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Chapter 1
 

The dark figure
stopped in her tracks, listening carefully, not even allowing herself to breathe.  The silence was thick, but something was wrong.  The carpeting had suppressed her steps, but she knew that, in the night, every sound, every moment was louder than during the daytime hours. 

She closed he
r eyes and relaxed her mind, letting all the sounds become louder and the movements almost a physical vibration.  Relaxing helped her focus all her other senses, her mind working hard to grasp if there was a real threat or if she’d just imagined something.  She’d been trained from childhood and knew what to do, how to react and had contingency plans in place.  Her training had been thorough. 

Total silence.  She kept her eyes closed, her body still.  Listening. 

There it was, she thought with a cheeky, secret smile, her body still frozen in place.  The shuffling sound was barely there, but someone was trying to creep up on her. 

She would have laughed with delight, but she knew that would give her
presence as well as her location away.  Silence was the most important aspect of this night.  Without silence, she would be caught. 

With stealth built up over years of practice, she grabbed the
last object in the middle of the desk, then climbed the rope right back up into the ceiling.  She suppressed an inner giggle and watched through the air conditioning vent as the large, awkward figure moved into the office. Overhead lights were turned on and the dark head moved to the right and left.  As much as she’d like to watch, she knew better than to remain still at this point in the mission.  She slowly turned, her body slithering down through the vents.  She didn’t wait around to see if the inept, power-hungry security guard would spot her through the metal slats. 

Gliding
lithely through the air system, she made her way back to her starting point.  At the last moment, she hesitated, feeling the hairs on the back of her neck rise up.  Those little hairs had saved her neck on more than one occasion so she’d learned to listen to their silent warning. 

Pausing, she lifted herself higher, using a
ll her upper body strength to pull up another three inches.  With that, she knew she was basically invisible to the cameras that she’d already put on a loop.  But her position also meant she was invisible to anyone coming out the door directly beneath her.  If she hadn’t done all those workouts recently, she never would have made it to this point before the guard burst through the door for his nightly, if off schedule and unsanctioned, cigarette and whiskey break.

In that moment, her heart rate accelerated to triple time and she felt a renewed shot of adrenaline spike through her body.  She bit her lip and looked
around, trying to determine if her back-up escape plan was still viable.  She saw the door and the window above it and knew she could do it. 

With grim determination, she lifted herself higher up, swung her leg over the ledge and looked down.  It was higher than she was used to, but a glance behind her showed that she couldn’t go back the other way.  With a grin, she spr
ang forward and caught the opposite ledge just in time.  Her gloved hands gripped the edge with just enough strength to pull herself forward once again.  With a grunt, she swung her body left, then right, then left again, gaining enough momentum and, at the last moment, swung her whole body over the ledge.  With that, she was home free.  She got to her feet, maintaining a crouch as she sprinted across the rooftop.  The ladder was in sight and she scanned the area.  Sure enough, the guards were still focused on the opposite side of the building. 

She pulled the harness over her head, then strapped it around her waist and thighs.  This was the good part, she thought with relish.  Hmmm…maybe the theft part was the best.  Or perhaps it was the planning.  She really loved planning things out, figuring out all the details.  Or maybe, the best part was when she slipped by the guards without them even knowing something had happened. 

She smiled in remembrance of the job and the incomparable excitement.  It was all good, she thought as she snapped the last of the hooks into place and tightened the harness.  With careful eyes, she checked all of her equipment one last time. This was not the time to be careless.  She’d already gone over everything four times, but this equipment check would be just as important as the first. 

Once she was confident that everything was in place and all the connectors were secure, she moved over to the side of the building, taking a moment to look out over the
fabulous city.  Chicago really was a beautiful town.  Thankfully, she hadn’t planned this adventure during the winter months but even now as the October wind blew over the lake and through all the tall buildings there was a definite bite to the air.  It was getting colder.  This might be the last time she could take this route until springtime, she thought with regret. 

With a shrug of her shoulder
s and an eager smile on her face, she took one more breath, grasped the rope, and threw herself over the ledge with barely a sound. 

Down she went!  With a whoosh, she
flew down the side of the building.  She dropped fifty stories down in just seconds, feeling the cold air swish around her.  When she was about two thirds of the way down, she clamped the brake that slowed her fall.  She was only three inches from the ground before she came to a full and silent stop.  It took two more snaps and her thumb flicked the release.  The rope zipped up into its carrier, the carrier was stuffed into her leather bag and the harness was stashed into a pocket.  Only fifteen seconds after placing her feet on the sidewalk, there was no evidence that she had been here. 

She stuffed everything into her
bag, turned her hoodie inside out so the pink part was showing instead of the black and slung her bag over her shoulder.  She’d done it, she thought with increasing excitement.  Maybe this was the best part.  Walking away, feeling the thrill of success and the adrenaline pumping through her system.  She’d gotten into the office, accomplished her goal and gotten out of the building without anyone knowing she’d even been there. 

She almost skipped down the sidewalk but she suppressed the urge, knowing she was supposed to be inconspicuous. 


Chapter 2
 

Ryker smiled inwardly as he pulled into his parking spot, but not a hint of that personal satisfaction showed on his handsome features.  Ryker was known to be reserved, cool and in control.  He rarely put his emotions on display unless he was alone with his brothers.  And even then, he was the eldest, needing to be the calming influence.  He knew his responsibilities and took them very seriously. 

That didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate life, he thought as his eyes looked around for the woman. 

To the casual observer, he knew that he generally looked serious and intent, but he didn’t really care.  The opinions of others were of no consequence; he had more important things to worry about than whether someone perceived him as likable.  Ryker didn’t mind that his staff was intimidated by him.  It enabled him to run The Thorpe Group more effectively.  He not only had his entire division to run, he was also responsible for the whole company not to mention his three younger brothers who tended to lean towards the boisterous side of life.  Thankfully, they didn’t fight as much as they used to. 

Well, Xander did, but that was because of…Ryker sighed as he thought about that situation.  Xander was the second oldest and in charge of the family law division of The Thorpe Group.  Ryker thought about the cynicism he’d seen recently
in his younger brother.  It wasn’t healthy, and Xander was definitely becoming more jaded.  Maybe that’s why the arguments between he and their office manager, Autumn, were getting more…pointed. 

Stepping out
of his black Tesla sedan, he lifted his briefcase and walked efficiently towards the building’s entrance.  He timed it perfectly every day and, sure enough, there she was.  The exquisite woman with curly blond hair was hurrying into the building on the opposite side of the courtyard.  She was lovely and had the sexiest walk, even when she was rushing. 

He waited until she was through the doors
, watching her for as long as possible before he proceeded into his building.  It was a morning ritual that he intended to stop, as soon as he could figure out how to get her to agree to dinner with him.  She was painfully shy, he knew.  On previous occasions he’d tried to get her attention, but she’d just scurried away after a brief glimpse in his direction. 

They played this game every morning
, staring at each other across the courtyard, both of them obviously interested but she was too timid and ran away before he could figure out how to interact with her.  He’d tried to speak with her once when they ran into each other at the deli.  She’d been even more beautiful up close but she’d blushed and hurried out the door, not even getting her lunch in her rush to get away from him.  He’d watched her blond curls and extraordinary figure hurry out the door as quickly as her heels could carry her but he’d caught her blush as well as the small gasp that escaped from her lush mouth as soon as she saw him. 

A weaker man might be discouraged but not him.  That woman was worth the effort, he told
himself as he pressed the elevator button for his floor.  He would have her sitting across a restaurant table from him very soon.  He walked into his office, his assistant, Joan, meeting him at the doorway to the lobby as she did every single morning, following behind him as she read through his early morning messages. 

“And lastly, Jason Moran
left a message last night, wanting to speak with you urgently.  This is his third message in two weeks,” she told him without any kind of expression on her face.  Joan knew not to be judgmental about any of the issues that came through this office.  If her boss hadn’t called the man back, there was a reason. 

Ryker’s eyes slashed over to Joan’s.  “Jason?” he repeated, his
irritation at the man’s persistence annoying.  “I gave Jason to Martha as a client,” he explained, referring to one of the other lawyers in his group.  “I know she called him back the last time he called.  What does he need to speak with me about?”

Ryker knew that Jason Moran worked in the building across the courtyard. 
The same building in which his introverted stranger worked.  That was a promising development, he thought as he took that message and glanced down at the writing.  Perhaps Jason could give him more information about the lovely mystery woman. 

Making the decision quickly, he handed the pink square paper back to Joan and continued into his office. 
“Tell Jason I can see him this afternoon.  Give him whatever opening is available on my calendar after my lunch meeting.”

Joan nodded and made a note, t
hen turned and walked out of his office to follow his instructions. 
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