fingers, waiting for the next question.

“As the sales manager, what exactly does your role entail?”

Katie scoots the wheeled desk chair closer before answering. “I’m in charge of a team of seven sales associates who go out to large-scale companies such as colleges, universities, and financial institutions to advise them on a group subscription to FJ.”

Max nods his head, encouraging me to proceed. “So, are you in charge of who gets access to the group subscriptions?”

“I make the approval of what kind of institutions are…worthy, I’ll say, for a subscription to Financial Journal. Once we have generated leads, I delegate my team to go out and pitch a group subscription. Once they secure the sale, I make final approval of the amount of approved accounts and the cost, of course, and then access is granted to those employees or students who fall under that institution’s group subscription.”

“Understood,” I say. “When did you start noticing that users outside that approved list had access to the FJ?”

Katie blows air from between her lips, twining the ring faster. “I didn’t. I was notified by IT that an IP address from City University, where we don’t have any business ties, was using the site through a log in that IT didn’t recognize.”

“What happened next?”

“I let Zach know once he returned from a trip to Yale, where he was trying to secure an account with their School of Business. He advised me not to worry about it and that he and Cecily would take care of it.”

Maxwell and I exchange glances again. We seemed to do that more and more lately. We’re able to communicate without uttering a word.

“Can you say with absolute certainty that no one on your team might have been tempted to set up a group account for someone, a friend maybe, and that’s how these non-subscribers were able to obtain access?”

“I’m certain no one from my team is part of this leak. In fact, no one working here at FJ would do such a thing, knowing how important subscriptions are to keep us going.”

This was the first time since meeting Katie that her smiling, happy-go-lucky veneer cracked. She appeared incensed at the question.

“It’s alright. I believe you,” I say, hoping to placate her. I reach into my blazer pocket and extract a business card. “If you can think of anything else, please let me know.”

“Or me,” Maxwell says, reaching to extract his own card. A figure moving past the glass-walled conference room catches my eye. The young man looks to be in his late twenties, and he slows down to watch the three of us.

When his gaze meets mine, he quickly averts his eyes and moves toward a desk adjacent to the conference room.

“Will do,” Katie says, taking the cards and sliding them into her pocket.

“We’ll see ourselves out,” Max says and the three of us exit the conference room, with Katie moving in the opposite direction. Max and I begin our walk back to the reception area when the man I saw a few moments ago speaks up.

“Are you two here about the security leak?”

Maxwell positions himself between the guy and me.

“Who’s asking?” Maxwell questions.

“Jacob Reyes,” the young man answers in a low voice, glancing around the open office. Everyone seems preoccupied with what they are doing. There are enough people conversing that our conversation seemingly goes largely unnoticed in the back corner of the office.

“I’m the new head of IT. I was the one who notified them about what was going on.”

I step past Maxwell just short of Jacob. “What caught your attention?”

“There’s millions of individual subscribers, so it’s hard to keep track of what each person is doing. Almost everyone shares passwords. What caught my attention is the fact that every week we have group subscription log ins from exactly fifteen hundred accounts, and that week an extra kept popping up and couldn’t be traced to an account on record. I let my former boss know.”

Max glances at me before continuing. “Who is your former boss?”

Jacob lowers his voice. “Franco DiLaurentis. He was fired. Once he started talking about what was going on, a few days passed, and next thing I know, I’m getting promoted.”

Zach and Cecily never mentioned Franco by name in the preliminary meeting. They’d only advised that it had been an employee who alerted them.

“Could you tell us—” Before I could finish my thought, Jacob shook his head.

“I don’t want to get too involved in any of this. I figured no one had mentioned Franco, and I see I was right.”

Before Max and I could respond, a voice piped up from a few rows away. “Hey, Jacob, can you please help with the laptop adapter? I’m trying to connect my laptop to my monitor.”

“Be right over, Rachel,” he calls over to the woman. Turning back to us, he stands up. “I’ve got to go.”

“If you can think of anything else, let us know,” Maxwell says, extending his hand to pass his card to Jacob.

Jacob steps back out of reach and waves the business card away. “Like I said, I don’t want to be involved. I got a good gig here. Just look into Franco DiLaurentis.”

With that, he was gone. Our biggest breakthrough so far was refusing to talk any further.

“Let’s get out of here,” Maxwell says, putting his hand at the small of my back and ushering us though the exit.

Alone at the elevator bank, Maxwell turns to me. “What did you think of the journal employees?”

I tuck a lock of hair behind my ear before answering. “I think that office has a lot of secrets—more than Cecily and Zach can probably imagine.”

Maxwell nods. “With the exception of our workplace, I know most have secrets. Employees covering up bad behavior of their own or bad behavior of their coworkers.”

“Exactly,” I answer, passing him to step into the elevator first. Maxwell falls into step behind me. “What we have to figure out now is what is being covered up and by who.”

“I think it may start with this Franco.”


CHAPTER 4
Maxwell


The trip downstairs to the Financial Journal turned out to be more fruitful than anticipated. Though Jacob was not as forthcoming as he could have been, he did plant a seed. Who was this employee no one wanted to mention who just so happened to have disappeared after the leak was exposed?

This assignment was shaping up to be much more challenging than anticipated. Working with Kamaya was no hardship, but being around her more and more after that post-wedding morning was extremely awkward. I was certain that I was the only one affected by the shift between us. Kamaya behaved like her normal self, but I was finding it increasingly difficult to concentrate.

I should have kept my hands to myself. Putting my hand on the small of her back could have been a huge employee violation. That’s definitely not something to do with a coworker, but it felt natural with Kamaya. Something I would have done for a girlfriend.

Oh, God. Nope. Not going down that road.

There was a reason I avoided relationships now, and the last person I should be thinking of as my hypothetical girlfriend is my friend and coworker. All morning I thought of that day after the wedding. Waking up together felt natural and like something I wanted to happen again.

Though I couldn’t explain why. My frantic thoughts returned to our time spent in the car on the way to the wedding and having fun together over the weekend. Everything between us felt so natural, never forced.

Returning upstairs to our office, Kamaya heads into the kitchen area and begins making coffee. “Do you want one?” she asks.

“Yes, thanks,” I say, still contemplating what we should do next with this assignment. An idea strikes me as I think about the whiteboard in the seating area next to the kitchen.

“I’ll be right back,” I say, heading over there, not wanting to lose the momentum of my new thought process.

I move over to the area and head straight to the whiteboard, drawing a map and then connecting the dots based on what evidence we have. I put FJ in the center and then make lines branching out to connected people or things that could be the cause of the hacking. We were now aware of at least five people connected to FJ: Cecily, Katie, Zach, Jacob, and Franco. Could any of them be the mole? Or could they have hired someone else to do it?

After a few minutes, I turn at the sound Kamaya’s footsteps and the smell of coffee. She takes a long look at the board, studying my work. “What’s all this?”

I step back away from my handiwork and survey what I’ve done in the span of several minutes. We didn’t have very many leads to go on. So far, reticent Jacob had been the most informative and useful since this all started. His insight on the now MIA Franco made a difference, but what about the other clues we had? Did the other four besides Jacob know something they were not divulging?

I still can’t forget the conversation I overheard from Zach during the rehearsal dinner. If only I’d have known who he was talking to. Zach Stapely was number one on my list of suspects.

“I think the first thing we have to do is track down Franco. If he’s a former IT expert for the journal, he could potentially know what happened.”

“Unless, of course, he’s the one who somehow got those students free access. Now he’d be under scrutiny and possibly liable for trade secrets,” Kamaya responds, then takes a sip of her coffee.

“Yeah, that’s a good point,” I say, taking a step back and standing next to Kamaya as I lean against the wall opposite the whiteboard. I can’t stop thinking about what I overheard on Friday, the night of rehearsal. Was now a good time to bring it up?

“What about Zach?” Kamaya asks, eyebrows knit as she looks at the board and points to where his name is written at the top of the chart.

“What about him?” I ask. It’s almost like she read my mind.

“Does that mean you think he’s involved in the subscription leak? You have his name next to Franco’s.”

How did I broach this without sounding like I’m accusing Zach of anything? Yet.

“I just included anyone associated with FJ for now. In fact, I need to write in Mrs. Van Zandt’s name. Maybe this subscription leak is from their competition, or maybe it’s a personal vendetta against her?”

Kam nodded. “I can spend the rest of the day looking into her more and see what we can find.”

I glance over at the board before responding. This was not going to be simple.

“I think some research is best for now and also tracking down Franco is our best bet. He could know the most of anyone.”

“Agreed,” she says.

“Unless Zach knows more than he’s letting on,” I finally say.

Kamaya is quiet for a beat, shuffling her weight from foot to foot. “I’m sensing you don’t trust Zach.”

I shrug, suddenly feeling hot in the small dining area in the office kitchen. I would let Kam know about what I overheard when the right moment presented itself. “I think we shouldn’t rule anyone out. Never know who could end up helping us out.”

Kamaya nods at my words, taking another look at the board before us. “We’ve certainly got our work cut out for us,” she says.
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After our coffee break, Kamaya and I return to her desk, since she has three monitors, and begin our research on Franco DiLaurentis, Cecily, and FJ. The office is quiet except for Kam’s typing and clicking as she switches between several screens. Our other teammates aren’t due to return until sometime this afternoon, and our boss is now enroute to his honeymoon to Bora Bora.

It’s Kamaya and me, side by side at her workspace. The sitting area was definitely intended for one person, and with my chair dragged over to sit next to hers, our bodies have been pressed together for the past hour. The warmth of her has distracted me, to say the least.

Kamaya’s mouth is twisted in the cute way she always does when she’s concentrating.

“What?” she asks, subconsciously swiping around her mouth.

Smooth moves, Scott. You’ve been caught staring at her lips. “Um, nothing. I was just going to say I think we have to go by the last known address that came up during the Accurint search.”

Kamaya switches between tabs on the laptop screen and brings the search database up again.

“Yes, I think you’re right. We just have to hope he’s home and hasn’t moved away from the city. Strange how he doesn’t have any active social media. Just an old Instagram account that has been nearly scrubbed,” Kamaya says.

“At least we were able to find a copy of his former building badge ID. I say we head over to the address. Maybe he’s home and will talk to us,” I say.

Kamaya shrugs. “It’s worth a try. We have zero prospects other than Franco. I’m hoping we find him. That is, if he’s willing to talk to us. He can factor in how City University got involved in all this.”

“Should we head out now?” I ask.

“Yeah, I think we should. Maybe by the time we get back, Zach will have returned from Yale, and he can give us more insight on Franco’s firing.”

I practice schooling my features at the mention of Zach. This could be a long assignment, and, as Brandon’s friend, the man wasn’t going anywhere. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll drive.”
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We pulled up in the neighborhood of Franco’s last known address. The neighborhood was calm this time of day. Most people were at work at this hour. There was a woman pushing a stroller towards Riverside Park, a few kids jumping rope on the sidewalk, and some others decorating the steps with chalk.

“This looks like a nice, family-oriented area. Hopefully we’ll be encountering a nice guy who’s willing to talk to us.”

Kamaya was ever the optimist. After speaking with Katie and Jacob today, who knew what we were in for. The search for Cecily van Zandt came back with limited results. According to our sources at TSS, Cecily had a clean record, was known for her Van Zandt Foundation and charitable efforts, and she was a devoted businesswoman.

“I don’t see the building number from here,” I answer instead. We’d been forced to park all the way at the opposite end of the block since the curb was lined with parked cars.

Kamaya consults her phone again. “The building number is 513. Looks like it will be across the street on your side, all the way down the block.”

We exit the SUV and begin walking down the block, past the kids playing. The summer heat is now bearing down on us at this time in the afternoon. The city humidity could be too much at times.

I speak up first before I lose the nerve. Something about being away from the office feels less confining, and I grow bolder. “So, you and Zach… What’s going on with you two?”

Why ask a question I really didn’t want the answer to? I don’t know. Kam’s goofy grin while Zach was texting her on the ride over rubbed me the wrong way and had been on my mind the entire ride uptown.

I wasn’t jealous. Far from it. But I wanted to look out for my friend.

Kamaya put a hand to her chest, mock affronted. “Why, Maxwell, I do believe that is my business and also nunya.”

I laugh at her response. Kam was deflecting. “Seriously, you really feelin’ this man? I know you were acting weird in the elevator last week.”

“I was not,” Kamaya says, unsuccessfully trying to defend her behavior.

I just raise a brow at her.

“Okay, fine. I do find him attractive, okay. I’m too old to base how he feels about me off of a few texts, but if I were doing that, I would say he feels the same.”

She clutches her phone closer to her chest like it’s some kind of lifeline to Zach. Or like she’s trying to hide the screen to keep me from me seeing their conversation.

I shake my head. She’s too far gone for this man, and I get a bad feeling about him, but I don’t have any concrete proof as to why. All I have is what I think I overheard during a one-sided conversation.

I wouldn’t be sorry to blame this whole leak incident on Zach, and then Kamaya could get her head of the clouds about him.

“I think that’s the building there.” She points ahead.

From this distance, it looks like we’re approaching the correct one. Though I’m hoping she’s incorrect because there’s yellow caution tape across the front steps.

“Oh no, what happened here? Why is there tape everywhere?” Kamaya asks.

I move ahead and see a sign posted on the front building door that says City of New York in black, bold letters.

“The building is shut down. There’s no one in there,” I turn around to tell Kamaya. “Looks as if this place has been abandoned for a while.”

There’s absolutely no activity around this end of the block, making me realize all residents were removed and this address was our last resort.

“Yeah,” she says, seemingly defeated about the fact that tracking down this employee was going to be a challenge.

“Back to the literal drawing board,” Kamaya states. “I texted Zach, but he hasn’t responded in a while with any info about Franco.”

I bet he didn’t.

“Hold on,” Kamaya says, looking at her phone.

While Kamaya consults her phone for a message from Zach, a car idling on the opposite corner gets my attention. A black town car is out of place in this neighborhood. The window tints are dark, and the driver’s side is facing us. Though it’s hard to see who is in the driver’s seat from this vantage point.

“Let’s get out of here,” I say, reaching for her arm and tugging us back to our vehicle.

“Max, what is the rush?” Kam asks, her shorter stride struggling to catch up to mine.

“I’ll explain in the car. Let’s move quickly.”

Once we reach the SUV, I open Kamaya’s door before rounding the front of the car and hopping into the driver’s side. My hands are steady as I move quickly to start the car and get us out of there.

“What is going on?” Kamaya asks again, panic in her voice.

I search in the rearview mirror, making sure we’re not being tailed before I answer. “I noticed that car when we were walking up, but I didn’t want to say anything at first. As we continued to move down the block, so did the car.”

“The whole time?” she asks, incredulous.

“Yes, and the longer we stood in front of Franco’s building, the car continued to stay put. Something told me that we needed to get out of there.”

“I can’t believe I missed that,” Kam says.

“Well, you were looking down at your phone most of the time. At least you have me to watch out for you,” I toss out, hoping to add levity to what could have been a tense situation.

Kamaya shakes her head at my quip, unable to hide her smile. “Okay, Superman. What happens next?”

I begin heading back downtown toward our office, peaking at the rearview mirror periodically to make sure we’re not being followed. “We get back to work. We just have to keep our wits about us, especially when in public. Never know who is watching.”
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“What have you got for me?”

He slips into the backseat and hands them a manila envelope.

“What’s this?”

“What you asked me to get.”

They open the flaps and extricate the photographs. These were taken earlier today, just as they asked. It’s a zoomed photo of those agents from Tri-State sniffing around that abandoned building. A fool’s errand since the building had long since been evacuated.

“What else do you have for me?”

He looked on at them incredulously. “You asked for photos, and I just gave them to you. It wasn’t easy. The man…” He paused, pointing to Maxwell in the picture in their hand. “He kept looking over his shoulder. Almost spotted me several times.”

“You did good enough,” they finally answer. “Stay on them until I say otherwise.”

Taking back the photos, he starts to move out of the vehicle but turns back before easing the backdoor open.

“What exactly do you have planned?”

They only smile. “Wouldn’t you love to know.”


CHAPTER 5
Kamaya


The excursion out to Franco’s last known address was a complete waste of time, not to mention a potentially dangerous situation because we had no idea who that person tailing us could have been. Maybe the competition theory was correct, but would someone stoop that low just to see the Financial Journal fail?

After Maxwell and I returned to our office, we both got to work trying to track down Franco and any family members, but that turned out to be a time-waster as well. How had this recently fired employee completely disappeared off the face of the earth? I thought about the chart Max had drawn before we left and wondered if maybe he had a point: did Zach know more than he was willing to say? I didn’t want to believe he could be involved in anything nefarious. However, how well did I really know Zach, other than as a passing acquaintance?

Max’s attitude made me think that he already thought of Zach as guilty.

No, I wasn’t going to give into Maxwell’s cynicism just yet. Maxwell always said my best and worst quality was that I always saw the good in people unless I was forced not to. I was going to give everyone on the list of names from Maxwell’s chart the benefit of the doubt.

An hour after our return, Bree and Westin came back and tried to help us track down Franco. They were both experts in their respective fields and had been part of the security team since its inception. I always admired how they were able to work so well together while married.

It gave me hope that maybe one day, if anything were to develop with Zach, it wouldn’t be awkward since we only worked in the same building, not for the same employer. It’s not like it would be if I were to date Maxwell.

Speaking of Max, I could see over the partition that his eyebrows were knit. His face was illuminated by the blue light of his laptop. He’d been furiously typing and clicking, trying to help track down Franco.

He looked adorable with his—as I called it—concentration face.

Adorable? What is happening to me. Anyone could recognize that Maxwell was an attractive man with a fit physique and soulful dark-brown eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled. Other women certainly flocked to him when possible. Case in point—Ava’s cousin Sophie at the wedding.

“We’re going to head out,” Bree says, heading towards the doors, waiting for Westin to get his things. Bree’s voice snaps me out of my reeling thoughts.

I take Bree and Westin’s cue, tired of looking at all these monitors and needing a break from our fruitless searches. I respond back with, “I think we should take off too, Max.”

“Yeah, I don’t think we’ll get anything else accomplished today,” Max agrees and stands to gather his things.

After we said our goodbyes to Bree and Westin, Maxwell and I made our walk down to the 33rd Street New Jersey PATH station.

Had two years already gone by so quickly that this had become our routine? Every day that Max worked in the office when he wasn’t on a protection assignment, we made our walks together back to the PATH station. This tradition started off as Max wanting me to have company as he called it—but he really meant his protection—when walking alone in the city on those dark winter evenings, but it had continued year-round. Like now in the summer months when it was still light out until much later.

I realized I missed Max those times when we couldn’t return home together. I hadn’t contemplated before now how comforting his presence was.

“The next train should arrive in six minutes,” he says, consulting his transportation app. We’re nearly smooshed in the evening crowd returning home. A woman talking loudly on a phone in a business suit jostles past me, knocking me into Maxwell’s side. I grip the sleeves of his suit jacket for balance.

“Sorry about that. That lady just pushed past me⁠—”

I stop mid-sentence because Maxwell is not paying attention to what I’m saying. He’s staring down at my mouth. The awareness of where he’s looking and our proximity warms my cheeks. If I were to just raise onto my tiptoes, we could be kissing. My body was already pressed into his muscular frame. Just a few more inches and our mouths would be connected. I’ve hugged Maxwell countless times, but this time his body pressed so intimately against mine feels different.

Or maybe I’m feeling different. I didn’t experience it as if I was bumped against my friend. Instead, our bodies felt intimately compressed together.

The awkwardness must have dawned on Maxwell at the same time because he stepped back away from me, or as much as the crowded platform would let him. Max braced his hands on my arms. “Are you alright, Kamaya?”

“Uh, yeah, I’m okay,” I say since I couldn’t express actually, I’m having weird thoughts about our bodies being pressed up against each other, and I don’t know what to do with these thoughts right now.

Thankfully, the train arrives two minutes earlier than Maxwell had advised, and we rush onto the waiting train car. The crowd of office dwellers and tourists separate us, and we’re unable to talk to each other properly for the duration of the ride back to our stop at Journal Square.

I was pleased for the reprieve of not having to try and concentrate while listening to Maxwell during the ride like I normally would. My thoughts about us had me questioning where my sanity went. This was Maxwell. Friend, coworker, and commitment-phobe, who expressed any chance he could get that he was not interested in pursuing relationships because they were all doomed to fail.

How many times had I watched some poor, unsuspecting woman think she could be the one to catch him only to be left disappointed when he inevitably broke it off because she didn’t believe him when he expressed not wanting anything long-term?

I needed to snap out of this line of thinking.

When the train finally reached our stop, I stepped off first, not wanting to be trampled when the doors opened. I stood off to the side waiting for Maxwell to join me.

“What are you planning to do now?” Maxwell asks when he reaches me again.

I had hoped to entertain for my sisters, but they were both busy – Daniella with her classes and Mona with late client meetings.

“I’ll just pick up something quick. Maybe take-out,” I say. Max was a gym rat and typically worked out in the evenings. He’d invited me to go with him many times, but I always felt self-conscious at my size. I didn’t want to work out at his intimidating gym after the one and only disastrous time I went and it felt like the invasion of Instagram models.

“We haven’t gone to the diner in a long time. What do you say? It’s my treat.”

Maxwell’s expression looks so earnest that I can’t turn him down. “Okay, even though I thought you hated that diner,” I say as we start walking towards the station exit. Normally, we’d take the opposite exit to the parking garage to access our parked cars. This time we exit the building and wait to cross the street to the neon-lit, old-school diner.

“It’s definitely not my favorite, but since you love it, that’s why I offered.”

I suddenly felt shy but did not want to dwell on the fluttery feeling in my stomach.

When we arrive at the diner, it’s scarcely populated and we’re seated in a booth facing the rainy roads.

We head straight to the last booth since this diner is never picky about seating. We always pick this table with the large windows to our right. I knew exactly what I wanted, but Max took a few moments to peruse the menu.

A soft ping sounds from my bag and when I extract my phone, I see a message from Zach.

“Oh! Zach finally texted me back,” I say, checking the notification on my phone.

Maxwell doesn’t respond to the mention of Zach, only takes a long sip of his drink.

“So what did he say?” Max eventually asks.

I review the message where I asked about Franco and why he wasn’t mentioned in the preliminary meeting. “He said he forgot about the employee and that FJ had issues with him about attendance issues, nothing to do with his actual job performance.”

Maxwell only grunts a response. He’s been terse anytime Zach is mentioned and now I need to get to the bottom of it. “Okay, what’s up with you?”

“What?” Max asks, pushing the menu to the side. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I raise a brow at him. “C’mon Max, it’s me. I know something is up. Every time I mention Zach, you get closed off. Is there a reason you don’t like him?”

Max sighs before answering. “I don’t have anything against the man. He’s Brandon’s friend, and I only really know him in passing, however…”

I wave him to go on, though I can see his hesitation. “What are you not saying?”

Max starts to speak, but the server comes and interrupts us. We both give our orders—pancakes for me and French toast for Max. After the water picks up the old, laminated menus, we are left alone again.

“Forget it,” Max says. “I know how you feel about Zach, and I will refrain from saying anything unkind about the man. However, I still have him on my list of potential people we need to look into regarding our assignment.”

“Understood,” I say, though I’m not convinced. There is more that Maxwell isn’t telling me.

We finish and Maxwell takes care of the bill. It’s very annoying that he refuses to let me pay for anything whenever we are out together, but I’ve ceased trying to strong-arm him with my credit card in hand before he can place his down.

Before we cross back to the other side of the street towards the station’s parking garage, Max’s expression gives me pause.

“Why do I get the feeling that you don’t want to say goodbye?” I ask him.

Max shuffles his weight before responding. “I’m still weirded out by earlier today, and we don’t know who could be trailing us. I just don’t feel comfortable knowing you’ll be alone without anyone looking out for you.”

I’m touched by Maxwell’s remark. It was part of our job that we never knew what kind of danger we could potentially be facing. My role mostly kept me in the office and out of sight, but this assignment we were tasked with had been anything but typical, and I want to make a good impression. I didn’t want to be considered too weak and unable to handle myself.

“What are you proposing? Spend the night at my place?”

Maxwell shrugs, but I can tell that’s exactly what he’s too apprehensive to say. “Yeah, I just feel uncomfortable about you being by yourself.”

I thought about the handful of times I fell asleep at Max’s place or him at mine after a movie night or dinner, when one of us was too full or exhausted to move. Spending a night at a friend’s house wasn’t a big deal, but with Maxwell, lately it felt like a much bigger deal than it should have.

On the other hand, if he was correct about us potentially being followed, then there was always safety in numbers.

“Okay, you can come over,” I say.

Maxwell’s answering smile should not have warmed me, and I was blaming the seasonally hot night for my warmed cheeks.

We made our way back to the parking garage at the Journal Square station and once seated in our cars, Maxwell followed me back home. The building I lived in afforded me the ability to see our parked cars from my living room window.

Stepping out of my sedan, I walk a few paces down to where Maxwell is parked. As I approach him, I see Max moving to the trunk of his own car and removing what looks like a gym bag.

“That’s a big bag. You planning to move in?”

“Ha ha, very funny,” he replies.

After getting his stuff settled inside, we both relax on the love seat that’s much too small to allow room for us, forcing Maxwell’s long legs to graze mine. I loved my studio and it suited my needs for now, but Maxwell’s size and presence suddenly made the space seem entirely too intimate.

After going to pour us each a glass of sauvignon blanc, I rejoin him on the couch. I take a sip, needing to relax, but my mind can’t quiet about the assignment we’ve been tasked with.

“Okay, so I know we try not to bring work home…”

Max looks at me over the rim of his glass with a just spit it out look. “Go ahead and say what you want to. I know you’ll just obsess the rest of the night if you don’t.”

I need no other invitation before diving in. “Okay, I’ve been thinking about the connection between FJ and City University, and the connection seems to be random, right? A smaller-scale university, certainly the most affordable in the state, finds a way, presumably through a hacker, to bypass the paywall of one of the most respected news publications.”

Maxwell shrugs. “Makes sense to me. The Financial Journal, based on Mrs. Van Zandt’s reaction, thinks their publication is too good for a school like that and wouldn’t want to conduct business with them, even if the school had the money to work with them.”

I nod at Maxwell’s summation. “That’s a fair point,” I say, turning on the small sofa to face Maxwell. From this position, we’re closer. Close enough that I can see his long lashes fanned out, creating a shadow on his cheekbones.

“Kamaya?” Max prompts.

“Right, sorry. What was I saying…?”

He chuckles. “Sounded like you disagreed with me and then you just stopped.”

“I was saying that I looked into the school and noticed they don’t have much curriculum dealing with finances or the markets. They offer a couple of business classes, but it’s more like a junior college offering the core classes that students would take regardless of major.”

Maxwell takes another sip from his near-empty glass. “So, you’re thinking that there’s another motivation behind all this?”

I shrug a shoulder. “Possibly? I texted Daniella since she attends a few classes there, and she said someone offered her access to FJ. They said if she wanted to use it for an assignment, they could give her the hookup. She turned it down, not needing it, and had no idea it was fake until I told her.”

“Did Dani say anything else?” Maxwell says and then drains his glass.

“Dani only mentioned she knew one other person who’d been approached like her. Here,” I say, reaching for his empty glass. “Another?”

“Sure,” Maxwell says.

“I think we should make a visit to the campus tomorrow,” I call out from the kitchen.

“That’s a good idea,” Maxwell agrees. “That’s our only other lead with this assignment.”

“See. Talking about work isn’t all bad,” I quip, handing him his topped-off glass and rejoining him on the love seat.

“No, it’s not, but I still think the rule is important. Otherwise work stuff will consume you. Trust me.”

“Fine, no more work talk. I’m going to text Daniella and see what time her classes are and see if she can meet us.”

I quickly shoot off a text to Daniella and decide to google the college. Then I lean close to Maxwell to show him the campus map. “The campus is relatively small as you can see. There shouldn’t be too much ground to cover,” I say and look over to realize he’s no longer looking at the phone in my hand. Once again, I’ve caught Maxwell staring at my mouth. “Max?”

“Your mouth is distracting,” Maxwell rushes out.

Maybe it’s too much wine or delirium, but Maxwell’s words heat more than just my cheeks. My whole body alights, and I find my gaze returning his, suddenly desperate to lean closer.

We both lean in slowly at the same time, and the sensation of his pillow-soft lips on mine creates a burst of sensation all over me.

I can’t get enough of his taste and begin probing his lips with my tongue, not needing the invitation. Maxwell’s moan is the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard.

I need to hear it again.

Our tongues begin swirling in a rhythmic motion, and I hear the clink of him placing his glass down on the coffee table. He reaches a free hand around the back of my head, circling the nape of my neck and bringing me forward, deepening our kiss.

The vibration from my phone snaps me out of a trance, and I break off the kiss and see the incoming call from Daniella.

“You going to answer it?” Maxwell asks as we both gaze at my phone that’s continuing to ring, neither of us able to move.

“No, I need a minute to think. I can’t talk to my sister right now.”

“Okay, so…” Max starts off saying until I meet his gaze. The confusion I’m feeling must show on my face.

“I don’t know what happens now,” I say, wondering if the best kiss of my life may have caused a ripple effect into the best job and friendship I’ve ever had.


CHAPTER 6
Maxwell


I can’t believe I kissed my friend. Kamaya and I just kissed.

I am the first to wake up, and I have some time before we have to get to work. As much as I want to blame my actions on the wine I drank last night, it was my decision when I leaned in to kiss Kamaya. I don’t know what came over me. Lately, the idea of kissing my friend didn’t seem weird. It was something I wanted to do more and more. Last night I gave into a suppressed desire.

The previous night was straight-up torture, lying on the couch and listening to Kamaya shower. The cracked door to the bathroom pushed steam into the apartment and caused my thoughts to veer into imagining her glistening body, water sluicing down her great tits. Going to sleep with a boner at my big age of thirty-four was ridiculous.

Thoughts of how perfectly Kam and I would fit together have only increased since Brandon and Ava’s wedding.

Kissing Kamaya played on a loop in my mind until my baser instincts took over.

From my vantage point on this little couch of hers, I can see into the area where she’s sleeping since the studio layout is open concept. She looks peaceful in her sleep, and I wish I could join her, but that would be totally creepy and probably not well received after last night.

Part of me wishes Kamaya would wake up so we could discuss what happened, but maybe putting all that off for now is best.

I pick up my phone and spend a half hour looking on social media to see if any of the platforms are mentioning FJ or City University, and so far none of the recent articles or posts mention anything about the paywall breach. The only articles that do come up are ones mentioning the increasing protests at the campus about rising tuition rates.

“Max? What time is it?” Kamaya asks, half of her head buried under a pillow.

“Time for you get a watch,” I call back to her.

She laughs and shakes her head at my bad joke. “Oh, how I haven’t missed your corny dad jokes.”

I was trying for levity after last night and thankfully it worked. I didn’t know what else to say about the kiss. I wasn’t sorry that it happened, but I did hope it wouldn’t make things too weird between us. Except for the first few months when Kamaya started working for the team and was stubbornly refusing to listen to my advice, we’ve always gotten along great and are able to talk about anything. We’ve particularly found a common thread when talking about our fucked-up love lives.

I hope the kiss didn’t put an end to that.

“Max?”

“Yes,” I answer, hesitating, not ready for the brush off. We can’t work together. We can’t be friends after last night.

“About last night. It doesn’t have to change anything between us. Unless you want to talk about it.”

Explaining my conflicted feelings before 9:00 am? Yeah, I’m good on that. If Kam wants to move on, then so can I. At least, I think I can.

No, I have to move on for the sake of our careers and friendship. “Nah, I’m good if you are,” I say.

“I don’t want to talk about it either, and we’re definitely good,” she says, sitting up in bed and facing towards me on the sofa.

Her just-woken-up stretch is cute, and I’ve only seen it a handful of times, but I wish I was here to see it every morning. I’m not that type of man normally, and I’d hate to go there with Kamaya and mess it up.

Even if she does look adorable.

Kam nods, heading towards the bathroom but leaving the door ajar. She begins to wet a toothbrush before turning back to me. “I know Dani has classes today. Maybe she can shed some light and get us in anywhere we may need to visit.”

“Sounds good,” I say, rising to get my Nike bag. “And we’ll take my car,” I add.

Kamaya raises her brow at me mid-brushing. “Oh, really?”

I didn’t know for sure if we were still being followed, especially all the way out in Jersey City, but I didn’t want to take any chance of either of us being separated.

“How did you become the boss of this again? I’m pretty sure Brandon said I was taking the lead this time,” Kamaya states, exiting the bathroom and coming to a stop before me.

Up close, her skin look luminous, and my gaze briefly travels to her mouth again.

“As long as your safety could be in jeopardy, I’m in charge. Also, I’m staying here until further notice. I don’t feel comfortable with you being here on your own,” I say and turn towards the kitchen at her open-mouth response. “Now, let’s be ready to leave in a half hour.”
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This time we take my car and ride together to the college campus. I haven’t set foot on a campus in over a decade, and being on the City University campus makes me nostalgic for when I was younger. Long before I was nearing my mid-thirties and had conflicting feelings for my friend. Somehow, relationships had become even messier as I got older.

“Daniella said we can meet her and Sam at the student union,” Kamaya says.

We walk over to the central building, and it’s a flurry of activity. Students are crowded around laptops, iPads, and textbooks. Some students are eating and chatting. It was a nice, manicured campus with summer in full bloom. City University was looked down upon due to it being a local school, but I didn’t see anything wrong with it. Though it must not get the same funding as the other more popular schools in the city, were its students at the point of stealing news resources?

“Kam, over here!”

Daniella is huddled in the back corner with a young Asian man wearing a CU sweatshirt. They both have laptops and notebooks scattered about them at the small wooden table. I’m taken aback by the striking similarities between the sisters every time I see Daniella. Looking at her is like getting a glimpse of a teenage Kamaya.

Daniella rises from the table to hug her sister. “Sup, Max?” She turns to me and daps me up before rejoining her friend. “This is my friend, Sam Tieu. Sam, this is my sister and Max. I told them about the offer we got about that website.”

“Hey,” Sam says in greeting, turning towards Kamaya. Kam and I take seats opposite the students. “Yeah, it was totally random. One day this guy came into the Union and asked if we needed access to FJ for classes and said he could hook us up so we wouldn’t have to pay for it.”

“So, did you take him up on it?” I ask, directing my question to both of them.

“I didn’t,” Daniella quickly answers.

“And you, Sam?” Kamaya asks.

“Well, I—” He’s hesitating, looking to Daniella for a lifeline.

“It’s okay, Kam and Max aren’t cops,” she says, laying a hand on his forearm.

“Okay, fine. I took him up on it. He texted me some email address and a bogus password. I used it to get past the paywall and had access for the research I needed for a paper,” Sam states. “It was only one time though,” he’s quick to add.

“Did this person offer anything else?” I ask the both of them again. I wondered if this person was in the business of giving out cheat log ins for different types of subscription services or if it was just the Financial Journal.

“No, that was it,” Daniella says, turning towards Sam.

“Yeah, they didn’t offer me anything else,” Sam says.

“Could you screenshot the information this person gave you?” Kamaya asks.

“Sure,” Sam says, pulling his phone out of his pocket and handing it to Kam to provide her number.

“Do you know the person who offered?” I ask. “A friend of a friend or classmate?”

“No, I didn’t know him, but he recognized Sam,” Daniella answers.

Sam fiddles with the pen in his hand, clicking and unclicking before answering. “Um, we had one class together last semester. He was hardly there though, and I only knew his first name because people were talking about how weird he his.”

“What’s his name?” Kam asks, opening the notes app on her phone.

“Harry something. I don’t know because I never knew his last name. Some people were saying he’s like from some rich family. If that were true, what would he be doing here?”

Kamaya’s and my gaze meet.

“Is there anything else you can think of?” I ask.

Daniella and Sam are quiet for a beat, but then shake their heads. “No, nothing else,” Daniella answers for both of them.

I turn to Kam. “Maybe we should head over to the school’s IT services next.”

“Okay,” she says to me. “Text me so I can save your number, Sam, and thank you both.”

“No problem,” Sam says, picking his phone up again.

“Sorry we couldn’t be more helpful, Sissy,” Daniella says.

“It’s fine, Dani. Really, you and Sam have been a help. We at least have a name to go off of.”

“If you can think of anything else or learn anything you think can be helpful, don’t hesitate to let Kamaya know,” I add.

Before Kam and I have a moment to step away, a small crowd of students gather at the windows of the student union.

“What’s going on out there?” I ask. It’s hard to see past the growing crowd around the windows.

“More protests, I’m sure,” Daniella answers. “This is the second time this week I’ve seen that guy out there.” She indicates with her chin toward a young male yelling into a bullhorn.

Sam stands up from his seat to get a better look. “Wait, that’s Harry out there.”

Kamaya turns back around to face Sam. “The same Harry you just mentioned?”

“Yeah, that’s totally him. He looks a little different now with the shaved head, but he’s the one who offered me all the log in stuff.”

“Let’s go see if we can catch him,” Kamaya says to me.

I groan, not sure if it’s a good idea to get in the middle of a protest. Peacefully protesting crowds could quickly become dangerous, and you never knew who brought weapons to these things, or if police would try to break them up.

“Fine, but we can’t stay long,” I say, resigned because I know Kamaya is going to do whatever she wants anyway. “We need to be quick.”

“Yes, quick,” she says and starts moving towards where the crowds are. I follow. “Bye, Dani, Sam!” she calls over her shoulder as we reach the doors.

Back outside, I squint at the bright summer sun now high in the sky. There’s an even larger crowd of protesters than expected marching down towards the Student Union. For the summer semester, I wasn’t expecting to see as many people on campus. This Harry brought out quite a crowd.

The young man with the shaved head that Sam pointed out is outside the marching line and yelling into the bullhorn. “End elitism in higher ed!”

The crowd next to him chants back, “End elitism in higher ed!”

“Okay, he’s taking a break,” Kamaya says, indicating with her head over to Harry, who’s now taking a sip of water and wiping the sweat off his forehead. “Just follow my lead.”

I let Kamaya approach the young man first, trusting her instincts but staying close in case of trouble.

“Hi, I’m Kamaya Blake and this is my partner, Maxwell. We’re with Tri-State Security. Can we ask you a few questions about Financial Journal?”

The younger man’s eyes widen, and he begins to take a step back. “I’m not talking to any cops,” he says.

“We’re not cops, and you’re definitely not under arrest. We just have some questions that we’re hoping you could answer.”

Harry looks between the two of us, still uncertain if we’re trustworthy. “If you want to talk, then hold up a sign and face towards those news vans,” he states and hands us both a poster with elitism crossed out.

Kamaya takes two of the signs in the school colors—blue and red—and hands me one.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I lean down to whisper into her ear.

“We’ve come this far. Might as well get some information out of him,” she says back.

I sigh, hoping this isn’t a terrible idea and we weren’t swindled into joining Harry’s protest. We face the cameras along with Harry and the crowd before Kamaya begins questioning him.

“We were told that you have been helping students by giving out access to the FJ site,” Kamaya says and only gets a blank stare from Harry.

“Did my mother put you up to this?”

“Who is your mother?” Kamaya asks, meeting my equally confused glance.

“Well, she’s never been a mother to me. My egg donor and cause of my therapy is Cecily van Zandt. She’s why you’re asking me these questions, right?”

Cecily is his mother. In all the searches, we never found any hits about Cecily having a son named Harry, not to mention her apparent sour attitude towards the very school that stole from her publication.

“No—no, we had no idea she even had a son. She’s never mentioned you,” Kamaya says.

“Figures,” Harry says. “Shipped me off to boarding school at the age of five, and when I returned after high school finished and decided to come here and not go to Columbia, she cut me off and disowned me. Too bad for her, the money my father put away for me couldn’t be touched. Got my inheritance last year when I turned eighteen and changed my name to Harry Cooper.”

“So you’re working against your own family business?” I ask.

Harry only snorts his derision. “No, those people are not my family. Never have been. Also, I don’t believe in gatekeeping and elitism when it comes to journalism. Why should the rich kids get access to everything while everyone else has to pay or go without?”

The irony of that coming from someone who was the former heir of a rich family.

“How were you able to give out so many student access log ins?” Kamaya ask. “Where did the credentials come from?”

Harry shrugs. “I don’t know. I got a message from a blocked sender who said they knew who I was and what I was doing with the End Elitism protests,” he says, pointing to his website on the corner of the posters we’re holding. “They said they wanted to help out, and I took the bait and started offering up log ins to kids who I figured would need it.”

“Do you still have the message?” Kamaya asks Harry.

“Yeah, I’m sure I do, but I don’t have time to look for that now,” he says. “I gotta go.”

“Wait,” Kamaya calls to the young man, who taps his foot impatiently while she digs through her blazer pocket.

NYPD vans and more news cameras have started to gather and are now approaching, causing the crowd of protesters to disperse.

“Kamaya, we need to get out of here!” The last thing we need is to get detained or arrested. “We’re technically trespassing on this campus.”

“Just a second,” she says, finally digging out her business card and placing it in Harry’s hand. “When you find that email, please forward it to me. If you get anything else, my email and number are on the card.”

Harry glances at it and nods. “We’ll see.”

“Come on, Kamaya,” I say, taking her sign and dropping it where the protesters have the others. Then we make a run for it back to the car before the police close in.


CHAPTER 7
Kamaya


“I can’t believe you back there,” Max says as soon as we’re securely back in the car. “We nearly got detained and for nothing!”

“For nothing!” I exclaim, clicking my seatbelt into place. “I think our time at CU was not for nothing. Sam and Harry gave us a lot to go on. When we get back to the office, I’m going to see what I can trace based on the text Sam received. And hopefully Harry can forward the original email sent to him.”

“Yeah,” Max says sarcastically. “Because he was so helpful. We can’t depend on him to help, seeing as he hates his mother and the business his family built. Not to mention if he keeps up his current activities, he’ll probably get himself arrested before we can get anything else out of him.”

Why was Max acting like this? Like it was my fault.

“I think we received plenty to go off of. I’m betting it’s Franco who sent that email.”

We reach a stoplight, and Maxwell scrubs a hand over his face as we face forward, watching pedestrians stroll by.

“What is Franco’s motive then?”

“Wrongful termination. It’s perfect. He gets fired and probably knows about the contentious relationship between the Van Zandts, so he decides to get a little revenge on his former employers.”

“Hmmm,” Max says, not responding to my theory. He pulls off as the light turns green, heading back downtown to our office.

“You don’t agree?”

“No, and I don’t think you’re going to like what I have to say.”

“Don’t hold back now,” I say. “What is it? We can tell each other anything.”

“So, during the rehearsal night for the wedding, I overheard Zach on the phone across the hall. And whoever he was talking to, I heard him say ‘everyone is under the impression that FJ was hacked. They have no idea who is behind it.’”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Plus, you don’t even know who he was talking to or what they were talking about.”

“Kamaya, don’t be obtuse. Don’t you think that’s suspicious?”

No, I didn’t. Or at least I wasn’t sure. It didn’t make sense for Zach to be behind all this. He’s the one who came to Brandon for help. Why would Zach bring attention to something he’d supposedly wanted to hide?

“Not necessarily. He trusted us by way of Brandon to track down who was behind the leak. Besides, his entire job hinges on the sales of group subscriptions. Why would he self-sabotage and give it out for free?”

“Kam, I know you like him, but you have to look at the facts. Maybe he came to Brandon to throw us off. Maybe he’s been behind this all along.”

“Zach doesn’t make sense to be the one behind all this. My gut is telling me it’s Franco or, at the very least, he’s involved somehow. If only we could track him down.”

“Well, I think your gut is wrong this time, Kamaya. I’d bet my life on Zach being who we’re looking for,” Max says as we pull into the parking garage across the street from the office.

“I think you may be jealous,” I say. “That’s why you’re determined not to see anyone else as possibly being guilty.”

Max parks and turns to look at me. “Wow, I can’t believe you went there,” he says. “That I would put my job at risk, not to mention my friendship with Brandon, because you think I’m jealous of your little crush?”

I uncross my arms and remove my seatbelt, gathering my things. “I don’t think we need to work together the rest of the day.”

“Fine,” Max says, shaking his head at me.

How did the trip to City University spiral into a disagreement so rapidly?

I slam the passenger door and make my way out of the garage, needing desperately to get away from my friend before I say something I’ll regret.
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Max’s suspicion and cynicism towards Zach upset me, and I spent the rest of the afternoon quietly stewing and coming up with a plan of my own. I started with my own culprit list. Maxwell wasn’t the only one who could formulate ideas.

My money was on Franco. His involvement made the most sense to me. Also, was Harry somehow involved? They both had a vendetta and outright hated Cecily and the Financial Journal. Maybe they’d worked together, and Harry just didn’t want to give up his accomplice. Maybe someone else like Jacob was involved? He did seem somewhat cagey when Maxwell and I spoke with him.

Or even flighty Katie Lucas.

Maybe this was all one big conspiracy as a distraction for embezzling or fraud. All these people knew about technology and finances. Who knew what they were privy to and how they might be using this data leak as a front? More and more, my suspect list was growing. None of these people seemed trustworthy and some were definitely not who they appeared to be.

This assignment was getting more complicated instead of being clean-cut like I’d hoped. I loved the challenge, but it was bleeding into and complicating my personal life. The spat with Maxwell on the way over here and the kiss from last night pushed to the forefront of my mind.

I haven’t been kissed like that in a long time. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been kissed like that before. The way Maxwell grabbed me. The way his full lips fell over mine. My toes are curling while I’m sitting at my desk just thinking of how intense that kiss was.

Makes me wonder what else would be just as intense.

Any lovers I’ve had in the past do not compare to Max kissing me like that. I was practically floating after kissing Maxwell. How I’ve managed to go on after knowing how well my best friend kisses, I don’t know.

I should have known better, but I couldn’t help myself. Maxwell, of course, appears as if nothing has happened. Mr. love ‘em and leave ‘em. As if the earth didn’t just tilt after we shared a kiss. Or maybe for him, it was just another run-of-the-mill kiss. The way Max carries on, it might have just been a typical weeknight for him.

I was the one ruminating on what was just a kiss!

Well, if he can ignore it, so can I. Two can play that game. I am not going to let it throw me off on this case. Maxwell stands up from his desk and briefly locks eyes with mine before heading towards the conference room area and shutting the door. I watch him pull out his phone and begin talking to someone, gesticulating with his hands while the phone is on speaker.

I spin back in my chair and look at my desk. If he is going to ignore me, I am content to ignore him for the rest of the afternoon.

I pull up Accurint on my laptop and begin looking into Harry Cooper. Nothing about the Van Zandt family shows up in my search. Now it makes sense that when I search for Cecily, there’s no mention of a child that comes up. It was as if they completely divorced each other from the other’s existence. How sad for mother and son. The most recent hit on my search is from earlier today. A local news site caught pictures of Harry Cooper leading the protests.

“I’ll be out of office the rest of the day,” Westin says over his shoulder. As he approaches the glass door to exit, I notice Cecily approaching to come in. Westin lets her in, and she barges through, not sparing him a glance.

“I know Brandon is out for a few more days. Who is in charge here?” she asks.

“That would be me,” Maxwell says, standing behind my chair now and pocketing his phone.

Westin hesitates by the door. I wave Westin off and mouth We’ve got this.

“I can’t believe this! Zachary assured me we could trust you to get this taken care of swiftly. Next thing I see is you’re on the evening news with that degenerate son of mine in an apparent campus protest?”

Max moves from behind my desk, his hands up in surrender. “I can assure you, Cecily⁠—”

She narrows her eyes at him for using her first name.

“Pardon, Mrs. Van Zandt. I can assure you that Kamaya and I are working tirelessly on getting this resolved.”

“Well, you’d better. I just want to wash my hands of all of this. The last thing I need is this getting out to FJ’s competitors.”

“I promise that won’t be an issue.”

“You can’t promise that. If Charles Dennis gets wind of any of this, he’ll use it to trash my name.”

“Charles Dennis?” I ask. Another person I hadn’t heard of until today.

Cecily sighs before answering, as if this conversation is a chore. “He’s the head of Investments Daily and the bane of my existence. Investments Daily thinks they’re in competition with Financial Journal, but I’ve seen their sales report, and I can assure you they’re not. In fact, you should look into Charles Dennis. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was behind all this.”

I exchange a glance with Maxwell. Charles Dennis was a new entry onto our lists.

“Don’t worry. We’ll look into,” I say.

Cecily’s gaze meets mine as she purses her lips, seeming unimpressed by the both of us. “I will be checking in when Brandon returns,” she says and pivots out of the office as swiftly as she’d come in.
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“Soooo, are you still mad at me?” Maxwell asks, looking sheepish. He’s standing by the edge of my desk, hands clasped behind his back.

“That depends,” I say, clicking through database searches.

“On?”

“On…the peace offering,” I say.

Maxwell smiles, making that singular dimple appear. It’s one of his best features. Though I should not be focusing on that right now.

“How about we go downstairs to the corner where the Mr. Softee truck is parked?”

I raise a brow at him. “And?”

“And…my treat,” he responds.

“Perfect,” I say, smiling back at him. “I’m getting the biggest cone they have.”

Max rolls his eyes at me. “Of course you are,” he says. “C’mon before I change my mind.”

We exit the building. It’s a ridiculously blistering hot day. The usual crowd of people are walking around at this hour in midtown. The office is very close to Herald Square, where the famed Macy’s building is located, and that means many food trucks and a lot of activity in our vicinity. Maxwell walks alongside me as we line up for the ice cream truck.

“Can I get two chocolate vanilla soft-serve cones?” Maxwell orders for us.

“How do you know what I want?” I ask.

“Of course I know what you want. Who knows you better than me?” Maxwell says, not even looking up at me as he digs into his back pocket for his wallet.

I’m stunned silent for a moment at his casual utterance of Who knows you better than me? Maxwell did know me, even down to the minute detail of which ice cream I was going to order. There’s comfort in having someone know you so well, especially someone who pays attention to the little things.

“Here you go,” Maxwell says, handing me my cone.

We walk away from the truck and start to make our way down the block in a slightly less crowded area. After spending hours in the office, it’s good to stretch our legs.

“So, now that you’re not giving me the silent treatment, what do you think is going on with this assignment?”

I scoff. “I was not giving you the silent treatment. You’re the one who was upset with me earlier.”

“I distinctly remember you walking away from me. If anyone was upset, it was you,” Maxwell says, then takes another lick of his soft-serve cone.

I’m momentarily distracted by the action of watching his full lips devour the cool treat. It’s been way too long if I’m getting turned on by watching a man eat ice cream.

“Agree to disagree,” I say. When our eyes meet, we both laugh at how ridiculous we are both being to argue over who’s madder.

“Truce?” Maxwell says, his free hand open and palm up.

“Truce,” I say, clasping his hand. It’s a silly ritual created one night after many glasses of wine and laughs. In our moments of disagreement, it always brings us back.

“Oh, and I still think that Harry or Franco is who we need to focus our attention on. It makes the most sense for them to be behind all this. Not to mention that they both have motive to be angry at FJ. Also, this Charles Dennis.”

“I know you don’t think it’s Zach, but he’s still at the top of my suspect list,” Maxwell says, pausing before taking a bite of his sugar cone. “I also agree about Harry Cooper. Something is just not right with that boy. He definitely has a lot of anger towards his mother and the rest of his wealthy family. Another person that came to mind is Jacob. He seemed very reluctant about helping us.”

“He’s also another person of interest. I mean he knows plenty about technology and computers, and he also seems distrustful of anyone he’s working around. Something is not right with that office.”

“Can you say toxic work environment? Based on Katie’s and Jacob’s behavior, Franco is our next best bet for getting someone to talk to us about what exactly goes on at FJ. It seems like current employees are too scared, maybe even threatened, to talk about what’s going on. A former employee may not have the same fear and would speak with us. That is, of course, if we can track him down.”

“I agree. We have to work on tracking down Franco and keeping an eye on Harry. We should also see about this Investments Daily. I’m not sure how I’m going to do it, but I need to narrow down some evidence on who is behind this.”

“You’re the tech whiz kid. If there’s anyone who can figure it out, it’s you,” Maxwell says.

“I hope so,” I say. We’re now at a point in this investigation where I’m starting to doubt myself.

After our break from the office, we return back to our work desks when Max lets me know he’s been looking into Charles Dennis.

“I googled him and have been checking out Investments Daily. So Investments Daily started a few years after Financial Journal. Not nearly as widely known. Seems like the two publications are mostly in competition for local businesses. Financial Journal seems to have a much larger global reach.”

“Competition could be a motive. Maybe this Charles Dennis found a way to try and eliminate the competition?” I suggest.

Maxwell shrugs. “Very much a possibility. That was Cecily’s suggestion. Maybe this Dennis guy has made threats to her in the past.”

“She’s such a kind and gracious person. Who would want to do that?” I say sarcastically.

Maxwell laughs at that. “There’s a number listed for the office. Maybe we can set up a time to speak with someone there about their group subscriptions since they offer the same services as Financial Journal.”

I look at the time. It’s just after six, so some businesses may be closed or winding down. “Doesn’t hurt to try. Call now and see what happens,” I suggest.

Maxwell dials the number to the Investments Daily offices and puts the call on speaker, moving closer to my desk so I’m better able to hear what is going on.

After several rings, someone finally answers the call and in a bright voice. After Maxwell advises of his name and where he is calling from, they let him know that they will put him through to Mr. Dennis’s office.

“Maybe we’ll get a voicemail,” I say before another voice picks up the call.

After going through the same spiel again, this time the assistant to Charles Dennis advises, “Let me see if he’s available.”

I didn’t expect the head of the company to take our call, especially at this hour. Max and I wait for about ten minutes from when the assistant picked up.

I’d almost given up until I hear their voice again. “Looks like Mr. Dennis had a cancellation, so he’s available for a few moments. Hold please.”

When Charles comes on, his rough voice sounds open and friendly until Maxwell mentions Cecily’s name. Then his demeanor changes.

“Did she put you up to this? Unbelievable that Cecily thinks I’d sabotage her irrelevant publication. Sounds like something she would do.”

“We’re not accusing you of anything,” I interject. “We just thought that since your company also has similar business model of group subscriptions, we wanted to know if you’d seen or were told of anything nefarious going on.”

There is a beat of silence before we hear a deep sigh. “No, I’m certain that nothing of the sort is going on with Investments Daily. I’ve known Cecily van Zandt long before she took over for her late husband’s publication. She’s not at all who she appears to be. You’ll be much better leaving this alone.”

“When you say—” Maxwell begins to speak but is cut off by the other man.

“Talking about Cecily has taken up enough of my time. I only took this call to advise you not to do any kind of business with that woman or any of her minions.”

“Please don’t hesitate to call us back at this number if there’s anything you think can help,” I add.

“Yeah, yeah, sure,” he says before hanging up.

Max and I stare at the phone for a few seconds before either dares to speak. “Honestly, that could have been worse. I’m surprised he took our call.”

“He’s not exactly going to be much help moving forward,” Max says. “Do you think he was being truthful about his company’s group subscriptions? If he wasn’t, there could be something else much larger than just a simple hacker behind this. Maybe even targeting other companies,” Max says.

“At this point, we have more questions than answers, and I’m not certain where to go from here.”

“Can’t give up now, Kam. I feel like we’re getting closer, even if it’s by taking baby steps.”

“Look at you being optimistic,” I tease Max. “Wonders never cease.”

He laughs at that. “Yeah, well, don’t get used to it. I think we should get out of here for the day. My eyes are straining to read anything else on my laptop.”

I didn’t want to leave just yet, but I was tired like Max said and would probably do well with a goodnight’s sleep before trying to attempt anything else for the day.

“You’re right. I don’t think there’s much else that can be done today. We’ll start fresh in the morning.”


CHAPTER 8
Maxwell


Almost a week had passed since the incident at City University and the brief conversation with Charles Dennis. Kamaya was spinning her wheels, looking at whatever tech stuff she normally used, and I was doing my best to help her with research. Each night I spent in her apartment, we talked mostly about work until we were too tired to stay up any longer. Work now seemed to be the safest topic, and I sat at her dining table while she sat on the sofa. We did not need any repeats of the kiss.

My area of expertise was getting out there on the streets. On the ground and in on the action. With my background as a protection agent and bounty hunter, I was not used to all this desk stuff. That was definitely more her thing, but Brandon asked me to partner with her, and with Kamaya being my girl, I couldn’t say no. Although the time spent in the office was certainly new for me. I wanted to be like Bree and Westin, out on the streets with more freedom. I could feel we were getting closer to solving the case, but something was missing. Or someone.

A restlessness envelops me, and I desperately want to shake it off. Too much was happening at once—the incident at City University and my increasing feelings towards Kamaya. I felt anxious for this assignment to end.

Brandon was due back soon from his honeymoon, and thus far we did not have a narrow list of suspects to present to him, Cecily, or Zach. How could I broach that I thought his longtime friend was possibly behind this credentials leak and was a mole for his own company? Brandon was my friend, and I did not want to create an awkward situation for him until I had concrete evidence. All I had was my gut feeling that Zach was shady and that single one-sided overheard conversation. That wasn’t enough to approach Brandon with, and certainly not the authorities or Cecily van Zandt.

If I said anything too early, I would be vilified, and we couldn’t have that now. Not when we were slowly getting closer to the truth.

All we had was circumstantial evidence and not much else. Even with Harry’s confession of being the one supplying the subscription log in to other students, it would all be his word against ours. His only “crime” was the equivalent of sharing a Netflix password. Wrong, but not enough to serve prison time according to the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act.

Harry clearly had no qualms about the password sharing. After the incident at the college, I googled his current name. Tons of hits came up in the search for Harry Cooper and his End Elitism crusade—chaining himself to the bike lock area to protest rising tuition rate at the school, going on hunger strike to demonstrate the starving kids in America and passing out in class, and his most recent stunt was a protest in front of the student union.

Harry wasn’t at the top of my list, but he was certainly a person we needed to keep an eye on. Why did he hate his mother so much, and why did she hide the fact that she even had a son? Something wasn’t right about the Van Zandt family.

Even Charles Dennis expressed animosity toward Cecily. Was she a likable person? Not from what we’d seen so far, but unlikeable didn’t necessarily equal criminal. For her and Zach, bad vibes alone weren’t enough to go on either. Again, no real proof and dysfunctional family doesn’t equal guilt. If that were true, we’d all be in trouble.

My gut told me this was bigger than just some password sharing. That possibly embezzling or even fraud was the real culprit behind this. But who and how? How did Kamaya and I connect the dots? We were stuck with a bunch of puzzle pieces that did not fit together.

“Any luck?” I ask, coming back from the kitchen. I hand Kamaya her second cup of coffee for the day. She’s peering at several monitor screens at once. This many screens gives me a headache, and I don’t know how she does it. I admire her acumen and intelligence because there’s no way in hell I could do all this.

My main focus right now is keeping her out of harm’s way. I still didn’t like the idea that we were being followed, but I couldn’t prove that either. Manhattan was full of black town cars, and any number of them could be filled with politicians, celebrities, or other wealthy people. It didn’t prove that anyone was following us.

Though I couldn’t say why I felt this way.

At least I felt some assurance that staying with her in the apartment meant she had twenty-four-hour protection with me there.

“No,” Kamaya says with a deep sigh before taking a sip of the hot liquid. “I was thinking that maybe this was intended to be malware for Financial Journal. A way to give them some kind of virus or to hack into their system of payments. Looking at their client list that Zach emailed me this morning, it’s a lot of influential and high-profile universities and financial marketing firms. Wouldn’t it make sense that someone would try to hack into the accounts of institutions that are worth millions or even billions of dollars?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Of course it makes sense that somebody would do that. Have subscribers reported any missing funds from their accounts?”

“I asked Zach the same thing, and he’s advised that as far as FJ is concerned, nobody has expressed any unusual activity in their accounts.”

“So theft isn’t the issue. Whoever is behind all this was not interested in getting into accounts to access large quantities of money.”

“No, it doesn’t look like it, which makes me go back to my original thought that it’s a vendetta. Revenge to get back at FJ. The fact that only City University was given the credentials feels pointed. Like maybe Harry is behind this. Or maybe Investments Daily is behind this. Charles Dennis wouldn’t be the first rich man to hire someone to do his dirty work.”

The wheels were spinning, and I was trying to connect the dots that Kamaya was throwing out. Harry was our most probable lead.

“Do you think Harry lied about someone anonymously sending him the credentials and it’s actually him who was able to do this?”

“Well, the link that he forwarded to us was encrypted and asked for a passcode for access when I clicked on it. Whoever did this is really good. Now that the link has been opened once, it’s nearly impossible to get into it again. If Harry didn’t think to take a screenshot of the login credentials, it would have been lost even to him after initially opening the link.”

I shook my head. “In English, please?”

Kam laughs. “OK, basically whoever set this up did it in a way that would make it hard to trace them. All this proves that they knew Harry well enough to get it to him. If somebody did in fact send it to him and he’s not behind it himself.”

I smooth a hand over my short cut of hair. I can feel the tension headache forming as I try to keep up with all this. “I’m glad you understand what is going on with all this. This tech shit is crazy. The things that people can do.”

“Yeah, I love technology when it’s used for good. Unethical hacking and cyber theft, of course, is the downside to it.”

“I propose we wait until Brandon gets back and see what he advises on what steps we should take next.”

“Agreed. We’ll see what he says. Right now, we have several potential culprits. Jacob, Franco, and Harry are still real possibilities.”

And Zachary, I wanted to say but kept that one to myself. I didn’t think Kamaya was ready to consider Zach as a real possibility. Something was not right with Zach and whatever was going on in his department.

I head over to my desk, and I get a text that Brandon is on his way into the office.

“Thank God,” I utter under my breath. Finally we can get back to work, and I long for the opportunity to expose Zach’s ways to everyone.
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“Look who’s back!” I hear Kamaya say.

I look up and see an extremely sun-tanned Brandon walking towards us.

“I missed you guys,” Brandon says, greeting us.

“Really?” I ask.

“Nah, not really,” Brandon quips. “Glad to be back though and see this place is in one piece. Any developments on FJ?”

Kamaya exchanges a look with me but speaks first. “Yes, quite a few actually,” she answers. “Meeting in ten minutes?”

“Perfect,” Brandon says, moving to his office.

Before heading into Brandon’s office, Kamaya says, “I can take the lead with the suspect list. I’ve narrowed it down to five names.”

I nod. “Fine. The floor is yours.”

Right on time, Kamaya and I begin heading to Brandon’s office together.

“What have you got for me?” Brandon asks, looking to Kamaya.

“So in the week and a half you’ve been gone, Max and I have narrowed down to five potential culprits.”

“Let’s have it,” Brandon says, beckoning forward with his hand that now sports a gold wedding band.

“So when we visited FJ, we spoke with an employee under Zach by the name of Katie Lucas. She wasn’t much help, but while we were speaking to her, another employee came across by the name of Jacob. He let us know about another employee, Franco, who was recently fired for some nefarious thing surrounding his role as head of IT.”

Brandon’s eyes widen. “So, this Franco is the probable cause behind all this. Retribution for what he may feel is wrongful termination?”

“That’s what we were thinking,” I say. “Kam and I found an address through the Accurint database search, and the most recent address was for a building that the city has shut down.”

“And no other leads as to where he may be living and working now?” Brandon asks.

“So far, no, but Kamaya and I have been tirelessly searching.”

“Well, I can get in contact with Zach and see if he’s able to give us any last known info. Human Resources should still have access to that info. Okay. That’s one. Who else do we have?”

Kamaya swipes on her tablet and presents the next lead in our assignment. “Since you’ve been away, you haven’t kept up with social media, I see, but my sister was able to get her friend to tell us that he was one of the students who used the bogus credentials to log in and use one of the FJ articles for an assignment source. He told us it was offered to him by Harry Cooper.”

“Does that name seem familiar at all?” I ask.

Brandon shakes his head. “Should it?”

“Well,” Kam says, clearing her throat, “in the plot twist of the century, Harry Cooper is actually Harrison van Zandt. He’s the estranged son of Cecily and legally had his name changed to his nickname and middle name. He’s no longer using his Van Zandt surname, so we weren’t able to find him in association with his mother during our initial search.”

“Wow,” Brandon exclaims. “In the years I’ve known Cecily, she’s never mentioned having a child who is apparently a student at the very same school that started all this shit.”

Kamaya and I nod. “And Harrison—I mean Harry—claims someone anonymously sent him that info.”

“But we’re not sure we believe him,” I add. “Of course, we don’t have jurisdiction to search his computer. He could be lying to us, and this might all be part of his End Elitism crusade.”

Kamaya quickly fills Brandon in on the End Elitism campaign that Harry started up.

Brandon leans back and steeples his fingers. “I missed quite a bit. I could also ask Zach about Harrison or Harry. Even though she apparently doesn’t have a relationship with Harry, maybe Cecily has some info on him. One of you should get in contact with Bree. Maybe some of her old police contacts can get us through to the organized crime unit—if that’s what we’re dealing with here. Law enforcement will be able to go over our heads with this.”

“Noted,” Kamaya says, typing into her tablet.

“All right, who else?” Brandon asks.

Now didn’t feel right, after he’d just come back from his honeymoon, to tell Brandon that a longtime friend of his may be a suspect. I didn’t want to be the one to bring up Zach first.

“Lastly, Charles Dennis. While you were gone, Cecily saw the commotion for the protests on the news and came in here. She mentioned Charles Dennis, head of Investments Daily, which is Financial Journal’s competitor. He’s another person of interest,” Kamaya interjects, saving us both from having to bring up Zach. “I guess I was mistaken about possible suspects. Jacob, who gave us limited info, is a person of interest, but I don’t think we can consider him yet anyway.”

“Okay,” Brandon says.

“I don’t have anything else for now. I’ll go contact Bree,” Kamaya says, standing up and heading to the door.

“Sounds good. Sounds like we have a plan. Max, anything else to add?”

Brandon turns to me, thinking there’s more for us to discuss. There is, but this requires Kamaya’s absence.

“I’m gonna hang back here and talk to Brandon for a bit.”

“Okay,” she says. Her brows are furrowed. Maybe she’s thinking that I’m discussing this case without her. I have other things I need to discuss with Brandon. I must inform him about a decision I made before entering this office today. Something that’s weighed on me for the past few days.

I wait for the click of his office door to shut before continuing.

“So, what’s up?” Brandon asks, leaning back in his leather chair.

“I need you to take me off this assignment with Kamaya.”


CHAPTER 9
Maxwell


“I’m sorry… You don’t want to work with her anymore? I don’t understand why,” Brandon says, clearly confused by my unexpected announcement.

I hesitated, not sure I could explain how I felt to Brandon, who was acting as my boss now and not as my friend. I was here when he and his now wife were going through their issues, but I wasn’t normally one to air my dirty laundry. I loathed being seen as weak or vulnerable, and now that’s exactly what I needed to do.

“Working with Kamaya is starting to become a conflict of interest, and I don’t know if it’s smart for us to continue working together.” I rushed out the words with a deep exhale. This wouldn’t make me look good, but I was beginning to get at my wits end after the kiss. Having to pretend things were normal was killing me.

Brandon leans back in his seat and steeples his fingers. “I’m sorry to hear that. Here I thought the two of you would be expertly paired. Not to mention Bree and Westin are occupied. It would make a bit of a mess to try and rearrange things now. “

“I know, but I think Kam is okay on her own as long as she stays in office for the rest of the assignment.”

At Brandon’s raised brows, I explain that while working on finding Franco, we encountered an idling town car that made me apprehensive. I told him that since then, I’d stuck by Kamaya’s side, staying at her apartment each night since going to Franco’s old, abandoned building.

I didn’t feel good about this decision, but something had to be done.

“Well, this is too bad, Maxwell. I wasn’t expecting you to come to me about less responsibility just when I was thinking of offering you a more senior role.”

I lean back in the chair at Brandon’s proclamation. “I can handle it. I know it. It’s just…Kamaya and I may need to not work so closely right now.”

Brandon smirks. “Oh, I get it now. I know exactly what’s going on.”

I stare back blankly at him. His smirk lets me know I won’t like whatever he is about to say next.

“It’s obvious how you really feel about Kamaya. I think you’re just afraid of your feelings.”

I scoff at Brandon’s accusation. Apparently, he could sense before I did how I felt about Kam, but he’d never said anything before. “You of all people want to give me advice on feelings?” I ask. “You’ve been married all of two weeks and now you’re an expert?”

“Hardly. In fact, you and I are more alike than you think, which is how I recognize what you’re going through. You can’t handle your feelings for Kamaya and now you’re running.”

This was rich coming from him. Before he and Ava got their shit together, he came into this very office like a sad sap for days on end until she came around.

“That’s not it at all. Besides, she’s interested in…someone else. Kamaya and I will remain friends. It’s just not easy spending so much time together while working together and temporarily living together too. That’s why I’m coming to you now.”

Brandon shakes his head and runs a hand through his hair. “This is unfortunate timing because I was actually going to talk to you about taking over here in New York, at least for the next several months.”

Taking over? Was Brandon planning on leaving? He was the boss and the rock of this place and the person who took a chance on me in this field a number of years ago. I couldn’t imagine working here without him. This was not how I expected our conversation to go.

“What exactly is going on?” I ask.

“Well, Ava and her brand have gained popularity, and she’s been invited to guest judge on a reality show shooting in London at the end of summer, possibly early fall. We’ve discussed it, and we’ll be moving there for a few months while she’s filming.”

“Wow, that’s an incredible opportunity for you both. I take it you don’t plan on coming back and forth between New York and London?” I ask.

“Actually, this opportunity for my wife has provided an opening for me, since I’ve always wanted to start up a security firm in London. Now, this will be my chance to do so.”

“Yeah, that will be great,” I say. I was happy for my friend, but London was a long way away, and I’d obviously see a lot less of him. Too many changes were happening at once.

“What this means,” Brandon continues, “is I would need someone trustworthy to run the stateside office. As of a few minutes ago, I thought it was you who’d take on that role.”

I don’t know what to think at first. It was an honor that Brandon picked me over Bree or Westin to run TSS. This was his baby, essentially, for the past decade. Trusting someone else to hold down the fort was a huge ask. A few weeks prior to working on the Financial Journal case, I would have eagerly grabbed at the opportunity. Now I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea.

“As honored as I am that you’d choose me, I still think it would be a conflict of interest. A big one.”

“Conflict of interest because of Kamaya?”

I roll up my shirt sleeves, suddenly feeling warmer. “Well, if I’m in charge, that would certainly be a conflict of interest. That would make me Kamaya’s boss. I don’t know how that dynamic would work.”

Brandon laughs. “Max, this entire office is a big conflict of interest. Bree and Westin are married, which normally could be a taboo, but they were two of the best, so I hired them anyway. Hell, my now wife was a protectee in my custody when our relationship transitioned into a more romantic one. You and Kam fit right in in terms of all the conflicts of interest going on around here.”

Brandon was right, I thought. Everyone around Kamaya and I were able to make things work no matter how forbidden or typically taboo it was. Could Kamaya and I do the same?

What am I thinking? We shared a drunken kiss and couldn’t even talk about it.

“I guess you have a point there,” I say. “It’s still going to be extremely uncomfortable.”

“Does that mean you’re saying yes?” Brandon asks.

“It means I’ll consider it,” I say. It was a great opportunity that I knew I could handle. At least work wise.

“You think about it, but not for too long. Soon I will be searching to hire a replacement so we can remain a team of five. I know a great protection agent looking for a transfer, and she would be a great addition. Assuming someone else hasn’t snatched her up already.”

“Oh, you’re serious about this move if you’re already scouting for a new team member. How long will this arrangement last?” I ask.

“Six months or so. I’m not anticipating all of this to take more than half of the year. I’ll come back periodically, but most of our meetings will be via Zoom, since I trust you’ll keep all of this in good hands. Now, I just need you to believe you can handle it.”

Before I could respond, a knock sounds on the door, followed by the slow creaking of the door hinges. “Zach, what are you doing up here? Come in. Max and I were just finishing up.”

Brandon is looking past my shoulder, and I turn in time to see Zach quietly shutting the door. “Perfect timing then. Kamaya let me in, and we were just speaking about how everything is unfurling. She mentioned Charles Dennis and Harrison.”

“As you know, Max here has been assisting. Based on the meeting we just had, everything seems to be developing well. And yes, I do need to speak with you further about Charles and Harrison.”

“That’s good to hear,” Zach says, angling towards me. “I’m sure Kamaya appreciates you as a mentor, Max.”

He was lucky Brandon was here because, first of all, I would have told him off for calling me Max like we’re longtime friends. Also, he didn’t know what Kam and I had. I was more than just some mentor.

I kissed her first. Ha!

“I’m more than just a mentor,” I say, standing up. I need to leave the office before I say something I’ll regret.

“Brandon, I will think about what we discussed and get back to you,” I say before leaving.

Brandon nods in answer and turns back to his friend. I head back over to my shared desk area with Kamaya, and she’s not currently sitting there. I’m relieved because I need a second after the past few moments.

Brandon was right. I could definitely handle taking over the business side of what we do. I was amiable enough and got along with everyone on the team. There was no real reason I should turn this opportunity down. It always went back to me fearing responsibility. Relationships and job opportunities all came with responsibilities and people depending on you, and that felt like a tight knot around my neck.

With too much on my mind, I wasn’t even interested in reading the file I had on my laptop about Franco. He was the needle in a haystack when it came to this case.

“How did it go with Brandon?” Kamaya asks, returning to her desk. We usually leaned away from the partition to see each other, but for once I was grateful to have the barrier between us. The eye contact was too intimate and made me think of the kiss each time.

I didn’t think it was my place to mention Brandon leaving before he made an announcement to everyone, so I kept my mouth shut about that.

“Everything’s fine. Did you get in contact with Bree about the organized crime?”

“Yes, she advised that she’s already reached out to a former friend who works in that division and said she’d let us know what they were able to find.”

“Great, I was thinking⁠—”

“Oh, Zach, you’re leaving?” I hear Kamaya ask from the other side. Zach’s lanky figure appears over the partition, looking down at Kamaya, who is seated.

“Yes, I have several meetings this afternoon. I just wanted to catch up with Brandon now that he’s back and catch up with you.”

There was nothing smooth or remotely interesting about this guy, but everyone loved Zach. Kamaya especially was falling for his bullshit. It’s my fault for agreeing to never bring the kiss up, and now Zach was moving in for the kill. If I had just let Kamaya know I would try changing for her so she could get rid of this loser.

Except, maybe that’s not true. I couldn’t even decide on a career opportunity that would help further me along. Maybe becoming an official partner with Brandon or eventually branching out on my own.

Kamaya responds with a giggle. She never giggles like that with me!

“So, do you want to go out this Friday?” I hear Zach ask.

Alarms are going off in my mind. I’m sure Zach doesn’t know about the kiss Kam and I shared, but this move of asking her in the office, a few feet away from where he knows I can hear everything, feels calculated. I think back to the night of the rehearsal dinner and whomever he was speaking to. Kamaya, of course, has never agreed from the beginning that Zach could be behind all this, but what if he was doing this to distract her?

No, no. I couldn’t think that way, right? Kamaya was a fantastic woman, and why shouldn’t Zach take an interest in her? Any man would be lucky to have Kam.

Extremely lucky.

“I would love to,” Kam says, sounding slightly flustered, though I’m sure she was mentally doing cartwheels.

“Perfect,” Zach said. “I’ll text you later about Friday night.”

Kamaya, sounding way too breathless for my liking, asks, “Don’t I get to know what we’re doing first?”

My efforts to appear like I’m hard at work on this side of the desk are probably fruitless, but I start typing to make it more believable. I’m not seeing anything on the screen, just moving the mouse around on the DiLaurentis file.

“No, I want to surprise you,” Zach says, stopping to glance down, presumably at his phone. “If I don’t get out of here, I’ll be late. I’ll talk to you later, Kamaya.”

“Okay,” Kamaya says.

“Bye, Max. See you around, man.” He chucks his chin in my direction with a barely there smirk before turning around to the exit.

As soon as the doors shut behind him, Kamaya slides her desk chair so quickly that the wheels nearly catch on the carpet.

“Oh, my God! Can you believe that? After two years, Zach finally asked me out!”

“Your awkward stammering didn’t put him off,” I jibe.

“Shut up, Max! Be happy for me. If this goes well, I can finally get my mother to stop forwarding those articles,” she says in a joking manner.

“Yeah, if you’re happy, then I’m happy,” I say, lying through my teeth and hoping I’m a convincing actor.

“That’s not weird for you, right? I mean, you and me are cool, right?”

I wave off her concern and lean back in my seat. “Of course, we’re cool. We’ll always be straight.”

Kamaya smiles, practically beaming ever since Zach left. “Good, now I just have to figure out what I’m going to wear.”

“Typical,” I say over the partition.

“I forget I’m talking to a man who could not care less!” she calls over.

I’m glad we’re back to our usual banter.


CHAPTER 10
Kamaya


I look up at the sound of the elevator chime. Bree breezes into the office, her blonde hair pulled back in a chignon. “Hey, Kam, the mail guy stopped me on the way in and said this was for you.”

Bree hands me a manila envelope, legal pad size with the FJ logo on the top left corner.

“Oh, okay. Thanks,” I say, surprised to get a parcel from the Financial Journal. Bree walks off towards the kitchen where Max and Westin are gathered. Brandon hasn’t arrived yet for the day.

I’m the only one in the office area.

I shake the package, not hearing anything but what sounds like paper shuffling inside. Could Zach have sent me something? He was still being guarded about our date, but I doubted he would send me something when he could just deliver it himself.

My curiosity gets the better of me. I open the mysterious package and out slips a takeout menu for an Italian restaurant named Milano’s.

“That’s strange,” I mutter under my breath. “Who at FJ would send me a menu?”

My first instinct is to toss the menu, but I think better of it since the envelope is addressed to me. I definitely don’t recognize the swirling, looping handwriting. It’s practically in cursive, which is something rarely seen these days. A light-yellow piece of paper sticking out gets my attention. I open the menu and realize it’s a Post-it note with a message:

After weeks of not hearing from him, Franco texted me that he got a new number. He’s working at this restaurant on weeknights.

Finally a breakthrough!

After tirelessly searching through records, we finally have a way to track Franco down. Was this anonymous note from Jacob? Yesterday evening before going home for the night, Zach let us all know that he wasn’t able to acquire any new info about Franco or Harrison. It was the same address that we already had. Sadly, he didn’t include a number to reach Franco. I google the address for the restaurant, and it looks like it’s in the downtown area of Little Italy. A big career change from working at FJ.

What happened that Franco wasn’t able to secure another IT job?

Looks like Max and I will just have to go downtown to meet Franco. Assuming the information provided was correct.

“What’s that?” Maxwell asks over my shoulder, passing me on the way back to his desk.

I pass Maxwell a copy of the menu with the Post-it stuck inside.

Maxwell takes a few seconds to read it. He flips the menu around, presumably checking that there aren’t other messages hidden within the paper. “Wow, finally we might be getting somewhere. Who do you think sent this?”

“Not sure. We don’t have time to worry about that now,” I answer, sitting back in my seat. “I hope you’re in the mood for Italian for dinner.”

“Always,” Max replies. “Should we call the restaurant first to make sure he’ll be there?”

“I’d thought of that,” I say to Max. “Based on how the other employees have been acting, maybe the element of surprise might help us.”

Max shrugs. “Worth a shot.”

I push my seat back to my laptop, noting the time and how we’ll need to leave soon. According to the restaurant website, dinner time starts at five.

Maxwell and I have been mostly okay since the kiss. When we return to my apartment in the evenings, we talk about the assignment and watch movies as a way to try to relax, but the energy has felt off since Zach asked me out.

I was still on cloud nine and looking forward to the date, but I hoped that Max and I were okay.

No, I have to stop worrying about my friend’s feelings. Maxwell is a grown man. If he wanted to pursue anything beyond the kiss we shared, he should have said something then. I was going to enjoy my time with Zach and put Max and his too-perfect lips out of my mind.

Or at least I was damn sure going to try.
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“Are you sure this is the place?”

I glance away from Maxwell and over at the display of tables. Several are lined up against the corner sidewalk, decked in red-and-white checkered tablecloth. Couples and families were out enjoying the balmy summer evening.

“This is the address on the menu,” I answer. The photos from when I googled the restaurant made it look a little different, but I was certain this was the right one. Though there were several restaurants on this block that looked identical. I just hoped we’d manage to track Franco down and have an opportunity to question him. According to Jacob’s note, he should be here tonight since it was a weekday.

“Alright, so what’s our plan?” Max asks. Initially, when we were tasked to work together, Brandon described Max acting as my mentor. Now, due to the nature of this assignment, I was calling the shots.

“I don’t know if he’s a server or working in the kitchen, so I say we go in like we’re just a couple having dinner and see if we recognize him,” I say.

Maxwell’s brows raise when I use the word couple, but he doesn’t comment on it. “Besides, I’m hoping Franco will be somewhere we can see him. We have to hope he still looks like the photo from his state ID and employee badge.”

“Unless he’s gotten facial tattoos and dyed his hair some wild color, we should be good,” I say.

Max nods, though he appears uncertain. “If you think this will work…”

I didn’t know for sure if any of this would go according to plan, but we had to try. We were close to figuring this thing out. I could feel it. Franco was our last hope. If he was guilty, I didn’t expect him to come right out with it, but presuming he was innocent, maybe he could point us in a different direction.

We both exit the car and begin heading towards the front of the restaurant when Max suddenly grabs my hand.

Maxwell is taking in our surroundings. I look too and don’t see anything that seems suspicious or out of the ordinary. No dark cars around. I hoped that we weren’t being followed again. Holding Max’s hand feels odd but also like something we should have done ages ago. There’s a sense of comfort in feeling his warm palm against mine.

Focus, Kamaya!

After making our way across the street with the coast seemingly clear, we approach the cherrywood paneled host’s stand. Maxwell reacts first when the host looks up and greets us.

“Just two? Table or booth?” the host questions.

“Booth,” Max answers while I scan the inside of the restaurant.

There were two pictures of Franco that I’d seen when I searched for him. So far, none of the male workers passing by resembled him. Again, I wondered if he’d made any significant changes to his person since those photos were taken.

We follow the host over to a booth small enough to seat only two. We’re surrounded by more of the same wooden tables with checkered tablecloths, matching the outside seating. The walls are covered in old Hollywood star headshots, some with signatures on them. When I researched the restaurant, the search results showed it had been family run since the early fifties after the end of World War II when the family immigrated to New York through Ellis Island.

“Can I get you started with something to drink?” the host asks.

“A diet Coke for me,” Max responds. “A strawberry lemonade for you, Kam?”

I wasn’t sure if it was because I was a creature of habit or if Max just knew me so well, but he guessed exactly what I was planning to say.

“Yes, that’s fine,” I respond to Max and the server.

“I’ll give you some time to look over the menu,” the server advises before walking off.

Now that we were alone again, I use my seating position to my vantage point. With my back to the rear of the seating area, I am able to see who enters and exits from the kitchen.

Hopefully we didn’t have Franco’s days wrong, and we’d see him before our meal was complete. I didn’t doubt my skills, but I was beginning to feel anxious about the trajectory of this assignment so far.

As far as I was concerned, we could have turned in Harry as an accomplice to fraud, but I didn’t believe he was working alone.

“Have you seen him yet?” Maxwell asks.

“Not yet,” I say.

The server returns and takes our orders. I order cacio de pepe and Max decides on spicy bucatini. With our order placed, I use the time waiting for our meal to pay attention to the goings and comings of the restaurant staff.

After some time, the server returns and sets our steaming bowls down, and Max waits until they’re out of earshot before speaking again. “So what if he never shows? We can’t eat at every Italian restaurant in New York until we find him.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad to me,” I quip, twining a string of the sauce-covered pasta around my fork.

Maxwell levels a look at me.

“Okay, okay. You’re right,” I concede. “So far, this is the best lead we have for Franco. That apartment was a bust, and it’s not like any other employees at FJ are forthcoming.”

“You’re right,” he says, dipping bread into olive oil. “We may need to come up with a plan B.”

“I haven’t given up yet,” I say. “Besides, the trip down here to Little Italy hasn’t been a total waste. The food here is fantastic.”

“Take your time,” the server advises while putting the check down.

Maxwell slides the bill towards him before I can think to grab it. Max is distracted with pulling his TSS company card out of his wallet when I see Franco.

Finally!

“Omigod, that’s him,” I whisper.

“Yeah?” Max says.

“Yes, he just came through the doors. He’s heading towards the kitchen. Turn around slowly,” I say.

“We have to catch him,” Maxwell says as the server returns to take the credit card.

Thankfully, the server doesn’t take long to return with the card, and I see Franco heading back outside. Looks like there’s a lighter in his hands.

“C’mon, we have to move quick,” I say, standing up and shouldering my bag.

“Okay,” Max says, scrambling to return his wallet to his back pocket.

We head out to the side of the building, away from the front doors and the outdoor seating area at the front of the restaurant. We approach Franco, who’s dressed in a white button-down with a black tie, matching black pants, and an apron tied around his waist.

“Franco DiLaurentis?” Maxwell questions.

The other man slowly turns around. He lifts his cigarette to his mouth, taking a long drag and studying the two of us. A beat passes before he responds.

“Who exactly is asking?”

I speak up first since Maxwell and I are apparently playing good cop/bad cop in this moment.

“We’re from Tri-State Security. We just want to ask you some questions about your former employer, Financial Journal.”

He snorts at my response and begins shaking his head. “The last thing I want to do is talk about that place with two strangers.”

“Not exactly strangers. Maybe you’ve seen us around the building.”

Franco looks at Maxwell, and brief recognition comes over his features. Still, I don’t think it’s enough to change his mind about talking to us.

“I recognize your employer name. From what I remember, you’re not law enforcement, so I don’t have to talk to you.” With that, he begins moving past us and back towards the restaurant. Maxwell looks over at me with a “do something” look in his eyes.

“The reason we came here is because we suspect you were wrongly terminated…and we need your help.”

I hold my breath, not sure if that’s enough to get him to turn around. Franco is one of the best leads we have going with this assignment, and I’m hoping that speaking to him brings us one step closer to the truth.

Franco steps away from the back door leading into the kitchen and faces us again. “You’re right, I was wrongfully terminated. They set me up.”

“They who?” Maxwell asks.

“I can’t say for sure, but I have an idea of who is behind me getting fired,” Franco answers. “Jacob tell you I was here?”

“Yeah, he said we could find you here. He’s been trying to help us figure out what is going on,” Maxwell says. Not entirely true, but Franco didn’t have to know that.

“Well, if Jake trusts you…” Franco starts and sighs. “I was sent an email about creating bogus group subscriber accounts, and there was banking and routing information in those emails.”

“What did you do next?” I ask.

Franco takes a long drag on the cigarette. “I ignored it at first until I was approached about the messages.”

“Approached by who?” Max asks.

“I’d rather not say.”

“Franco, we could help you—” I begin to say.

“No!” the other man interjects. “I will not say. They threatened my family. Said they’d report me to immigration. I’m here on a work visa, waiting for my citizenship to be approved. Next thing, I was fired.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you. If you can help us, we can report whoever threatened you. They would be facing serious charges,” I reply.

“No,” he says, no longer meeting our gazes. “I need to get back to work.”

“Take my card,” I say, pulling it out of my back jeans pocket. “In case you change your mind.”

Franco nods, pockets the card, and disappears back into the restaurant.

Once back in the car on our way home to my apartment, Max speaks firsts. “What did you think about what Franco was saying? You think he’s telling the truth or not?”

I wasn’t sure what to think. Up until Franco was fired, everything carried on without a glitch. His absence seemed to cause everything to go haywire.

“I believe him,” I say to Max. We’re stopped in the traffic heading back into New Jersey as everyone merges to head towards the Lincoln Tunnel.

“Kamaya,” he says, finally able to merge and shooting across the tunnel. “You’ve got that look on your face,” he says, unsuccessfully trying to hide a grin.

I smile at his laugh. “What are you talking about?”

He tries imitating me. “That’s your determined look.”


CHAPTER 11
Kamaya


“No, do not wear that!”

I turn the dress on a hanger in my hand and move it frontwards and backwards, and Nicole only shakes her head harder. This is the third dress option she has swiftly vetoed since she arrived.

“No, you should wear this instead,” she says, moving up on the stepstool and grabbing a dress.

I scrunch my face at her selection. “That’s very showy,” I say.

Nicole releases a deep sigh. “Kam, you wear too much black. Zach sees you in drab work colors all the time. For your first date, you want to stand out in something he hasn’t seen you in before.”

I should have known inviting Nicole over while I was getting ready for my date was going to be a mistake. The best and worst thing about our friendship is she always pushes me out of my comfort zone. She was right, however. Zach only saw me in the confines of the office building or while I was working. The only exception was Brandon and Ava’s wedding. I certainly never looked glammed. Working behind a screen most of the time, it felt silly going to work with a beat face every day.

“You really think this will be better?” I ask, waving my hand towards the dress she’s holding.

“Absolutely! Red will make you pop,” Nicole says, shoving the dress towards me. “Now, you get ready to change, and I will look for shoes.”

I shake my head at her bossiness while heading towards the bathroom to start straightening my hair. “Who made you my stylist?”

“I did, since I need to save you from yourself! Besides, I need this date to go well so that we can go on double dates.”

“Of course, this is all personal gain for you!” I call out from the bathroom’s open doorway.

“What about these?” Nicole appears, showing a platform heel.

“Yes, that works.”

“See? You need me,” she says. “Seriously, I do hope this goes well tonight and that Zach is everything you’ve been obsessing over since you started working in that building.”

“Yeah, I think we’ll have a good time,” I say, removing the iron from my hair.

“Are you having second thoughts?” Nicole asks, her tone turning serious. “Here I was expecting you to be over the moon.”

“I’m looking forward to the date, it’s just…” I falter, not ready to voice my true feelings about the date tonight with Zach.

“Just what?” Nicole prompts, leaning on the doorway.

“I can’t help but think of Maxwell. I should be excited to finally go out with Zach and get to know him where it’s just the two of us, with no one else we know around. But I’m not thinking of him. I’m thinking of Max.”

What I didn’t say was that Max had infiltrated my every waking thought. Beyond working on the FJ assignment together, I thought about him in the small space of my apartment. I saw him at work. Max was everywhere, and I couldn’t shake how right that kiss felt. I tried desperately pushing it out of my mind, but it played like a song on repeat, and I couldn’t turn it off.

Maxwell advised he’d be working late today and would head over to his place when he was done. So far, no other car had been seen tailing us since that day, so he felt okay to spend a night back in his place. Besides, it’s not like I would be all alone tonight.

Still, the conversation had been awkward today as I left the office and returned home to get ready. Heading to the train station and back to my apartment, I had my weapon with me just in case.

Maxwell’s face as I left was crestfallen, as if he wanted to say more but didn’t. Or couldn’t.

“I say you go on the date and get to know Zach better. As a single woman, you have options. Besides, how many times does Max have to tell you that he’s not interested in relationships? I’ve been through that with men before. If they tell you they are not looking for anything serious, believe them.”

“You’re right,” I say. I didn’t know if a relationship was something I wanted with Zach. If Max showed up here right now and told me not to go on this date with Zach and to be with him instead, would I do it? The only relationship I knew of with Max was an ex-girlfriend he was on and off with, and after their breakup, he’d vowed to be single. I didn’t want to encounter another man who was so stuck in his ways. Been there before.

Also, our friendship mattered more than a great kiss. It was an epic kiss but one I was trying to put out of my mind.

“Of course I’m right!” Nicole exclaims, taking her phone out of her back jeans pocket and glancing at the time. “No more talking. You need to get going because you’ll need to leave here soon.”

I spent the next forty-five minutes getting ready and thinking about Nicole’s advice. Why was I so pressed about Max? He was my friend. Yes, my handsome friend who I felt I could be completely myself around, but he always talked about his lack of belief in relationships.

Why go after a man who could never truly be mine?

If it didn’t work out, that would make work hella awkward and ruin our friendship. I’ve had my share of fuckboys, commitment-phobes, and men in general who can’t pull their heads out of their asses. I don’t need to deal with that ever again. Nope. I was going to have a good time on this date and forget all about Max and the kiss we shared.

Or at least I would try.
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Zach lived in lower Manhattan near the Tribeca neighborhood. Returning from Jersey City to New York made the West Village central to us both. My rule was to always meet dates because you never knew who was crazy, and the need may arise to have to escape. Or, if the date was going badly, the last thing I wanted was to be trapped in a car with a man I already lacked chemistry with.

Zach remained secretive about our outing. The heels I was wearing had a thick enough heel that I didn’t think I’d be falling in the melee that was moving about Manhattan.

When I googled the address, the building didn’t give too much info about what was inside. It only made me more curious about what was in store for Zach and I this evening.

Nearing the last corner on Christopher Street, I think of Maxwell and where he is in that moment. I’m aware that I should not be thinking about the man I kissed when I was on my way to a date with another man.

“Kamaya!” I hear Zach call my name. “You look amazing,” he says, giving me a hug that lingered a little longer than we normally would have.

“Thank you,” I say. “So what are we doing tonight? You’ve kept me in suspense long enough.” I decide that I will put Max out of mind for the remainder of the night. He wasn’t sweating me; I wasn’t going to do the same.

Or at least I’d try.

“Instead of the boring dinner and movie, I thought you’d like a cooking class, since you mentioned wanting to learn new cuisines.”

I’m surprised at how much Zach was paying attention to details and immediately admire this about him. “A cooking class is perfect!”

Zach smiles, pleased with his choice. “I’m so thankful that you like it,” Zach says, glancing down at his watch. “We gotta get going.”

Our conversation is amiable in the elevator up to the cooking class. The usual first date jitters are absent. No worrying about pulling my stomach in or making sure to always say something clever. I could be myself with Zach now that he’d started reciprocating interest. It was almost like speaking with a friend.

No, that wasn’t right. I definitely didn’t feel the same way with Zach that I felt with Maxwell. With Maxwell, at times it was like we shared our own secret language that only the two of us could decipher. I didn’t have that kind of relationship with anyone else. Even with Nicole or my sisters.

Ah! I’m doing it again. Cannot think about Max at any point tonight.

We make it to the fifth floor of the multi-business space and Zach leads us to the New York Can Cook! doors.

“This is so cute!” I say to Zach.

New York Can Cook! is a small space with countertops wide enough for two, almost reminding me of the desks used in high school chemistry classes. Instead of Bunsen burners, there’s cutlery, knives, mixing bowls, and cutting boards. Also, along with cooking instruments, there’s a box of pasta, sauce, and black pepper.

The instructor and their assistant quickly start passing out white aprons and begin the lesson in a prompt manner. While listening to their opening instructions, Zach and I make eye contact, trying desperately to hold back our laughter at their extreme antics.

“Prepare to make a feast!” the male instructor says a little too loudly to the small room.

“You ever had cacio e pepe?”

“I love it! This is my first time making it,” I respond. I think back to the last time I had the pasta at Milano’s with Max. I couldn’t seem to get him off my mind.

“It’s my favorite too. Tried making it once and the sauce came out disastrous,” Zach says.

While the pasta continues to boil, Zach chops fresh parsley. “I know we shouldn’t talk shop while on our date, but I will admit that not knowing what’s happening has been driving me crazy. How has it been going with the FJ leak?”

I don’t mind talking about the assignment with Zach. Unlike Max, I tended to see the best in others.

“One of your former employees we looked into wasn’t very helpful, but Max and I are hoping he’ll come around.”

“You spoke with Franco? What did he say?”

Zach stops his ministrations and looks up at me with, dare I say, panic in his eyes. I’d never seen that expression before, and Zach continues to stare back at me expectantly.

I answer carefully.

“Max and I met with Franco. He didn’t know much and maintained his innocence,” I finally say. I move to turn the pot down and drain the water for the pasta. While draining the pasta, I’m stalling. Why was Zach so interested in Franco now? He should be trying to get to know me better away from our workplaces.

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t be surprised if Franco is behind all this. Sometimes people can’t be trusted, Kamaya. Not you though. I think you’ll see that I’m right about him.”

A weird chill goes through me despite the warmth of the room. How did we get on this subject, and why did his words feel like a threat? This was supposed to be a cute date night, for God’s sake.

“Yeah, well, as I have mentioned, we’re still working on it,” I stammer out, laughing to cover my apprehension.

“Cecily is anxious for this all to be resolved and so am I,” he says, returning to his normally affable disposition.

“What else have you found out?” Zach asks.

I go into detail about Harry and City University as well, as well as the abrupt phone call with Charles Dennis. Zach listens patiently while I explain what Max and I have found.

“Sounds like everything is going according to plan. I knew Cecily and I made the right move coming to you all,” he says, smiling, but it looks hollow and is not meeting his eyes.

Disingenuous.

“We just have to mix in the cacio e pepe sauce, and soon we’ll be ready to eat,” I say. I couldn’t name the strange feeling that overcame me, but I was ready for this date to be over.
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I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling of being with Zach tonight. Under normal circumstances, a date night with a cooking class would be a fun activity that I would have relished instead of the routine dinner and movie. The handsome, charming guy I’d grown to like now made me apprehensive. It was difficult at times not to talk shop, but using our date as an interrogation about the case gave me bad vibes.

Was Maxwell right about Zach?

Tonight more than ever gave me probable cause that he might not be as innocent as I had assumed. Was Zach asking those questions out of genuine concern, or because he wanted to know if Max and I had somehow connected the case to him?

I finally make it back to the PATH station at Journal Square and head directly to my car, thankful that there is a small crowd moving so I’m not completely alone. I always park my car near the north entrance, even when Maxwell is with me, because this area of the garage is well lit.

Looking around, there are now only a few people on this level of the garage. I’m almost near to where I parked, and I hear footsteps increasing behind me. I keep moving, but I slide my hand into my bag for my taser in case I need to take it out and use it.

I’m only a few feet away when the steps behind me get faster.

“Kam?” asks a deep voice behind me. The sudden loud timbre scares me, and I whirl around with the weapon in my hand.

“Whoa,” the older man says, stopping with his hands up. “I was just trying to return this to you. You dropped it back there.” He points towards the door that led from the station to the garage.

I look at his proffered hand. He’s holding the pink KAM keychain from the Jersey Shore that Maxwell bought for me last summer when we spent time with my family. I didn’t even hear it slip from the key fob.

“Oh, I’m so sorry! Thank you,” I say, taking the keychain.

“Um, ah, you’re welcome. Take it easy, miss,” the older man says before moving towards his own vehicle.

My date with Zach was making me paranoid, and I desperately wanted out of this constricting dress and heels and back into the safety of my apartment.

I decide to call Maxwell on my way back to my studio. On the short drive, I keep my eyes trained for any vehicles potentially tailing me, but the coast seemed clear.

“Hey, it’s Max. Why aren’t you texting me?” comes the sound of his voice before the beep, and I hang up. I can wait to discuss what happened with Zach at a later time. Hopefully Max will call or text me back soon.

Once I arrive home, I carefully observe the area outside my apartment building. I see my neighbor Ms. Dean out walking her yapping Yorkie while smoking a cigarette. Nothing seems out of the ordinary, but I walk with my taser and move quickly, locking my door and slipping the deadbolt once I’m safely back in the confines of my apartment.
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“So, what do you have for me?”

“Not much, unfortunately,” he answers. The person he was hired by smacks the back of the driver’s seat before them.

“What do I pay you for exactly?”

“I got the information you asked for, and I haven’t been able to uncover anything else.”

They lean back against the seat and clasp their hands together. “It’s just these pictures you have with them and some waiter? Very grainy, by the way.”

“I did my best. It was hard having to hide the phone behind a menu and snap as quickly as I could.”

They shake their head and swipe through the photos. “They’re getting closer. Time to up the stakes.”


CHAPTER 12
Maxwell


For once, I dreaded Friday.

I knew this was the day Kamaya and Zach were supposed to go out on their date. I should have been happy for my friend to get what she wanted, but the thought of her and Zach together only pissed me off more. Was it just jealousy? It was a combination of thinking my friend could do so much better than that creep but also realizing maybe that could have been us had I not been so vocally anti-relationships.

In all, I couldn’t be bitter because I’d done this to myself.

The workday dragged more than normal. I was relieved when I could finally escape the office. Seeing Kamaya and Bree mooning over texts from Zach, discussing what she would wear and what they were going to do, only made my day worse.

Eight hours was too much of the insidious reminders of Kamaya’s infatuation with Zach.

Kamaya spent most of the day going over the info Franco had given us. Since he could no longer access the email he was sent, she began tracking the IP address from the emails that Harry received, hoping it could somehow be connected. I could see the toll this assignment was beginning to take on her. Kamaya’s normally sunny disposition grew quieter the longer this took.

I was used to protection details lasting a long time, months even, but this was a first for her and me.

Glancing at the time on the laptop screen before me, I breathe a sigh of relief when I realize I’ve put in enough of an appearance at work. I was ready for the day to end. No point in staying late because I wasn’t going to get much work done with Kamaya gone. She’d promptly left at five to get ready for her date with Zach.

Earlier in the week, I received a call from my father saying he would be in town for the Harlem Summer Jazz Festival and how he hoped he’d be able to see me. Seeing my father was always a good time since he was always the carefree, fun parent. Summers spent in Harlem with him, hundreds of miles away from my mom in DC, were some of my best memories. Staying up as late as I wanted and eating whatever junk food I wanted was the height of fun as a kid.

Then I remembered the times he didn’t show up or call when he said he would because band rehearsals ran late, or because he was getting on a flight to the next gig. Plenty of excuses for important absences like little league games and birthdays.

Still, he was my dad, and as a grown man, I had to learn to accept him as who he was and not who my mom and I wanted him to be. Though throughout my life, that sentiment was easier said than done.

The bar we discussed meeting at wasn’t too far from his old neighborhood. Smokey’s Bar was a neighborhood legend. One of many historical sites still remaining from the rich history of Harlem. When I was technically too young to be in a bar, the manager turned a blind eye due to my dad playing in the band for many nights. I wasn’t trying to sneak any drinks yet; I was fascinated by the bandmates and people in the bar who I thought were so cool. Then I got older and realized a lot of those bandmates were either alone or neglecting a family in order to pursue their art.

My parents’ contentious relationship and lack of commitment always reiterated to me how hard relationships were to maintain, and it felt like a family curse since none of us could get it right.

Then, of course, there were all my missteps in my own relationships. I couldn’t solely put all the blame on them.

All of these thoughts weighed heavily on me on my way to the bar located farther uptown. I sat down at Smokey’s and ordered my go-to—an old-fashioned—and glanced at the time on my phone. My father should be arriving in twenty minutes, though I couldn’t remember an occurrence in my life when he’d been on time. If he said twenty, it was more like half an hour.

A half hour was too much time to sit and think about Kamaya getting ready to see Zach, and I wallowed in my feelings. What would happen if this date went really well? They could potentially become a couple, and I’d be forced to hang out with him if I wanted to see her. Inevitably, couples often became a package deal, and Zach was the last person I wanted to spend time with.

No, I was getting ahead of myself. It was one date. If anything became too serious between them, I’d have to say something. I couldn’t protect Kamaya’s feelings any longer. Not if it potentially became dangerous.

After polishing off my glass, I glance over at the pool table, thinking it was funny how I learned to play pool in this very bar and thought everyone in here was so fascinating. Now I wondered how many adults came here to avoid their lives like I was doing right now.

After selecting a cue and pool stick, I shot a couple of striped balls before a familiar voice called out behind me.

“Max Scott?”

I turn at the sound of my name to see Faith Tucker, my ex-girlfriend. I hadn’t seen Faith in almost two years. Since moving to Jersey City, trekking uptown to Harlem wasn’t easy or feasible, so we were living far apart now, and we didn’t really share any of the same friends. It was strange to go from seeing someone every day to now whole years passing without any contact.

The last time I saw Faith, she was storming out of my old apartment, slamming doors, and asking when I would get my shit together and grow up.

Now I wondered the same as Faith had.

“Faith, it’s been a long time,” I say, stepping into her outstretched arms. Our hug is brief, and neither of us is coming off as comfortable anymore. Faith was probably thinking of the last time we saw each other as well.

“You look good, Max,” she says, pulling back and leaning her hip on the side of the pool table. “You still have that fancy security job?”

I bristle because my long and often inconsistent hours were part of the reason for our breakup. Only because I was working with Kam were my work hours more normal again. Otherwise, I would be acting as a protection agent for high profile or celebrity clients and had to travel when they travel, which included international trips. It meant having to drop what I was planning to do at a moment’s notice.

Something Faith said she was okay with but ended up hating.

“Yes, Faith,” I say, placing the solids and stripes back into the triangular rack. “Still working in my fancy security job. You still teaching?”

“Yeah, for now anyway,” she says, twisting a red-dyed lock around. “My fiancé and I are considering moving, so we’ll see what happens next.”

I can’t help the surprise at hearing she’s engaged now. I instinctively look down at the small diamond on her left hand. “Congrats, Faith,” I say, truly happy for her. I remember another point of contention in our relationship was how important getting married was to her.

“Thanks. I’m actually meeting him after leaving here. My friends from work and I stop in here sometimes since, you know, we’re so close to the school.”

I nod. I was so distracted thinking about Kamaya all day that I forgot that Faith worked only a few blocks away at the middle school. Faith and I were such a long time ago. In the interim two years, I’d met Kamaya and now… No other woman really exists for me.

The epiphany hits me, and I have to purposefully relax my tightened grip on the cue.

“Well, I should get back to my friends,” Faith says, hooking her thumb toward a cocktail table in the opposite corner. “It was great seeing you, Maxwell,” she says.

“Likewise,” I say, watching her walk away, a little sad for what could have been but realizing that ultimately Faith and I just would not have worked out long-term.

No longer able to concentrate on pool, I move to replace the cue back in its holder when in walks my father.

“Maxy! Hey, man!” It’s been almost a year since I’d last seen him, and he looks exactly the same as he always does. Black Kangol hat and wearing all black, including a leather vest. My father has no qualms shouting across the room in a public space, but his lack of shyness is what has always made him have great stage presence.

Despite living only one state over, he toured so often that it was as if he lived on the other side of the country with the frequency of time we had together. Though my childhood was the last thing I wanted to dwell on right now, I couldn’t help but think about the constant shuffling between both parents. Summers and winter breaks in New York while the rest of the year I stayed in DC with Mom.

“Hey, old man,” I say back, grabbing him in a one-arm hug and slapping him on the back. He returns the gesture. My father is from the particular generation who thought masculinity should never be questioned, so demonstrative touches were always a rarity. Again, something I had to accept about him.

“What you drinking, man? Whatever it is, it’s on me,” my dad says and motions towards the bartender. “Two more,” he says, indicating towards my now-sweating glass.

The bartender nods and grabs two highball glasses.

“So, how long are you in town?” I ask.

He taps his fingertips against the wooden bar before answering. Something he’s always done when in the middle of thoughts. “I’m here for two nights for the summer festival. Then the guys and I will be heading to Memphis after this. After that, who knows? You know I’m not one to do all that worrying about what’s ahead.”

Didn’t I know it. Something I’ve had to learn the hard way when it comes to my father.

“What about you, Maxy? How is everything in your life?”

I didn’t know where to begin but figured work was an easy enough topic. “Good as can be,” I start, taking a sip from the glass the bartender just put down. “This work assignment has thrown Kamaya and I for a loop, but otherwise everything is good.” I begin giving him some details about Financial Journal and what is happening with the log in leak, but this kind of nerd stuff only interests Kamaya, and I can see his interest waning.

My father smiles at the mentions of Kamaya. “Oh that Kamaya is a sweetheart. If you wouldn’t let my and your mother’s dysfunction scare you away from relationships, she’d be perfect for you.”

I almost spit out my drink. “What? You’ve never said this before. You know Kamaya and I are just friends.”

“Mm-hmm, that’s what you say, Maxy. I don’t believe you,” he responds.

I shake my head at my father’s unexpected honesty. “I think you’ve been knocked around too many times on that tour bus, old man. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Dad and I share a laugh. Teasing is how we’ve always related to each other. “I know what I saw the last time I was here and the three of us had dinner together. I could tell even then that you’re interested in Kamaya. Beyond friendship.”

Wow. Was it obvious to everyone but me how I felt towards my best friend?

“I don’t hear you denying it,” he says.

I couldn’t deny how I felt, though I desperately wanted to. I wanted to run away from my feelings, not face them head-on.

I sigh before continuing. I wasn’t at all ready to face how I felt, but the time was approaching when I really didn’t have another choice. “Okay, fine. Let’s say you’re right. What should I do about it?”

“Maxy, you’re a grown man and ultimately it’s your decision what happens next. You have to live with the consequences of whatever you, or you along with Kamaya, decide.”

“So what exactly⁠—”

“Let me finish,” Dad says, taking another sip of the old-fashioned. “All I will say now is you don’t want to end up like me, at an age where you think back on your life and have more regrets than accomplishments you’re proud of. I wish I could have been a better dad and husband. You’re young enough to make significant changes to your life.”

He was right. If not now, when would be the right time for Kam and I? How I was going to compete with Zach, I didn’t know. I needed to make my feelings known. It was the timing that couldn’t be worse.

“I hate to say it, but you’re right,” I say, nudging his elbow that’s resting on the bar top. “I ran into Faith a few moments before you arrived. Seeing her made me remember all of the bad that comes with relationships. I would not want to go through that with Kamaya.”

Dad shrugs, finishing his glass. “Ultimately, decide if you’re going to keep living in fear so that you end up like your mom and me, or try something new and see where it takes you,” he says, reaching into his back pocket and placing cash in between us.

We both turn at the sound of the equipment being moved on the stage. “I’ll be up soon,” he says, glancing at his watch. “Think about what I said, Maxy.”

“I will,” I say. “I’ll be here to listen to your set.”

My dad smiles like I’ve just told him the best news. “Don’t leave without saying goodbye,” he says, reaching down, grabbing his saxophone case, and heading towards the bar’s backstage area.

For the next hour, Smokey’s fills in quickly with many people looking to have a good time and blow off steam from the long work week. I’m enjoying my dad and his bandmates’ sound. Many of the songs selected were favorites from when I was younger, but I kept thinking of my father’s words on a loop. Did I want to risk my friendship with Kamaya by admitting my feelings? What if they weren’t reciprocated? Maybe she was having the time of her life with Zach right this instant, and I was foolishly nursing my blues with whisky like some sad character from an old movie. “My Woman Dun’ Left Me” was one of the songs performed tonight.

A little too on the nose, Dad, I thought.

As they finish their last song of the evening, I glance at my phone and realize it will probably be another hour before I get back to Jersey City from Harlem. Would Kamaya have returned home from her date with Zach? I wasn’t sure how much time to give them or when she’d come home. From the overheard conversations, I knew the date was in the city tonight, but I had no idea where.

I’d made my decision. Even if I had to look like some lovesick fool, I couldn’t wait to speak to Kam.

Dad was right. I didn’t want to reach his age and live with regrets. What sucked was the timing of all this. Better late than never, I guess.

The sound of applause snaps me out of my wild thoughts, and I quickly move towards the backstage area to say bye to Dad.

There’s already a crowd gathering in the narrow space. Cigarette smoke, colognes, and the scent of dark liquor tickle my olfactory senses. A flurry of activity is going on as people, mainly women, as was custom for my dad and his band, gathered round to meet the band.

“Maxy! What did you think of the set?”

“It was amazing, Dad. As always,” I answer honestly. “I’m gonna head out. Going to Kamaya’s place.”

He nods, getting a twinkle in his eye. “For once, my advice doesn’t fall on deaf ears. Good to see you, Son, and good luck.”

I return his side hug and make my way out of Smokey’s. A night to see my dad and forget my problems turned out to be a night where I ran into Faith and got an unexpected life lesson from my dad.

I just hoped I was making the right decision.


CHAPTER 13
Maxwell


The rideshare pulls up to Kamaya’s building, and I exit the vehicle. The car is long gone and it’s too late to turn back now. I want to turn back because this is probably not a good idea. With two old-fashioneds in my system spurring me on, I press the option for level three in the elevator and make my way up to Kam’s.

Once I reach the landing for her floor, I release a deep breath and knock on her door. I can hear the twist of the locks on her door before her surprised face appears in the open doorway.

“Max, what are you doing here?”

I didn’t know what I was doing. I just knew I needed to see Kam. Her eyebrows knit at the prolonged silence between us. “Max?”

“I don’t know, Kamaya. I just needed to see you,” I say, stepping inside and backing her farther into the studio apartment.

Logic had long since gone out the window. I didn’t even care to consider that maybe Kamaya and Zach had gone back to her place or his. I just knew when I saw the light in the living room on from the parking lot that I desperately needed to come up here and tell her how I feel.

I shut the door behind me, quickly fastening the locks again. No need to subject her neighbors to me spilling my guts.

“Kamaya, I—,” I say, taking a deep breath before continuing. Probably should have tried rehearsing what I was going to say, but instead I rushed over here. “I’ve been trying to put these feelings out of my mind, but I can’t any longer.”

Kamaya’s brows knit in confusion. “What feelings, Max?”

“You and me! That’s what I am talking about. Or least what I’m trying to say.” I run a hand over my head like that can slow the thoughts firing all through my mind. “I can’t stop thinking about you, and the idea of you and Zach together has nearly made me come undone.”

Kamaya doesn’t say anything for a beat, as if she’s shocked by my candid words. “Maxwell, this all sounds… I don’t know. Not like you. Maybe you just feel this way because you think Zach will take up more of my time or⁠—”

“No.” I cut her off. She’s not getting it. I need Kamaya to understand how I feel, but I can’t seem to articulate my thoughts any better because this—showing up here and trying to be vulnerable—is something I’d never normally do. “This isn’t just jealousy that you’ll be with some other man because it will take time out of our friendship. It’s because I want to be that man. I don’t want you to be with anyone else, especially him.”

Understanding dawns across her features. Her expressive dark-brown eyes narrow at me before she speaks again. “Why now?”

“What do you mean, why now?” I ask.

Kamaya begins pacing the small foyer with her hands clasped behind her back. “Why are you telling me all this now? After two years of getting to know each other! It’s as if as soon as I get attention from someone else, now you have to make your feelings known.”

“That’s not what this is,” I say, incredulous. Kamaya’s completely missing the point. I wouldn’t have rushed into anything with her. Especially her. Our friendship and working relationship was much too important to me.

“No, I think that’s exactly what is happening. Maybe deep down you like the fact that I’m single and that you have me to fall back on. Have me to be there to pick up the pieces or be a sounding board when you’re lonely.”

I scoff. “No, that’s not it at all,” I say, taking a step closer to her so that we’re nearly chest to chest.

“So what is it, Max?” she asks softly, her breath catching now that I’m up in her space.

Kamaya’s eyes are on my mouth, and I take that as an invitation to clasp my arm around her back and pull her into a kiss. Her soft lips are tentative at first, and she breaks the kiss, looking up at me with wide eyes that search mine for answers.

“That is why I came over here,” I say before Kam smashes our faces back together.

This time I don’t need any more permission to keep going. Our lips stay locked as I back her up the short distance to her bed. For once, I’m grateful for this little ass apartment. We both topple down to the bed, and I cover her with my body. My length hardens against her thigh as both of our bodies begin undulating. We’re desperate to reach the other through all these unnecessary layers.

My tongue dives deeper into Kamaya’s mouth, matching her stroke for stroke, feeling her pull me in. Her lips surround my tongue, applying slight suctioning pressure, and my own moans startle me at how easily we’ve become attuned to what the other needs.

“Oh God, Max,” Kam moans as her lips hover before mine.

“Baby, I know,” I say.

She giggles before clasping her hands around my shoulders, resting them at my neck. The feel of her short nails lightly scratch against my neck, but it’s not enough.

I need to feel all of her.

Desperate with need, I tug on her lips with my own until I can tell by her whimpers that she can’t take any more of it.

I ease up off her, unbuttoning my Oxford shirt and tossing it onto the floor as quickly as I can. Then with nimble, hurried fingers, I unbutton my pants and belt, removing every stitch of my clothing.

Kamaya’s eyes glide over the length of my body and her little inhalation only makes my erection harder.

“Now it’s your turn,” I say moving back to hover above her, but Kamaya quickly places a hand over my own at the side zip of her dress.

“Wait—” Kamaya says, stopping me from moving the zipper any lower.

“Have you changed your mind?” I ask. I’m hoping the answer is no, but I’ll ease up if she has decided she doesn’t want this or me anymore.

Kam bites her lower lip and looks away from me before speaking again. “I—it’s just there’s too many lights on, and I don’t feel comfortable taking my clothes off.”

Realization dawns on me why Kam is so hesitant. I hated that she felt that way. “I think you’re beautiful no matter what, Kam. Whether you’re fully made up like now or on the days when it’s just us working together and we’re in sweats. If you really want me to cut the lights off, I will.”

Kamaya meets my gaze again and eases her hand from the zipper slowly like she’s unsure of her next action. Then she sits up and begins pulling the zipper to the end. She slides the dress off her shoulder, leaving her bare to me from the waist up. Her breasts are firm and high, beckoning me towards her. Later, I’d reflect on what a gift it was to see my best friend in all her bare glory, but for now I couldn’t mess things up. I could tell Kam had reservations about revealing herself to me, but in this moment I needed to ease her mind of all that. Brush those insecurities away until all she could think about was us.

I lean back down over her and meld our mouths again. This time Kam’s whimper and shuddering beneath me has me so turned on I’m afraid I’m about to bust right here. Can’t have that. Not before I get chance to slide inside her.

I slip my free hand around her soft waist, my mouth never leaving hers, relying on my sense of touch until my fingertips find her nipple. I pinch the hardened flesh until I feel her squirming beneath me.

“Oh, Max,” she moans before moving her lips down my jawline and then to my neck. “ I can’t take it anymore, Max.”

I increase the pressure of my fingertips on both her tits, turning my head to meld our mouths together again, sucking on Kam’s tongue all the while. Her short breaths increase, and I can sense she’s getting closer.

Giving her body a break for now, I trail kisses down from her jawline to her neck, running my tongue where her shoulders and neck meet, then inching my way down to her tight breasts, so big they’re spilling out of my palms. I cup the globes and play with them, circling my thumbs on her pebbled nipples.

“Fuck, Max. Do it again,” Kamaya whimpers.

This time I replace my thumbs with my tongue, laving her tight peaks until her legs hook around my waist, causing our entwined bodies to buck against each other. My dick is so hard I can hardly see straight.

I slide my hands down and slip the dress over her ample hips, taking my time to savor the look of Kamaya splayed open before me.

Kam reaches over to her bedside stand and pulls open the top drawer, and I stop her movements. “Let me.”

I remove a condom from the box and place the latex over me, though my hands are shaking with anticipation. I should have let Kam do this, though I don’t want to embarrass myself early with her hands on me.

I finally get the blasted thing on and position myself back over Kamaya. Hovering over her spread body. Her dark eyes follow my every move. We’re unable to keep our gazes off of each other, marveling at this moment that I didn’t think would happen but still feel was a long time in the making.

“I need you, Max.” Her hands come up to frame my face.

“Babe, trust me, I feel the same way.” Finally, I slowly enter Kamaya. My best friend, my partner, and now my lover.

Our bodies fit together perfectly, not that I doubted they would, but the feel of her is too much to bear.

“Maxwell, please move.”

I begin thrusting my hips forward, and I get a rhythm going that quickly has her small space heating up. Our flesh becomes of one accord until neither of us can take the pleasure anymore. The feel of Kamaya’s short nails in the middle of my shoulders creates a pleasure and pain that has my body on fire.

“I’m close,” she says, leaning forward and kissing me. My moan is an invitation for her to push her tongue back into my mouth. We stay locked like this until I feel the muscles of her sex gripping me tighter before Kamaya comes.

“I’m right there with you, Kamaya,” I say before I come, gripping her hips tightly, riding the high of her sweet body. The orgasm is one of the most intense I’ve ever experienced. Kam’s whole body is wrapped around me as I spill inside her.

The best night of my life and one I’ll never forget.


CHAPTER 14
Kamaya


The next morning, I wake up to the sound of rain outside my window. In the summertime, I can usually hear kids playing bright and early at the playground not too far from my window. I tried to go back to sleep, but thoughts of last night kept my eyes open. Maxwell’s solid front was spooned against my back, his morning hardened length hit my ass, and his arm was draped loosely across my middle. 

I could get used to waking up like this, and I’m hoping more mornings like this are in our future.

Last night was incredible. After the strange, strange night of my date with Zach, I came back here and felt even more disillusioned. How did I end up picking the wrong man every time? Just once, I wanted to meet a nice, decent normal guy, and once again I chose wrong. Like I always did, I blamed myself when it was the men’s behavior.

Then Maxwell showed up. My knight in shining armor that saved me from a night of feeling sorry for myself and drowning my disappointment in wine.

Just when I thought I was undatable—i.e. unlovable—he showed up.

Before my thoughts spiral anymore, I slowly extract myself from bed and look back at a sleeping Maxwell snoring softly. He looks peaceful in the bed, and I almost don’t want to leave him, but I can’t stand here like a creeper either.

I spot Maxwell’s shirt on the top of the fresh laundry basket. I relish the feel of the soft material over me, and it hits me right at mid-thigh level.

I decide I’m going to surprise him by making breakfast. I’m not a chef by any means, but I can whip together a decent meal in a pinch. Since Max was staying here for over a week, I already have staples he enjoys, such as eggs and breakfast sausages.

The smell or the sound of sizzling bacon must have stirred him because I hear the bed groan and turn to see him throwing the covers off.

“Morning, beautiful.”

“Morning, Max. Hope you don’t mind but I stole your shirt.”

I turn back to see him leaning on his forearms, watching me. His eyelids are downcast, and he’s still not fully awake.

“I don’t mind at all. Looks better on you than me.”

Maxwell reaches down to the side of the bed to put on his boxer briefs, and I turn back from the pleasant view to turn down the fire when I feel his strong, warm arms wrap around me.

“Should we talk about last night?” he asks, his voice muffled with his lips against my neck.

“What is there to talk about?” I say.

“You went out with old boy,” Maxwell prompts.

I clear my throat. “Can you please grab me two plates?”

Max sighs, pushing away from me to go to the opposite cupboard. He extracts two plates and puts them on the counter next to the stove.

“Are you trying to avoid the question, Kamaya?”

“No, I just really didn’t want to talk about Zach first thing this morning,” I say, plating our breakfast. I hand one to Max and we both sit down at the table.

“Last night was unexpected for a lot of reasons, but after the date with Zach, I was disappointed because I thought that, yet again, I let my idea of a man cloud my judgment about the reality of him. Then you showed up and well…” I trail off.

“Did he do something to you?” Max asks, defensive on my behalf.

“No, nothing like that,” I say, trying to placate him. “He was just asking me questions about our work.”

Max’s brows furrow. “A date seems like a weird place to bring that up.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

Maxwell sits back in the seat. “So, now do you believe me that something is not right with Zach?”

After last night, I was ready to pin this all on him and let Cecily van Zandt know she has a mole in her ranks. But I would hate to disappoint Brandon by telling him that his friend wasn’t who he thinks.

“Yes, I agree with you now. We just have to tread lightly when bringing this up to Brandon since, like me, he’s not going to want to believe it either.”

“Speaking of our boss, I have something I’ve been meaning to get your advice on,” Max says, setting his fork down and making me think whatever comes next must be serious. 

“Okay,” I say, not sure if I’m ready for a serious talk after last night. I want to continue basking in the post-sex glow. Save all of the serious matters for Monday. Remain in the bubble for the rest of the weekend. 

“I was sworn to secrecy before, but since Brandon let me know he was going to announce it on Monday, I wanted you to hear it from me,” Maxwell says.

I make an “out with it” motion with my hands. “Please, Max, you have me in suspense!”

He chuckles at my impatience. “Brandon is planning to open another security firm in London and is close to hiring another protection agent.”

“Brandon’s leaving? All the way to London…” I’m surprised because he’d been in New York for so long and mentioned even before marrying that he planned to make his place in Edgewater a permanent residence. 

“Did he say why he was moving?” I ask. 

Max begins to explain the opportunities Ava received in London and Brandon’s long-held dream of creating another security firm location in London. He was a great boss and friend, and I would definitely miss having him around. 

“There’s more,” Max says, pausing to take a sip of orange juice. “He’s asked me to take over management of the office while he’s away.”

“Max, that’s amazing!”

This would be a great opportunity for Max while Brandon was gone. Max had great leadership skills and generally kept a cool head at all times. Traits he would need in a management role. 

“The only problem is with you and me,” he says, his gaze darting from mine. 

“I get it. Could be awkward at first, but look at Bree and Westin? They keep their relationship completely out of work stuff. I know it’s not ideal, but it’s not impossible.” 

Max bites his lip. “You’re right, it’s just, with my track record, I’m afraid of messing anything up and hurting our friendship and costing one of us our careers.” 

What he said was true. There was always a risk. 

“Are we going to let fear hold us back for the rest of our lives?” I ask. “If you’re not absolutely sure about us as a…couple, then we can’t do what we did last night ever again.” 

Max displays a cheeky grin. “Well, I definitely don’t want to stop that. I’m ready to do this for real if you are. Deal?”

He stretches a hand across the small table. I clasp his hand and interlock our fingers. 

“Deal. So you’ll say yes to Brandon’s offer?”

Maxwell nods. “I’ll let him know come Monday morning.”

I’m apprehensive of what the future may hold for us, but for once, I have no doubts about the man. I believe Max when he says it’s different this time with me. He’s shown more vulnerability in the last twelve hours than he has in the two years I’ve known him. 

Sometimes you have to take a leap, and at least we’ll make the jump together.
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We’ve done the drive over to Maxwell’s apartment many times before. This time it’s different. Almost like we were now newer versions of ourselves and weren’t quite sure how to carry on. 

We arrive at Maxwell’s neighborhood. I like where I live just fine, but Max’s neighborhood has a nice family-oriented atmosphere that I frequently thought about living in. A thought which gave me pause because what would our relationship look like in a few months or a few years’ time? Would we eventually move in together? How would that play out at work? 

I was probably getting ahead of myself after one night.

I parallel park in front of his driveway and follow Max to his new townhouse. Maxwell’s place is always militantly clean—the blond hardwood floors gleaming and everything in its place. 

“I’ll be back. Just going upstairs to grab my suits,” he says, stepping on the bottom landing. 

“Alright,” I say back before he disappears up the stairs. While Max is occupied, I head towards the kitchen and notice the back door has been left ajar. 

That’s strange. I know Max wouldn’t have been forgetful enough to not close and lock his door. As soon as I consider that, I hear Maxwell’s footsteps heading back down. 

“Kamaya!” he yells. 

“In the kitchen,” I say back to him, easing away from the door. 

“My bedroom has been ransacked!” Maxwell exclaims when he finally reaches me. “My clothes are thrown everywhere out of drawers and torn off hangers. My laptop was left on my bed when I distinctly remember leaving it in the kitchen.” 

“That’s not all,” I say, indicating towards the door. 

Max immediately moves before me, shielding me from the cracked doorway. He inches it open and peers out at the patio deck. 

“Anything look amiss out there?” I ask. 

“No,” Max says, shaking his head. “The patio looks just how I left it. Guessing whoever broke in here must have gone out the back door.” 

I stare at the doorway behind Max, incredulous at how someone managed to slip in undetected. Knowing someone was in the apartment feels violating. I hated the idea that someone encroached on Maxwell’s space, and had he been here, they could have seriously hurt him.

“How did they not trip the alarm?” he asks, heading over to the counter where he left his phone. 

“My guess is by using a jamming device to shut off access to the security team, and then they were able to enter by picking the locks. We know if a person wants in, they will find a way.” 

Maxwell runs a hand over his hair. “After I left Smokey’s, I decided to go to your place. That was around ten. Whoever came in might have been watching and lucked out when I didn’t return until this morning.” 

“What about upstairs?” 

“So far my bedroom looks like a tornado went through it. I haven’t touched anything.”

“Good,” I say. “We should call the police and report this. Have the break-in on record. Hopefully, whoever was here doesn’t plan on coming back.”

Max releases a deep sigh. “I sure hope not. I’ll call them now.” He moves towards his phone and begins explaining to local law enforcement what’s going on. He’s advised that an officer nearby would be out soon. 

I could see how this was now weighing on Max. I couldn’t imagine how he felt. The idea of someone entering your space without permission felt icky. 

I go to wrap my arms around his taut middle and rest my head on his chest. No words are exchanged, but in that moment, none are needed. Maxwell knew I was always there for him. 

“Stay with me,” Max whispers into my hair. 

The officer arrives sooner than expected, and I tag along upstairs after them. Max shows that his normally neat bedroom has his things strewn about. His favorite sports memorabilia and drawers are open, and the closet’s compartments have been pulled out. 

The officer takes down Max’s info and takes some photos of the home in disarray. 

“You were very fortunate to have not been here when the break-in occurred. Give us a call for anything suspicious,” she says before heading back to the cruiser. 

Once the officer is gone, Max and I spend the next half hour securing all windows and doors, and he makes a call to his security company while he packs a bag for the weekend and work clothes for Monday. 

Heading back to the car, I ask Max what has been on my mind since I discovered the open back door. 

“You think this has to do with FJ? Maybe it’s Zach or Harry?” 

Max shrugs a shoulder, holding the door open and setting the alarm before stepping out onto the landing with me.

“It confirms that we’re being watched. Someone does not want us to figure out what’s going on with the leak.”

“Yeah, it’s starting to scare me. I realize now what you all go through out here while I’m used to being on the inside,” I say. 

Max moves to put one of his strong arms around me. “I’m glad that if it had to be one of us, they chose my place. I’m not letting you out of my sight till this is resolved.” 

I smile up at him. “And I’m not letting you out of mine.”


CHAPTER 15
Kamaya


We arrive to work together Monday morning after Max and I spent the entire weekend in bed. When we weren’t on the bed, we were on the couch, on the floor, and even in the shower. A sex-filled weekend and the best I’ve ever experienced. Finally, I felt like I was with the right man. The man that was designed perfectly for me. Neither of us were ready to go anywhere now that our relationship had veered towards romantic, which was still an odd concept. On Friday, Maxwell Scott was my friend. Now come the start of a new week and he’s my boyfriend? Lover? We hadn’t discussed any labels, and my relationship PTSD had me not wanting to broach that topic right away. I needed to learn how to just let things breathe before taking charge like I normally did. It wouldn’t be easy for me.

I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit I was scared. Max and I discussed nothing about the future. For now, we were together. No mention of how this could proceed moving forward with our coworkers, friends, and family. It wasn’t like they’d be meeting a new person in the other person’s life, but it would mean having to reintroduce ourselves as more than friends. I’d be lying if I said the thought of having to do that wasn’t giving me some anxiety.

I’d also be lying if I didn’t say I was thrilled by Max and I together too. We fit perfectly together, literally and figuratively, and part of me wishes it had happened sooner, but everything in its own time.

Thinking about all of what could lay ahead was making me spiral to all of the worst what-ifs. Right now I needed to focus on the job at hand, which was finding out what exactly was going on at the Financial Journal and putting a stop to the crimes they were committing.

Currently at my workstation, I click through what I have gathered so far and who we could try eliminating. Katie Lucas who worked under Zach didn’t seem to be a person of interest. If she was a part of all this, then I doubted she’d worked alone. I also felt Jacob was genuine from the beginning, if not fearful of losing his newly given position. The jury was still out on him. I’d narrowed my own suspect list down to Franco, Zach, Charles, and Harry.

Franco’s and Harry’s motives were the clearest to me, but Zach, notwithstanding his suspicious behavior, made the least sense. What was the motivation? What could make Zach, with a high-earning position and important role at the publication, want to turn on them like that?

“Earth to Kam. We have a meeting in five,” Maxwell says.

I turn in my desk chair and smile up at him. “Sorry, I’ve just been going over my notes here, and this assignment has thrown us for a loop. I’ve even employed an AI algorithm tracker to see if that could help trace the person who sent Harry that email, and I’m still having the hardest time tracking this person, or persons, down. It feels like we’re missing one important puzzle piece.”

Maxwell crouches down so I’m not craning my neck to look up at him. He’s eye level now with my notes on the screen and reading over everything.

“We should present this to everyone in the meeting. Maybe we need more than the two of us.”

It was a good idea. More of us working together could help, but I hated looking incompetent. Like I’d failed. This was the most responsibility I’d been given since I’d started and already I felt like I’d let Brandon and Maxwell down.

Hell, I was letting myself down because I hadn’t been able to crack this case sooner.

“Hey, why are you making that face?” Max asks, placing my chin between his thumb and index finger and tilting my face to peer back up at him. His handsome face made me feel calmer. I shouldn’t feel apprehensive about telling him how I feel, but my perfectionism persists.

“I’m beginning to doubt myself. When Brandon assigned the Financial Journal case to me, I thought for sure I’d be further along by now. I’m just scared I may let everyone down.”

“Listen to me. You have made amazing progress so far. You’ve been braver than I could have ever expected. Approaching potential bad guys, nearly getting arrested at a college protest. Kam, you have amazed me at every turn of all this. Don’t beat yourself up now.”

I could always count on Max to make me feel more confident and see the bigger picture. One of the best parts of our friendship is how we always cheered the other person on. I hoped that wouldn’t change because we’re entering a more romantic relationship.

“You always know what to say,” I reply.

“Charm is what I know best,” Max quips. “Now let’s head over to the conference room before we’re late.”

We make our way down the hall and enter the meeting space, and so far Bree is the only one seated.

“For a second I thought I got the time wrong,” Bree says. “Westin couldn’t make it because he’s on protection detail in LA for the rest of the week.”

Before either Max or I get a chance to respond, the door swings open again, and our boss enters. There’s a woman with him who I’ve never seen before. Possibly a new client scoping us out to hire for protection detail. Occasionally people would want to stop in and meet the team before hiring us.

“Great, everyone is here now,” Brandon says. “Team, this is Harlowe James. She’s recently moved to New York from Atlanta. We met a few years ago at the Executive Protection Institute and kept in contact. I’ve been trying to recruit Harlowe for years now.”

“Just a little harassment on Brandon’s part, but I’ve finally made it to the illustrious Tri-State Security office,” Harlowe says.

Her light Georgia drawl is sweet. We all take turns greeting Harlowe, and afterwards she takes a seat next to Brandon for the meeting to commence. She appears to be early thirties like the rest of the team in office. The engagement ring and wedding band she’s sporting are the largest I’ve ever seen in person. Almost like a celebrity level of jewelry. There was definitely more than meets the eye about our potential new teammate.

“So, what do you all have for today?” Brandon asks.

“I can go first,” Bree says. “I’d like to discuss a potential job with the mayor’s office. A contact of mine at my previous precincts mentioned it to me yesterday.”

Bree speaks for the next ten minutes while I gather my thoughts. Maxwell nudges my elbow to speak up.

“Max? Kam? What have you got?” Brandon asks.

I open my laptop and proceed to review the lists of potential suspects, save one. Zach. I’m not sure how to tell Brandon about his friend potentially being suspicious.

“Um, there is one other person I think we need to look into. Your friend, Zach Stapely.”

Brandon’s and Bree’s eyebrows raise at the same time. Saying Zach’s name out loud felt like ripping a Band-Aid off. The relief was powerful, just getting it over with.

“You think Zach has been the person behind this?” Brandon appeared like I’d given him a blow to the stomach, but Max and I were at a point now where we couldn’t afford to withhold any more info. Even if that affected Brandon.

Max speaks up before I can respond. “I know this is hard to hear, but after Kamaya went out with Zach, she got a bad vibe from some of the things he was saying. Not to mention that I overheard him saying ‘Everything is going according to plan. Under the impression the journal was hacked’ at your wedding.”

Brandon looks between the two of us for a beat before responding. “At most, this sounds like circumstantial evidence against Zach.”

“Well, all of this is circumstantial. Right now, the most probable person is Harry Cooper, Cecily’s son, Franco DiLaurentis, and, well, Zach.”

“Not to mention Charles Dennis,” Brandon adds.

I can see Brandon wrestling with hearing about his friend. I felt for him. Hell, I went out with the man hoping there was potential between us. “This is what Max and I have come up with so far. I’m planning to look into spoofed IP addresses after the meeting and see if I can track anything that way.”

“Brandon gave me some backstory to what you and Max are working on. A similar event happened at Clark University. I have a friend at my former office who may be able to help you all,” Harlowe adds.

“Perfect,” Brandon says, leaning back in his chair. “Reach out to your contacts.”

“Speaking of,” Bree says, “my friend from organized crime didn’t have any cases related to what you and Max are working on. She found it strange that no one from Financial Journal reached out about it as of yesterday if this has been an ongoing problem.”

Brandon releases a deep sigh at what Bree informs us of. Maybe this would reiterate Zach’s possible involvement.

“Thank you for your help, Bree. For now, we’ll take any assistance we can, Harlowe. Finally, before the meeting adjourns, there is one more important thing,” Brandon says, looking towards Max. “Ava and I are temporarily moving to the UK, and that’s why I brought Harlowe along today to get a feel for what we do here in New York.”

“What! When did you decide to do this?” Bree asks.

Brandon proceeds to inform Harlowe and Bree of his wife’s new career opportunity in London and his longstanding desire to open another branch in the UK.

“Moving to London? That’s why you’ve been pressuring me to get here,” Harlowe says.

Brandon laughs. “I’ve always thought you’d be a great addition, but now more than ever the team will need more help. I’m grateful that Max has finally agreed to take the leadership role and step in while I’m away.”

“Wow, congrats, Max!” Bree says.

“Max is the perfect choice,” I say, angling to my left at Max. He was more than ready for the position; I just hoped it wouldn’t interfere with what we were building.

Once the meeting adjourns, Max and I begin heading back to our workstations while Harlowe, Brandon, and Bree head towards the kitchen area.

I wished I could kiss him, but that would not be appropriate. Have to keep my head on straight when we’re at work together.

I check the time on my phone just in time to see an incoming message from Dani.

“It’s Dani. She says her afternoon classes have been cancelled.”

Maxwell frowns. “That’s odd. Did something happen?”

My phone vibrates in my hand. Another message comes through on the lock screen from Dani: omg did you hear

Before I have a chance to respond, Dani forwards an article from local news site.

HARRY COOPER ARRESTED AT CITY UNIVERSITY – STORY DEVELOPING

What! I had no idea. Are you safe?

Daniella takes what feels like forever to respond. Her apartment she shares with two roommates wasn’t too far from here. If she needed me, I could make it to her place fairly quickly.

Yes I’m ok. Afternoon classes were cancelled today because police are all over campus. I’m back in apt now and safe

Glad you’re okay -- keep me updated 😊

“Turn the TV on!” I say to Max. He reaches for the remote and the television breathes to life. “Local news, please.”

Brandon, Bree, and Harlowe emerge from the kitchen and stand next to Max and me. “What’s going on?”

Everyone gasps in unison as the first story is the arrest of Harry Cooper. The anchor advises of the lockdown at the college. The End Elitism coalition has handcuffed themselves to various structures all over the campus and were refusing to move. The camera pans to Harry yelling into his bullhorn with his free arm, “End Elitism now!”

“Who is that?” Harlowe asks.

Max and I try filling her in on how we met the teen, his connection to Cecily, and the assignment we were working on.

The next shot is of the police using a tool to cut through the throng of protesters and trying to move all of them while many are shown resisting arrest. Then there’s a shot of Harry being tackled and handcuffed by police and campus security before he’s hauled away.

“Do you still think he’s innocent?” Maxwell asks, turning away from the TV.

I shake my head. “Never thought he was completely innocent, but now I have more questions.”

The phone in my hand is ringing. A number I don’t recognize. I could let it go to voicemail, but Harry’s arrest and Friday’s date with Zach have me on edge. I answer.

“Hello?” No response at first, but then I hear someone clearing their throat. “Ms. Blake? It’s Franco, and I think I have some information that can help you.”


CHAPTER 16
Maxwell


Turning away from the news station, I watch Kam as she backs away from the four of us who are speaking about Harry’s arrest. The news segment ends and goes to commercial, and I move closer to hear what Kam is saying. Her face is filled with surprise.

Who could she be talking to?

She places her fingers at her temple, indicating that the conversation is stressing her out.

“Okay, okay. I’ll be there. Thanks for reaching out. Okay, bye.”

Kamaya checks that the call is disconnected before looking up at me. “You’ll never guess who that was.”

My first thought is maybe its Zach reaching out to her after the date on Friday. “Who was it?”

“Franco. He saw that Harry was arrested and wants to talk to me about what he saw before leaving Financial Journal.”

“Why now?” I speculate.

Kamaya shrugs. “Not sure. He’s finally coming around; I don’t want to take that for granted.”

I got what she was saying. With assignments like this, we had to tread lightly. Since none of us were official law enforcement, we couldn’t get warrants or force anyone into speaking to us.

“What time are we going to meet him?”

Kamaya makes a face like she doesn’t want to inform me.

“Here’s the thing. He wanted to meet me alone.”

“What? There’s no way you can meet him on your own! We still don’t know much about this guy and what he’s capable of.”

“I know, but—” Kamaya says.

“Kamaya, I don’t think this is a good idea. We don’t know what this man can do. I don’t feel comfortable with you going alone.”

“Come with me, Max. I didn’t really want to go by myself anyway. We’ve been working on this assignment together from the beginning. Now this is our chance to resolve this once and for all.”

“What time does he want to meet?”

“Later this evening during his break,” Kamaya says. “He always works late evenings, he says, since he helps to take care of his sick father during the day. He didn’t want to meet at Milano’s again. Instead he asked to meet at Columbus Park a few blocks away.”

I viewed the time on my watch. We still had several more hours before Kam and I were due to meet Franco.

Bree and Harlowe were leaving the office together, chatting like they’d known each other for years instead of moments. That was Bree for you. She could befriend anyone. Brandon returned to his office, and I went in to update him on Franco.

“I’ll be right back,” I say to Kam.

She nods, now at her laptop screen, deep into whatever she’s viewing. All of her work was like another language, and I really wouldn’t be useful until much later, so I leave her alone to work.

“Got a second?” I ask Brandon in the open doorway.

“Sure,” he says. “What’s going on?”

I proceed to tell him about the phone call from Franco to Kam and advise him about my apprehension regarding the situation. I’m suspicious about why Franco isn’t interested in speaking with me as well and his sudden forthcoming attitude.

Brandon leans back and steeples his hands, thinking about what I told him.

“Maybe Harry’s arrest has something to do with this Franco’s change of heart.”

“Yeah, maybe. He wanted to meet with just Kam, but I told her it could be a potentially dangerous situation, and I will be going with her.”

“Smart move,” Brandon answers. “When I’m not here all the time, you’ll have to make decisions like these with the rest of the team. Our number one priority is to keep everyone safe. Even if that means making the unfavorable decision.”

Brandon was right. Being the responsible one in charge would also mean having to take on the role of bad guy or going against what others wanted me to decide. It would take some adjustment, but I was up to the challenge. This assignment with Kamaya felt like the first test.

“Well, Franco can’t meet us until much later in the evening, so Kam and I will be around here the rest of the day. No sense in going all the way back home to Jersey City.”

Brandon nods. “I’ll be around until late as well. I’ve been back and forth with leasing agents in London about the new office space. So, for the next few weeks, that will be preoccupying my time. Let me know if you and Kam will need backup later.”

“Thanks, Brandon, for everything.”

“Don’t mention it. I can usually depend on you, Max, not to get sentimental on me,” Brandon says.

For the next few hours, Kam and I pass the time by grabbing dinner at a local take-out-only pizza place near the office which is not too busy on a Monday. It’s the first moment to ourselves without our coworkers nearby today.

The small space is standing room only, but we stay after I suggest we needed a break from the cold office.

Kamaya sprinkles red pepper flakes on her slice of pepperoni before speaking. “Now that you’re officially promoted, what happens with us going forward?”

I take my time before answering. With the events of the past few hours, I wasn’t thinking about how we’d broach the topic of our relationship at work. With Brandon due to leave in a few months, soon I’d be Kam’s boss.

“We don’t have to say anything until we’re ready.”

“I don’t want either of us to have to leave,” she says. “Although, with you now being promoted, if anything were to happen between us, I’d most likely have to go.”

I place my slice back down and clean up the grease from my hands before reaching for hers. “Kamaya Blake, as God is my witness, I will do everything in my power to stay together. If anything were to happen between us, then we’ll just deal with it if that time were to come. I love my job, and I know how much you love yours. I will make sure that nothing happens where either of us has to leave.”

Kamaya gives me an apprehensive smile like she wants to believe what I’m saying but is not sure if she does. “I will hold you to that, Max.”

I lean forward for a kiss. PDA is not something I am usually comfortable doing, but with Kamaya it was a compulsion. I needed to do it.

After our dinner outing, we kill the final two hours in the office. I wasn’t much help to Kamaya, but I did my best to keep up with her.

“This is something I’ve used with Brandon before. You’ll be able to hear everything I’m saying to Franco. If things sound like they are going south, you’ll be able to⁠—”

“Come to your rescue?” I say.

Kam smiles. “Yeah, knight in shining armor and all that.”

Kamaya shows me a small device that looks like an AirPod but even a little smaller that she’ll have pinned inside the small pocket square of her button-down shirt. The app she downloaded on my phone will be getting live feed of her conversation with Franco, and I’ll be able to hear everything going on.

“Okay, we need to leave now,” she says, glancing at the time. No subway transit this time. I was going to take one of the TSS vehicles from the parking garage and hideout in it while Kamaya went to speak to Franco.

As soon as we begin descending in the elevator, we stop one level down, and Jacob Reyes walks in.

“Sup, guys?” Jacob says as the doors close. He takes the empty space on the opposite side of where Kamaya and I are standing. “You heard about that arrest at the college?”

“Yeah,” Kamaya says. “We saw it earlier. My sister is a student at City University and told me about it.”

Jacob shakes his head. “It’s crazy that Harry guy is my boss’s son. I’ve never heard anyone mention him since I started working at FJ.”

“From what we know about their relationship, they are definitely not close,” I add.

“Cecily was just in the office not too long ago. Never seen her in here so late before. She and Zach were very dressed up.”

Kamaya and I exchange a glance. “Is that so?”

“I couldn’t hear much from where I was working. I had so much going on today setting up for new employees coming later this week. Anyway, they were both here maybe an hour ago, and I could hear them saying something about a party.”

Interesting. Wonder why they bothered coming to the office dressed up if they had somewhere to be? It would be coincidental, but something was gnawing at me that Jacob might be revealing useful information. Once Kam and I were alone, I’d tell her what I was thinking.

“Did you ever track down Franco?” Jacob asks, directing his question to Kamaya.

“Yes, we did,” she says before the doors open to the building lobby. “Thanks to you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jacob says, but I see the slight smirk on his face, confirming that he did help us but wouldn’t admit it. “Anyways, you two have a good night.”

Kamaya and I say our goodnights to Jacob, and neither of us speak until we’re in the safe confines of the SUV.

“That was weird, right? It wasn’t just me?” I say to Kam once we’re seated back in the car.

“I don’t know. I guess Jacob decided, in the end, that he wanted to help us. Maybe he thinks by helping us out, he’s helping his friend.”

I start the drive downtown towards Columbus Park. “I meant about Zach and Cecily. What do you think they were doing in the office so late?”

“I’m surprised she even came in after the news about Harry today. She’s been so embarrassed of him before,” Kam says, taking her phone out of her pocket. “Let’s see what is going on with all that now. I’m going to see if there’s been any updates.”

At the stoplight, I turn to her, looking down at the phone screen. “Have you heard from Daniella?”

“No, not since earlier. There’s nothing new posted about Harry or the school.” I watch her search Cecily van Zandt’s name and select News.

“Oh, well, now we know why she and Zach were so dressed up. Tonight is apparently her annual charity gala. Get this. They are raising money for underprivileged students for their education.”

I release a guffaw. “She and her son are more alike than they realize.”

“Yes, they just go about their causes for different reasons. Harry actually seems to care, though he does so in an extreme way. Whereas his mother is all for show.”

“What a wild pair they make,” I say, merging into the right lane to make the turn for the park.

“Have you heard from Zach at all since Friday?” I ask Kam.

“He did text me saying that he had a good time, and we should get together again.”

I grimace. “What did you say?”

Kamaya sighs. “I had to lie and say that I had fun as well but wasn’t sure when I’d have time again. I didn’t want to mention you and me, since I’m certain we’ll be meeting with Zach and Cecily again, and I don’t want to alienate him.”

I nod. “That’s smart. Hopefully you won’t have to keep up pretenses much longer.”

“Hopefully not,” Kamaya says.

I park on the corner of Mulberry and Worth Street. I turn to Kamaya for what happens next.

“So, Franco asked to meet by the fountain of the park, not too far from the kids’ play area. His jobs is only a few minutes’ walk, so I’ll head over there now.”

“Before you go, let’s test the device. Make sure I can hear you,” I say.

“Good idea,” Kam says. “I’ll step out and see if you can hear me. If I stay in the car, we’ll hear horrible feedback.”

I pull up the app for the device and wait for Kam to slam the door shut. I see her mouth moving and then a few seconds later, her voice picks up. There’s a slight delay, but the sound is crystal clear. I give her a thumbs up, letting Kam know everything is in working order.

I watch as she makes her way down the block to the park. The sounds of cars driving by or honking come through clearly on the phone. There’s some light left, but the sun has nearly set.

“I’m almost at the fountain area,” Kamaya says. The device is only feeding me her surroundings, but she won’t be able to hear me.

A few seconds pass and there are only the sounds of the city becoming fainter the farther she goes into the park. The next thing I hear makes my blood run cold.

Kamaya’s scream.


CHAPTER 17
Kamaya


This side of the park isn’t very populated at this hour. The playground is normally full of elementary-age kids but is completely desolate now. I hear the sounds of a basketball and sneakers squeaking in the distance. The fence separating the basketball court is far enough that I have to squint. Other than that, there isn’t much activity going on.

I decide to text the number Franco called me from earlier today. He should have beat me to this area by the fountain, across from the swings, and near the corner of Mulberry and Worth.

Nothing happens for a few moments. I decide to step closer to the direction Franco should be walking from. According to the maps on my phone, he should be arriving on the north corner from the restaurant.

I nearly trip when I spin around. When I look down, it’s a pair of feet. The body is obscured by a dark-colored bench. I open the flashlight app on my phone, and my hands are shaking when my fear is confirmed.

Franco lies slain behind the park bench. His throat has been slashed from ear to ear, and dark-red blood is oozing out.

I scream so loud I hope all of the city hears me. I call out Maxwell’s name because I know he’s listening and is probably on his way over after hearing my scream. I begin dialing emergency services. Before I can press nine, I feel the sharp, cold tip of a knife at my throat.

“I hate to do this to you, but you can thank that motherfucker,” says Zach. “He should have left well enough alone.”

“Why are you doing this?” I ask. I can’t keep my tears at bay. The sharp edge of the knife presses into my skin. One wrong move and my throat will be slashed.

Instead of the feel of Zach’s hands, it’s leather-clad fingers that grip my chin, turning it towards Franco’s slain body. It’s not my fault what happened to him. Zach is clearly an insane person to do this to someone, and even worse, someone he used to work with.

Zachary is a cold-blooded murderer.

“Your boyfriend can’t help you now. You’ll be next.”

I try holding back the tears springing to my eyes. It may be a futile exercise in holding onto my dignity in what could be my final moments.

Where was Maxwell? Surely, the feed was still going to him. Unless the sound cut out? I wanted to check the device in my pocket, but I didn’t need Zach’s attention on it because he surely wouldn’t hesitate to slit my throat right here.

The click of heels to our right has Zach turning at the sound. “What is taking so long?”

Cecily van Zandt appears in a dark-blue gown, looking every bit the society maven she pretends to be. If I didn’t make it out of this night alive, my only hope was that Zach’s and Cecily’s crimes would be exposed.

She stands before Zach and me, partially blocking Franco’s body from my view. “Well, well. Look what we have here.”

She looks at me with disgust. Like I’m not worth her time. If the situation weren’t deadly, it would be comical that the four of us were out here. Cecily in her gown and jewelry glinting in the twilight. She looked like she should be on a red carpet. Instead, she was here getting her flunky to kill me.

“You won’t get away with this,” I spit out.

Zach’s arm draped over me gets tighter and pulls me closer to him. So tight I can’t escape his grasp.

Crazy to think of how long I’ve wanted to be held by Zach. Little did I know it would be under these circumstances.

A sinister laugh erupts from the cold older woman. Her face looks disturbing despite the humor she’s conveying. As if laughing was a foreign concept to her in her miserable, rotten existence.

“I can get away with this and I will. You just had to get him involved,” she says, nudging Franco with her heeled shoe. She kicks at his lifeless body like he means nothing. I can’t imagine what his family will go through when he’s found by the police.

“Franco wasn’t supposed to be part of this. Not you either in fact. Now you’ll both be collateral damage.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask.

She was talking in riddles now. I just hoped Maxwell or the authorities were on their way. I could have kicked myself for not bringing my taser. I foolishly thought Franco and I could have met up here before the diabolical twosome showed up.

“You see, Harrison had to go. I wasn’t going to let his little…movement tarnish the Van Zandt name. I bet he didn’t tell you he’d been blackmailing me.”

“Blackmail? No—he never mentioned he was even still in contact with you.”

“Oh, of course not. At the rate he was going, he would have syphoned my publication for every cent we’re worth. People don’t have much interest in paying for news anymore, and he wanted to come and take what was left. I had to get rid of him. Now he’s in jail where he belongs.”

Cecily was behind this the whole time. Using us as a means to cover her tracks to get rid of her own child. What kind of people were these Van Zandts? A son blackmailing his mother for money and a mother plotting his demise to save her reputation.

They were both sick.

“Why did you hire us in the first place?” I ask, hoping to stall whatever they have planned.

“Well, you two were smart enough to figure out Harry’s involvement in all this, but what you probably didn’t know was our dearly deceased Franco’s involvement in my blackmail. They both had to go. You and your team were taking too long, but now my plan is complete.”

“Just have to tie up loose ends,” Zach adds.

I feel the cold metal of the knife at my throat, and Zach is using all his strength to bind my hands with one arm and hold the knife at my throat with the other. I desperately try twisting out of his embrace, but his grip is like a vice.

“I’m bored of all this and have a party to get back to. Zachary, finish her.”

I shut my eyes tight as I feel the shifting of the knife. The metal feels like ice along my neck, and I swear I can feel all my blood pooling south. I’m lightheaded. Is this what everyone experienced in their final moments?

The sound of sirens is sweet music as police run into our corner of the park, Max trailing alongside them. He’s a welcome sight for more reasons than one. I just wish we’d gotten here to save Franco, even though he had us fooled along with Harry and everyone else involved with this horrible publication.

“Police! Drop your weapon!” I hear the booming voice on a bullhorn, and there’s a light shined in my eyes by one of the officers taking in the three of us, plus Franco on the ground. Zach releases the knife, nicking my neck in the process. An officer kicks the large knife away as she handcuffs Zach and begins pulling him away. Another officer grabs Cecily’s arms, placing them behind her back.

She’s yelling expletives and screaming about her lawyer. “You can’t do this to me. I’m a Van Zandt. You won’t get away with this!”

“Are you okay, ma’am? Do you need medical attention?” asks a burly officer. His loud voice as he comes up behind me makes me jump. My nerves are already so frazzled.

“No, I think I’m alright,” I say, feeling for the cut, but there’s no blood. The sharp knife didn’t get a chance to penetrate deeply.

“Well, we’ll have to bring you in for questioning.”

I nod my answer, prepared to respond to anything they ask of me. I’ll gladly help put Zach and Cecily away.

“Kamaya!” I see Maxwell waving his arm up over the growing crowd of law enforcement surrounding Franco’s slain body. I run towards Max, slipping under the caution tape.

“Thank God, you’re okay,” Max says, embracing me in his strong arms and wrapping them around me. In his arms feels like the safest place, and I start crying because moments ago I could have been killed by a madman. A wolf in sheep’s clothing.

I could have died without Maxwell knowing how I felt. I pull back to tell him, realizing now more than ever how precious each moment we have together is.

“Max, I⁠—”

“I love you, Kamaya,” he says, cutting me off. Not that I mind at all because it’s the best reason to be interrupted. “I love you so much, and I can’t believe that tonight could have ended without me being able to tell you how much I love you, Kamaya Blake.”

I peer up into his dark-brown eyes that convey more love than I’ve ever felt in my life. As my friend, I knew Max battled doubt about his capacity to love. Not having any decent examples deeply affected him well into adulthood, to the point where he felt he couldn’t ever love.

I’m so happy to be alive to witness his transformation. So happy to be loved, in love, and hopefully be around for many more years to experience moments like this.

“Maxwell Scott, I love you too. You better get used to hearing it because I will never stop saying it.” Better yet, I will never stop loving this man.

“You’d better not,” he says before tilting his head down to kiss me.

Our lips stay locked in a tight embrace until we hear the low sound of someone clearing their throat.

“Sorry to interrupt. I’m Officer Bailey, and I’m going to need you to give an account and statements as to what happened here tonight.”

Maxwell slides his arms around me and reaches into his pocket, pulling out his phone. “Actually, we can play exactly what happened for you.”
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The aftermath of the Financial Journal assignment caused great fervor in the local news and even national, since the publication was known in rarefied circles. The CEO and widow Van Zandt was a crook behind the scenes. Her son that she hid from the public was much like his mother by way of blackmailing. The only difference was he was taking the money from her and giving it to the underprivileged and charities. The New York media dubbed him Gen-Z Robin Hood for all he’d done. Now there would be criminal charges for extortion.

Cecily and Zachary were on trial for the murder of Franco DiLaurentis. They also faced racketeering charges since they reported the missing funds from the subscription leak to their insurance and now also faced fraud charges. Both of them were up for long sentences, and I for one couldn’t wait to see them both behind bars.

Franco’s involvement, we later learned, came when Harry sought him out after being fired from the Financial Journal. Harry had promised to pay Franco for assisting him. He was murdered before receiving the funds.

A sad case all around.

Jacob Reyes was thankfully cleared of any wrongdoing, along with Katie Lucas, who’d worked with Zach but knew nothing of his crimes. I was glad that he was exactly who he presented to us, and now I’d made a new friend in Jacob. I felt bad that he trusted Franco, but many people from Financial Journal had us all fooled.

The last update from Jacob that we received a few days ago told us that the board of trustees and shareholders were scrambling to keep the publication afloat. The negative press had people unsubscribing, citing that they didn’t want anything to do with Financial Journal.

I hoped those remaining with the company didn’t have to worry about being out of a job. It wasn’t fair to any of them that the people they’d worked for were criminals.

As for us over at TSS, things were changing here as well. Brandon finally found an office space for lease in central London, not far from where his wife Ava’s television show would be filming. Brandon was one of the best bosses I’d ever had and one of the friends I’d made since I’d started working in the city. Ava’s addition to our office family would be missed as well, but I was happy for both of their career opportunities and knew that they’d be back to New York later on in the year, and they were just a text or call away.

Today Bree, Harlowe, and I were returning from lunch together since, earlier this week, she’d accepted a position with TSS. As soon as Brandon made the announcement, Bree exclaimed, “Finally Kam and I are no longer outnumbered!”

During our girls-only celebration, Harlowe opened up about her past of growing up in Atlanta and meeting her husband there, who, funnily enough, was from New York. Now they’d decided to make New York their permanent home. I felt that the three of us would all get along swimmingly, but there was something guarded about our new coworker.

Hopefully, she would feel trusting enough to open up to Bree and me in due time.

I had my own secret that I hadn’t shared and decided lunch away from the office, and especially the guys, was as good a place as any.

“I know today is about Harlowe, but I think this is as good a place as any to let you both know that Max and I are…dating.”

Bree squeals so loud that a few patrons in the restaurant turn to look over at our table. Poor Harlowe, not used to Bree’s outbursts, plugs her ears with her fingers.

“I knew something was up!” Bree says in her inside voice.

“How did you know?” I ask. I thought Max and I appeared like close friends. Had others noticed like Bree?

Bree shrugs. “I have a knack for these things. I can sense it.”

Harlowe and I laugh. I never knew what crazy thing my friend would say next. “Well, then we should toast,” says Harlowe. “To new opportunities, new friends, and most importantly new loves.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I say as the three of us clink our glasses together.


Epilogue
MAXWELL


“Where are you taking me?” asks Kamaya. “I feel like I’m being kidnapped.”

Chuckling, I say, “Relax. You’re definitely not being kidnapped. In fact, you’re going to love where I’m taking you.”

“Well, if you just tell me where you’re taking me, then I can tell you whether or not I will love it.”

“Nice try, but no.”

“C’mon, Maxwell, please. Where am I going? That was a long drive and we’ve been walking forever.”

“We haven’t been out of the car for five minutes. You are so dramatic!”

“You try walking in these shoes!”

This party took extremely careful planning. How did one pull off a surprise party for their girlfriend who was also an expert investigator? Weeks and weeks of incognito messages and calls with her family and friends while she was none the wiser.

“Seriously, Max. This better not be some haunted house thing or I’ll leave.”

I rolled my eyes. “I know you better than that.”

I could feel her cheeks warming under my palms. “You’re right. When you have a birthday so close to Halloween but hate all things horror, a girl had to make sure.”

With the door propped open to Summit Winery, I make my way to the center of the room where everyone is gathered in a semi-circle before removing my hands.

“Surprise!”

A chorus of cheers rings out amongst Kamaya’s closest friends and family. All in attendance are excited to celebrate her big 3-0.

She swings around and smacks my chest. “Maxwell! I can’t believe you pulled this off.”

“It wasn’t all me,” I say, hands up in surrender. “Your sisters and Nicole helped!”

Kamaya’s best friend Nicole hugs her first, followed by her parents, her sisters Mona and Daniella, as well as everyone from our office. Harlowe arrived solo, making an excuse that her husband wouldn’t be able to attend. The party was also attended by extended family of Kamaya’s, as well acquaintances and friends from her past.

I’d hoped my father would get here in time, but as ever, his life on the road took precedence, and I would be lying if I said it didn’t bother me that he couldn’t be dependable.

“What’s wrong?” Kamaya asks about two hours into her party. Her sisters had draped a Birthday Girl sash over her along with a crown.

“Nothing,” I say, trying not to burden Kam on her day.

“Come on, it’s something. You were fine a few moments ago talking to Westin and Bryson.”

“It’s just my dad said he would be here, and as you can see, nothing. My mom wasn’t able to make it, but it just drives me crazy how he still makes assurances, and I still fall for it.”

Kamaya takes my hand into her free one that’s not holding a glass. “Your feelings are valid, Max. You just have to accept him for who he is.”

“Yeah, still upsetting,” I say.

“Of course, but I know your fear is that you’ll be like him, and I can assure you that you’re a way better man than he’ll ever be.”

Kam knew just what to say. “Let’s change the topic. It’s your birthday, and I don’t need to think about him right now. Are you enjoying the party?”

“Yes, Max. It’s lovely. I don’t know how you all kept your mouths shut for however long it took to plan all this.”

“Yeah, especially Bree. I thought for sure every time we were all in the office together she’d slip up.”

Kamaya laughs at my statement, and I wish I could remember this moment forever. Her joy and exuberance. Her cheeks are reddened from the wine, most likely, but I’d like to think it’s my company too.

I look over at her family and our friends, and everyone is having a good time and thoroughly inebriated. I don’t think anyone even sees us over in this area of the tasting room. An idea sparks, and I hope Kam is up for it.

I blurt it out before I can stop myself. “Do you want to get out of here?”

Her eyes widen at my question. “Now?”

“Yes, right now.”

Kam looks over to the rest of the party and witnesses the same scene of her closest family and friends drinking and dancing and completely not paying us any attention.

“You want me to Irish exit my own party?”

“Why not? Everyone here is too drunk to know their own name, far more care where you are.”

“I can’t— I’ve never done anything like that,” she says. “Just leave now and not say anything?”

I shrug a shoulder. “Start your thirties off right by doing whatever the fuck you want.”

Kam takes one look back at her party and then turns to me, her smile growing wide. “I can’t believe I’m saying this but… Yes!”

I can’t help my own grin. We’re really doing this.

I grab onto her forearm before she can change her mind and lead us back to my car, taking the glass in her hand and leaving it on a bar top before exiting. I open the passenger door for her before rounding the hood and jumping into the driver’s seat. I’m too excited.

“Are you okay to drive?” she asks, putting on her seatbelt.

“I haven’t had one drop of alcohol tonight.”

Kamaya narrows her eyes at me. “You planned this.”

“I’m pleading the fifth on that one,” I say, winking at her before speeding off back to my place.

We spend the half-hour ride back to my townhouse listening to all of Kamaya’s favorite songs, laughing at her tipsy forgetfulness of the lyrics. What I cherish most about our relationship is how much fun we have together. Talking about nothing of importance for hours and having the time of our lives.

By the time I arrive and park in the driveway and open Kam’s door, she’s on me in seconds. I don’t know what she had at the winery, but she cannot keep her hands off me. Not that I’m complaining.

I manage to get the door open and get us both inside. When the door closes this time, I’m ready and scoop Kam up and take her to the couch. Our hands are almost as frantic as our mouths, and we must have beat Olympic records in getting our clothes off.

“Damn, woman, you didn’t have any draws on the entire time?”

“Nope,” Kamaya says, unsuccessfully stifling her giggle. “I can say without a doubt this is the best birthday I’ve ever had.”

I’m hovering inches over her hot center. “It’s about to get even better.”

“I think we’ve found a new birthday tradition that I can definitely live with.”

I laugh at my Kam. I could live with our new tradition too. For every birthday for the rest of our lives.
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Brandon


I should not be at this party.

Why do I torture myself by showing up wherever I know she is going to be?

Despite my efforts to appear as if I don’t care about anything or anyone, I’ve always possessed a soft spot for the Wells family. Asher Wells was a boarding school mate turned close friend, whose family graciously “adopted” me as one of their own, since the family I come from—using that term loosely—never gave a damn about me.

Arriving at the Wells estate is always bittersweet since it accompanies memories of coming to the family home on school breaks, followed by a dagger to the heart at the fact that Asher knew what it was like to feel welcome, and I have never truly known that feeling.

“Thought I’d find you over here,” a familiar voice comes from my right.

Asher Wells. My friend the chief financial officer and the only other person I know with a mind as sharp as my own. He’s the closest I’ll get to having a brother.

He hands me a flute of champagne. Gold accents marking the slim glass fit with tonight’s party theme. Attendees were asked to pair their ensembles with a gold accessory. My golden Breitling is as close as I get to accessorizing. The gold and white design adorning the tables make the party feel as if we’ve stepped into a wintery jewelry store. All the women in attendance are wearing gold jewelry, and it glints like the chandeliers scattered throughout the tent. Though one hardly remembers one’s in a tent because, of course, the Wells family sprang for the best event planners.

“No matter what, I look for you on the fringes of any social gathering, silently brooding,” Asher says, lips quirking at the jest.

I can’t hold back my grin. “We’ve been friends for too long. Or have I become predictable?”

Asher snorts. “Maybe now, in your old age, you’ve become predictable⁠—”

I hold a hand up. “Need I remind you we’re the same age?”

Asher pays me no mind. “I knew you when you weren’t predictable in the slightest. Couldn’t begin to guess what hell you’d raise next.”

I smile as I take a sip of the golden liquid. Asher is right. Once I moved from London to the US to attend a prominent New England boarding school, I let being away from prying eyes and having no parental guidance lead to a bender that lasted for nearly a decade of my youth. I’m not proud of everyone I hurt, but those years are behind me.

Mostly.

Now, I spend my time letting my work dictate where I lay my head, enjoying the freedom of a single and unencumbered life.

I regard Asher in a nearly identical tuxedo to mine. As always, my more muscular frame fills out the tuxedo better. My friend has spent too many days behind a desk, preparing for world domination or some such. Though he’s only been able to conquer Wall Street with no stopping in sight.

Asher shifts his weight, clearing his throat before continuing. Those were his tells. You couldn’t work in my line of business and not quickly notice everyone’s tells. Whatever was coming next was proving difficult for him to broach. “Just say it, Ash.”

Meeting my gaze, our 6’1” heights identical, Asher takes a deep breath before continuing. “My family needs help, and you’re the only person I trust.”

The expression in my friend’s hazel eyes go from jovial to concerned, and in the muted light of candles scattered throughout the tent, I can see the faint dark circles under his eyes. Something has been weighing on him heavily.

“Anything for you,” I say.

Asher and his family were always there for me, even when I was much too young to appreciate it. At forty years old, I’ve concluded that loyal people aren’t common in this life, and you have to cherish the people you can count on.

“Someone is threatening Ava, and you’re the only person I can trust to keep her safe,” Asher finally says.

Hearing her name knocks the breath out of me.

Ava Wells.

Asher’s kid sister and the bane of my existence since she became of legal age.

Still, though she’s not officially mine, I don’t like the idea of anyone daring to make threats against her life.

“What kind of threats?” I ask when I’m able to keep my tone even. Masking my attraction to Ava is a lesson in stealth. I wouldn’t act on my feelings, though I wanted to, and thought of doing so, too often.

Asher switches his flute back into his left hand. “I suspect there’s more than she’s telling us, but someone has been leaving notes near her apartment. And she’s getting text messages from an unknown number. I worry whoever is behind this will try something in person.”

Someone was stalking Ava.

I finally understand the expression “seeing red.”

The idea of some sick person thinking they can encroach on what’s mine makes me angry. I tighten my hold on the stem of the flute, ready to break it into pieces.

Ava could never belong to me, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t go to the ends of the earth for her safety.

I don’t fill in the silence, letting Asher dictate what comes next. If it were up to me, I’d keep Ava locked away in a location only I know about until my team and I catch the brave bastard who thought they could come after her.

“Brandon, she needs a bodyguard, and I trust you with Ava’s safety.”

I release a breath. There it is. I wasn’t going to say no to my friend when it comes to protecting Ava, though my better judgement was telling me to do exactly that.

Executive protection was what I did best and what prompted me to create my own security firm. I’d been the personal protection for many celebrities and other high-profile people. After being shot at and in too many brawls, I could now set off airport security with parts of me that were damaged in the crossfire.

Protecting Ava required little effort. It was something I could do in my sleep.

But this would be the first time I’d taken a job where the person not only felt like family but was someone who I had a strong, albeit inappropriate, attraction to.

I should say no. Tell Asher that one of my team members would be better suited, but before I can get the words out, the stunner in question is heading towards us.

It’s as if my eyes were always seeking Ava out. As if I’m unconsciously aware of her every move. Like a strange, invisible connection, we were constantly aware of each other’s presence to the point that I spent less time around Asher when he was with his sister because the connection was too palpable.

She makes her way over to us, all long limbed and, judging by the tight set of her plump mouth, mad as hell.

“I can’t believe you,” Ava says, forgoing any greeting toward me and lighting into her brother.

“Ava—” Asher begins in a warning tone, one I’ve heard him use many times with his kid sister, who looks nothing like a kid tonight.

Ava’s recent birthday made her twenty-six, and because I’m a demented bastard, I’ve thought too long about the age difference between us becoming less creepy as she gets older. But that doesn’t negate the fact that she’s my best friend’s little sister.

Tonight, she wore an ankle-length red gown, showing the smooth skin of her slender back and shoulders. The heaters employed by the party organizers made it possible for Ava to wear a thin-strapped dress with a slit nearly up to her hip, exposing her long legs I would do well to avoid staring at with Asher standing inches away from me.

Ava continues her tirade. “I have to hear from Madison that you want to hire Brandon as my bodyguard. I already told you, Ash, I don’t need a babysitter!”

Wincing at the term babysitter only highlights our age gap, but it also lances at the fact that what I do is more than babysitting.

“Ava, this is for your own good,” her brother says, grasping a soft-looking shoulder.

She quickly shrugs him off.

“I have already filed the police report on this...matter. I don’t want or need to be followed around, Asher.”

“You’ll be glad to know I haven’t accepted the job yet,” I cut into her tirade. My deep, accented voice commands a room when I need it to, and right now it serves its purpose in getting Ava to turn her ire from Asher.

For the first time since I arrived, she makes direct eye contact with me. The brief greeting in the foyer hours ago was a quick, double-cheeked kiss, but she’d avoided my gaze entirely. This dance of barely acknowledging each other had only increased in the last few years. Ava avoids me as I do her because I know, without the words being spoken, that whatever invisible string draws us together could detonate our futures one day.

Her large brown eyes hold mine as I continue to speak. “Asher only just informed me of what is going on when you barreled over here.”

Ava crosses her arms, which only pushes her breasts up in the low front of her dress, requiring me to veer my gaze elsewhere.

Did she have the slightest idea what she did to me?

“Is that so?” Ava turns back to Asher.

“Yes, Avie,” Asher says solemnly nodding.

“I get what you’re trying to do, Ash, but really I don’t want to be followed around by—” She pauses. Her gaze meets mine again but holds this time.

She may not want to be followed around by me, but I see through her bravado. She doesn’t want to be protected by me because she wouldn’t be able to handle the proximity. Our attraction would only deepen if we spent that much time together.

That’s the reason I need to turn down Asher’s request. As much as it will pain me, I can get someone else on the team to watch out for her in the physical sense, but I’ll keep tabs on her and catch the fucker trying to hurt her myself.

“Ava, can we discuss this after the party?” Asher asks, presumably seeking to make sure no eavesdroppers are lurking to catch gossip about the Wells siblings.

“Fine,” Ava says, brushing at a stray curl that slipped from the elaborate knot her hair is arranged in and tucking the dark lock behind her ear. “But we will be discussing this together,” she stresses. “No more going behind my back and thinking you can make decisions about my life.”

Ava casts one more glance in my direction, meeting my gaze again, before straightening her shoulders and walking back in the direction she came from.

I’m proud of my girl. She’s come a long way from that timid creature who could hardly look me in the eye.

This Ava wasn’t backing down.

Asher shakes his head. “Why did I ever want a sibling?” he questions and drains the contents of his champagne.

I chuckle. I can’t resist goading him. “Sisters and daughters are payback for how you’ve treated women. This is karma at work, mate.”

Asher shakes his head at my sentiment. “It must be. Now I’m the only man in a family of women, and I’m at my wit’s end,” he says, his gaze dragging over to where Ava, his wife, Madison, and his mother were convening.

I knew the Wells patriarch’s passing did a number on my friend. Henry Wells was the closest thing I ever had to a true father, and tonight is the first time the Wells annual New Year’s Eve party has gone on without him.

Madison finds where we are standing and motions to her husband for him to join them. I glance at my watch and see there’s only three minutes to midnight.

Before heading over to the women, Asher turns back to me. “Despite what Ava says, this situation is more serious than she is letting on. Tell me you’ll think about it.”

Protecting Ava? Wasn’t something I needed to think about. My first answer was a resounding yes. But the commonsense part of my brain was screaming danger ahead.

I nod because I can’t say all I’m thinking. Asher could be Mr. Prim and Proper, but when it came to his sister, I’d seen a different side of the man.

And I really like my tuxedo and don’t need bloodshed tonight.

“Go to them,” I stick with instead. “Don’t worry. Ava will be fine.”

Asher smiles and his shoulders visibly relax at my words. “Let me go join the lionesses. Wish me luck,” he says, clapping me on the shoulder before making his way towards the front of the tent and wrapping an arm around his wife’s waist.

I’m distracted by watching the Wells family begin countdown to midnight. I sense that familiar pang of…something in my chest when I look at happy families. I wouldn’t dare call it envy.

Ava couldn’t ever belong to me. Ava represents pureness and light. All my darkness, my filthy hands and my devil’s reputation, shouldn’t go anywhere near her and yet I want her.

I want her to be mine with every cell in my body. Mine to caress. Mine to capture.

No other woman brings out the caveman in me. What was Asher thinking? Requesting I become Ava’s personal protection when it’s me she needs protection from was akin to asking the wolf to protect Little Red.

When did these feeling change from seeing her as Asher’s cute kid sister to wanting Ava?

Craving her.

Protecting Ava was too risky. Surely, one of my men could handle her protection. Only, did I want them around her?

The vibration against my thigh stops my line of thinking, and I extract the phone and peer at the contact name.

James Eastwood.

I let the phone continue to ring. Armageddon could strike tonight, and I’d join the devil’s ranks before I ever spoke to James again. He was never a father to me. No, a father evoked feelings of someone who sat you on their knee or gave life advice to their only son. Pats on the back for a job well done and uttering the words “I’m proud of you.”

All my father ever provided were insults and raised fists.

The fucking nerve to call me on a holiday like we ever had that kind of relationship.

Despite the chill of standing on the perimeter of the tent, I desperately want this party to end. Being around the Wells reminds me of the few good parts of my adolescence, but Ava being so close has only increased my agitation, and I’ve had enough.

“Ten, nine, eight, seven…”

Voices all around me ring out, counting down to the new year. Again, my gaze returns to Ava, who is looking up at the stars in the clear-roofed tent. She’s the only one in red tonight, and she’s radiant as always. Even in her anger earlier, I wanted to grab her and grasp her spark.

A waiter pauses to hand me another flute, and I shake my head at him. I lift the now empty one in my palm and deposit the glass on his tray.

“Three, two, one. Happy New Year!”

Asher told everyone about the fireworks, so no one bats an eye at the first popping sound. Except the sounds don’t stop, and only one firework has been released into the sky.

The sound of bullets ricocheting inches from where Ava is standing has me running. Screams burst out as the bullets increase. My long legs are pumping as quickly as possible to get to where the Wells are standing.

Pandemonium ensues.

All the guests dressed in their golden finery dart in all directions, trying to get away from the shots. I can’t get a read on where the bullets are coming from, but I reach Ava and wrap an arm around her waist, pulling her towards me. When there is a brief ceasefire, I drop to bend at the waist, taking Ava with me.

“Everyone, get down now!” I scream as the party empties and the shooter must have stopped to reload.

I curse at myself for leaving my weapon in the glove compartment. I should have brought it with me.

I wave my arm to get Asher’s attention. He’s ducked down on the other side of the table we’re crouching under.

“Get them inside.” I indicate towards his mother and Madison with a tip of my head. “Stay low!”

I see Madison reach for a crying Violet –Ava and Asher’s mother— as the trio begin heading towards the side entrance of the house that’s past the pool.

Before Ava and I can follow suit, another shot rings out past our heads, disintegrating the discarded glasses all around us. Instead of following the family, I move in the opposite direction.

“You—you’re—” Ava can barely get the words out. “You’re going the wrong way!”

I know exactly where I’m going. Back to where I parked and can get Ava and myself out of here. I can’t see where the shooter is aiming from, and as the seconds tick by, my only thought is getting Ava far away from this party.

Something tells me that Ava’s stalker decided to make their presence known tonight.
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