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Prologue 

 

July  Present Day 

Central Jakarta, Indonesia 

 

Derrick Markham paused at the sweeping expanse of windows overlooking the city. The late 

afternoon sun burnished the massive construction site below, workers crawling over steel beams and 

raised earth like arthropods. Derrick imagined his nearly finished skyscraper resembling a hot orange 

spire rising out of the dense Jakartan cityscape. 

 he 

didn't want one distracting stitch out of place. He reminded himself that this afternoon's meeting 

should go off without a hitch. All that hard work, preparation, and negotiation was finally going to 

culminate in a crisp, satisfying finish.  

A brisk knock sounded at his office door before it opened. Turning, he saw his attorney and lead 

negotiator slip through, carrying a sheaf of papers in a portfolio. Derrick liked the sleek, polished 

look of her in an elegantly feminine three-piece suit. Samantha was a beauty, certainly, but only a 

fool would be taken in by her looks. In the time they'd worked together to finalize this deal, he'd 

become acutely aware that her appearance only distracted from the acuity of her mind. Her eyes gave 

her away. That cool, obsidian gaze took in everything.  

She stopped near him, glancing over his appearance, her brief assessment resulting in a pleased 

smile. "You look dapper, Derrick. The chairman will appreciate your choi  

"China red. Not too obvious, you think?" He fiddled momentarily with his cufflinks.  

"No, he'll appreciate the nod," she said. "Here are the contracts with the adjustments you agreed 

on last week." She flipped open the portfolio. "Note the chops for your signature are here. Make 

sure the aking out the marble chop, she showed him deftly which side 

to press first. "Chow may ask for a clause adjustment on the payment terms, but don't waver. His 
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modus operandi suggests he'll test your mettle by playing hard ball in the eleventh hour to see what 

competitive offers you may have."  

Derrick thought on that a moment. "  

Her mouth curved slightly. "Rumor has it."  

Derrick tutted while he moved toward his desk to pick up his mobile phone

her long enough to know anything she told him would be founded in far more than mere rumor. 

Samantha was nothing if not thorough. He appreciated having a partner-in-crime who could help 

anticipate the chess moves while he focused on finishing the construction of the skyscraper. Derrick 

could already taste the finish with the impatience to get 

started flitting at the edge of his concentration. He could hardly wait to board the jet home later 

tonight. , glancing 

at the picture of his son on the screen.  

"Don't worry." Sam spoke up beside him, snapping the folio shut. "You'll be back in California 

for your son's baseball game by this time tomorrow.  

e him to the game in the T-Bird. Let him 

 

little boys like to be driven around town by their dads after they win their little 

league trophy," she smiled, laughing softly.  

"That they do," Derrick agreed, enjoying the image in his mind's eye. He could almost feel the 

dry California sun on his skin, so different from the stifling humidity he'd gotten so used to in 

Indonesia. "And where will you be this time tomorrow?" he asked. 

"Sitting by the beach in Bali, God willing."  

"Good plan." Derrick briefly imagined that svelte figure of hers in a bikini. 

Sam moved toward the door, refocusing him. "Ready to do this?" 

Derrick nodded, slipping the phone into his pocket, his mind shifting to the meeting. He 

watched Sam touch the earpiece under her dark hair, murmuring to an unseen listener that they 

were heading toward the conference room. His bodyguard, Carey Nelson, stepped out in front of 
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him as they left the office. Carey had the build of a lineman, easily over six-foot-five, with solid, 

broadly packed muscle. He had an agility of movement and speed that belied his size. 

worked out together often enough over the past few weeks that Derrick knew Carey was swift, his 

movements spare and efficient.    

They took a short walk down the hall toward an impressive conference room with stunning 

floor-to-ceiling views of downtown Jakarta and a massive, highly-polished table that could easily seat 

at least thirty people. The typically unrelenting sun was just beginning to wane into a late afternoon 

haze, casting a pleasant glow over wood-paneled walls. The Chow Yun group was already gathered at 

the conference table, his own team also in place, making small talk. After a round of obligatory 

handshakes, Derrick settled into the chair at the opposite end of the table from their leader, Edward 

Chow.  

"First, let me say how thrilled I am that we are so close to completion on the construction of the 

aper will be home to the new 

Southeast Asian headquarters for Chow Yun Industries and Markham International. I'd like to 

personally thank Mr. Edward Chow for his vision in the completion of this project " 

A sudden, resounding boom rocked the room as glass shattered. Derrick felt his neck squeezed as 

a hand jerked him back and forced him to the floor. He turned, disoriented, trying to fend off an 

attack when he saw Carey pushing him further under the conference table. He felt two strong arms 

hook under his armpits and drag him backward. There was a cacophony of sound, discordant edges 

blurred by the gusts of wind rattling through the blown-open window and muting shocked screams.  

forty stories up, Derrick thought, dazed. He could hear glass crunching, the crack of more 

gun shots, shouts, people scrambling.  

A voice sounded close to his ear  need you to crawl low with me, Derrick. I'm going to get 

you out of here, but you listen to me. Don't deviate." 

He blinked as Sam let go of his arms to jerk out of her suit jacket. She slid backwards and turned 

to her side, pulling a 9mm from her back, the holster hidden beneath her dark vest. She thumbed off 

the safety as chaos exploded around them.  
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"Derrick, can you handle a gun?" she asked calmly, reaching down her leg to pull another from a 

holster strapped to her ankle.  

"Jesus Chr " Derrick found a small revolver thrust into his hand.  

"We crawl quick and low now. You follow me close. Care six."  

"Carey my..." Derrick wondered distantly how she could talk to him in her work voice as if 

they were still standing in his office.  

Are we still in my office? Am I imagining this?  

He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. In shock, he registered the hysterical 

screams and the jolting staccato of high-powered rifle rounds hitting the walls amidst the rush of 

wind pummeling through the once-pristine conference room.  

Derrick  him, her voice calm 

but urgent. He blinked open his eyes. She stared at him hard before flipping fluidly and belly 

crawling under the table, knocking a chair out of the way as she neared the entrance to the 

conference room. There was a flurry of commotion around them, men shouting in Mandarin, 

Indonesian and English. He couldn't make sense of it  

Sam touched her earpiece. "Where's the shooter, Talon?"  

Another crack sounded, and he saw one of Chow's men go down, blood flowing from his mouth 

as he grasped the side of his chest. Derrick stopped, fixated on the dying man's face only a handful of 

feet from his own, his eyes vacant.  

Sam turned around. "Carey, can you knock the table over and block the door while I get Derrick 

out?" 

 

Another crack sounded, then panic as Chow's men dragged someone back. Pools of smeared 

blood drenched the ivory travertine floor. Derrick blinked, staring at the man who'd been shot.  

"Chow. Oh my God, is that Chow?"  

 

He watched the blood pooling, transfixed, the color shocking and vivid against the pale 
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limestone.  

Derrick Samantha grabbed him, smacking his face hard, jolting him from his daze. "Look at 

me, Derrick. Focus. We're getting you out." Carey overturned the conference table with a crash, 

giving them a barricade. "One of my men is locating the shooter. Another is flying a chopper to this 

tower right now. Keep it together, Derrick. You stick close to me, and this time tomorrow you're in 

California." 

Derrick nodded, his throat working as he swallowed back panic. He looked down at the gun 

she'd put in his hand. An eerie calm settled over him.  

"The sniper still has the door," Carey told her.  

Derrick heard another crack, watching with widened eyes as another man from Chow's group 

slumped to the ground during a bid to get to the conference room entrance. He couldn't tell if 

Chow was still alive or if anyone on his own team had been hit. People were crouching behind the 

table with them, some shocked silent, others crying or shouting into mobile phones. His hand 

 

Sam pressed her earpiece again. "Talon, status!" she barked over the noise and chaos.  

It could have been minutes; it could have been seconds. He saw Sam nod to Carey, felt Carey 

grab his shoulder, urging him forward toward the door. He wondered minutely if he was crawling 

toward his death. He found himself praying, his whispered psalm disembodied and distant, as if it 

were someone else speaking it.  

And yea, though I walk through the valley of shadow and death... 

"Almost there." Samantha stopped mid-crouch, her head cocked as if she were listening for 

something.  

Her head came up.  

She and Carey looked at each other at the same moment.  

Suddenly, Carey picked him up by the neck and the back of his suit jacket, flinging him across 

the open space not blocked by the conference table. His shoulder slammed into the wall from the 

force of  



 COMPLICATED CREATURES Part One EXCERPT       / 9 

 

WWW.VIVRANTPRESS.COM 

 

couldn't believe they'd walked down this wide, wood-paneled hall so casually only minutes ago, 

thinking of nothing but closing this deal and heading home. How self-assured he'd felt. How cocky. 

What a fucking joke.  

He saw a couple of Chow's men managed to drag him into the hallway, cradling his body in 

their arms, shaking, petting the older man anxiously. Chow was covered in blood but appeared to be 

alive, barely conscious as he muttered something unintelligible, a rivulet of blood trailing from his 

mouth. Sam crouched near him, speaking to his men urgently in Mandarin as she hastily looked 

over his wounds. One of them answered her as she asked questions, pointing down the hall toward 

the bank of stainless steel elevators.  

"What is she saying? What's happening? Is Chow okay?" Derrick struggled to ask as Carey 

helped him up and began pushing him past the group.  

"She's asking where Chow's head of security is. More of his men are on their way. They're 

coming up from the parking garage," Carey answered, pushing him down the hall toward the 

stairwell.  

"What about my team?" Derrick sputtered, trying to glance back over his shoulder.  

"One of our men just shot the sniper. A secondary team is seeing to the people left in the 

conference room, and get everyone to safety. Our job is to get you out," Carey answered 

calmly, urging Derrick up the steps.  

Sam burst into the stairwell behind them, lithely bounding past Carey and Derrick. "Chow's 

Looks like he took one to the chest and another in the 

arm, but he's alive." 

Carey hustled him up the metal stairs. As Sam pushed open the door to the rooftop helipad, 

Derrick felt the whump whump whump of helicopter blades slicing through the thick humidity of the 

late afternoon heat. A dark Sikorsky landed, the wind whipping at his hair and clothes. Derrick 

watched a man jump out to swing open one of the back doors. Sam and Carey hustled him to the 

chopper, bodily lifting him in. She pushed him into the seat, snapping a harness around him while 

Carey crawled in, shutting the door behind his broad frame. The chopper lifted off before the door 
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was even closed. Sam glanced down at the skyscraper they were sweeping away from in a wide arc, 

hawk-eyed, watching for any signs of trouble. Carey settled in beside him.  

Distantly, Derrick realized he was still clutching the handgun Sam had handed him in the 

conference room. He stared down at his hand, aware the last fifteen minutes of his life was the 

closest brush with imminent death he had ever experienced. He saw Sam's hand cover his own. 

Mute, he looked up into her alert dark eyes, watching him as she carefully withdrew the gun from 

his hand. Derrick realized belatedly his hands were shaking.  

"What just happened?" he managed to croak out.  

Sam holstered the gun on her ankle, smoothing her suit leg over it as if she were adjusting a 

trouser sock. Derrick blinked, feeling more disconcerted as the chopper veered heavily, the skyline 

tilting.  

smile.  

his body as he grasped the situation.  

the fuck 

and adrenaline wore off. His hands clenched into tight fists as he fought for control.  

 

He tried vainly to swallow.  

Sam smiled gently, squeezing his hand again 

 don't have 

an immediate update on Chow's status, but I believe he's still alive.

water, h We have three confirmed dead, all 

Your team is rattled, but only Garris  

iece. He looked at Derrick. 
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We're medev  Garrison and Chow to the hospital. Garrison will get patched up. Shot went 

clean through. Nothing vital hit."  

Derrick mumbled, closing his eyes. He felt achy and exhausted. "Who would 

want to kill me or Chow?"  

"He's made a lot of enemies since leaving Shanghai. A lot of bad land deals. He's got some 

he heard Sam answer, her v I doubt you were a target, but we'll know 

more as soon as we identify the sniper and figure out who he was working for."  

"Jesus," Derrick muttered, opening his eyes. He glanced out the window toward the sun setting 

on the horizon. "Did you know this would happen today?" he asked.   

"Chow was a risky partner from the get-go, and we 

knew the odds of something going down while you were in the same room seemed higher. We'll be 

able to illuminate you and your Board with the details here by the time you're stateside."  

"Stateside?" Derrick blinked.  

"We're flying you out to the jet now Like I said, by this time tomorrow, 

you'll be back home in California." Sam touched her earpiece briefly, listening. "My men found the 

sniper's spotter and backup trying to slip out of t

'll interrogate him a  

 Derrick glanced up. "I thought you were just a negotiator. Where the hell did you learn how to 

 

 

contracts e interrogating would-be 

assassins. Who the hell are you?"  

Derrick saw a brief flash of her teeth as sh . The only difference 

between me and typical corporate counsel is that I do

for
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Derrick shook that slender, manicured hand, still feeling daz

 

 

Derrick nodded before he sat back, allowing his head to fall against the headrest as his eyes 

closed. "I was almost shot today, and now I find out my general counsel can kill people with her 

thumbs," he muttered, trying to calm down.  

 

Derrick's head whipped around. "Seriously?" 

Carey shrugged. 

I was kidding. You were kidding, right?" Derrick asked, looking back at Sam.  

Her dark eyes lit with amusement, as she tried to suppress a smile. "I find weapons more 

shirt. She noticed bl  

 

smirked, watching Sam roll up the sleeves of her blouse.    
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Derrick remained silent for the rest of the short flight. When the chopper landed near a private 

jet on a quiet airstrip, he exhaled a relieved breath. A man in fatigues approached the chopper as it 

 

  

 

 

 

With that, Sam hopped out before Carey escorted him toward the waiting jet. Derrick glanced 

back one last time as he reached the stairs to the aircraft. The sun had set, the darkening skyline 

ablaze in cinnabar and orange. Jakarta looked like it was on fire in the distance. Derrick realized 

the sudden impact in the minutes to come.  

 

rom beside him.  

ainst the Sikorsky, conferring with the man in 

fatigues, hand tucked into her trouser pocket, poise relaxed.  

impressive  
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Chapter 1 

 

Early August Present day 

 

 

JACK 

 

"We've got a buyer I like for the penthouse duplex." 

Jack looked up from hi

 

Mitchell Gartner,  long-time friend and business partner, ignored his comment as he sat 

down across from Jack. He flicked open a file on his lap. "S. Wyatt. Senior partner with Lennox 

Chase. Looking for a fifteen percent discount with a cash offer. Background checks out. I think 

you'd like this neighbor." Mitch's eyes were bright. Jack knew that look was either from a done deal 

or trouble to-be-had.  

Jack Roman sat back, steepling his fingers as he regarded Mitch. The building he owned and 

lived in was an exquisitely renovated neoclassical brick building with Beaux-Arts architecture. The 

Whitney was a legendary landmark in downtown Chicago, just off of Michigan Avenue, with lush 

views of Grant Park and the windswept waters of Lake Michigan. The penthouse level was over ten 

thousand square feet, featuring two duplex penthouses with wide limestone terraces and breathtaking 

views of the city, park, and water. The penthouses shared an entertainment area with a large pool 

that separated the two spaces. Jack had resolutely kept the second penthouse unoccupied since the 

renovation was completed nearly two years ago, though not for a lack of interested parties.  

"You know I want Jaime in there," Jack said, his voice flat.  

Mitch slipped the file in front of Jack. "I know, but he doesn't want to leave the house in Oak 

Park. It's a better place for Maddie to grow up in anyway. A real neighborhood with other kids, and 
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she can ride her bike."  

"I want to talk to him again about it," Jack answered, glancing at the closed file. 

 "Okay, but it's a good offer. I know you want your brother in there, but if he says no, I think 

it's an ideal situation."  

"A fifteen percent discount is pretty steep, even for a cash offer," Jack commented drily, looking 

for more reasons to block the deal. "And don't think for a minute I don't recognize that look in your 

eye. What're you up to?"  

Mitch shrugged. "What's not to like? Comes from money, excellent reputation, obviously good 

with business, and we could use this cash in hand to pick up that lot in the South Loop before word 

even gets out." 

"And?" Jack prompted, head tilting ever so slightly.  

"And you should see the picture of Wyatt," Mitch grinned.  

Jack couldn't help the smirk from rising. Canary. Meet your cat, he thought. Mitch was what you 

could call a switch hitter. Mitch enjoyed his fair share of lovely women, but the certain allure of a 

good-looking man could turn his head from time to time. Mitch had excellent taste. Couldn't fault 

him on that. Jack had no doubt this S. Wyatt would be a looker if Mitch's eye had that glint.  

"I'm sure," Jack responded. "I need to catch a flight to Washington tonight. I want to talk to 

Jaime first. If I decide to go through with it, it's a five percent discount, they can't sublet, and they 

can only resell in five years on my terms."  

Mitch let out a low whistle. "Hardball, huh? You know the price we set was outrageous from the 

get-go. This offer is more than fair."  

"I know it. I just want to set the playing by my rules. Set an early 

precedent for neighborly conduct if it gets that far," Jack replied. He fingered the paperwork sitting 

in front of him, already shifting his attention to the plots and land developments he was considering.  

"You may have met your match with this one," Mitch said after a moment, refusing to drop the 

subject.  

"Oh?" Jack's dark brows popped up. "And why's that?"  
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"Wyatt's recent promotion to Senior Partner at Lennox Chase is based on performance under, 

shall we say, high-pressure situations. Don't think this one will be someone you can steamroll."  

"I thought Lennox Chase was an insurance company," Jack replied, his brows rising. "What kind 

of high-pressure situations do insurance companies have? Too many claimants all at once?" 

"Wyatt leads a division called 'Human Asset Protection.' That's fancy terminology for kidnap, 

ransom, and assassination attempts on executives and government officials, that sort of thing. 

Basically a private protection agency for big-wigs situated within an insurance company."  

Jack felt mildly intrigued at the prospect of having a James Bondish-type neighbor. He had to 

admit it had been a while since he'd found anything outside of work interesting. Having a neighbor 

whose idea of a Monday staff meeting involved fielding ransom demands was probably the most 

excitement he'd seen in months.  

"I had lunch with Michael Lennox at the Unio The 

numbers aren't public, but the Human Asset Protection division is Lennox's bread and butter these 

days," Mitch told him. "Lennox Chase is now one of the top three businesses that provide this sort 

of service in the world, whereas five years ago, they were just underwriters."  

Jack wasn't surprised Mitch had managed to ferret this information out over lunchtime drinks. 

Mitch traded in confidences like Jack gathered favors. Everyone had their own currency.  

"All the more reason Wyatt shouldn't get a discount," he replied. "I'll talk to Jaime tonight and 

let you know if he's a definite no. You can handle the interview and the negotiations if I decide to 

pull the trigger."  

d.  

Jack glanced down I need to head out in an hour. 

 

 

# 
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August A week later 

North Gallery District, Chicago 

 

SAMANTHA 

 

The Sixteen Restaurant, inside the Trump Tower and Hotel, arguably boasted the most stunning 

panoramic views of lakefront Chicago. The warm afternoon sun hit the Chicago River and Lake 

Michigan at that perfect angle, making the water shimmer like crystal-cut glass in the distance. As 

Sam followed the hostess through the restaurant, her attention shifted from the quarter arc, three-

story vistas to the man waiting for her in the bar.  

Mitchell Gartner had the lean, androgynous look of a dandy from a bygone era. His dark golden 

hair was pushed back from his face in an attractive wave. Vintage Oliver Peoples perched on an 

elegant nose. She pegged him to be in his early-to-mid-thirties, around her age. Spotting her 

approach, Mr. Gartner stood, a smile curving his mouth as he reached out to shake her hand. She 

admired the impeccable summer-weight suit and custom Oxford shirt.  

"Ms. Wyatt, great to meet you in person," he smiled, moving to pull out her seat.  

"Likewise. And please, call me Sam," she answered, settling in the chair. She gave him a moment 

to check her out unobstructed as she placed her drinks o

side.  

As she turned back to him, she noted the appreciative look in his eyes. She hoped that boded 

well for her bid.   

m glad you reviewed my offer. Are we drinking to celebrate or 

are we drinking to negotiate? I hope get to kick back 

and enjoy a view like this with a c  

He laughed a little, a pleasant sound. "Well, I suspect it'll be a little bit of both. And please, if 

you allow me to call you Sam, please call me Mitch. It's only fair." His eyes were warm.  

A charm offensive. She liked it.  
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other, and yet you invite me to drinks at a neutral location with a breathtaking backdrop nice 

 like me for the penthouse  

 

 

"

ut we're in no hurry to fi  

 

the right kind of person to share that 

gorgeous space is top of mind for the owner  

 

Mitch smiled.  

"And may I ask what defines the 'right kind of person,' Mitch? Other than the willingness to put 

their long-term mo  

"Well, there is that," Mitch replied. "

 

 

-to-know. And 

I'll admit a personal curiosity. You have such an interesting background." 

"Don't we all?" 

"Ah, but yours more so than others." He smiled, eyes amused behind his glasses. 
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The waiter returned to their table holding a long-stemmed martini glass, the tiny chips of ice 

swirling through a perfectly-executed martini. 

Sam hummed her appreciation as she sipped her drink. Crisp and delicious. "Fair enough. What 

would you like to know before you try to gouge me, Mitch?" she asked affably.  

"Gouge you?" Mitch chuckled. "I pity the man who tries to gouge you. Besides, I'm completely 

curious from what little I know. Truly.  

 

He touched the condensation on his glass as he wa irst, how did you get 

into...ah...insurance?"  

 I take it I don't come across as your typical 

 

Mitch grinned in response, shrugging.  

 

Mitch nodded, sipping his drink.  

 

  

 

 

unusual backstory. A little give-for-

him, her face pleasant. 
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-

 

Mitch coughed behind his hand. "You were a Navy officer, I recall." 

 

 

-  say tense 

 

 

-raiser. I just enjoy the discernment and decision-making 

that comes with having to be on your toes all the time. Wins are that much sweeter when you know 

the seve

running an underground betting and gambling ring in one of the most prestigious colleges in the 

 

-

kind enough not to point out I was a poor farm boy. I went to Northwestern on scholarship. But it 

was pricey, and I had ex  

 

was sports. I was pretty good back then. The Big Ten Conference that Northwestern competes in

 

 

Whose girlfriend left him for another player. Who was getting cortisone shots. That sort of thing. I 
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-go. Grew 

 

 

  

may be the best undergrad job ever  

 

 

 

 

 

'd always been decent at languages, but that propensity combined 

with the nature of being a woman made for a good interrogator, I guess."  

Mitch looked puzzled. "The nature of being a woman? How do you figure?" 

"Come on now, Mitch," she teased. "You look like you know your fair share of ladies. And 

though you may be too gentlemanly to say it, you know we like to ask complicated questions with 

no-win scenarios. Consider it a genetic predisposition."  

Mitch laughed heartily. "Finally a woman who admits it! I always wondered how I could never 

win an argument and never figure out what I did wrong at the same time."  

"Well, don't go telling trade secrets of the fairer sex," Sam smiled. "It's a delicate art that takes 

years to refine."  

"Let me guess. That's why you decided to become an attorney," Mitch said, tucking his hand 

under his chin, rapt. 
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nothing to lose by asking.  

 

 

 

girl. Jack has always been close to his 

 

 

 

  

 

Too smoothly

to lose.  

she toasted.  

-gathering and interrogation of unsuspecting men on sunny 

 

 

 

moment.  

"It was at my commanding off He thought I'd 

make a fine JAG.  

  

bad habit. Everything gets cut down into acronyms, 
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Sam 

 

or law school as a Northwestern 

 

 

 

she replied.  

 

 

 

The Concert before you bought the piece. I 

 

 

Sam smiled.  

 

 

 

 

year. Yet you only stay for two years? And you leave mergers and acquisitions at one of the top law 
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all those hours trapped in conference rooms, 

breathing recycled air, counting hours like sand " Sam shook her head. "I couldn't go from high-

stakes operations to just stacking chips in the back. Wasn't my scene  

"Fair enou

were even in the security business."  

" "They insured high-value individuals for things like accidental 

death, but the kidnap and ransom business has become a much bigger issue in the past fifteen years, 

particularly in politically unstable countries where the multinational corporations Lennox insures 

like to operate.  

 

Sam savored her martini, nodding. She considered the start of her business. The thrill of starting 

something from the ground up.  

A close friend of mine had a private protection firm for busines

usiness trips. The first 

time I was asked to sign a K&R agreement  I saw the opportunity to fill a niche and expand his 

 

 

onnections. My 

partner brought the security know-how and all the ex-military resources business people were willing 

to pay top dollar for. We help facilitate deals, negotiations, and transfers, whatever makes the process 

smoother in less-than-ideal situati  

underwriter for companies 

 

 

ured.  
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He considered her for a moment, ignoring the question. "That's a very different path from a 

Texan debutante," he observed. 

I never did like white dresses much."  

Mitch laughed softly, regarding her.  

"My daddy always said if you can't find peace out in the pasture, you've got a lifetime of looking 

for trouble ahead of you," she admitted ruefully.    

"And will you be trouble?" Mitch asked.  

"I guess that depends on how much you're going to try to charge me for that penthouse." She 

smiled. 

" You could live anywhere you like, and 

yet you want the Whitney. Why?"  

Sam shrugged. "Why wouldn't I? It's a stunning building. Your renovation and attention to 

detail is bar-none. I like the idea of living in a building with such a gorgeous history. And between 

us," she confided, "I used to walk past it nearly every day when I was going to law school and 

thought to myself,  it. I want to live in that grand old dame, before you 

renovated it.  

 five percent discount on your cash 

You have to guarantee not to sell within five years, and we'd need to 

sign off on any sale. It would be your residence and yours alone. No subletting or people we aren't 

aware of living there." 

 and I'll better your offer by agr

 Pied À Terre, Mitch. It'd be my haven. The place I recharge and 

relax. Real Housewives of 

North Shore." 

 

 

 he answered softly, eyeing her through his tortoise shell rims. 
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I'm giving you more than what you asked for on the other clauses, Mitch It's not 

compromise if it doesn't sting just a littl   

I hate to see you not get the penthouse, but we both know Jack doesn't 

nee  he responded. "Besides, I was never much for sting." 

away from the 

Whitney, but I have to say, I don't think Jack Roman would find a better neighbor than a woman 

who travels seventy-five percent of the time and has a penchant for sleeping off jet lag the few times 

she is home.  

-  

and I both know that you priced that penthouse higher than market value from the get-go, so my 

 

I -  

alongside her, ever the gentleman as he helped her with her chair.  

Sam hid a smile as she picked up her handbag. First rule in negotiations. Always be able to walk 

away. Second rule, dangle something delicious in your wake.  

"Tell you what," she began. "I'll give you a bead on the next Chagall that becomes available 

before word's out, and we'll call it a deal. Sleep on it and get back to me," she told him, shaking his 

hand.  

Mitch smiled, his eyes bright.  

 

 

 

They exchanged warm smiles.  

hin the week.  

# 
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August Later that night 

Washington, D.C. 

 

JACK 

 

"Wyatt came up on the years of sale but is holding out for ten percent on the cash deal."  

Jack frowned for a moment, listening to Mitch on the other line. "Why would I agree to that?" 

"Because I'm pretty sure this is your dream neighbor. Never home. Seven years before sale, will 

stick to agreed parameters, and may actually be the most ideal candidate we've seen in two years," 

Mitch answered. "For a variety of reasons."  

Jack rubbed the bridge of his nose. It had been a long day of politicking and glad-handing, and 

he could feel a headache gathering strength. "Why are you pushing this so hard, Mitch?" 

 

  

 

their time while Senate was in session. He walked to the wall of shelves, running a finger over his 

 

you need to convert the whole thi

 

 

 

?" 
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Mitch laughed into the phone. "Again, you should see Wyatt."  

"Do I need to meet this person?"  

"It's your call, but I think you'd go for this either way."  

Jack sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose again. "Dad wants me to stay the weekend. Go duck 

hunting. Go ahead and close this. I trust your judgment, and I want the South Loop lot tied up 

before anyone knows it's coming up." 

"Duck hunting," Mitch snorted. "That's just his excuse to sit outside and smoke cigars all 

weekend. I never understood the wisdom in drinking bourbon and wielding a shotgun."  

Jack chuckled. "I think he imagines the ducks are the house speaker sometimes. It's his way of 

letting loose some steam."  

"Don't say I didn't tell you so if you come back one of these days with an ass full of buckshot 

and a bad hangover," Mitch commented.  

"Buddy, if I came home with an ass full of buckshot, I think a hangover would be the least of my 

worries," Jack replied, wry.  

"I'll have to talk to Wyatt about cutting you some good rates on personal liability insurance."  

"You do that. See y

heard his mother walk into the study, carrying a glass of wine.  

 

 struggled with insomnia most of his 

life. He needed about four hours a night to function, though it wasn't unheard of for him to get by 

on a handful of hours on a stressful week. 

 

 

 

 

ngs. Lunch with Dad on the Hill. I just got off the phone 
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 to Jaime 

 

looked no less formidable in a button-down and d

 

 

sell the penthouse if you have a good buyer. Keeping it open sends him the wr  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

consigliere, 
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Maaa  

 

 

looks 

 

 

- -

seven year old so  

 

edicted, a knowing expression on her face.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

# 
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Chapter 2 

 

September 

The Whitney, Chicago 

 

JACK 

 

sleepily. 

within the next five minutes. It was 

adjoining bathroom suite, looking for a towel.  

Unfortunately, he was still wired, and he was meeting Mitch for a run early. He ran a hand 

through his hair, sighing. Goddamn insomnia. No matter. A few dozen laps and he'd be fine. He 

preferred to burn off that internal disquiet, plug into the source physically, and drain it dry. If he 

was lucky, he'd be able to batten down afterward for a couple hours. 

As he stepped out of the bathroom, tossing a towel over his shoulder, he caught sight of 

exhausted, her strawberry blonde hair tangled across the pillow. Jack pulled the sheet over her 

creamy skin. He could kiss that skin for hours. He had kissed that skin for hours. During the 

d get her 

on. It would be a shame to see her go when she finished filming in Chicago.  

Jack switched off the lights on his way out. As he got to his landing, he glanced through the 

windows overlooking the terrace and out into the darkness of Grant Park beyond. He thought he 

could see the muted reflection of backlit water against the walls. Frowning, he trotted down his stairs 
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to the leaded glass doors, wondering who would have turned on the pool lights this time of night.  

The top floor of the Whitney boasted a rectangular pool and outdoor space separating the two 

fully restored to its former glory with Italian marble mosaics in lilting 

ack 

stopped in surprise as he watched a slim figure cutting through the water in graceful, arcing butterfly 

strokes. He could tell the figure was a woman, but he couldn't tell who it was from the darkened 

area he stood observing.  

Wyatt had recently moved in, but he'd yet to meet his enigmatic neighbor. He knew he wasn't 

married from the application and background file he'd glanced at briefly when Mitch had first 

approached him with the offer. Perhaps this woman was his girlfriend?  

A girlfriend who does laps like an Olympic athlete at three o'clock in the morning?  

The polite thing to do would be to leave the woman in peace, returning after she  left, but he 

was too intrigued to be polite. He watched her slice through the water, catching the edge and 

flipping fluidly, dark hair flowing behind her as she raced underwater, popping back up for another 

lap.  

It was another ten minutes before she finally slowed, walking up the pool steps, wringing out 

her hair. Jack took a breath in, an unexpected riff of awareness spiking down his back. The mystery 

woman was a stunner. Athletic and lean, the reflections from the pool danced on her skin as she 

reached for a towel. He could see her features clearly enough now to see she had high cheekbones, 

dark, almond-shaped eyes, and a lush mouth. She wasn't conventionally beautiful, but she was 

striking. She was also incredibly difficult to stop staring at. Jack swallowed as she concentrated on 

patting herself dry in a simple black suit that did more for her figure than she probably intended, 

given the seriousness of her swim.  

Clearing his throat, Jack stepped from the shadows on his side of the terrace. She turned to him 

with an alert look. One glance and she smiled before slipping into a bathrobe lying on a chaise. She 

walked over to him with no hesitancy, face still smiling as if she knew him while she extended her 

hand.  
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"Hi there, neighbor. Fancy seeing you here in the middle of the night. I hope I didn't wake 

you." She spoke with a surprising familiarity, her voice husky like she'd singed her vocal chords with 

a swallow of whisky. Her grasp was firm, a contrast of soft skin and slightly calloused fingers. 

"No, not at all," Jack immediately responded. "I was up. Didn't want to interrupt your laps. 

Thought you might be training for a medal," he smiled, releasing her hand. So this had to be his 

neighbor's girlfriend. Lucky guy.  

She chuckled softly. "Nah, nothing that serious. I'm just jet-lagged out of my mind. Thought 

I'd work off the extra energy, try to get some sleep before the sun rose."  

"Good plan. I was hoping to do the same."  

"The water s perfect.

at him with a disconcerting familiarity. Like slipping in a bath er voice sexy as 

hell. It was a distinctive rasp, sensual, and warm all at once.  

Jack fought to tamp down the attraction, recalling Rebecca upstairs, trying to imagine what his 

new neighbor might think of him lusting after his girlfriend. She was still watching him, like she was 

waiting for him to say something.  

"Have we met before?" Jack asked, trying to make out more of her face in the muted light.  

She chuckled softly, shaking her head. "I'm gonna blame that tired old line on the lateness of 

the hour," she teased. "But no, we haven't met. I just got here, so there hasn't been a chance as yet. 

It's nice to finally see you in person, though."  

She turned to move toward the large doors leading to their shared foyer and elevator banks. 

"Photos don't do you justice," he thought he heard her say.  

"Are you a friend of Wyatt's?" Jack asked after her.  

She smiled over her shoulder at him.  

I am Wyatt," she replied

terrace doors, leaving Jack standing by the pool. Stunned.    
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