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About the Book
 
    
 
   Marry the girl I’ve had a crush on my whole life? Check.
 
   Inherit a hundred-billion-dollar company? Check.
 
   Produce an heir… Wait, what?
 
   I have ninety days to knock up my brand-new fake wife. There’s only one problem—she hates my guts.
 
   And in the fine print of the contract? The requirement that we produce an heir.
 
   She can’t stand to be in the same room with me. Says she’ll never be in my bed. But I’ve never backed down from a challenge and I’m not about to start now.
 
   Mark my words—I’ll have her begging for me, and it won’t take ninety days.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Praise for Hitched
 
    
 
   “I'm literally in love with Hitched. The irreverent humor, fun storyline and intriguing characters enchanted me immediately and I was hooked. I mean really, when a book has a chapter with only the two words being "Game on" (right after the chapter where Noah pulls his big boy parts out in a swanky bar) you know this is going to be a fun and funny read! And Ms. Ryan didn't disappoint...she kept me cracking up the entire read! I'm salivating for the next installment!”  
 
   –The Romance Reviews
 
    
 
   "Fun, flirty and steamy, Hitched will have you addicted from the first word! Kendall Ryan delivered big time, I'm practically salivating for more!" 
 
   –Angie and Jessica's Dreamy Reads
 
   
     "Kendall Ryan strikes gold in her latest super star, Hitched, a romantic comedy spiked with steam, anchored by angst, and flooded with feelings." 
 
   –Bookalicious Babes Blog
 
   "Charming, swoony and playful, Kendall Ryan's Hitched left me salivating for more. More Noah, more Olivia, more of this series which already has my heart all aflutter, my smile perma-pinned to my face, and my mind aching for answers." 
 
   –Give Me Books
 
    
 
   "Hitched was a perfect non-stop read! I read it in one sitting, and laughed so many times my belly ached. It’s a fun, romantic read with a light-hearted story that made me ache for more when I finished." 
 
   –Jacqueline’s Reads
 
    
 
   "Hitched will grab you hook, line, and sinker from the very first page. Olivia is a little bratty and Noah is a whole lot cocky but that dynamic makes for a sexual tension that I can tell is going to explode in the next two installments. And while this isn’t your typical friends-to-lovers type of story, the shared history between the two adds a surprising depth. The steam level is heating up and once you pick it up, you won’t want to put it down. " 
 
   –Love Between the Sheets 
 
   


  
 

Prologue
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   “Another beer?” my best friend Sterling asks.
 
   “I better not.”
 
   He smirks. “So you’re really going to go through with it, huh, mate?”
 
   “What’s the big deal? You took a fake date to prom.”
 
   I chuckle to myself, remembering the year Sterling took his cousin to the dance. He thought it was genius at the time—no corsage to buy, no need to impress her with a fancy restaurant or limo ride. Until the end of the night, when all the rest of us were enjoying some skin-to-skin contact with our dates, and he realized what a horrible decision he’d made. The only skin-to-skin action he got was with his hand.
 
   “A fake wife is a hell of a lot different. It’s a big fucking deal.” Sterling glares at me over the rim of his beer.
 
   Looking out over the ocean from our spot on the porch of the beach cottage, I loosen my tie, which has grown too tight around my neck, and level him with a dark stare.
 
   “Actually, it’s legally binding, so she’ll be my real wife. Until we got divorced, or got the marriage annulled or whatever.”
 
   “Do you even hear yourself? This is insane. You can’t marry some chick you don’t even like.”
 
   “Who says I don’t like her?”
 
   His eyes widen. “I’m not talking about the unrequited lust-fueled crush you’ve had on her since you were a horny teenager.”
 
   I rub the back of my neck, feeling the stirrings of a headache. “What do you expect me to do? It’s part of my father’s will. This is my—no, our condition for taking over the company. No marriage means no inheritance, period. For either of us.”
 
   Some people may say that being thrust into such luxury from the start makes you immune to it all, but that’s not true. I’ve never taken a single day of it for granted, and there’s no way in hell I’m going to give it up without a fight.
 
   Sterling releases a loud sigh, and his gaze follows mine out to the water beyond. “I just think you should really think this through, man. Marriage is a big deal. It’s not something to be entered into lightly.”
 
   Between the two of us, Sterling’s always been the voice of reason. For every brazen and rash idea I’ve had, every time I’ve jumped into the deep end without thinking, he’s helped steer me back onto the straight-and-narrow path. He’s been my best friend since we were fourteen. As the two new kids at a prestigious boarding school in Connecticut, we became inseparable.
 
   “Trust me when I tell you I understand the gravity of the situation.”
 
   My father’s death last year was a huge wake-up call. The fate of his $100 billion company suddenly dropped straight into my hands. I had to be ready to take over. And I am—I’ll do whatever it takes. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that my bride-to-be is the woman I’ve always wanted.
 
   “There has to be another way,” Sterling says after taking a sip of his beer. “Besides, with your wandering eye and perpetually hard dick, you’d make a terrible husband.”
 
   Ouch. I’m not that bad, am I?
 
   He’s lecturing me about something, but all I can focus on is the tumultuous waves and the uneasy feelings stirring inside me.
 
   “Oh, one more thing,” I say, turning toward him. “I need to knock her up.”
 
   Sterling spits out his drink.
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   One Month Earlier
 
    
 
   I clench my teeth and check my Rolex for the third time. This entire thing is a huge waste of time.
 
   “Where is she?” I cast a glance at Olivia’s father, Fred Cane, who’s seated at the head of the long conference room table.
 
   “She’ll be here,” he assures me. Then, under his breath, he adds, “She’s got to.”
 
   My sentiments exactly.
 
   This meeting is a last-ditch effort to try to convince Olivia to sign the contract. But I’m worried today will just be a repeat of last week. She flat-out refused to sign anything that put the two of us together in the same sentence—and said hell no.
 
   Actually, it might have been said with more gusto. I think there was even an f-bomb involved.
 
   But we need to get hitched before ownership of Tate & Cane Enterprises can transfer to us. And with the board of directors’ deadline looming, we need to do it yesterday. I’m not losing the $100 billion company that my father built because the ice queen won’t play nice.
 
   I make a fat six-figure income, enjoy the finest indulgences money can buy, and I know damn well I live the good life. Just because I don’t take it for granted doesn’t mean I don’t take advantage.
 
   Free upgrades at all the best hotels? Absolutely. The finest champagne delivered to my table, courtesy of the sommelier? Why not? The lifeguard at our country club letting me bend her over in the locker room all summer? Sure. The pretty blond hostess at La Chample who wants to blow me in the bathroom before my business dinner? Hell yeah. Being wealthy and attractive has its perks.
 
   But if Olivia doesn’t show up today, and if we can’t agree on the terms of this contract, my wealth stands to suffer immensely. As do the jobs and lives of the six thousand employees of Tate & Cane, including one of my favorite people on the planet, Rosita Hernandez. She’s a single mom to six kids. And if this deal goes south, I can only imagine what would happen to someone like Rosita. Christ, I’d probably end up moving her and the kids into my penthouse. Which would obviously put a huge cramp in the aforementioned blow jobs and champagne I regularly enjoy.
 
   I shudder at the thought.
 
   “I know it’s unconventional, that the contract is . . .” Fred pauses and frowns. He drums his fingers on the table, looking sheepish.
 
   Unconventional? To say the fucking least. If the situation weren’t so grim, I might laugh.
 
   He and my father drew up their wills years ago, outlining what would happen to their multibillion-dollar baby should they kick the bucket. The daunting stack of papers in front of me spells out in full legal jargon that Olivia and I are to inherit the company with joint fifty-fifty ownership . . . but only if we’re legally wed.
 
   With Fred’s failing health and the company itself suffering six consecutive quarters in the red, an emergency meeting was called last week. Olivia and I were presented with our options.
 
   In my view, there were no options. There was just the right thing to do. We had to marry to save not only our own jobs, but our fathers’ legacies and the jobs of six thousand people in offices in Manhattan, Chicago, San Diego, and Brussels.
 
   Olivia felt differently. She didn’t relish the idea of being tied to me, and insisted there had to be another way.
 
   Even if we do manage to persuade her to tie the knot, there’s no way Olivia would be getting anywhere near my bed. Damn shame.
 
   We came close once . . . just once. Back when she was a drunk college co-ed on spring break.
 
   Her family was staying with mine in a beach house on Puget Sound. We’d escaped the East Coast for the West that summer. Whale watching and hiking trips in the salty sea air and evenings spent eating lobster and drinking chardonnay like we were real adults and not nineteen-year-olds with stars in our eyes.
 
   She snuck out of the bunk bed in the room she was sharing with her sister, Rachel, and into my bedroom that night. And when she crawled in beside me and laid her warm palm against my bare chest, I was a goner. I’ve always wanted Olivia. Always desired her, from before I even knew what those strange feelings were in my gut, my chest. We kissed in the darkness, our tongues exploring, hands groping, hearts beating wildly.
 
   But then reality slammed into me. There were a lot of reasons I told her no that night. Her mom had recently been diagnosed with cancer, and I knew Olivia would regret using me to cope. Plus, I knew from a recent game of Truth or Dare that she was still a virgin.
 
   So I kissed her a final time and then sent her away. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.
 
   And now she treats me as if I were a piece of gum stuck to the bottom of those Louboutin heels she favors.
 
   “I really think this is for the best,” Fred adds, pulling me back to the present.
 
   “It’s what your father wanted, Noah,” Prescott says. Before my father’s death, Prescott was his most trusted advisor. He’s also a total fucking douche bag.
 
   Just then, the conference room door flies open, and I know it’s her before I even look up from the contract.
 
   A fresh floral scent with crisp notes of honeysuckle greets me. I have no idea where Olivia gets that shit, but it makes my mouth water. It always has. I once spent an entire Saturday at the fragrance counter of a department store trying to figure it out, trying to prove that it was just some manufactured, bottled version of attraction, that it wasn’t something special to her. I never found it.
 
   “I’m here,” Olivia says, slightly breathless.
 
   I look up just in time to be treated to the sight of her smoothing her dress shirt over her curves. Lush breasts and a flat stomach leading to full hips. Her jacket is slung over her arm, as is her tan leather briefcase, monogrammed with her initials in black cursive stitching.
 
   “Miss Cane,” I say cheerfully. “You look exceptionally refreshed this morning.”
 
   She likes to exercise in the morning before work, says it gives her the mental agility to stay focused on business for the sixteen-hour days she’s known to plow through. I like that it gives her cheeks a rosy glow . . . much like I’d guess sex would. Just the thought makes my cock twitch in my dress slacks.
 
   “Save it, Noah. This is purely business,” she says, blinking at me with those lush, dark lashes.
 
   No smile. No laughter. The opposite of the usual reaction I evoke from the fairer sex. And that annoys the shit out of me.
 
   It’s as if Olivia Cane alone possesses an antidote to my charm. And that only makes me want to watch her surrender to me that much more. The idea of her on her knees, pink lips parted, taking my cock deep down her throat, begging for more even as she gags on my impressive length, is more than just a sexual turn-on. It’s practically a life goal. To me, sex is a competitive sport. I know the rules, I play hard, and I always win.
 
   Realizing they’re all still watching me, I take a deep breath, trying to force my cock to behave himself, and hold up my hands. She’s never taken one ounce of my shit, and I respect the hell out of her for that.
 
   “I’m just trying to do what’s best here.”
 
   She lets out a soft sigh of exasperation and sets her bag on the table. “Let’s get on with this.”
 
   Her father pats the back of her hand. “Sit down, honey.”
 
   She obeys, poised even in defeat, lowering herself into the seat with the confidence that was bred into her from birth. Preston slides a copy of the contract over to her, and she leafs through it with disinterest.
 
   “I just don’t see why there has to be a marriage clause in the will.”
 
   The woman has a point. My guess? Because our fathers have always wanted to play matchmaker when it came to us. They’ve paired us together since we were in diapers. Hell, we even have an old photo of us in full wedding apparel at a fake wedding from some twenty years ago.
 
   “I’ve explained this, darling. It’s the only way we keep the company in the family. I thought that’s what you wanted . . . a chance to run this place someday.”
 
   “I do, Dad,” she says softly. Then her eyes lift to mine. “I just didn’t think I’d be forced into something like this.”
 
   “No one’s forcing you,” I say, keeping my tone light as I lace my fingers behind my head. “The choice is yours, Olivia. I already told you, I’m game.”
 
   She chews on her red lacquered thumbnail for just a second before folding her hands in her lap and shooting me an icy glare. “I’m quite aware of your position.”
 
   Hell, at least she’s willing to hear us all out again. I know that deep down, she understands our fathers’ rationale. We’re stronger together. Our families built this company together. Neither of us can afford to buy the other out, so it needs to stay jointly fifty-fifty within the family. For now.
 
   But for me, it’s about more than just money. Olivia and I grew up together; our parents always envisioned us ending up together. I always knew she’d be somewhere in my future, even if it was just working side by side, with her busting my balls every chance she got. It was something I looked forward to.
 
   Fred continued. “Trust and loyalty are the most important things in business. We can’t go getting into bed with someone we don’t know. We have to keep all of this in this room. Just between family.”
 
   Olivia sighs, giving him a skeptical look. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   At least it wasn’t a flat no this time, even if her tone is still sour.
 
   Prescott lets out an annoyed huff. “We’ll meet again on Thursday.”
 
   She stuffs the contract in her bag and rises from the table, seemingly in a hurry to escape. “Until then.”
 
   “Thank you for keeping an open mind,” her father says. “These things have a way of working themselves out in ways you can’t anticipate.”
 
   I accept Fred and Prescott’s good-bye handshakes. When Olivia’s turn comes, she thrusts her hand at me, clearly wanting to just get this over with . . . and I have a flash of wicked inspiration. Maybe I should shake things up. Test how thick her icy shell really is.
 
   Holding her gaze, I raise her hand to my mouth and kiss it. “A pleasure doing business with you . . . Mrs. Tate,” I tease in a husky voice, letting my lips graze her knuckles.
 
   Her eyes widen and she sucks in her breath. Is it my imagination, or do her cheeks look a little pinker than before? But before I can be sure, her expression hardens into a death glare.
 
   Snatching back her hand, she snaps, “Don’t get ahead of yourself. I haven’t agreed to marry you yet, and even if I do, I’m never taking your last name.”
 
   And then she’s gone, leaving me standing there with a stupid grin on my face.
 
   “I’ve seen that look before,” Fred says with a small smile. “You’re in trouble, son.”
 
   I laugh off his warning. There’s no way Olivia Cane will ever have me wrapped around her finger.
 
   Yet her unique sweetness lingers in my nostrils. She must have dabbed that intoxicating scent on her wrist, so close to my nose when I kissed her hand. I can still feel her soft, smooth skin on my lips. Such a small intimacy—just brushing her as I spoke—shouldn’t have spread this tingle over me. But there’s no denying that this room has become a few degrees too warm.
 
   This is going to be interesting. Hell, it may even be fun.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   Camryn almost spills her pear mojito and gasps. “You have to do what? With who?”
 
   Nodding grimly, I take a fortifying gulp of sangria. Just explaining this whole harrowing situation makes me feel like I’m going crazy.
 
   We’re eating lunch at a table for two at Banderilla, our favorite tapas bar in all of Manhattan. This restaurant has been our go-to hangout spot since we were college roommates.
 
   We’ve talked over countless decisions here. Whether I should break up with my shitty first boyfriend (I did), whether Camryn should give her anal virginity to her wannabe musician boyfriend (she did), if we should get matching friendship tattoos (I chickened out), whether she should accept Tate & Cane’s job offer after the internship I hooked her up with (she did).
 
   But this decision is probably the biggest of my life. I need my best friend’s coolheaded advice now more than ever.
 
   Camryn heaves a sympathetic sigh. “Jesus. I knew the company wasn’t doing so hot, but I had no idea just how much trouble we were in.”
 
   “Yeah, turns out we should have invested more in social media.”
 
   Like all the other big marketing firms. Dad had stuck to his guns with old strategies, and now clients thought we were a dinosaur.
 
   “So, what do you think I should do about this contract?” I ask her again. I try not to sound impatient, but my head has been spinning ever since Dad announced his retirement—and I learned exactly what I’d need to do to take his place.
 
   “Let me make sure I understand. You need to inherit and unfuck T&C, or else the board will pawn it off. Before the next financial quarter.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But Bill Tate’s will says you can’t inherit until you marry his son.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   She sucks her teeth. “So . . . down the aisle in a matter of days, huh? Sounds like the board is the rock and Tate’s will is the hard place.”
 
   “Exactly.” Although it’s Noah’s hard place that I really need to worry about right now. “And between the two, my personal life’s about to get smashed into dust.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had a personal life.” She holds up one hand at my exasperated glare. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. Sorry.”
 
   “No, you’re right. I don’t really.” I sigh heavily. “But damn it, why should I give up what little I have? It’s not fair. At the end of a long workday, I want to come home to my own space for some peace and quiet.”
 
   Not to mention wine. And ice cream. And drowning out the silence with crappy TV so I can’t start thinking about how lonely I am.
 
   “I couldn’t stand having that jerk in my face 24–7. I’d put up with him all day at work, and then I’d have to see his dirty socks everywhere.” Fuck no.
 
   “Who says you have to share your space?”
 
   I snort as I lift a forkful of papas bravas to my mouth. “A husband and wife who don’t live together? Yeah, that’d look just great for publicity.” One of many reasons why Dad would never let me hear the end of it.
 
   Camryn shrugs, her palms turned up. “My point is, you don’t necessarily have to lose your whole life.”
 
   “Just the parts with independence and privacy.”
 
   “Come on, try to think about the situation like any other business move. This marriage is just a piece of paper. After you and Noah deal with the big picture, you can negotiate the details like adults and find something you can both live with. You two are on the same page here—making a huge personal sacrifice to save your company.”
 
   “I’m not so sure about that. Noah seems way more into the idea than me. He was on board from the very beginning.”
 
   I rub my hand where he kissed it, thinking about the husky way he murmured Mrs. Tate. His idea of matrimony clearly isn’t very holy.
 
   Camryn raises one perfectly waxed eyebrow. “Oh? You think he likes the idea of sharing a bed with you?”
 
   “I think he likes sharing a bed with anything that has a pulse.”
 
   Although his playboy ways make it seem even odder that he’s so eager to tie himself down. Uh, that was a poor choice of words. But who’s to say he won’t just keep sleeping around?
 
   Like Camryn said, this marriage is strictly business. A mere legal formality. And Noah would probably explode if he went more than a week without pussy.
 
   I may be the boss’s daughter, but I still overhear my fair share of office gossip. Noah nailed all six interns last summer. He’s also slept with various secretaries over the years, and everyone just turned a blind eye. Boys will be boys . . .
 
   Well, playtime is over. If he expects to turn this company around, we’ve got our work cut out for us.
 
   “But how do you feel about all this? Noah Tate is pretty fucking hot.”
 
   “Camryn . . .” I groan.
 
   “What? I have working eyeballs. His hotness is an objective fact. Just like the pope being Catholic and carbs making you fat. He just is. Would it really be so bad to see him naked?” Her sly smile says she’s suggesting a lot more than just looking. “As long as we’re weighing the pros and cons here . . .”
 
   I pause to consider the image, then grudgingly admit, “No.”
 
   In fact, it would probably be pretty damn fantastic. I’ve already gotten a preview of his toned body, firm chest, and six-pack abs. Whenever our families summered together in the Hamptons, he took every opportunity to strut around shirtless. Hell, when I was nineteen, I came close to fucking him. But I was young and stupid and horny back then. Now I’m older, wiser . . . and still incredibly horny. Damn it.
 
   It’s ridiculous how easily Noah grabs my attention. The smallest thing he does can leave me flustered. Like at the close of our business meeting yesterday. Just as a bare-bones courtesy, the most brusque good-bye possible, I stuck out my hand at him—only for Noah to bow slightly and raise it to his mouth for a lingering kiss.
 
   “A pleasure doing business with you . . . Mrs. Tate,” he teased in a husky voice.
 
   My mouth went dry and my stomach fluttered. Or maybe that flutter was somewhere a bit south of my stomach. I suddenly remembered exactly how many years, months, days, and hours it had been since I’d last gotten laid.
 
   I tried to recover. Who the hell did he think he was? We were standing in a Madison Avenue skyscraper, not a sixteenth-century castle. This was wildly inappropriate workplace behavior. I could slap his tight ass with a harassment suit if I wanted. Instead, I just gave the cocky bastard a death glare and the iciest retort I could think of.
 
   But it was too late. There was no denying my body’s reaction. The red-hot shiver that had run down my spine when his soft, full lips touched my knuckles, brushing my skin as he spoke.
 
   Even now, I find myself replaying the image of Noah Tate gazing up at me with a sinful smirk, his dark eyes alight . . .
 
   I shake away the steamy memory. So what if Noah knows how to flirt like the shameless manwhore he is? Schmoozing is all he’s good for. And handsome men are a dime a dozen, especially in New York. Hell, a fifty-dollar vibrator could do his job, and I wouldn’t have to listen to its bullshit. I didn’t bust my ass in business school just to become Noah’s little woman.
 
   Then again, I also didn’t bust my ass in business school to watch my father’s company go down the drain, either.
 
   My thoughts sober me, cooling my anger into melancholy. I spent my childhood in my father’s office, playing at his feet while he steered a financial ship of thousands. All children think of their parents as gods, and I was no exception. Even since I took my place at his right hand, with my own voice in the family business, I still respect him more than any other man.
 
   And then the cancer diagnosis. Diagnoses, plural—first Mom in my freshman year of college, then Dad just last year.
 
   But even though I’d had a front-row seat to Mom’s mortality, Dad’s still came as a shock. He’s as wise and proud as ever, and he puts up a brave front for the rest of us, but I can tell what the cancer is doing to him. I’ve been his daughter for twenty-six years; I know where to look. It’s those little moments, like when his hands shake when we talk about the future, or he gets that faraway look in his eyes.
 
   Dad has so little time. Sometimes it’s still hard to remember that. All too soon, Rachel and I will be each other’s only remaining family. And my little sister sure as hell won’t run Tate & Cane Enterprises. She has never been interested in the business world; she loves fashion, not finance. Although maybe I should ask her advice on graphic design, for revamping our marketing campaign styles . . .
 
   I frown into my sangria. Damn, I’m thinking as if Tate & Cane is already mine. As if I’ve subconsciously taken my responsibilities for granted.
 
   Well, why shouldn’t I? Dad always told me that his seat would be mine someday. This company is my birthright. It’s Dad’s legacy—the hard-won fruit of all his blood, sweat, and tears. He shouldn’t spend his last days worrying about what will happen to it. And soon, this company will be all I have left of him. Assuming I actually manage to hold on to the damn thing.
 
   Personal sentiment aside, T&C also employs over six thousand people. Six thousand lives that will be turned upside-down if our rivals take over.
 
   Fuck. I can’t believe I’m even considering this ridiculous contract.
 
   But my career is everything to me. It always has been. While other girls enjoyed normal social lives, I studied for hours every night. While they picked out homecoming dresses and sneaked booze from their parents’ liquor cabinets, I did internships. While they rushed sororities, I co-chaired my university’s Women Entrepreneurs Club. I aced every single one of my undergrad and MBA classes. No partying and barely any dating. I never coasted on Dad’s reputation; ever since I was old enough to understand what a huge responsibility waited in my future, I wanted to be ready for it.
 
   Well, I’m ready now. I’ve worked hard all my life, and I’ve earned the right to prove myself as head of Tate & Cane. I’m confident that I can fill Dad’s shoes.
 
   I can’t let Dad down. I can’t let my younger self down. This company is mine; the thought of losing it to a rival is even worse than the thought of Noah making suggestive comments at me for the rest of my life.
 
   This company can’t slip through my fingers, so I won’t let it—even if that means I have to partner with Noah. Not just partner, but dear God, marry the son of a bitch. Our fathers must have gone temporarily insane when they wrote their wills. Then again, they always did have weird, old-fashioned ideas about dating and courtship.
 
   But no situation is impossible. If I can just calm down and think clearly, an optimal solution will emerge. Any seemingly impossible goal can be managed by breaking it down into bite-sized component tasks.
 
   I breathe deeply to calm myself and try to let my training take over.
 
   Camryn has made two important points. First, both Noah and I want to save Tate & Cane Enterprises. This company is our birthright, our fathers’ legacy—and its employees are our responsibility. And second, this marriage is just another form of legal partnership. Which means it’s a contract open to negotiation.
 
   Yes, it royally sucks that I’m not marrying for love. My closet romantic side cringes at the thought. But I try to set aside as much emotional baggage as I can. Not every marriage has to be like a Hollywood romance, after all. Noah and I don’t need to be in love with each other to successfully co-pilot a company.
 
   The $100 billion question here is: How well would we work together?
 
   Can we even get along? Will our partnership be stable and productive? Or will it implode . . . taking Tate & Cane down with us?
 
   This decision doesn’t rest entirely on my shoulders. Our fathers have always said that we’re stronger together—that’s why they paired us off in the first place. So Noah ought to do some heavy lifting too. In fact, I could argue that it’s his job to convince me, since he’s already on board.
 
   So, let him make his sales pitch. Let him prove himself to me. Let him demonstrate how and why this relationship could actually succeed. I’ll do my part too—I’ll try to maintain good faith and stay receptive to the idea of us becoming friends. But I’m not the type to commit to something unless I know I can follow through. If I’m going to marry Noah, then by God, I want to win at it.
 
   The end of my inner debate must show on my face, because Camryn reaches across the table to squeeze my hand.
 
   “I’m going to order us dessert.”
 
   “I love you,” I say on a sigh. Even with my newfound determination, I’ll need some serious chocolate to get through this.
 
   “For what it’s worth, I think you’re really brave.”
 
   I force a smile. “Thanks.”
 
   Grumbling to myself, I fish my phone out of my purse and call Dad to schedule another meeting with Noah and Prescott. I have to give them my answer as soon as possible.
 
   • • •
 
   Late that afternoon, almost the close of the business day, I open the same conference room door I walked through yesterday. Nobody turns in response; the three men seated at the table have already looked up at the sound of my footsteps in the hall.
 
   Noah’s crooked smile is just a little bit too smug. What was that you said earlier? Something about not marrying me? it seems to gloat. How’s that humble pie taste?
 
   A muscle tenses in my jaw. He didn’t even have to say a word and I’m already irritated all over again. Goddamn it, he’s so annoyingly attractive—with his charcoal-gray suit, crisp white shirt, and merlot-colored tie, all expertly tailored to fit his six-foot-two frame—and the fact that he can get under my skin so easily just annoys me even more.
 
   His entire demeanor screams confidence. From his deep, inquisitive eyes that see too much, to his strong hands with neatly trimmed nails, to the thick column of his throat that bobs when he smirks at me. He’s the thing my teenage fantasies were made of. Woodsy male scent. Muscular, yet trim frame. A quick wit that always finds a way to pull me into a debate.
 
   Ignoring the pounding of my heart, I force my eyes away from Noah and address the room. “Thank you all for reconvening on such short notice. I have a proposal to make.”
 
   “I thought that was my job,” Noah interjects.
 
   Pointedly ignoring his joke, I explain. “I’ll sign the inheritance contract at the end of the month . . .”
 
   Everyone blinks at me. Dad and Prescott look pleasantly surprised. Noah’s annoying smile is gone, replaced with a slightly furrowed brow.
 
   “But only,” I continue, “if Noah can show me that a relationship between us could work. After all, Tate & Cane’s fate hinges on our ability to cooperate as both business partners and spouses.”
 
   “A trial period?” Dad asks.
 
   “You could describe it like that. I also think that getting to know each other better will help the company’s public image. We need to make our relationship believable; it’ll look strange if nobody ever sees us together before we marry.”
 
   It’s also a chance to dip my toes in before diving straight into the deep end. An attempt to inject a little normality into a deeply abnormal situation.
 
   But I don’t say that part out loud. I don’t want to admit right now that marriage still scares me a little. Not with Noah blinking curiously at me, and Prescott looking frustrated at the prospect of even further delays.
 
   Noah finally speaks up. “So, essentially, you’re asking me to date you.”
 
   I nod at him. “Yep, that’s the idea. At least take me out for a drink before I consider taking your name.” I look straight at him, waiting to see his reaction before I hit him with my next clause. “Oh, and another thing. Refrain from having sex . . . with anyone.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   She wants me to woo her?
 
   Of all the scenarios I imagined—from the most likely, where Olivia rips up the contract, to the even crazier, where she actually signs it—this wasn’t one of them.
 
   She’s laid down her own stipulations, ensuring that I’ll have to work to win her over. Though I probably should have expected a curveball. This is Olivia Cane, after all.
 
   “If there are no further questions, I should get back to work,” Olivia says. When nobody responds, she turns and struts out of the conference room, her round ass swaying as her heels click across the floor. The door swings shut.
 
   “That was interesting,” I say under my breath.
 
   Fred stops beside me as I stand, trying to process what just happened. “It sounds like the ball’s in your court, son. But don’t worry. I know you can pull this off.”
 
   “Thanks.” I nod, then take off toward her office. She doesn’t get to drop a bomb like that and then saunter away.
 
   She’s inside, perched in her cream-colored leather chair, stilettos kicked off under her desk. Her toenails are painted light blue, and she’s tapping her foot in time to whatever tune she’s humming. Something on her computer screen has her complete attention.
 
   Startled at the sound of the door opening, she looks up, her wide crystal-blue eyes finding mine. “Did you need something? I have work to do.”
 
   She mentioned us going for a drink. Which is perfect, considering I need to prove how compatible we can be. But first, I need her to see something. This isn’t just some game; I need her to understand exactly what’s at stake if we don’t succeed.
 
   “Come with me. There’s something I need to show you.”
 
   I tug her up from her desk chair, allowing her a moment to slip her delicate feet back into her heels, then tow her from the office before she can argue.
 
   “Where are you taking me?”
 
   I grunt and mumble, “You’ll see.”
 
   “Don’t be such a caveman; use your words.”
 
   “We’re going to the mail room.”
 
   She scoffs. “What on earth for?”
 
   I don’t answer, just punch the button for the elevator. We cruise down to the basement floor of the building with an eerie silence hanging around us. When the doors open to the basement, I take a deep breath.
 
   “Ahh . . . you smell that?” I grin at her.
 
   Her mouth turns down into a frown. “Mildew?” Her gaze darts around the large open space stacked with boxes. “The health department would have a field day down here.”
 
   This is my favorite place in the whole building, so I don’t take too kindly to Olivia turning up her nose at it. “Don’t be such a grouch. Come on.”
 
   I lace my fingers with hers once again and tug her farther down the fluorescent-lit hallway. When we reach the mail room, I wonder for a moment if Rosita is on her break.
 
   “Now, what is it that you wanted to show me?” Olivia raises her eyebrows and places one hand on her hip, obviously not impressed.
 
   Wide shelves line all four walls. They’re numbered with the corresponding floors of the building and hold various envelopes and packages. It’s not a high-tech operation, but it gets the job done.
 
   “Not what, but who.” I tip my chin toward the Latina cheerfully humming a tune to herself. Rosita’s back is to us as she sorts mail at the far end of the room.
 
   “Rosita,” I call out.
 
   She swivels around, clearly not expecting anyone, and her shoulder-length hair swings. A look of surprise is painted across her pleasant features, especially her large dark brown eyes, and a hint of pink comes to her round cheeks.
 
   Rosita immigrated here from Mexico when she was just eighteen, taught herself English, and worked hard to support her growing family. Now, she’s a force to be reckoned with.
 
   A company of this size usually employs a mail-room staff of three to four people. But Rosita said they’d just get in her way, so she runs the whole operation herself. She took ownership of both the position and the space, and made it hers—even hung cheery posters on the wall. One of a monkey dancing. Another of bright orange poppies.
 
   “Mi amor!” she cries, already heading toward us. “Abrazo.” She opens her arms to me, expecting our customary hug.
 
   “Gracias, Mamacita,” I reply, giving her a light squeeze.
 
   It’s the same way she’s been greeting me for the past six years. I know about a whopping four words of Spanish, but I always use them with her. I want her to feel at home, I guess.
 
   Coincidentally, Rosita and I started work here on the same day. We even attended orientation together. I was a fresh college grad, still wet behind the ears, and Rosita, fifteen years my elder, was skeptical about the owner’s son. Unlike Olivia, I haven’t worked here since I could walk. I had other jobs during college and made a point of interning at another firm so I could see how the competition worked.
 
   When I met her, I thought Rosita might assume I was some rich, privileged punk who didn’t have to earn his paycheck. It made me all the more determined to prove her wrong. And Dad always was big on learning the ropes from the ground up, anyway. So for my first two weeks at Tate & Cane, I began working right alongside Rosita in the mail room.
 
   It was during that time we cemented our relationship. We delivered packages and memos side by side, and shared jokes and stories. But when I really fell in love was when she shared her empanadas with me at lunch.
 
   Rosita’s eyes widen slightly as they swing from mine to Olivia’s. “Miss Cane,” she says, her voice soft and quizzical. It’s not every day the CEO’s daughter wanders down to the mail room.
 
   “Please, call me Olivia,” she says, correcting Rosita with a smile meant to ease. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   Everyone at the company knows Olivia, even if they haven’t met.
 
   “Did you . . . need something?” Rosita looks between me and Olivia again.
 
   I shake my head. “Nope. Just came to say hello.”
 
   Rosita’s posture relaxes and she smiles. “Did you get my invite for Maria’s birthday party?”
 
   “Of course. Two weeks from Saturday, right? It’s already on my calendar.”
 
   “Have you had lunch yet?” She smiles and reaches out to smooth one hand over my silk tie. “I worry, you know.”
 
   I smile. “I’ve eaten. Thank you.”
 
   Sometimes when I’m busy, I’ve been known to skip lunch—that is, until Rosita forces herself into my office with a sandwich from the deli down the street. It’s like she can sense when I’ve missed a meal. She often blurs the line between coworker, friend, and mother.
 
   I’ve brought Olivia down here today because I want her to see there’s more to this company than what the numbers say. Some things can’t be learned from a spreadsheet. The perspective Olivia has perched in her corner office chair all day is quite different from the perspective one gets on the ground floor of this operation.
 
   Standing here, looking into Rosita’s rich mahogany eyes and feeling the warmth and care that pours from her very soul, it’s impossible for us not to be aware of the importance of our responsibility. We can’t fail at this. If we fail, we take all these people down with us.
 
   And I, for one, won’t let that happen.
 
   After pleasantries are exchanged, Olivia and I head back toward the elevator.
 
   “She’s important to you, isn’t she?” Olivia asks.
 
   “Very.”
 
   She nods, looking contemplative.
 
   I check my watch as we step inside the elevator and let out a sigh. Olivia looks as overwhelmed as I feel. We’ve been under a mountain of stress lately, and I have a feeling it’s only going to get more intense.
 
   “Today was unexpected,” I say. “Just like that, after weeks of negotiation, you’re actually going to consider this, huh?”
 
   “I will do this on my terms, if and when I’m ready, Noah. Consider the next few weeks a trial period.”
 
   “That will be easy, sweetheart.”
 
   “Oh, it won’t be easy,” she says, correcting me. “And don’t call me sweetheart.”
 
   “Are you sure about that, Mrs. Tate?”
 
   “I told you not to call me that, either.”
 
   “I know. You told me to take you out for a drink before you’ll consider taking my name.” I smirk at her. “Which I think is an excellent fucking idea. Brilliant, in fact.”
 
   I coax my first smile from her and feel like thumping my chest. Although I have a desk full of work to get back to, the idea of sitting across from Olivia and hearing her tell me about this supposed trial period sounds like a lot more fun. Time to push a little harder.
 
   “It’s five o’clock somewhere, you know.”
 
   “We’ve had a lot going on. I think we could use a cocktail,” she says, amazing me that she actually agreed.
 
   “I’ll meet you in the lobby in fifteen?” I know she’ll never agree to leave without wrapping up the last of her e-mails.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Then I watch her ass as she saunters away toward her office.
 
   • • •
 
   Once we’re seated at the elegant Stanton Room, a swanky bar across the street from our office building, Olivia and I place our order with the waitress—a vodka martini, extra dirty for her, and a Scotch on the rocks for me.
 
   “Extra dirty, huh?” I wink at her.
 
   “Surprised?” There’s a hint of a smile on her lips.
 
   “That the straitlaced Olivia Cane likes it extra dirty? Why, yes, I am.”
 
   “Don’t overthink it, Noah. I’d hate to see you burst a brain cell.”
 
   I scowl at her. If there’s one thing Olivia and I do well, it’s banter. And though she’d like to believe otherwise, sexual tension runs rampant just below the surface.
 
   I lean in toward her, my elbows on the table. “So, how will all this work, exactly? Me and you? I just like to be clear on expectations so I can exceed them.”
 
   Her gaze is cool. Not icy, at least, but still a long way from where I want her. “Well, I haven’t put a lot of thought into it yet, but you’ll have to win me over. Show me that this crazy thing could actually work.”
 
   If there’s one thing I know about Olivia, it’s that she refuses to fail. Something tells me that with everything that’s on the line, Olivia needs to know I won’t fuck up and embarrass her as a husband. We have to work together, live together, and actually pull off this whole coupledom in a big way.
 
   “So you said you want to date? I don’t date, Snowflake.”
 
   “Winning over doesn’t necessarily mean dating.”
 
   She takes a sip from her martini glass and sets it down with an inquisitive look on her delicate features. She may look like your average, sweet girl next door, but at her core, Olivia is a ballbuster. A total triple threat. Sexy, intelligent, and talented. Which is perfect, seeing as those are the qualities I always dreamed my future wife would possess. Well, those, along with a tight—
 
   Olivia clears her throat, interrupting my train of thought. Fuck.
 
   “Winning over means that we can be in the same room together without ripping each other’s throats out.”
 
   I nod. “Okay, we’ll be civilized about it.”
 
   “Fine,” she says. “And we should figure out what the hell we have in common.”
 
   I think we already know what we have in common—and to my understanding, it’s a long list. But I’ll go by whatever definition she wants. I’ll win no matter what it is.
 
   “Seeing as we have to put on a show, I agree. I should know a bit about my future fiancée,” I say. “For instance, your favorite sexual position . . .”
 
   She coughs and sputters, choking on the olive in her drink. For a minute there, I think I’m going to have to perform the Heimlich maneuver, until she swallows the damn thing and glares at me.
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” she croaks out, her voice still hoarse.
 
   I chuckle. “Settle down. I just want to know how to please my future wife, is all.”
 
   “You can please me by buckling down and getting to work at the office instead of taking those three-martini lunches you favor.”
 
   “Darling?” I blink at her. Since I’ve been told by more than one ex-girlfriend that my eyelashes are enviable, I’m hoping it has the exaggerated effect I’m going for. “We were supposed to be discussing what we have in common.”
 
   “Right. Well . . .” She begins listing items on her fingers. “Summering in the Hamptons. Working at Tate & Cane, obviously. Our families are friends.”
 
   “We both lost our mothers,” I point out.
 
   Her gaze drops to the table in front of her, but I don’t feel bad. It’s just a fact of life, one we’ve discussed before, and I’d rather skip the superficial bullshit and get down to a real level.
 
   “Yes. What else?” She drums her fingers on the table.
 
   “I, for one, like anal. You?”
 
   Damn it. Again with the choking. I stand and pat my future fiancée’s back until her airway clears.
 
   “Another drink?” I ask, noticing that hers is now empty.
 
   She looks flustered that she downed it so quickly, but signals to the waitress for another round.
 
   “I know what I’m getting myself into, Noah. Besides, my focus is going to be on saving this company, not pretending to be the happy little wife to my fake husband.”
 
   “Correction.” I lean closer. “Soon to be real husband. I’ll win you over, Snowflake. This will happen.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   Win me over, Noah says. Real husband.
 
   There’s nothing real about this. He can call this trial period “dating” if he wants, but all I’m after is reassurance that we’ll mesh as co-CEOs. No need to confuse the issue with love or sex, no matter how dangerously attractive he is. I just have questions that need answers.
 
   For instance, what made him take me to the mail room today? He practically dragged me downstairs. Whatever his reason, he thinks it’s important. Was he trying to give me a reality check, remind me that I’m not the only one with problems around here, so I should suck it up? Or was he just trying to show me his warm fuzzy side?
 
   If the latter was his goal, it kind of worked. I have to admit that Rosita and Noah act adorable together. Almost like mother and son. The most stone-faced person on Earth would smile at their affection. And it’s not like I ever thought Noah lacked integrity or kindness, just the finer points of self-discipline. I have plenty of evidence to believe that getting closer to him won’t be so bad.
 
   But while I can hazard guesses all day, I want to hear Noah’s explanation in his own words. And we’re overdue for a topic change anyway.
 
   “Why did you introduce me to Rosita?” I ask.
 
   “To show you what’s at stake.”
 
   Despite fully anticipating it, his holier-than-thou tone still makes my lip curl. “As if I had no clue about the gravity of our situation. That’s the whole point of doing this trial period—to see how well we can play ball together before committing to a team-up. I’m doing my best to become friends with you, so . . .”
 
   He tilts his head with a half smile. “Just friends? I’ve got my sights set a little higher.”
 
   Gee, I never would have guessed, what with his constant attempts to steer the conversation toward sex.
 
   I quirk one eyebrow in skepticism. “Friendship is all we need to pull this thing off. And we’re pretty much starting from square one . . . I would call us acquaintances, at best. Don’t you think you’re being a little overambitious?”
 
   “Nope,” he replies, cocky smile still firmly in place.
 
   I roll my eyes. “Wow. Your arrogance truly has no limits.”
 
   “If I can put my money where my mouth is . . .” His lustful smirk makes it clear exactly where he’d like to put his mouth. “Then it’s not arrogance. Just confidence.”
 
   “What makes you think I would want more with you, anyway? You aren’t exactly my type.”
 
   I expect him to just give me a knowing look, or maybe toss back some mild innuendo. What I absolutely did not expect was, “Because I have a nine-inch cock.”
 
   I almost choke on my martini for a third time. I splutter, “Is that number supposed to impress me?” Does he seriously expect me to believe that kind of porn-star bullshit?
 
   “It’s the truth,” he purrs, leaning slightly closer. “And I know how to use it. Along with my tongue, my hands . . . just ask any woman I’ve been with.”
 
   “Spare me the play-by-play. You’ve fucked half of New York City. I’m willing to believe that you learned something in the process.”
 
   “First, I haven’t fucked half of New York. Believe it or not, I’m pretty discerning. Second, instead of hearsay, why not just see for yourself?”
 
   I give him a skeptical look. “You want to show me your dick?”
 
   “If it’ll help convince you.” He drains the last drops of his Scotch and stands up. “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   I stare after him as he walks away.
 
   Is he serious? He’s just going to whip it out? I look around to see if anyone is watching me, then I get up and follow him to the bar’s back hallway, near the restrooms, unable to comprehend why the hell I’m humoring him. This is ridiculous.
 
   Once we’re safely in a private corner, Noah undoes his belt, opens his fly . . . and pulls out a fucking fire hose.
 
   Holy mother of God. My hands fly to my mouth. I want to gasp in shock, but there’s no way I’m giving him the upper hand.
 
   He was right. His cock is nothing short of massive, and it’s not even fully erect right now. Nine inches may actually be a conservative estimate of what it might look like hard. He must destroy men’s egos every time he walks into a locker room. And I don’t even want to think about what he destroys with women . . .
 
   “Meh. I’ve seen bigger,” I force out, fighting to maintain my composure.
 
   Noah chuckles. “I don’t think so, sweetheart.”
 
   “Well, th-that monster is not coming anywhere near my uterus. No, thank you. I prefer to keep my organs intact.”
 
   Noah’s grin widens. “I doubt that, but just to be on the safe side, I’ll ease it in nice and slow. Piece of cake. Plus, you’ve got good health insurance, right?”
 
   “That is not funny, Noah. Now, put that thing away or I’ll remove it.”
 
   I try to sound stern, but my shaking voice and bright red cheeks surely give me away. Why the hell can’t I stop staring?
 
   He chuckles—yeah, the jerk can definitely see right through me—but he obliges, tucking the beast back into its lair.
 
   I try to compose myself as we head back to the bar. Once seated, as coolly as I can, I say, “This doesn’t change my opinion, you know.”
 
   “Really? Not at all?” He raises his eyebrows.
 
   Of course, seeing his dick made an impression. How could it not? But I’ll be damned if I stroke his . . . ego any more than I already have.
 
   “Look, this whole dating thing is just to prove that we can live and work together. You don’t need to go for extra credit.”
 
   “But what if I want to?”
 
   “Noah . . .”
 
   “Would you at least be willing to try it? We could start super slow. Set strict limits. Like, say . . .” He waves his hand vaguely. “Nothing past first base.”
 
   “A trial run within a trial run,” I say slowly, tasting the idea. I’m a little skeptical, but I guess it wouldn’t hurt to fool around a little. I can always call game over if I’m feeling underwhelmed.
 
   “Exactly. Just testing the waters. We can pretend we’re back in high school or something.”
 
   I take a long sip of my drink, considering. Then I reply, “I’ll think about it.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   Game on.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   Oh, joy. The renowned marketing firm of Wesson, Burke and Barsol has sent a vulture. And for some godforsaken reason, our board of directors agreed to let him blow hot air through his yellowing teeth for an hour and call it a “negotiations meeting.”
 
   Tate & Cane has been rivals with WBB from day one. So, naturally, its CEO started salivating as soon as he smelled blood. Officially, the vulture is an “acquisitions representative,” but the formality of that title is just a smoke screen. He’s here to try to pick the carcass before it’s even stopped moving.
 
   Holding back an aggravated sigh, I shift in my seat at the conference table. I don’t have time for this bullshit; I have an entire company to rehabilitate. “Meeting with potential buyers” is about as far down my to-do list as it gets. Especially since I have no idea what this jerk is even doing here, other than wasting everyone’s time and sending my blood pressure through the roof. It’ll be ninety days—no, eighty-six now—until the board even decides whether they want to sell Tate & Cane, let alone who they’ll sell it to.
 
   Maybe all this stress is just making me hysterical, but I can’t keep my mouth from twitching at the sight of the rep’s hair. He has, without a doubt, one of the greasiest, scraggliest, saddest comb-overs I’ve ever seen. And I’ve been part of the elite corporate world since I was old enough to hold Dad’s hand at company dinners. Trust me, I know my bad comb-overs.
 
   How appropriate . . . a bald vulture. Maybe I should check his hands for talons. I take a sip of coffee just to hide my smirk.
 
   Dad clears his throat to interrupt the rep’s rambling. “Excuse me, Mr. Valmont, but I’d just like to clarify a few points.”
 
   The rep blinks a few times, as if he’s forgotten that there were other people in the room. “Yes, Mr. Chairman?”
 
   “Your purchase offer seems very low. Our company’s total value has been estimated at over twice this figure. And your planned policy changes are quite extensive.” Dad peers over his glasses at his copy of WBB’s proposal. “Not to mention the universal layoffs—surely you don’t have to fire all of our current employees?”
 
   “Freshly acquired companies always undergo some restructuring.” The rep adjusts his tie. “It’s standard industry practice, as I’m sure you already know. Buyers have to make sure that their new asset fits into their, ah . . . their corporate culture.”
 
   “Of course,” Dad says. “Just making sure the board understands.”
 
   Oh yeah, the board understands, all right. Nobody sitting at the conference table has even the trace of a smile.
 
   I steal a glance at Noah, who’s sitting just to my left. He looks absolutely miserable—brow furrowed, lips pressed tight, shoulders tensed around his ears. His body language is shocking, especially for a man who’s normally as cool as a cucumber.
 
   A pang of sympathy tightens my chest. I feel the unexpected urge to reach out and take Noah’s hand. It’s gone as quickly as it comes, but the underlying ache remains. God knows I’m not his biggest fan, but with potential buyers in the room, my choice is a no-brainer. Of course I’ll stand firm with Noah. After all, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.
 
   Except Noah isn’t just the enemy of my enemy. We really are on the exact same side here. We’re both doing this for the same reasons—for our fathers, our futures, for all the people who depend on T&C’s jobs to feed their families. And we stand to lose the same high stakes. I know Noah won’t give up without a fight.
 
   The ache in my chest deepens, softens into something that feels almost like loyalty. Solidarity.
 
   Noah’s eyes flick over to mine; he must have sensed my gaze on him. As subtly as I can, I incline my head and give him a small, tight-lipped smile. I don’t want the vulture or even Dad to see what I’m doing. This message is meant only for the two of us.
 
   Don’t worry. We’re going to outsmart these fuckers. I swear on our mothers’ graves, we’ll win.
 
   The vulture gets up from his chair with a creak. Noah looks back at him, breaking our brief connection.
 
   “My employers urge you to consider committing to this sale as soon as possible,” Valmont says. “Our offer is quite generous, and it won’t be on the table indefinitely.”
 
   “We’ll be sure to keep WBB in mind if we ever decide to sell,” Dad replies smoothly, ignoring the man’s limp-dicked attempt at a threat. “Thank you for coming to visit us today.”
 
   I give a tiny mental cheer. Hell yeah! Dad said if, not when. Small victories.
 
   The rep doesn’t look impressed by Dad’s carefully neutral non-smile. Probably because he knows that “we’ll keep you in mind” is just a polite translation of “go piss up a rope.” But what did WBB expect, trying to sneak in ahead of the competition like this?
 
   The meeting is adjourned. Dad excuses himself—probably to wash up after shaking the rep’s slimy hand. As I head back toward my office, Noah catches up with me in the hall.
 
   “You doing okay?” he asks.
 
   Noah’s asking me that? He was the one who looked on the verge of strangling that prick back there.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” I sigh. “Just pissed off.”
 
   “I thought you were always pissed off,” he teases.
 
   “Only when I’m around you,” I fire back automatically, but without any real feeling. I’m still too distracted and stressed out.
 
   Noah just chuckles, as if we’re playing tennis instead of trading insults. I have to admit, his laugh is a nice sound—and I like seeing him this way a lot better than what I saw at the meeting. Even if he can be an annoying little shit when he’s cheerful.
 
   We walk together for a minute, with only the soft pad of our footsteps and the low murmur of office chatter in the background.
 
   “What about you?” I finally ask. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I feel a lot better now that I’m talking to you.”
 
   More flirting. Why does he have to keep messing with me like that? And why does my stomach always have to give a little flip in response? I hate how easily he can make me react.
 
   “But back there, not so much,” Noah continues. “I thought I was going to punch that asshole in his smug face. This company isn’t just numbers on a spreadsheet. These are people’s lives they’re planning to fuck up.”
 
   “Right . . . like Rosita. You care so much about her.” From yesterday, I already knew that they were close, but seeing Noah get so upset really drives home how important she is to him.
 
   His sigh is deep and troubled. “How could I not? She’s one of the sweetest people to ever walk the Earth. And she has a family to worry about.”
 
   Suddenly he stops and faces me, the corners of his mouth picking up again, but his eyes telling me he’s still troubled about the meeting and what we learned. “Well, this is me. I guess it’s time to get back to work.”
 
   I look around and see he’s right—we’re standing outside his office door.
 
   Here already? When did we walk all this way? Time must have flown by.
 
   I feel an odd twinge of disappointment, unwilling to end this conversation yet. I don’t know what else to say; I just feel like talking to Noah a little longer.
 
   Or maybe I just don’t want to be alone right now. I want to hang on to that moment we shared at the meeting. The reassuring, invigorating sense that we’re fighting by each other’s sides. Allies in the trenches. Misery loves company, I guess . . .
 
   But my to-do list is too long for me to pay attention to such a tiny, nebulous feeling. So I shake off my reluctance and nod good-bye at Noah.
 
   “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Not too much later, I hope.” With a wink, Noah disappears into his office.
 
   Gah . . . tummy flip, right on cue. Screw him—no, wait, don’t screw him. I mean, forget him. And his monster penis. I have a million things to do and I’ve already wasted half the day.
 
   I turn on my heel and head for my office. Maybe my feelings will settle down once I start working. I’ll bury myself in tough financial problems, get a good flow going, and let all distractions slip away.
 
   But the idea of solitude, normally blissful, still rubs me the wrong way for some reason. And as my mind wanders, so do my feet. I find myself in front of Dad’s door instead of my own.
 
   I let myself inside his office, savoring the church-like silence, the calming scents of wood polish and coffee and paper. For as long as I can remember, I’ve always felt at home in this office. I was practically raised here, after all. I’ve read every volume of every book and business journal on its shelves. I know every inch of this room, and its familiarity soothes my jangled nerves.
 
   The door opens again with a soft click, and Dad says, “I knew I’d find you here.”
 
   I can hear the smile in his voice without even turning around. Which is good, because I’m suddenly too tired to do anything more than breathe.
 
   “Something you want to talk about?”
 
   Bypassing his mahogany desk and the imposing throne behind it, Dad sits on the squat leather armchair by the coffee table. I take the armchair on its other side. It makes the same awkward farting noise it’s made for the past eighteen years.
 
   “No. I mean . . .” I sigh. “Maybe.”
 
   I don’t even know what I need right now. My thoughts are still flying in all directions: The vulture, somehow dismissive and hungry at the same time. The tense misery in Noah’s pose. Dad’s careworn face, its wrinkles deepening by the day. The board’s insane deadline. All the work that lies ahead of me—of us. The mere word “us,” the idea that soon, I’ll become a we instead of a me.
 
   But maybe that isn’t such a terrible fate. Partnership has its good points as well as bad. I’ve seen that synergy firsthand, in the way that Dad and Bill Tate led this company together.
 
   And I remember the glance I shared with Noah back in the conference room. That split second of mutual understanding, where I saw straight through Noah’s eyes. I could tell exactly how he felt—alone, overwhelmed—and suddenly I didn’t feel so alone and overwhelmed myself. Putting on a brave face for him bolstered my own courage. Even now, I feel stronger and calmer for having smiled at him.
 
   It’s actually kind of amazing just how powerful one glance can be. How much it can communicate. How it can pull me out of despair, even slow down my heartbeat . . . or speed it up. Like what happened between us in the hall a few minutes ago. Or the meeting where he kissed my hand.
 
   For God’s sake, is my libido ever going to shut up? Now is really not the fucking time. Ugh, wait. Poor choice of words.
 
   “You still there, sweetie?” Dad asks.
 
   I blink back to reality. Shit, I got lost in thought again. My thoughts are pretty easy to get lost in these days.
 
   “Sorry. I just . . . I don’t really know where to start.” That’s definitely no lie.
 
   “I’ll pour us some coffee.” He leans forward with a grunt.
 
   “No, Dad, don’t get up. I can do it.” I stand up and walk to the sideboard to turn on the single-cup machine.
 
   He lets out a small sigh through his nose. “I know I’m no spring chicken anymore, but—”
 
   “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”
 
   Dad is proud and I don’t want to make him feel helpless, but I know damn well how much pain and fatigue he’s dealing with. And to be honest, I’m desperate to get off my ass and do something. Anything at all. I just need action.
 
   So I busy myself with the coffee. Hazelnut for me, Colombian dark roast for Dad. Sweetener but no cream for me, cream but no sweetener for Dad. The ritual itself is almost as soothing as the rich scents that steam from our mugs.
 
   I hoped that talking would come easier like this, with my hands occupied and my back turned so I don’t have to worry what crosses my face—or what might cross Dad’s. But the words that leap from my mouth take us both by surprise.
 
   “Why did Bill Tate do this to us?”
 
   Dad sighs again. This one is loud, heavy, rising from deep within his chest.
 
   My mouth snaps open to apologize. But then I close it again. Because you know what? Even if I never intended to demand answers—fuck it, I really do want some. In fact, I have a right to them. I’m the one who was forced to choose between the frying pan and the fire, after all.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie,” Dad says. “We never imagined it would turn out this way. We wrote those clauses together, into both our wills, because we wanted to keep T&C in the family, and we knew you kids were meant to be together.”
 
   I nod a little impatiently as I hand him his coffee mug and sit down with mine. I already know most of this part of the story. A joint venture, in more than one sense of the word.
 
   He takes a sip. “Still, we tried to make sure that you had other options. If you and Noah didn’t want to marry by the time we retired—a day we thought was far in the future—then control would default to the board. And even so, you wouldn’t lose the company. You would have been granted board seats and paid highly from T&C’s profits. So we didn’t make this decision lightly. But we never anticipated . . .”
 
   “That there would be no profits,” I say softly. And maybe no company at all.
 
   “Right. Because everything just happened all at once, with the worst possible timing. Bill’s early death. My cancer . . . and how fast it advanced. T&C lagging behind its competition, falling into the red. The board’s crisis of faith.” Another deep sigh. “We always thought you kids would have so many more years to come around to the idea.”
 
   I know how hard Dad has tried to save this company on his own. He’s worked until his body physically won’t let him anymore. By the time he admitted defeat, the problem had reached do-or-die proportions. I’m not angry with him for that, because I know I wouldn’t have done any different. We’re cut from the same proud, stubborn cloth.
 
   Dad puts down his barely touched coffee with a soft clunk. “I’m not going to be around forever, sweetie.”
 
   I look up, startled at the topic change. He suddenly looks so haggard, it breaks my heart.
 
   “I . . . I know that, Dad, but—”
 
   “You marrying Noah isn’t just for the company’s sake. Who cares about a company if my little girl is unhappy? I trust Noah to take care of you.”
 
   “I don’t need taking care of,” I say automatically.
 
   “Everyone needs someone around. I’m not talking about money or power . . . I’m talking about love. A listening ear, a shoulder to cry on. A partner who shares life’s burdens. If I know you have that, sweetie, then I can rest a lot easier.”
 
   I swallow a lump in my throat, washing it down with hot coffee. I don’t want to think about Dad resting.
 
   “Despite everything, I still believe that you and Noah belong together,” Dad continues. “You were made for each other. And you’ll need each other’s strength for what lies ahead. Bill Tate’s will has just given things a little push in the right direction.”
 
   I look down into my mug, the dark liquid glinting under the fluorescent lights. “This still just feels so . . . unreal. I have no idea what to expect. What’s it like to be married?”
 
   I’m not even sure what kind of answer I want to hear. What cute anecdote or pearl of wisdom could possibly reassure me. Everything will be okay. Marriage won’t swallow up your whole life. You can still be yourself—a businesswoman first and a wife second.
 
   “Well, in my experience, it was wonderful.” Dad smiles fondly. “Your mom was the greatest thing that ever happened to me. My rock, my sunshine, my best friend. We weren’t two halves of a whole, we were each our own person, and that’s what made us so amazing when we joined together.” He shakes his head. “I’m no poet, so all I can say is . . . it was magic.”
 
   Magic, huh? I’ll have to take his word for it. My only long-term boyfriend turned out to be a manipulative narcissist, and I’ve never gotten close enough to any other man for the kind of deep bond that my father is trying to describe.
 
   Dad leans forward in the chair, elbows on his knees and fingers steepled. “I know the circumstances are far from ideal, sweetie. But try to at least give Noah a shot. I’d never put you in a situation I didn’t think you could handle. You’re my baby girl . . . I just want to see you with a good man. And that man is Noah.”
 
   I don’t quite share Dad’s glowing opinion of Noah. Not yet—although hopefully that will change by the end of this month. But I remember how fiercely he cares about Rosita and her family’s welfare. There’s no mistaking the strength of his conviction.
 
   If nothing else, I know I can count on Noah to step up to the plate and fight for T&C. I can trust him to work just as hard as I will. Which is good, because we’ll be spending the next three months in Overtime Hell together.
 
   At least I’ll have some eye candy to ogle during all those late nights at the office. But now that I know about that telephone pole between his legs, I don’t know how I’ll ever look at him the same way.
 
   Heaven help me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   You know how men are supposed to be more direct and forceful, while women are gentler and more attuned to emotions? That’s horseshit. As business partners, Olivia and I blur gender stereotypes. I’m the “face,” the charismatic people-pleaser, while she’s the get-shit-done powerhouse. Playing to our strengths lets us divide and conquer.
 
   Of course, it doesn’t hurt that men—especially stodgy, rich old farts—tend to listen better to other men. I can close deals over a round of golf, woo male and female clients alike, and generally sweet-talk my way through any situation. Which is exactly what I’ve spent this last week doing.
 
   Today, though, I’m back in the office. And right now, I’m grinding my teeth at the sight of Harrison Ridgefield from the accounting department leering at Olivia’s cleavage.
 
   “Something I can help you with there, buddy?” I snap as I step into Olivia’s office and stop right beside him.
 
   His head jerks up and he smiles sheepishly, as if he knows he’s been caught. “Oh. Hey, Noah. Didn’t see you there,” he says, his voice unsteady.
 
   “That’s because you were busy staring at my girlfriend’s . . . spreadsheets.”
 
   Olivia and I haven’t announced our courtship yet, but rumor knows no bounds. The unofficial news has spread like fucking wildfire through our whole building.
 
   Harrison swallows hard and takes a step back. “Congrats on all that, by the way.”
 
   My blank stare says I’m on to you, prick. I even puff out my chest a little for good measure. Harrison isn’t a bad-looking guy. I hear the office gossip; I know he’s the wet dream of at least a few of the ladies here. But I’ve got about two inches on his six-foot frame, and more muscle too.
 
   “Well, it looks like you’ve got it covered here, Olivia.” The douche bag treats her to a fond smile and steps away from her desk.
 
   “Thanks, Harrison,” Olivia says as she watches him leave.
 
   “What are you doing?” I glare down at Olivia’s monitor. There are pages and pages of data on her screen. I have no idea what it is—but I do know she looks stressed, and I want to fix it.
 
   “Just trying to reconcile the invoices we sent clients last year with the actual dollars received.” She taps a four-inch-thick stack of printouts on her desk. “Something feels off about it.”
 
   “Olivia . . .” I exhale slowly.
 
   Her eyes jerk up to mine. “What?”
 
   “You shouldn’t be spending your time on menial shit like this. We have too much strategizing and brand-building to do to keep your head buried in busywork.”
 
   “Excuse me, Mr. Cranky-Pants, but ‘burying my head’ might end up saving us a fuck-ton of money.” Her blue eyes burn brightly, and I know I’m in for a fight if I push too hard.
 
   Well, too bad. I’ll grab the tiger by the tail if that’s what it takes to stop her.
 
   “What I’m trying to say is that your talents are wasted on this. Your time is valuable. This is what I mean when I say you work too hard. Tasks like these need to be delegated. You don’t have to do everything yourself.”
 
   “Harrison was helping me—”
 
   I hold up one hand. “Harrison was enjoying the peep show. Nothing more.” I make a point of letting my gaze drop slowly from hers down to the front of her blouse. The sight of the top of her firm, round breasts cradled in a delicate nude-colored bra makes my mouth water. I ignore the tingle at the base of my spine and the blood surging toward my groin, and take a deep breath.
 
   Olivia’s gaze jerks from mine down to her cleavage, and she hoists her shirt up higher. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, he was not.”
 
   She is seriously delusional. Harrison has had a wicked crush on her for three years. And he’s an underperforming ass, if you ask me.
 
   “God, you’re grumpy today. Why don’t you go get one of those blow jobs you like from Jenni in HR?”
 
   “Huh. I’m surprised you know about that.” I enjoyed a handful of oral encounters from a nice admin assistant earlier this year, but all that is over.
 
   “I know everything that goes on around here.” She smirks.
 
   Hell. “First of all, Jenni no longer works here.”
 
   “Oh, darn.” She snaps her fingers in mock outrage.
 
   “Secondly . . .” I lean my hip against her desk. “Even if she did, I’d have zero interest in seeing her lips around my cock right now.”
 
   “The infamous Noah Tate, not interested in chasing tail? Do I need to call you an ambulance?” she teases. “Or are you just having too much fun bugging me and keeping me away from work?”
 
   My temper rising, I stand my ground. “Because I think of myself as a taken man now.”
 
   Her eyebrows dart up. “Are you serious? You’re really not going to mess around?”
 
   “Not with anyone who isn’t you,” I say smoothly.
 
   “I—um . . . So, monogamy really is part of the deal?” she stammers. “I’ve had a standing Wednesday-night thing with a guy from the gym. Should I cancel that for the next little bit?”
 
   My nostrils flare and I bite back my temper. “Hell yeah, it is, and yeah, you should. What goes for me, goes for you. You aren’t to mess around with anyone who isn’t me. I don’t even want to think about another man touching what’s mine.” I lean down and growl the last part close to her ear.
 
   She sucks in her breath, her pupils dilating, then composes herself. “As long as you know that this works both ways. If I find your totem pole next to anyone else, consider yourself castrated. Think Lorena Bobbitt, but without the whole finding-it part.”
 
   On the surface, her reaction isn’t exactly promising. But I know that deep down, I’ve affected her. I’ve seen the way she looks at me when she doesn’t think I’m watching.
 
   “And for the record, I was kidding about the guy at the gym, Noah.”
 
   Thank God, because I was already planning to go down to her gym after work and find the helpless fuck to punch him square in the kisser.
 
   I step away from her desk and watch as Olivia’s eyes narrow on my form. Tucking my hands into my pockets, I almost chuckle as her gaze follows the movement, her eyes drifting down to my crotch. But they dart up again and she lets out a frustrated huff.
 
   “If you’re so confident, how about we place a bet?” I ask.
 
   “Name your terms.”
 
   She smirks at me, pretending to be unaffected. Too bad I know exactly the effect I can have on a woman when I turn on the charm.
 
   I lean in closer. “I’ll give you four days until you’re begging for me to fill your hot little cunt,” I murmur.
 
   Her jaw drops, but she recovers quickly. “Not even in four years.”
 
   “I was going to say four hours, but I didn’t want to get cocky,” I tease.
 
   “Trust me. I can hold out for a long time.” Olivia leans back in her desk chair, her pose casual and confident.
 
   “Dry spell?”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “Perpetually.”
 
   Fuck. That makes me want her so much more, knowing that she’s all pent-up and unsatisfied.
 
   “No battery-operated boyfriends.”
 
   Her gaze darkens. “Fine. No hand jobs either then.”
 
   My jaw tenses. Like that will happen. “There’s always the trial run I proposed at happy hour.”
 
   She chews on her thumbnail. “I haven’t had time to consider it yet, but I’ll keep you posted when I decide.”
 
   A knock on the door grabs our attention. It’s Fred.
 
   “Hey, kids, time for the meeting.”
 
   Olivia checks her watch. “Be there right away, Dad.”
 
   Knowing our conversation isn’t even close to finished, I offer her a hand to assist her from her seat, bringing her eye level with me. “We’ll finish this later, Snowflake.”
 
   She scoffs and struts down the hall in front of me, her gorgeous round ass swaying as she moves.
 
   “Four days,” I call to her as I catch up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   Late the next afternoon, a knock on my office door startles me out of my work trance. “Come in,” I say automatically.
 
   The door cracks open and Dad pokes his head in. “Hey there, sweetie. Sorry if I’m interrupting anything, but could we talk for a minute in my office?”
 
   I blink first at him, then at my computer screen before closing my laptop. “Sure, Dad. What do you need?”
 
   “It’s good news, I promise,” is all he says.
 
   I follow Dad to his office, where Noah is already sitting in one of the armchairs. He stands up when we walk in.
 
   I glance between him and Dad suspiciously. What fresh hell is this?
 
   Dad picks up a thin sheaf of papers from his desk. “In all the recent hubbub, I forgot to tell you kids about my wedding gift.” He hands over the document with a proud smile.
 
   I scan the first page and my heart plummets. It’s a signed lease for a furnished penthouse apartment in the heart of the city, its security deposit already paid, as well as first and last month’s rent. And there’s only one bedroom.
 
   No way.
 
   Realizing that I probably shouldn’t just stand here in a stupor, I say, “Oh. Um . . . wow, Dad. This is so generous.”
 
   Dad chuckles and squeezes my shoulder. “Anything for my girl. I figured you two wouldn’t have much time to go house-hunting right now, so I found you a place myself.”
 
   “Thank you very much, sir. I’m sure we’ll love it,” Noah interjects.
 
   Jackass. He always knows exactly what to say, how to smooth over any situation. Whereas I’m struggling to remember how to breathe.
 
   I force a tight-lipped smile at my dear, sweet future husband. “Yes. Noah, can we talk about this in your office? There’s a lot of arrangements that need to be made.”
 
   • • •
 
   As soon as we’re alone with the door locked, I let my emotions burst free.
 
   “What the hell are we going to do? He’s already spent so much money, which T&C really can’t afford, by the way, and he’ll expect us to move in, and . . . what a clusterfuck!” I push my hands into my hair, not caring in the slightest that my perfectly coiffed bun just became a hot mess.
 
   Noah holds up his hands. “Whoa, hey, calm down. Living together isn’t really that big of a deal, is it?”
 
   “Of course it’s a big deal. I don’t want to move in with anyone, especially not you.”
 
   He narrows his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Oh, get over yourself. I’m sure you don’t want to live with me, either.”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I do.”
 
   I stare at him. “Why? Wouldn’t that get in the way of your drinking and whoring?”
 
   “I told you I wasn’t going to do that anymore.” Noah rakes his fingers through his hair irritably. “Okay, just listen to me for a second. Even if we ignore the fact that you’re sex on legs and any sane man would give his left nut to spend a night with you—”
 
   My laugh sounds ever so slightly hysterical. “You’re seriously trying to flirt right now? Is that the only way you know how to communicate with women?”
 
   “Even if we ignore that fact,” he growls out, “we still have Tate & Cane’s public image to consider. How bad will it look if we don’t even live under the same roof?”
 
   I rub my forehead, partly to ground myself and partly as an excuse to hide my expression. I can’t cry in front of Noah. I don’t cry, period.
 
   Why am I even getting so upset? I already knew we’d have to live together sooner or later. I’ve seen this coming since day one. That was one of the reasons I didn’t want to sign the stupid contract in the first place. And I’m still feeling optimistic about Noah and our budding friendship. I’m not over the moon about having to share my private space with a roommate again, but I’ll survive. Hell, it may even be fun. I have a lot of awesome memories from living with Camryn.
 
   Really, Noah’s right. It’s not that big of a deal. But for some reason, it feels monumental. Like I’m about to lose yet another piece of myself.
 
   I just hate surprises. Dad’s wedding gift broadsided my composure and splattered all sorts of uncomfortable emotions everywhere. I need a moment to scrape myself back together.
 
   “We don’t really have a choice, Snowflake,” Noah says. “Everyone—the media, our employees, our rivals, our stockholders—they all have to see us together. The starry-eyed young couple, poised to take over one of the nation’s biggest companies. That’s who we have to be.”
 
   I drop my gaze, chewing my lip hard. Finally, I admit, “Yeah, I know. You’re right . . . our hands are tied. Sorry I flipped out for a minute there.”
 
   I half expect Noah to make some perverted joke about tied hands. But instead, he just touches me on the chin—the gentlest possible hey, buck up.
 
   I meet his eyes as his fingers tilt my face to his. Can he tell how stupid and frustrated I feel? Why can’t I hide anything from this man? Why can’t I stop exposing my weak points?
 
   Noah’s sympathetic expression is both comforting and humiliating. I’m torn between the urge to relax, to let him support me, and the urge to jealously guard my dignity.
 
   “No, I’m sorry too,” Noah says in a much softer tone than before. “I know this situation really sucks for you, but we’ll figure out ways to make it easier. Like our dads always said, we can accomplish anything if we’re together.”
 
   I take a deep breath, then slowly let it out. Already my mind is starting to quiet. On the way back to my cool, collected self.
 
   “You’re right,” I say. “We have to make this courtship look real. So, living together will kill two birds with one stone—keep up appearances and let us get more familiar with each other.”
 
   Noah cocks his head with a salacious half smile. “Really? You’ve changed your mind about . . . ?”
 
   “I haven’t, so get your mind out of the gutter,” I huff. Leave it to the immature horndog to purposely misunderstand me. “I meant that there’s certain things we need to know about each other. Trivia, fun facts, stuff that could come up in conversation.” We may have grown up together, but we haven’t spent much time getting to know each other as adults.
 
   “Like yesterday, when you just assumed I drink coffee.” Noah raises his eyebrows in mock outrage.
 
   “Right. If anyone had been watching, we would have looked like total strangers.” Then I try to joke, “Although I still think that was a reasonable assumption on my part. I mean, who the hell drinks only tea? Tea is for relaxing; coffee is for waking up.”
 
   “Excuse me, Snowflake.” Noah grins in the crooked way that I’ve come to learn means game on. “You’d prefer me to be a twitchy addict like you? I’ve seen the sludge you drink. Pitch black . . . just like your heart.”
 
   “Actually, it’s not,” I reply coolly, smiling despite myself. “I take sweetener. Just because you can’t see it doesn’t mean it’s not there.”
 
   “Fair point. We both have a few things to learn about each other.” He thrusts his hands into his pockets and glances away for a second. “About the tea thing . . . my mom was English, and she really lived up to that particular stereotype. She loved ‘a good cuppa.’” His voice lifts to imitate her lilting accent. “So I drink tea to . . . honor her memory, I guess you could say. It’s my way of taking a moment every morning to think about her.”
 
   My jaw almost drops. His mom passed away when he was just ten. God, I remember that year like it was yesterday. It was such a sullen time. So dark and so quiet, like all the life had been sucked out of Noah and his dad in an instant.
 
   I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. I know his mom was British, but somehow it never dawned on me that he may have a special connection to her home country.
 
   Noah shakes his head, looking a little embarrassed, and walks around me to perch on the edge of his desk. Leaving me to feel like a total bitch.
 
   Biting my lip, I turn to face him again. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make fun of you like that. I think your little tea-drinking memorial is . . . really sweet.”
 
   He shrugs. “Thanks, but don’t worry about it. I wasn’t offended. Especially since I know you’ve also lost your mom.”
 
   “Yeah, but I was practically an adult when she died. You were only ten. Just a little kid. You needed your mother.” A sweet memory of him on her lap—when he was too big to fit, but not too big to want to be there—flashes through my brain.
 
   “You could argue that being older just makes your pain fresher.” Noah sighs. “Look, let’s not get into some kind of weird Grief Olympics here, okay? Of course I miss Mum, but your experience wasn’t better or worse than mine, just different. What matters is that we can understand each other.”
 
   He’s always so smooth and confident about everything . . . even death. Before I can say anything more, Noah changes the subject.
 
   “About the apartment—we should probably start spending nights there ASAP. I’ve got dinner plans with Sterling right now, but how about we meet back at the new place at . . .” He checks his watch. “How’s eight?”
 
   Considering all the preparations I need to make, I nod slowly. “Sure. That’ll give me time to grab some food and pack.” I turn to leave, but Noah interrupts me.
 
   “Hey, Snowflake . . . can you do me one last favor?”
 
   I stop, glancing back. “Yeah?”
 
   “Could you smile again?”
 
   For some reason, his directness flusters me so much that I blurt, “W-why should I?” Then I want the floor to swallow me up.
 
   What the hell, Olivia? You sound like a bratty teenager.
 
   “Because I don’t want you to leave unhappy.” Noah reaches out to brush my jaw with the back of his hand. The lightest, most fleeting touch, gone before I can say a word. “And because it looks good on you. I’d like to see that smile more often.”
 
   My face is on fire. I’m not sure how much of that heat is because I just embarrassed myself and how much is because of Noah’s heated stare.
 
   “I . . . I guess you’ll get plenty of chances, now that we’re living together.” My attempt at a snappy retort comes out stuttering.
 
   He inclines his head without breaking our gaze. “Great. I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   I swallow the boulder in my throat. He’s actually looking forward to it?
 
   “Hey, Noah?”
 
   “Yes?” he says sweetly.
 
   “Why do you call me Snowflake?”
 
   He steps closer and runs one finger along my cheek, making my skin tingle in its wake. “Because you’re just like a snowflake. Beautiful and unique, and with one touch you’ll be wet.”
 
   Noah turns to leave, striding away with me staring after his broad shoulders and tight ass, with my mouth hanging open.
 
   Dumbfounded, I shut the door behind me. Was that last comment meant to get a rise out of me? Or did he think I was really flirting?
 
   Was I flirting? I thought I was just being bitter, but . . . maybe a tiny bit. I don’t even know. And it doesn’t help that my mind is still reeling from that bet we made yesterday.
 
   • • •
 
   I eat dinner alone at a little Italian bistro around the corner from the Tate & Cane building. I guess I was craving some comfort food. Spaghetti with meatballs and a glass of merlot do the trick nicely.
 
   I take a cab home, and when I arrive, I e-mail my landlord to get the ball rolling on terminating my lease early. Then I start packing an overnight bag. I’ll arrange for the rest of my clothes and other personal items to be delivered to our new place later. My furniture will just have to be sold.
 
   One hour later, my little maroon suitcase is stuffed full. I have no excuse to linger further. But I do anyway—walking through slowly, looking at everything one last time.
 
   This apartment has been the backdrop of my life for the past four years, ever since I got my undergrad degree and stopped rooming with Camryn. Everything within these walls is a product of my decisions and mine alone. I chose this place for its airy architecture, its honey-colored hardwood floors, even the blue-diamond tile pattern in the kitchen and bathroom. I bought every stick of furniture, striking my ideal balance between stylish and cozy. I decorated its walls with framed art prints that suited my tastes. I filled its fridge and cabinets with my favorite snacks. I cluttered the bathroom with my beauty products, not worrying about leaving space for anyone else’s stuff. I organized everything according to the system that would best help me remember where I put it. Now . . . I can kiss all of that sovereignty good-bye.
 
   Sure, I can bring a few more of my things to the penthouse, but so can Noah. He’ll add his own unique flavor to our new home.
 
   Our new home . . . I wonder how long it will take me to get used to that. And it’s already fully furnished—which means no bringing my beloved squishy gray velvet sofa. Most importantly, there’s only one bedroom. I won’t have anywhere that’s truly my domain anymore.
 
   But Noah must feel the same way. He’s also sacrificing the privacy and freedom of his bachelor pad. In fact, he has more to lose than me, since he actually had a sex life. And from what he said yesterday, it seems like he’s serious about giving up his entire playboy lifestyle. Even though he’s probably never been monogamous in his whole life.
 
   Man, watching him try to keep it in his pants is going to be hilarious. And just what is his plan if I do take up with another man? Start a brawl like a couple of teenage punks?
 
   I shake my head. That will never happen, anyway. Work is my whole life—I don’t have time to invest in dating. And even though I’ll never admit it to Noah, I don’t have the stomach for one-night stands. I can’t imagine myself enjoying physical intimacy without emotional intimacy. Unlike Noah, who seems to have zero problems whipping it out at the slightest provocation.
 
   At least, he did until we started dating.
 
   I seriously don’t understand what’s going through that man’s head. All I wanted was for us to go from acquaintances to friends. Why does he have to push for overachievement? Why is he so determined to play the perfect boyfriend, even when nobody’s around to witness his act? Why does he feel like he has to stay faithful to me?
 
   Just to keep up appearances for the public? To gratify his male pride? Or because . . . he genuinely wants to woo me for real?
 
   I realize I’ve been staring out the window for almost five full minutes. I haven’t even been watching the dark, twinkling cityscape—moving lights for the cars, static ones for the offices working late or the families relaxing together. A glimpse into millions of people’s lives, spread out in stars like a reflection of the night sky. I suddenly feel very small . . . and lonely.
 
   It takes me a moment to recognize the feeling because I’m usually lonely in the abstract, daydreaming of a faceless fantasy lover. A hazy ache for human contact. Someone to brush his fingers through my hair and whisper sweet things in my ear. Someone to hold me and tell me everything will be okay. Someone to investigate when there’s a noise in the night. Now, though, my loneliness is specific and sharp.
 
   I want to see Noah.
 
   He’s the only person in the world who understands how I feel right now. Camryn can try to sympathize, and she’s definitely done a lot to help me through this, but she’s not down in the trenches with me. Noah is.
 
   I’m not sure if I want to talk to him right now, but I at least want to see him. I want to know he’s still there, by my side. I need to hear his optimism and see that smirk on his mouth to know that maybe, just maybe, I’ll make it through this.
 
   I pick up my suitcase, turn the lights off, and leave my apartment for the last time.
 
   • • •
 
   Even at this time of night, Manhattan traffic isn’t fun. As my cab crawls through the packed city streets, I suddenly get an idea.
 
   “Is there a tea shop nearby?” I ask the cabbie.
 
   He gives me a confused look in his rearview mirror. “What, like a café?”
 
   “No, I mean a place where I can buy . . . equipment? Teapots and kettles and stuff.”
 
   He starts tapping his GPS screen. Fortunately, we’re stopped at a red light, but I get the feeling that he wouldn’t care if we weren’t.
 
   “About three blocks west,” he says after a minute. “You got some shopping to do there?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   He promptly muscles into the right-turn lane, ignoring a few shouts and middle fingers from the other drivers, and speeds through. Somehow we arrive at the store without causing any vehicular manslaughter.
 
   As I count out my fare, I say, “Can you wait for me? I shouldn’t be more than twenty minutes.”
 
   He raises his bushy eyebrows. “That long? You sure? I’ll have to drive around the block, and the meter’s runnin’ . . .”
 
   “I can afford it.” For now, anyway. Tate & Cane isn’t totally underwater yet.
 
   He shrugs. “Okay, lady, whatever you want.”
 
   I step out of the cab and he’s gone before I reach the front door.
 
   The tiny boutique has an entire wall devoted to tea gear—cups, pots, kettles, infusers, strainers, paper filters, little wire racks for organizing boxes, airtight jars and tins for storing loose leaf. I consider the display, tapping my lips with one finger.
 
   Finally, I choose a squat, Japanese-style ceramic teapot with a mottled forest-green glaze. Its shelf tag reads: Ao-Oribe ushirode kyuusu, tenmoku glaze, sasame filter.
 
   I haven’t the faintest idea what any of that means. And the price is slightly horrifying. But its color and elegant shape are perfect—tasteful, yet eye-catching, not too masculine or too feminine. A symbol of compromise, a hope for harmony. A gift that I chose myself, but in recognition of a ritual that Noah holds dear.
 
   Just for the hell of it, I take a pair of matching cups too. I’ll definitely stick to coffee in the mornings. But maybe, late at night, it wouldn’t be so bad to share a hot cup of tea with Noah.
 
   I make my way to the front of the store, smiling to myself, feeling calm at last.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   “I’m in the mood for red meat,” Sterling says as we walk down the crowded sidewalk after work.
 
   “Damn. Dry streak, buddy?” I rub my chin thoughtfully.
 
   “What?” He squints at me in the fading light.
 
   “A craving for red meat usually means a lack of sex. A desire for a certain other kind of meat, if you will.” I grin at him.
 
   “Shut it.”
 
   Oh yeah, he’s in a funk. I know for a fact he’s been going through some type of dry spell, but I have no idea the cause. Before I can pry, he’s chuckling next to me.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “You’re so misguided, it’s not even funny. You’re the one who’s going to be in for the world’s biggest case of blue balls—marrying someone as hot as Olivia Cane and not getting to fuck her?” He makes a pitiful noise. “That’s just a damn shame.”
 
   “Who said anything about not getting to fuck her?” I pull open the door to the Grassland Steakhouse and gesture for him to enter.
 
   He shoots me an odd glare, but approaches the hostess to request a table.
 
   Once we’re seated with our drinks—a whiskey neat for me, a pint of imported beer for him—Sterling leans closer. “Did you and your lovely bride make more headway on your relationship than I’d realized?”
 
   I shrug. “Not yet.” She’s far from being my bride, for one thing. “But I, for one, am not giving up hope.” I take another sip of my drink. “In fact, after dinner, I’m meeting her at our new apartment. A gift from her father.”
 
   “No shit?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Living together, huh. That’s a big step.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   For a moment, I put myself in Sterling’s shoes and wonder if he’s feeling like he’s suddenly lost his best friend and wingman. We used to go out every weekend together hunting for pussy and fun—in that order. Now, I’m practically a married man with a new housemate, and probably a curfew.
 
   But when I glance back at Sterling, he’s grinning at me like the cat who ate the canary, and I’m certain he knows something I don’t.
 
   • • •
 
   After dinner, I arrive at the penthouse first. It’s a stunning apartment in the heart of the city.
 
   I take my time looking around, flipping on light switches as I go. Expansive views from an airy twentieth-floor balcony, a modern kitchen with a little Italian coffeemaker on the counter that I’m sure Olivia will love, and expensive finishes everywhere I look—from the thick crown molding to the marble countertops to the hand-scraped oak flooring. It looks every bit like a marriage retreat. The walls and furniture, carpeting and linens are all in various shades of white and cream. It feels pure and untouched.
 
   Honestly, it feels a bit like walking through a museum. It’ll take a while to think of this place as home. I’ve held on to my little bachelor pad near the F Line for so long now, I don’t like the idea of leaving it. But I know this is all for the best. A future with Olivia is what my father wanted for me.
 
   And speaking of fathers . . . a bottle of red wine and two glasses have been left on the counter with a note from Olivia’s dad.
 
    
 
   Noah,
 
   Thank you for doing this, son. I won’t be around forever, and it feels so good to know that you will be there to take care of my little girl. I know you won’t let me down. There’s not another man I’d trust with both my company and my daughter. I hope you know that.
 
   Very truly,
 
   Fred Cane
 
    
 
   I fold the paper into a square and stick it in my pocket. I realize that Olivia’s dad always trusted me with her. Even when I was a horny sixteen-year-old kid with a new driver’s license, and she wasn’t allowed to date, I alone was awarded the privilege of taking her on outings. We boated, played mini golf, went to the movies, you name it.
 
   I open the bottle to let it breathe and cross the room to look out on the city skyline below. I can’t help thinking back on all the good times Olivia and I have shared. And the difficult ones too. We’ve been there for each other through the loss of our mothers and watching our company crumble.
 
   I stand here thinking for so long, I lose track of time. Surprised, I blink back to reality and look at my watch. She’s late.
 
   With a sinking feeling, I wonder if she’s even coming. Why in the fuck should I care if she wants to live here or not? She’s made it clear how she feels about me—how much she hates the idea of being stuck with me. I’m akin to a piece of dog shit on the bottom of her five-hundred dollar heels.
 
   But I know there’s a lot more to it than that. I’ll be sorely disappointed if she decides not to show.
 
   Finally, there’s a click in the lock. I try not to sprint to the door like a golden retriever.
 
   Olivia comes inside. I’m not sure what I expected, but she’s changed out of her work clothes and into a pair of slim-fitting jeans and a lightweight sweater.
 
   “Hey.” Leaving her suitcase by the door, she crosses the living room toward me.
 
   “You’re an hour late,” I say as I make my way toward the kitchen.
 
   “I was picking something up.” She sets a brightly colored shopping bag on the counter. “Something for you, actually.” She treats me to a rare, warm smile.
 
   I watch as she removes a box from inside the shopping bag and sets it on the counter.
 
   “Well . . . are you going to open it?” she asks.
 
   I figured she’d want to see the apartment first, but I oblige, coming to stand beside her. I can smell the light notes of honeysuckle on her skin. Damn, that’s going to be distracting if we’re living together now. I’ll be in a constant state of arousal. Awesome.
 
   I lift open the flap on the cardboard box and dig through the packaging until I find it.
 
   “It’s a teapot,” I say, holding it up and inspecting it with curiosity.
 
   Then the meaning behind her gift slams into me. The conversation we shared about our moms comes rushing back. I don’t think anyone’s ever given me such a thoughtful gift before.
 
   Olivia reaches into the shopping bag, pulls out two small cups, and sets them on the counter. “We can have tea together sometime . . . if you like.”
 
   There’s a touch of uncertainty in her voice. Did she think I might not like that idea?
 
   Well, I don’t. I fucking love it.
 
   “That was very thoughtful of you, Snowflake.”
 
   I thought my friend Sterling was the only one who got my obsession with tea, being that he’s British, but apparently Olivia is on board too.
 
   I set the teapot down on the counter and pull her in close for a hug. I expect Olivia to go rigid in my arms, or even recoil with a comment about inappropriate physical contact. But instead she’s soft and warm, and her body molds to mine. Her hands rest on my shoulders and she watches me with wide eyes.
 
   “Thank you,” I say, skimming my thumb across her jaw.
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “You know I’m going to kiss you at some point, right?”
 
   We’re so close, I can hear her swallow. The very tip of her tongue pokes out—a quick, nervous lick that she doesn’t even seem aware of.
 
   Damn, so cute . . . that’s a yes if I ever saw one. But I want more than just unconscious signals. I wait to see how Olivia decides to respond.
 
   Finally, she gives me a small nod. “Maybe,” she says, trying to sound flippant.
 
   I chuckle and release my hold on her. “Come on. You’ve got to check this place out. It’s incredible.”
 
   “My dad went overboard, as usual.” She turns from me and gazes out at the balcony.
 
   “Glass of wine first?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   With a glass of red wine in hand, we make our way through the apartment. Olivia points out architectural details and discusses the shower schedule for the one bathroom we’ll share, while I just nod along and watch her.
 
   Being here with her, listening to her ideas for decorating, sharing this space with her . . . it feels like a start. Maybe even the start of something real.
 
   “This isn’t so bad, is it?” I tease.
 
   She gives me a look. “Just because I nearly had a panic attack at the thought of living together doesn’t mean you get to gloat.”
 
   “Fine. I won’t. But it’s a nice place. Your dad did well.”
 
   She nods. Then she glances away for a second. “There’s something I wanted to tell you.”
 
   We start down the hall, and I motion for her to continue in front of me.
 
   “I’ve taken your proposition under advisement, and here’s what I propose.” Olivia’s tone is confident, her shoulders squared.
 
   “My proposition?” I ask. She’s being so clinical, I can’t wait to hear her explain this.
 
   She stops to look at me. “You know, that make-out idea you suggested at the bar last week. I’d be willing to try it sometime.”
 
   Hell yes. I’m finally making some real headway here.
 
   “Sure. We could do that.” Starting as soon as humanly possible.
 
   “As long as there were parameters,” she continues.
 
   Parameters. Rules. Guidelines. Why am I not surprised? This woman is unlike any I’ve ever met before. She certainly keeps me guessing.
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “First base only, as I believe you said. And fully clothed.” She narrows her eyes at my crotch. “Which means you keep that giant thing in your pants.”
 
   “You think I’m giant?” I can’t help the smirk that uncurls on my mouth.
 
   “Oh, for heaven’s sake, stop fishing for compliments. You know it’s impressive, otherwise you wouldn’t have shoved it down my throat.” As soon as the words leave her mouth, her face flushes bright pink, her Freudian slip sinking in.
 
   “Oh, Snowflake.” I pet her hot cheek with my thumb. “I haven’t shoved it down your throat yet, but I’m very much looking forward to that.”
 
   “L-let’s just forget I said that. No one will be shoving anything anywhere. First base. Got it?”
 
   I chuckle. “I’m happy to go as slow as you need to.”
 
   And it’s the truth. Slow may not be my usual style, but there’s a certain satisfaction in knowing that I’m winning over her trust and readying her for more. The idea is quite gratifying. It will make my victory all the sweeter.
 
   “This is going to work, me and you,” I tell her as we near the bedroom.
 
   Yes, one fucking bedroom. And before you get excited, I summon up my willpower to tell her I’ll sleep on the motherfucking couch.
 
   “You can have the bed,” I say, stopping in the hallway.
 
   It’s the gentlemanly thing to do, no question. And since I did just tell her I was looking forward to putting my cock down her throat, I figure I have some making-up to do in the manners department.
 
   “Are you sure?” Her voice is filled with surprise.
 
   I swallow. “Of course. I’ll take the couch.”
 
   Our gazes drift together from the modern, stylish tweed sofa in the living room to the massive king-sized bed down the hall dressed in fluffy down, and back to the couch again. There’s no way my six-foot-two-inch frame will even fit on that couch.
 
   “You know what?” Olivia says brightly. “We’re two grown adults. It’s a huge bed. We can manage sharing it, right?”
 
   “I’ll be a pussycat.” I grin at her.
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she murmurs.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   I let Noah take the bathroom to brush his teeth first. We haven’t yet reached the level of familiarity required for me to watch another human being spit into the sink. Meanwhile, I take the bedroom to change into my favorite fleecy pajamas.
 
   When I emerge, Noah is leaning against the wall outside the bathroom door. He cocks his head with an amused smile that stops me in my tracks.
 
   “What?” I ask after a minute.
 
   His eyes crinkle at the edges. “Nothing. You just look cute.”
 
   Cute? My cheeks turn pink as the word fizzes down through my stomach. I suddenly feel self-conscious about having little lavender butterflies printed all over me. Somehow I hadn’t expected Noah to have an opinion on my pajamas. Or, if he did, that he would tease me about them. Not say sweet things that make me temporarily forget how to talk.
 
   “Where are your pajamas?” I ask, shrugging off the bubbly feeling.
 
   His smile quirks with mischief. “Well, usually I sleep in the nude—”
 
   Of course you do. Why am I not surprised?
 
   “Not anymore you don’t,” I say quickly, interrupting him. “Find some sweatpants or something.” As we trade places, passing in the hallway, I add over my shoulder, “And that better include a shirt!”
 
   The sight of Noah’s sculpted six-pack while I’m still getting comfortable with the idea of sharing an apartment with him—let alone a bed? No way I’d survive that.
 
   When I’m almost done brushing my teeth, he calls out from the bedroom. “Hey, Snowflake? Since we’re spending the night together, would you be interested in taking our first test drive?”
 
   My heart jumps into my throat. It slows down a little—but only a little—when I realize he’s talking about our make-out idea. Jeez . . . give the guy an inch and he starts asking for a mile.
 
   Surprisingly, though, I don’t feel a speck of reluctance about kissing Noah. Only curiosity, a flush of warmth, a flutter of nervous excitement. But then again, our agreement is strictly limited to necking like a couple of shy high-schoolers, which we’ve technically already done seven years ago. And there’s no reason to reevaluate my stance against casual sex—what I have planned is a long way from home base. The thought is both a huge relief and a tiny bit disappointing.
 
   “Sure,” I answer him finally, trying to sound nonchalant. I was the one who proposed we try it, after all. Although I assumed it would be a little further in the future. But tonight is as good a time as any.
 
   At last, the moment of truth arrives. Swallowing hard, I pull back the covers, sit down, and slide underneath. The linens rustle as Noah does the same on the bed’s other side.
 
   I can hear him move and breathe. I’m attuned to every tiny sound, hyperaware of how close he is to me.
 
   It’s been so long since I slept in the same room with another person, let alone the same bed. And this is nothing like bunking with my sister or Camryn. My new bedmate is a man. A very handsome man who has made it extremely clear that he wants to fuck my brains out with his huge dick. We’re only sleeping together, not sleeping together, but still . . . I’m sharing a bed with Noah Fucking Tate. And I’m about thirty seconds away from kissing him.
 
   An odd fluttery energy washes over me—nervousness and excitement mix until I can’t tell them apart. I feel a sudden shy urge to withdraw to my side of the bed and stare at the wall until he falls asleep, then I chide myself for being ridiculous. We’re not innocent children, but we’re also not teenagers, blushing and giggling at the barest mention of sex. We’re two mature, liberated adults who have very sensibly decided to . . .
 
   Another giddy wave, this one distinctly warmer. I force myself to stop being a nervous wreck and roll over.
 
   Noah has propped himself up on his elbow. His slight smile drops as he searches my face. “Hey, are you okay?”
 
   Are my jitters that obvious?
 
   “Uh, y-yeah, I’m fine,” I reply. Maybe that’s not totally true, but it’s not a lie, either. I really do want to try this. Which means I need to take the plunge now. “Let’s go.”
 
   Noah nods and scoots closer. He reaches out to stroke my hair out of my face, and I relax a fraction into his light, almost tickling touch.
 
   “Still with me?” he asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   “Because we don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   His touches are more gentle than I expected. His fingertips are so light on my cheek, my neck, tucking my hair behind my ear. It’s . . . nice.
 
   Then, at last, he shifts his weight and leans in.
 
   That first brush is so soft, I can barely feel it. It’s more like the pause before a kiss than the kiss itself. But it still kicks my heart rate into overdrive.
 
   “Was that all right?” he murmurs, his warm and minty breath fanning over my mouth.
 
   I tilt up my chin and answer his question with a chaste peck.
 
   He brushes against my lips with a chuckle. Sliding one arm under my head as a pillow, he lies down facing me, draping his other arm around my shoulder and upper back. He keeps his hands high and his lower body at least an inch from mine. A gentleman . . . for now, anyway.
 
   His mouth starts moving gently. No tongue, no teeth, not even very much pressure—just feeling the give and take of our lips against each other. My nervousness slowly drains away to be replaced with a different, much more pleasant kind of buzzing energy.
 
   It’s obvious what he’s doing. He’s trying to take things slow and make sure I’m comfortable. I’m relieved at his careful consideration . . . but I’m also slightly embarrassed that it was necessary in the first place. Time to up the ante a little.
 
   I reach my arm around his waist, feeling how firm his muscles are, and open my mouth to him. With a low, quiet noise of approval, he immediately responds to my invitation. The tip of his tongue flicks over my lips. I return the move, determined to match his boldness, then let out a small gasp when he slides his tongue over mine. It’s almost like I can feel that deft touch much lower. My panties are growing damp, and these stupid fleece pajamas are suddenly suffocating. His lips are so full, so soft, and his mouth moves expertly over mine.
 
   Unbidden, my body pulls itself closer . . . His skillful kisses are way better than I even remember.
 
   And then I feel it. His half-hard length rubs against my thigh.
 
   The thought of Noah—who starred in my every lurid teenage fantasy without my permission—hard and ready for me, now, here, in the very appealing flesh, is almost too much. A rush of heat pulses low in my belly, and I’m right on the verge of rocking my hips into him when reality strikes.
 
   What the hell am I doing?
 
   This is Noah Tate, who’s slept with half of Manhattan, who’s probably just doing this to win our bet and add another notch to his bedpost.
 
   I freeze at the thought, and he pulls away.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asks in confusion.
 
   “I think it’s time to stop for now,” I manage to say without stumbling over my words.
 
   His brow furrows in distinct annoyance. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really. Good night.” I untangle myself from his embrace and roll over. “But thank you. That was fun.”
 
   “Just fun?” His tone is incredulous. “Sheesh. Leave a twenty on my nightstand while you’re at it.”
 
   “Are you telling me you’re familiar with that kind of situation?”
 
   “Oh, screw you.”
 
   He rolls over and I hear him get up and walk out into the hall.
 
   I force my eyes closed and practice deep breathing to cool down. Seriously, how have I never noticed how stifling these pajamas are?
 
   But about fifteen minutes later, I start wondering where he went. Did he change his mind and go to sleep on the couch? I hope not . . . I’d feel guilty, even if it was his own choice. Maybe I should find him.
 
   Sighing, I get up to check the living room. It’s empty. But the bathroom door is shut, with light leaking from under it. I feel a little stupid for not guessing that in the first place. At the same time, though, it’s been kind of a while. Did he fall in or something?
 
   I walk over, raising my hand to knock on the door . . . then stop, my cheeks coloring when I hear it. An unmistakable moan of pleasure.
 
   My eyes fly open wide. I can’t believe what an idiot I am. What the hell did I think a man would do after I gave him a boner?
 
   I should leave. Right now. I should go back to bed and pretend I didn’t hear anything. So . . . why am I not moving?
 
   A low, husky growl comes from inside the bathroom, and my breath hitches. Without meaning to, I lean closer to the door.
 
   If I listen hard, I can hear his heavy breathing. He’s loud . . . I wonder if he’s getting close yet? He must be, if he’s been doing this for almost fifteen minutes. Unless he has great stamina.
 
   Another groan, this one louder and shakier. It’s all too easy to imagine the scene on the other side of the bathroom door. I can’t stop the mental images . . .
 
   Noah with his sweatpants pushed down to his upper thighs and his shirt rucked up to reveal his taut abs and a dark trail of hair. His chest heaving, his legs trembling. His eyes dark and half-lidded or shut in concentration. Flushed and sweaty, his head thrown back, biting his full lips to keep quiet or parting them to gasp for breath. And his huge, hard cock—even more impressive than when I saw it in the bar a few days ago. It must be so long and thick right now, curving up proudly, swollen and veiny, the purple head wet, straining in his tight fist as he jerks himself fast and rough.
 
   My panties flood with moisture.
 
   He’s panting harsh and loud now, each breath edged with a moan that almost sounds like half-formed words. What’s he saying? What’s he thinking about? I shift, rubbing my thighs together slightly.
 
   “Olivia . . .” he groans.
 
   My jaw drops. My pussy clenches hard on emptiness, sopping wet now. Noah calling my name like that—so ragged, so desperate—is the hottest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.
 
   His noises of pleasure build to a crescendo, then taper off. Finally, he falls silent. My mouth is bone dry and I can feel my heart pounding in my throat.
 
   Then I realize that he’ll probably be coming out of the bathroom soon. And if he catches me listening at the door like some kind of Peeping Tom, he’ll never let me hear the end of it.
 
   I hustle back down the short hallway, jump into bed, and yank the covers over me just as the bathroom door opens. I slam my eyes closed. Noah’s footsteps pad closer, quick and quiet. The mattress dips with a tiny creak as he gets into bed.
 
   Lying limp, I try to keep my breathing as slow and steady as possible. Which isn’t easy when I’m flooded with both lust and adrenaline. But if Noah realizes I’m feigning sleep, he doesn’t act like it.
 
   I lie there feeling like a complete idiot—my heart still hammering away, my body primed and ready—while Noah, satisfied, drifts off into a peaceful sleep.
 
   • • •
 
   The next morning, my alarm wakes me up to an empty bed. Strange . . . I wouldn’t have pegged Noah for an early bird.
 
   Far down the hall, I can distantly hear metal clanking, and a few sniffs confirm the smell of brewing coffee. Noah must be cooking. He doesn’t even drink coffee; he’s made it just for me. My stomach approves of that idea. It’s reassuring too—hopefully I can take it as a sign that he’s not too upset about me cutting things short last night.
 
   I roll out of bed to quickly brush my teeth, shower, and get dressed, not wanting to miss a hot breakfast.
 
   When I walk into the kitchen, Noah is indeed standing at the stove as I thought. But I didn’t predict that he’d be shirtless and still damp from the shower, his dark hair tousled, his toned muscles rippling subtly under tanned skin. I can’t help but gawk a little. Show-off . . . the jerk knows exactly how good he looks.
 
   He glances back with a smile, interrupting my horny reverie. “Sleep well?”
 
   “Yeah, like a log,” I reply as casually as possible. Right after I lay awake for a solid hour, wetter than the goddamn Hudson River.
 
   Maybe I could have taken Noah’s example and found my own relief, but at the time, I was too paranoid that he’d wake up and catch me. And then I’d have to put up with his swaggering for who knows how long. Eternity, most likely.
 
   The kettle whistles, saving me from needing to say anything else other than, “I’ll get that.”
 
   “Thanks.” Noah speaks over his shoulder as he concentrates on the panful of hissing eggs, and my stomach growls; our food looks nearly done. “I already put the leaves in the pot.”
 
   I pour the hot water into our new teapot, fix a cup of coffee for myself, and bring everything to the table. Noah serves up two plates, each holding half of a perfect spinach-mushroom omelet.
 
   We eat by the dining area’s bay windows, enjoying the early morning’s airy sunlight and the view of Manhattan sprawled out beneath us. Our conversation is surprisingly pleasant—talking shop, tossing ideas for our new business plan back and forth. I start to relax. Maybe being roommates will work fine after all. We’ve only stayed one night, but this place is already starting to feel like home.
 
   I finish my last bite of eggs with a contented sigh. A fresh, hot breakfast is definitely a nice way to start my morning. My usual routine consists of grabbing a bagel or muffin while running out the door. If Noah’s trying to suck up to me, it’s working.
 
   A girl could get used to this . . .
 
   Unfortunately, we’ve dawdled long enough. We need to get to the office soon. I stow my plate and mug in the dishwasher and start heading to the bathroom to put on my makeup.
 
   But as I turn, Noah catches me by the shoulders and spins me around again. His strong arms wrap tight around me. Before I can think, he crushes our lips together.
 
   I gasp. It’s nothing like last night’s kiss. That was soft and sweet, the lightest possible touch, like trying not to spook a skittish animal. This is a different kind of taming—hard, rough, fiery. The kid gloves have come off. Noah has caught me, claimed me, and arousal flares through my body like the heat of a brand.
 
   Caught off guard, I can’t hold back a moan. I’m shocked to find my muscles turning to jelly. I cling to him just to stay on my feet.
 
   Everything about Noah pours into my senses. I soak up his body heat, the rasp of stubble around my lips, the masculine scents of piney soap and spicy aftershave.
 
   He devours my mouth and leaves me dizzy, panting for air. His teeth nip and scrape at my lips. His tongue licks deep, skating over mine, a tantalizing preview of how that hot, agile muscle might move over my clit. A vivid promise of the pleasure I could have . . . if I’d only let him give it to me.
 
   I remember how he moaned my name in the bathroom last night. The memory of those dark, needy noises send another flood of heat through me. Maybe I’m not just another conquest to him; maybe he’s just as powerless in his own way.
 
   Suddenly, I can’t figure out why I ever hesitated. I had a hot, willing man practically begging to blow my mind. What was the point of denying myself a good time? I arch up, pressing our hips together, and feel a twin flash of hunger and triumph at the long, thick hardness that pokes into my belly.
 
   Then Noah steps back. All the touch I’m craving—the warm, muscled body and the hot, wet mouth—suddenly just disappears. It takes me a moment to register what happened.
 
   Still dazed with lust, I blink up at him. “What . . . ?”
 
   “It’s time to leave. We’re going to be late for work.”
 
   “Work?” The word comes out as a disappointed whine.
 
   He grins like he just won the Super Bowl. “You’re the one who set our limits at first base. Although, if you want more, I think the office could survive another hour without us. But you’ll have to ask nicely.”
 
   As the fog of horniness clears away from my mind, I realize what’s going on here. Oh, you son of a bitch . . .
 
   Noah was playing with me this whole time. His plan all along was to tease me until I got desperate enough to loosen our agreement’s restrictions. He’s trying to tempt me into admitting that I want to be more than just friends. He thinks he can prove himself right and also get laid—two birds with one stone.
 
   Well, he can just forget about it. Olivia Cane does not beg. Ever.
 
   I’m almost more pissed off at myself than him. What the hell was I thinking? Not much, that’s for sure. My libido just totally ripped me out of the driver’s seat. I’ve never felt so out of control before. And if I have anything to say about it, this first time will also be the last.
 
   Damn, my lips still tingle from his kiss. My face burns with embarrassment and the last stubborn traces of arousal.
 
   Trying to collect myself, I give Noah the dirtiest look I can muster. “You’re the devil.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure that would make you the queen of hell, then.” He pauses. “Actually, maybe that’s not so inaccurate . . .”
 
   “Congratulations, smartass, you get to finish the dishes while I put on my makeup.” I turn on my heel and stalk away to the bathroom.
 
   “As you wish,” he calls down the hall after me.
 
   I set my jaw, trying to tamp down my irritation and lingering horniness. I know of only one sure way to shut him up. Unfortunately, as I just learned, he would only turn a kiss to his advantage again.
 
   I can’t forget Noah’s boast about how I’d be begging by Day Four. At first, I thought there was no way I’d give in that easily. But now, only one day later, I’m not so sure.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   When we reach the conference room, it’s filled to capacity with nearly all the office staff in the building. All the seats at the long conference table are taken, and it’s standing room only at the back of the room.
 
   I see Rosita tucked into the far corner and she gives me a cheerful wave. She wasn’t on the invite for the meeting, but I texted her to be here. There’s no way I could let her miss out on hearing the big news. I know she’s as proud of me as my own mother would have been.
 
   Olivia’s father is standing at the head of the room, chatting casually with Prescott and the few members of the board who opted to show. I know they’re less than optimistic about the results Olivia and I are promising.
 
   As we wait for the big announcement to begin, people are talking in small groups. Some chat about the work they’re so passionate about, while others are just making small talk with the workplace friends they’ve developed over the years. These are all the people who’ll lose their jobs if we’re not successful. Real people. With real problems and real lives. And all of that is on the line.
 
   My stomach tightens.
 
   “I need a drink,” Olivia grumbles beside me.
 
   “Good idea,” I murmur.
 
   I wonder if she’s still pissed at me for leaving her high and dry this morning. Probably. But after the way she rolled her tight little ass over in bed last night after giving me a hard-on with her soft, wet kisses and little groans of encouragement? Forcing me to go tend to the beast if I wanted any hope of falling asleep? Yeah, payback’s a bitch.
 
   Her gaze wanders to the side table near the windows, where carafes of coffee and trays of Danishes have been placed.
 
   “I don’t see any tea. You want coffee?” she asks, already starting toward it.
 
   I shake my head. “Thanks for asking, but I’m good.”
 
   Moments later, Olivia returns with a paper cup of steaming black coffee.
 
   “Let’s begin,” Fred announces in a booming voice. Silence settles over the room, and all eyes focus on him.
 
   He takes a step forward. “I’ve called this meeting today to share a special announcement.” He looks over at me and Olivia and smiles briefly before turning his attention back out onto the crowd. “It is with great honor that I announce the next generation of Tate & Cane . . . my daughter, Olivia, and Bill’s son, Noah, are taking over operations as co-CEOs.”
 
   A murmur of whispers erupts all around us.
 
   “I know, I know.” Fred silences the crowd with a wave of his hand. “The family decided to reject the board’s proposal, at least for now, and prove to you that we can turn this company profitable under their leadership by the end of this financial quarter.”
 
   We see a few heads nodding, but most people still look uncertain. I don’t blame them. Their jobs are at stake, and what proof do they have that Olivia and I can actually pull this off—and so fast? None.
 
   “Please put your hands together and welcome your new co-CEOs.” He claps enthusiastically and everyone follows suit, treating us to a round of applause.
 
   After the noise dies down, Olivia steps forward with a short but eloquent speech about how devoted we are to succeeding, and how we’ll need the cooperation and hard work of everyone in this room to win together. Honestly, I’m not sure exactly what she says because I see Harrison eye-fucking Olivia from where he stands in the back of the room, and blood thunders in my ears.
 
   As Olivia finishes, I step forward and take her hand in mine. That prick from accounting is about to know for certain who she belongs to.
 
   “I have a related announcement, actually. Might as well get it all out in the open, since I have nothing to hide.” I grin at Olivia, who looks like she’s ready to murder me. “The rumors are true. Olivia and I are dating.”
 
   “But it won’t detract from our business focus,” she says, interrupting me.
 
   Damn. Everything about this woman is stiff and unrelenting. What I need is to get her to loosen up and relax. She’s wound too tight. She needs to learn to stop and smell the roses once in a while. Work aside, that becomes my next priority.
 
   Plus, I still have to figure out how I’m going to win the bet we’ve made. Only three more days to get her wet and naked and begging for me . . . And just like that, it moves up to the top of my agenda.
 
   I fight off the wave of arousal that hits me and smile as we field questions from the employees.
 
   • • •
 
   As soon as the meeting ends and the entire company isn’t watching us, Olivia storms away without a word and refuses to answer my knock on her office door. I guess my little impromptu announcement pissed her off even more than I thought.
 
   But why? We are dating, aren’t we? Damn it . . . if I ever want to win her over, I need to figure out what makes her tick. I’m not above asking for help. And who knows a woman better than her best friend?
 
   I already know Camryn works in the marketing department. Tracking down her cubicle is easy from there. When I find it, I see it’s a mess of papers and folders, one of those chaotic systems where I’m sure she’d try to convince me she knows where everything is.
 
   She’s typing away, and when I stroll up, her fingers suddenly stop and her eyes lift to mine.
 
   “How can I help you?”
 
   I almost laugh. She’s so formal. She and Olivia are definitely cut from the same cloth; I can see why they’re such good friends.
 
   “I need to talk to you about Olivia,” I say, and Camryn’s brow furrows.
 
   It crosses my mind that maybe she won’t want to help me. I decide to lay all my cards on the table and see if my candor will make her bite.
 
   I lower my voice and lean in closer. “You know about the whole marriage contract, right?”
 
   “Yes, and I’m not going to help you try to convince her, if that’s why you’re here. Olivia’s a big girl, and she can make up her own mind.”
 
   “That’s not why I’m here.”
 
   “Fine. What do you need? I’m not exactly Team Noah, you know?”
 
   “That’s fine, because we’re both Team Olivia.”
 
   She swivels her chair away from the keyboard and faces me. “You have five minutes.”
 
   “Why is Olivia so opposed to this? I hate to be so cocksure, but most women drop their panties at my slightest interest.”
 
   “Olivia is not most women.”
 
   “Believe me, I’ve noticed.”
 
   “So, what seems to be the problem, lover boy?” She shifts her weight in her seat, looking me over with an amused expression. She’s enjoying my desperation way too much. “I never imagined that Noah Tate, the legendary sex god, would have any problem seducing a woman.”
 
   “Sex god, eh?”
 
   She shrugs. “Are the rumors true or not?”
 
   “Depends on which rumors you’re referring to.”
 
   “That you have a magical nine-inch dick that tastes like strawberries?”
 
   I burst out laughing despite myself. We’re in a crowded work area with people sitting well within earshot, and she’s discussing my cock like we’re picking out carpet samples.
 
   “As much as it pains me to say this, let’s get off my dick and onto the topic at hand.”
 
   She squares her shoulders. “Right. Olivia.”
 
   “Tell me what she likes. Hobbies. Interests. Things she enjoys.”
 
   Camryn takes a second to think it over. “She works her ass off all week, which I’m sure you know. So if you’re referring to the weekends, she likes watching rom-coms and has a secret romantic side. She buys herself a bouquet of peonies at the farmers’ market every Saturday.”
 
   “That’s good.” I pull out my phone and type peonies into the notes app. “What else? Favorite color? Food?” I already know she likes dirty martinis and red wine, but charming Olivia will take a lot more than just liquoring her up.
 
   “Green. Like money.” Camryn grins. Olivia always was an overachieving powerhouse. “And she loves tapas.”
 
   “Isn’t that just appetizers for dinner?”
 
   “Basically,” Camryn says with a shrug.
 
   “Got it. Anything else?”
 
   She looks away for a moment. “Well, there is one thing, but I don’t think you’re going to want to hear this.”
 
   “Lay it on me.”
 
   “She has this scrapbook of her dream wedding. She’s been adding to it since she was a little girl.”
 
   “Olivia?” My eyes widen. “The same Olivia Cane who protested getting married has dreams of a grand wedding?”
 
   “Exactly. She’s always dreamed of a big, beautiful wedding. She’s actually really mushy underneath that hard shell. What her mom and dad shared was special, and she’s ultimately looking for the same thing. The perfect wedding. The perfect husband.”
 
   It all hits me at once. “And this arrangement crushes her lifelong dream.”
 
   “Well, yes.”
 
   Camryn seems oblivious of the huge bombshell she just dropped on me. It doesn’t matter if I know Olivia’s favorite color or dinner spot. She wants the one thing I can never give her—a real happily-ever-after.
 
   My heart sinks a little. No matter how well we’re getting along, I’m not foolish enough to think I could fill in for her soul mate. Unless . . . I swallow as a wave of nerves hits. Holy freaking matrimony. Am I ready for that?
 
   “One more thing,” I ask Camryn. “Why doesn’t she ever date?” Not since that douche of an ex in college have I seen Olivia with another man.
 
   “Basically? She’s a picky bitch,” Camryn says with a fond smile.
 
   “She’s waiting for her Prince Charming to sweep her off her feet.”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Thanks, this has been really helpful.”
 
   “Good luck,” Camryn calls as I head toward my office. She lets the you’re going to need it go unspoken.
 
   Fuck . . . I’ve got my work cut out for me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   On Noah’s tuxedo-clad arm, I walk into Clair de Lune, a five-star French restaurant overlooking the East River. Escargot, caviar, white tablecloths, hundred-dollar bottles, the whole nine yards.
 
   Even though this event is purely business—a dinner meeting meant to win over a new client—Noah brought me a bouquet of peonies when he came to my office to pick me up. He was polite and attentive, and it almost made me forgive him for getting me riled up the other day.
 
   Who am I kidding? The man riles me up every five minutes.
 
   The hostess guides us to our reserved table, where Miss Estelle Osbourne, the forty-something chief marketing officer of Parrish Footwear, is already seated with a glass of champagne in front of her. She looks regal in her lavender-gray chiffon evening gown, its sheer capped sleeves appliqued with silver lace—a sexy, yet sophisticated touch. I suddenly feel both underdressed and frumpy in my simple knee-length black sheath.
 
   I read Miss Osbourne’s business profile online while studying up on her company for this dinner. After completing her Ivy League education, she landed a job with fashion giant Luxor Brands and has been climbing the corporate ladder ever since. She just took over Parrish’s esteemed head of marketing role last year, and so far she’s doing great things.
 
   Talented, successful, beautiful, with keen business instincts . . . she’s exactly the kind of woman I strive to be. Which only makes the prospect of trying to impress her more nerve-racking.
 
   “She got here early? Now it looks like we’re late,” I hiss under my breath.
 
   “Relax, Snowflake,” Noah murmurs as he pulls out my chair for me.
 
   Easy for him to say. How does he always stay so cool? I’m balanced on a knife’s edge of excitement and anxiety. Getting hold of this new client in the first place was an unbelievable stroke of good fortune. If we manage to charm this woman, her company’s contracts will go a long way toward digging us out of the red. Tate & Cane desperately needs this business dinner to come off without a hitch.
 
   After everyone shakes hands and introduces themselves, Noah and I sit down. The waiter materializes with the wine list and three menus. I order the beef bourguignon and a glass of last year’s Beaujolais nouveau. Bring on the red wine.
 
   The waiter departs and I take a sip of ice water to clear my dry throat. Don’t worry, you’ve got this.
 
   “So, as I was saying earlier on the phone, Tate & Cane is currently implementing a solid plan for—”
 
   “Oh, surely business can wait until after the main course.” Miss Osbourne, or Estelle, as she’s told us to call her, interrupts with a smile that says she’s clearly accustomed to getting her way. “How long have you two been together?”
 
   “Uh . . .”
 
   How the hell do I explain that we’re in the trial phase of an arranged marriage? We only started dating a few days ago, but in a sense, we’re sort of . . . pre-engaged? I should probably just make something up. And I have to do it fast because I’ve already paused for way too long. But I also have to make sure my lie won’t come back to bite us in the ass later.
 
   “For as long as we can remember,” Noah says, smoothly covering the awkward silence. “Our fathers were close friends and business partners, so we spent most of our childhoods together. It was meant to be.”
 
   “How sweet.” Estelle simpers, looking between us with curiosity.
 
   “In fact, that reminds me of a story from when our families summered together . . .”
 
   Oh God, here it comes. Noah deploys one of his secret weapons: a cute anecdote about how he once saved a puppy from drowning in Shinnecock Bay. It’s an old tale, wildly embellished over the years, guaranteed to make women fawn and panties disintegrate.
 
   I start tuning it out in favor of concentrating on the fragrant food that just arrived. I’ll let Noah have his playtime for now. It’s probably a decent strategy to let our prospective client get a few drinks deep before pitching our business anyway.
 
   Eventually, Noah finishes his story amid Estelle’s approving murmurs. I start listening again when he leans slightly toward her, his manner conspiratorial, as if he’s about to say something intimate and profound. But all he asks is, “Tell me . . . would you happen to be named after Estelle Carmen, the Hollywood designer?”
 
   Estelle actually giggles. “You and I both know I’m too old for that to be true. She was only a girl when I was born. But I appreciate the attempt at flattery.”
 
   “Really? I would have sworn otherwise.” He flashes her a thousand-watt grin.
 
   “Stop it,” she says in a coy lilt that tells him to do no such thing. “But I’m surprised you know that name at all. Are you a student of fashion, Mr. Tate?”
 
   “I’m always interested in what beautiful women are wearing . . . or not.”
 
   “You ought to be more careful with that fresh mouth of yours,” she says, scolding him playfully.
 
   What the hell is happening here? Did I suddenly turn invisible to them?
 
   I shoot a glance at our waiter, who’s cleared the main course dishes and asked twice if we’d like dessert. He looks almost as irritated as I feel, which is both reassuring and terrifying.
 
   At least I know I’m not just going crazy here, but I hate that Noah and Estelle’s antics are so visible. With the way they’re carrying on, anyone would assume they were old friends . . . or maybe even a couple. I’m the odd man out. My only companions are an empty wineglass and the first hints of an oncoming headache.
 
   “Sorry about that,” I tell the waiter. “Yes, please go ahead and bring us the dessert menu. And the cocktail menu too. Thank you.” Gotta buy time to get this dinner back on track . . .
 
   I seriously have no idea what’s going on. Noah and I reviewed our game plan at the office just a few hours ago—talk numbers, explain why Estelle should trust her company’s advertising campaigns to Tate & Cane, and get a commitment, even an informal one. But he’s gone totally off script.
 
   They’ve covered a wide range of topics from their favorite sushi bar (they share the same one), to the best Vegas hotels, to last year’s dip in the stock market—which Parrish Footwear weathered quite well, thanks to Estelle’s forward thinking—but nothing to do with securing her business. No hard facts, no persuasive arguments, no recognition of the entire fucking reason we came here tonight.
 
   So far, I haven’t managed to get out a single sentence of the sales pitch I spent three hours preparing. Not to mention that the way he’s flirting with her makes me want to puke. Aren’t we supposed to be boyfriend and girlfriend? Because Noah sure as hell hasn’t been playing the part.
 
   We can’t walk away tonight until we have a firm idea of whether or not Parrish is with us, which means I have a long damn way to go. And the first thing I need to do is have a word with my dear sweet boyfriend. Preferably someplace private, where our client can’t hear me ripping his balls off.
 
   I check my phone, pretending that I heard it ding, then interrupt their lovefest with a plastered-on smile. “Honey, can I steal you away for a moment? My father just texted me with an important question.”
 
   Without waiting for a response, I push out my chair and stand up, grabbing Noah’s hand. I drag him all the way to the back of the restaurant, near the kitchen’s swinging doors. A passing waiter gives us a curious look.
 
   “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I growl, trying to keep my voice low despite burning with rage.
 
   Noah blinks in surprise. Then a smug grin begins to dawn over his face. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous of me paying attention to another woman. That’s so cute. Don’t worry, Snowflake. You’re the only girl I have eyes for.”
 
   I correct him with barely restrained fury. “Don’t you dare try to flirt your way out of this one, you self-obsessed ass. I couldn’t give a damn about where your eyes go. I’m pissed because you’re making our relationship look like a joke, and I don’t appreciate being the punch line. You were practically licking the béarnaise sauce off her fingers!”
 
   Another waiter passes by. This one looks amused. I don’t really blame him—we must look ridiculous, a pair of socialites dressed to the nines and feuding outside the kitchen.
 
   I grind my teeth. I’m already humiliated and mad enough that everything just makes me feel worse.
 
   Noah scoffs at me. “Oh, come on. It’s called networking. Greasing the wheels. She knows it’s nothing serious. I’ve done this kind of thing a million times.”
 
   Why am I not surprised? “That hardly makes me feel better. And our waiter seemed confused as to who the couple was here, me and you or you and her.”
 
   “Who gives a shit what he thinks? She’s the one holding the purse strings. She’s who we’re here to impress.”
 
   “I’m asking you to give a shit what I think!”
 
   He blinks. “What? Of course I—”
 
   “No, you clearly don’t, because otherwise you’d be listening good and hard right now.”
 
   He throws up his hands. “Okay, fine. I’m listening. Just explain what the problem is.”
 
   I suck in a deep breath through my nose, trying to calm down enough to put my thoughts in order. “Let me spell it out for you. You’re the one who made such a big deal about putting on a good performance, keeping up appearances, making our relationship look real. And now you’re acting like the same manwhore you’ve always been. Except now, I’m here to catch your collateral damage, and it’s embarrassing. You disrespected me.”
 
   His eyes shoot open wide. “I never meant—”
 
   “It doesn’t matter! Your intent doesn’t change the results. Maybe it never even occurred to you that I’d have a problem with your bullshit. I can give you that benefit of the doubt. But I’m standing here now, telling you how I feel. So, please knock it off.”
 
   He covers his mouth with one hand, pulling down hard, and lets out a loud, harried sigh. “I . . . didn’t look at it like that. I was just trying to woo the client. Like I always do.”
 
   Wow, he actually looks taken aback.
 
   Somewhat shocked, I let my voice soften. “Well, if I’m in your life now, that can’t happen anymore.”
 
   “In my life, huh?” He considers me with an expression I can’t quite read. “So that goes both ways, I guess. I’m in your life too?”
 
   “Seems that way.” I sigh. “We’re stuck together for a good long while, at least.”
 
   Now I can read his face—the first flickers of that familiar sinful smile. He reaches up, and at first I think it’s to cup my chin. But then he just runs his finger down my neck, that long stretch of exposed skin, all the way over the curve of my shoulder. I can’t help my shiver.
 
   “You make it sound like a jail sentence,” he teases.
 
   I smile. Only slightly, but it’s there.
 
   He leans even closer and asks, “Are you sure you weren’t jealous at all?”
 
   My two glasses of wine have lowered my guard. That’s my excuse for why, instead of telling him to shut up, I admit, “Maybe a tiny bit.” Then I regain my senses and add, “But that doesn’t change my original point.”
 
   He raises his eyebrows but doesn’t say anything.
 
   My cheeks start to warm as he regards me. Why did the jerk even ask, if he was just going to stand there staring?
 
   “What?” I’m starting to get embarrassed again, but it’s different from before—a ticklish, almost excited twist in my stomach, instead of an upset, painful tightening. And the defensive tone of my own voice only intensifies the feeling.
 
   “Nothing. I’m just a little surprised, that’s all.”
 
   I roll my eyes in an attempt to stop staring into his. “Come on, don’t give me that. You know the effect you have on women.”
 
   That grin is full-blown now. “Why don’t you tell me?”
 
   “No. I refuse to play travel agent for your ego trip.”
 
   “If you want, I can take my turn first.” Before I can stop him, Noah starts listing my pros. “You’re the smartest, most diligent person I’ve ever met. Watching you work is fucking hot—in your element, poised and confident, the way your pretty blue eyes flash when you’re about to tear some poor schmuck apart. I can’t help wondering if you’re just as fierce and tireless and creative in bed. You’re honest to a fault . . . is your body honest too? Do you wear pleasure on your sleeve? Or would you try to hold back, make me work for it? Believe me, I’m up to the challenge.”
 
   His words knock me breathless. What the hell just happened? And why does it have to make me tingle in the worst way?
 
   The half praise, half dirty talk strikes a weak point I didn’t even know I had. Or maybe I only feel this way because it’s Noah who’s saying such sweet, filthy things, gazing at me so fervently. His husky voice softens and warms me, and I suddenly feel so exposed. Unshielded. But not in a bad way, not like a naked-at-the-important-meeting nightmare, because I know that Noah would never hurt me. He would never take advantage of my vulnerability.
 
   Or maybe he would, but only in the ways that I secretly want.
 
   Noah takes my hands, turns my palms up in surrender, his thumbs rubbing light circles onto the soft thin skin under my wrists. When I can’t repress the shiver that races through me, he grins like a wolf. Oh, he saw that reaction, all right. He knows exactly what he’s doing, and I both hate it and love it.
 
   “And I’d do just about anything to get my hands on your amazing body,” he continues mercilessly. “I’ve never seen a more perfect woman . . . every inch of you, tight ass and luscious tits and legs just made to wrap around my back. Kissing you the other night wasn’t nearly enough. I’d love to watch your expression change as I pound into you. Watch you give up control, turn off your brain and just feel.”
 
   “Y-you don’t play fair,” I finally manage to stutter.
 
   “Hey, that’s not how this works. Compliments, not insults. Believe me, I already have a pretty good idea of what you think my bad points are.”
 
   “Uh . . .” I swallow. “You’re pretty cool too, but in a different way. Good with people and words and stuff, instead of numbers and strategy.”
 
   “Is that why you’re blushing right now?”
 
   In a way, yes. But his sculpted jaw, full lips, and piercing dark eyes are what make his words truly intoxicating. And the fact that he still hasn’t let go of my hands.
 
   “You take charge, and sometimes I hate that, but sometimes . . . it’s nice to have a break.”
 
   His smile turns mischievous. “Oh? I’ll be sure to make a note of that. Anything else?”
 
   I retreat to safe, familiar ground. Harsh words, something I can deny later as just a joke. “Are you just trying to get me to admit you have a nice ass?”
 
   But when his only response is a silky, dark chuckle, I realize my mistake. He wasn’t fooled at all—why did I ever think he would be?—and now I’ve backed myself into a corner. Literally and figuratively. As I talked, Noah slowly leaned closer, bit by bit, until I can just barely feel the tickle of his breath.
 
   Suddenly, acutely aware of the rising temperature between us, I cut myself off. “Shouldn’t we get back? It’s rude to keep Miss Osbourne waiting.”
 
   Noah’s stare is too intense for me to look away. “The only woman I’m interested in entertaining right now is you.”
 
   I shift a fraction, needing to leave but wanting to stay, and I realize that my panties are soaking wet. Everything I never let myself feel or think about Noah rushes to the surface. My body doesn’t care that he’s a juvenile jerk. I hate that my libido is so totally out of my control. I hate that I’ve always had such a wicked crush on Noah. Fate must be laughing her ass off at me right now.
 
   Noah leans even closer, stopping just short of contact. I can almost feel the brush of his lips against mine, and my stomach clenches with desire.
 
   “Still only first base?” he whispers against my skin. “Or do you want more?”
 
   I don’t answer. I’m not even sure I can speak. I just wet my lips.
 
   That one tiny move is like loosening a coiled spring. Noah lunges forward to devour my mouth. My knees weaken with his expert onslaught. His strong arms wrap around me and his hands are everywhere, igniting my nerves, fingertips grazing what feels like every inch of bare skin. I feel a flash of frustration that my dress is so modest; I want his touch all over me, unrestrained.
 
   He yanks our hips together and I feel his erection press into my belly. Something wild shoots through me, a fierce, territorial satisfaction. That hardness is all for me. Not Estelle, not any of his past conquests. I’m the one who’s making him feel this way right now. Such powerful, primal need aimed squarely at me and only me.
 
   He’s all mine. The unbidden thought strikes deep into an animal part of me I never realized I had.
 
   On fire, I cup his bulge through his pants, wanting to assert control and show off my sexual power. But that was a big mistake . . . emphasis on big. Feeling just how impressive and steely hard he is only makes me even more desperate. I groan and squeeze him in my palm.
 
   “If you don’t stop, we’re going to have a problem,” he growls out.
 
   I giggle, feeling almost tipsy with lust. “You sure it’s our problem and not just yours?”
 
   He abruptly draws back, pulling an involuntary noise of disappointment from my throat. But my fervor spikes again when he takes my hand and hurries me toward the nearby restroom. He pulls me inside and locks the door. I drop my purse in the corner just as he shoves me up against the wall.
 
   Our mouths crash together again, lips and tongue moving like they were made for this. Our making out intensifies as his fingers fumble at the back of my dress. He finds the zipper, tugs it halfway down, then abandons it to push my sleeves down past my shoulders, trapping my upper arms.
 
   I squeal in shock—then quickly clap my hand over my mouth—when he kneels to swirl his tongue around one nipple and pinch the other . . . hard.
 
   “No bra tonight?” he murmurs between licks and suckles and gentle bites. “Naughty girl.”
 
   I want to explain that this dress doesn’t work with a bra. I want to tell him to shut up and fuck me. But all I can do is tremble at the sparks of sensation shooting from my breasts straight to my clit.
 
   “God, these are beautiful,” he says on a groan, taking my nipple in his mouth.
 
   I can only watch, desperate, as he kisses my breasts, and let out helpless moans.
 
   “And so sensitive.” He moves to the other, giving it a wet kiss that ends with an audible sucking sound. He hikes up my skirt and runs his fingers along the center of my panties. “Just as I thought,” he murmurs. “Nice and wet for me.”
 
   I open my mouth to argue, but Noah chooses that moment to kiss me again.
 
   Then he lifts the side of my panties and his fingers slide in. No fumbling at all now, no fooling around, no teasing—he knows exactly what I’m dying for. One long finger parts me, petting me, putting just the right amount of pressure on that swollen bud. I mumble some unintelligible groan. Noah’s tongue continues working against mine. Then two deft fingers crook deep inside me and the heel of his hand rubs my aching, swollen clit. Heat surges through my core and I choke out a cry of relief. Yes . . .
 
   Noah growls with possessive satisfaction. “That’s what I like to hear, baby. This pussy is mine now, and we both know it. I’m going to take damn good care of my wife . . .”
 
   His dirty talk pisses me off and sets my body on fire all at the same time. I don’t know what to feel. I can’t think at all. I just hang on to Noah, struggling to keep standing while the white-hot pleasure coils tighter and tighter. I bite my lip hard to muffle my moans.
 
   “Fuck . . . Noah . . .” I moan, rolling my hips hard against his hand. I’m so agonizingly close. Just a few more seconds . . .
 
   Someone knocks at the door.
 
   We both freeze in place, me topless and clutching Noah’s shoulders, Noah with his hand up my skirt. The absurdity of the picture suddenly strikes me. I might have laughed if I weren’t so terror-stricken—and teetering on the edge of a mind-blowing climax. Even with the fear of getting caught washing ice through my veins, I’m still burning up.
 
   “If you move your fingers, I’ll kill you,” I whisper frantically to Noah. No way would I be able to keep this orgasm quiet. It’s been six long months in the making. And I want it more than I want my next breath.
 
   “Hello? Is anyone in there?”
 
   Oh my God. That’s Estelle’s voice. Our client is standing less than three feet away, and my stupid sexy boyfriend’s hand is still down my panties.
 
   “It’s Noah and Olivia,” Noah calls, pulling off a perfect casual voice. “We just had a few things to talk about.”
 
   “In the bathroom?” she asks with obvious skepticism.
 
   Is she suspicious or just confused? Damn it, I should just throw myself out the window right now.
 
   “Private family matters, you understand. We’ll just be another minute.”
 
   After a heart-stopping pause, I finally hear her footsteps move away.
 
   “Stop touching me,” I hiss under my breath.
 
   Noah gives me a hey, not fair look. “You told me not to move my—”
 
   “You know what I meant, smartass! Now get out of my panties!”
 
   Chuckling, he withdraws. “I think that’s the first time a woman’s ever said that to me.”
 
   “If you want to hear worse, that can be arranged. Now, zip me up.”
 
   After Noah helps me yank my clothes back into place, I check the mirror over the sink. Jesus, I look like a train wreck. Lipstick smeared everywhere, hair rumpled. My appearance practically screams I just humped a guy in the bathroom! What a great bargain . . . all the public embarrassment of sex with none of the “actually getting to have an orgasm” part.
 
   I retrieve my purse from the corner, pull my travel brush through my hair a few times, then start scrubbing at my lips. As I apply a fresh coat of lipstick, I notice that Noah hasn’t moved from his spot. He’s straightened his tie and rebuttoned his jacket, but other than that, he’s just been waiting patiently for me.
 
   He could at least have the decency to look ashamed about tempting me into this mess . . .
 
   “Aren’t you going to wash your hands?” I snap at him. One of them was just buried in my you-know-what, after all.
 
   With a wicked grin, he lifts that hand to his nose and makes a show of smelling his fingers, inhaling my scent, and my face flares bright red.
 
   “No way,” he says simply.
 
   I tear my hungry eyes away and huff, “Whatever. Let’s just get back to the table and hope we haven’t already ruined this deal.”
 
   “Uh, sweetheart . . .” 
 
   I glance back at him. “What?”
 
   He releases a deep breath slowly through his nose. “If I go back out there like this, I’ll be arrested for indecency.”
 
   I follow his gaze, which has dropped to the front of his slacks.
 
   Holy hell. It looks like he’s smuggling a pineapple in his underwear.
 
   “Get that thing under control.”
 
   He squeezes his eyes closed and takes another deep breath. When his eyes open again, he looks slightly more composed. “Let’s roll.”
 
   As we leave the bathroom, I try to pull myself together. With Estelle in my sights again, I get my head back in work mode.
 
   Sure, Noah may be unfairly attractive—and now I know he’s good with his hands too, on top of being a skilled kisser—but I still need to stay frosty here. He’s an arrogant, cocky, immature playboy who doesn’t take business seriously enough.
 
   So, keep your head in the game, Olivia, I remind myself.
 
   But the unsatisfied ache between my thighs is almost too much to bear. This dinner will definitely qualify as the longest evening of my life.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   “Well, that went well,” I say as I maneuver my sleek black Tesla out of the parking garage. I give the gas pedal a modest tap and we fly off down the street.
 
   I feel ten feet tall, as smug as can be, and I don’t give a shit right now. Not even the way my cock is aching like a motherfucker can ruin my mood.
 
   Olivia shoots me a questioning glare, and I know she’s wondering what I’m referring to—the business meeting with the new client that we’ll probably land, or my favorite part, almost getting her off in the bathroom. My body is still primed and ready to deliver.
 
   “I can’t believe you didn’t wash your hands,” she snaps.
 
   “I may never wash this hand again.” I smile and make a lewd gesture with my fingers.
 
   She turns away from me with a huff and looks out her window in silence the rest of the way home.
 
   When we arrive, the penthouse is dark and quiet and my hormones are still raging. Olivia sets her purse and cell phone down on the entry table, then turns, putting her back toward me.
 
   “Will you unzip me?”
 
   I drag her zipper down her back, letting my fingers graze her skin, appreciating the twin dimples in the small of her back and the very top of her lacy thong.
 
   Torture. This is pure torture.
 
   Taking a chance, I lean forward and place a soft kiss against the back of her neck. “We could finish what we started at the restaurant.”
 
   Her breathing has grown shallow and I can practically smell her arousal. I know her panties are still soaked. The idea of touching her again has me nearly overcome with desire.
 
   “It’s probably not a good idea. We should keep this strictly professional from now on. We need to focus on the business, don’t you think?”
 
   But she sounds the slightest bit unsure, and that’s all I need. It tells me that it’s only a matter of time until I get what I want. And what I want is her tight cunt wrapped around my cock, where I can pound away for hours. Days, even.
 
   “You were so close back there. I could feel your pussy gripping my fingers, that swollen little clit pulsing in time with every heartbeat. You were about to come,” I whisper.
 
   The heat of my breath sends a rash of goose bumps racing down the back of her neck. I know a woman’s body well, how to read all the signs and signals, and everything about Olivia is blaring that she needs to be fucked. Stripped down, laid on the bed, and worshiped like the goddess she is.
 
   “Noah . . .” Her voice is almost a groan, and my cock hardens instantly.
 
   “What do you do for fun, Snowflake? Everything can’t be about work. Sometimes blowing off some steam is a good thing.”
 
   “For everything there is a season.” She straightens her posture. “And this is our season to buckle down and focus on business, not play grab-ass games. I’m sure that’s a foreign concept to you, but—”
 
   “Believe me, I’m dead serious about Tate & Cane. But business is for the workday. After hours is for playtime. And in case you failed to notice . . .” I trail one fingertip down her spine, lingering at the waistband to her panties. “It’s dark outside. And we’re two consenting adults.”
 
   “Two? Try counting again.”
 
   The ice princess takes a step away from me and heads toward the bedroom, where I drink in one last glimpse of her bared back and hips before she shuts the door. I can just imagine her letting the dress slip down her long legs, the fabric pooling around her still-heeled feet, her firm ass covered only with a scrap of lace . . .
 
   God. Fucking. Damn it.
 
   I rake my fingers through my hair and blow out a frustrated sigh. For a second, I don’t know if I’m frustrated because I’m horny and insanely attracted to her, or because she’s making it impossible to win our bet.
 
   No. Fuck that. It’s just because I want her. I want to take her in my arms and understand that we could really have something here. She’s just so damn stubborn. And her secret dream of a romantic wedding—I may not be her first pick, but I want to at least meet her halfway, as more than friends. I’ll just have to find a way to pull this off and keep everyone happy.
 
   For now, I go into the bathroom and close the door behind me. I don’t lock it . . . just in case there’s a sliver of a chance Olivia changes her mind. I undo my belt and tug down my dress pants just enough to free my aching cock. Then I squirt some of her scented lotion into my palm and begin to stroke myself.
 
   Her light, feminine scent surrounds me, and the sensations tingling along my spine mean this won’t take long. For the second time this week, I work my big hand up and down my cock, wishing it were her small, delicate hand instead.
 
   Memories of tonight in the restaurant restroom flash through my mind like an erotic dream. God, she was so ready after just a few minutes of banter and kissing. Her rosy nipples were tightened into little buds, and when I sucked and licked, they pebbled against my tongue. She tasted so sweet and made the best little grunting whimpers I’ve ever heard.
 
   And then when I slipped my fingers into her panties—I half expected her to tell me to stop, only she didn’t. Instead, she stepped her heeled feet further apart. The tiniest possible movement, but I was so attuned to her, I noticed. She wanted me to touch her. Craved it just as badly as I did. She was warm and wet, sweet, silky perfection. And when I slipped two fingers inside, I almost came right then. Her cunt was so tight, it gripped my fingers and sucked at them, greedy for me to fuck her.
 
   I shudder at the memory. So perfect. Beautiful. Intelligent. Sexual. She’s the total package.
 
   A few more long pulls and I come hard with a grunt.
 
   • • •
 
   “Are you sure about this?” Olivia asks.
 
   Her gaze wanders over to the couple dozen partygoers scattered across Rosita’s lawn. People are laughing and chatting in small groups, and upbeat Mexican pop plays from a boom box on the patio. The chain-link fence separates her yard from an auto shop behind her house. A single tree stands tall in the center with a festive piñata hanging from a branch.
 
   “Of course. This is going to be great. Come on.” I tug her toward Rosita and the birthday girl, Maria.
 
   I drop down to one knee in front of her. “Wow. Thirty-six today, huh?”
 
   She shakes her head, her braided pigtails bobbing wildly. “No. I’m seven!” she boasts.
 
   “Ah, seven. Well, happy birthday.” I give her a wink and she wrinkles her nose. She’s definitely still at the age where boys are gross. “That’s a very pretty dress you have on today.”
 
   She looks down at her hot-pink dress with decorative tangerine stitching. “Thank you. My mommy made it.” She smiles up at Rosita.
 
   When I rise to my feet, I give Rosita a hug. “Everything looks great. Thank you for inviting us.”
 
   “Of course, mi amor. Thank you for coming,” she says to both me and Olivia. It was a one-hour drive to Jersey, but well worth it.
 
   “Of course,” Olivia echoes, her smile only a little guarded. She’s obviously out of her element here, but trying her best to cope.
 
   “Please, enjoy yourselves. There’s plenty to eat, and drinks are inside.”
 
   I survey the picnic table that’s so overloaded, not an inch of tabletop is showing. Empanadas, carne asada, arroz con pollo, a bunch of things I don’t recognize but am game to try, and a beautiful tres leches cake in the center of it all.
 
   “You made enough to feed an army,” I say with a chuckle.
 
   “My family has big appetites.” Rosita grins wryly at me.
 
   I hand my gift bag to Rosita. It has a couple of Spanish chapter books for Maria. I know that keeping her family’s culture alive and ensuring her kids are bilingual is important to Rosita. It’s something she and I have talked about before, and I think it’s damn smart. Anyone who knows two languages will have a leg up in the business world when the time comes.
 
   “Oh, you didn’t have to bring a gift. Your presence here is enough.”
 
   I shake my head. “Of course I brought a gift. What birthday party is complete without a big pile of presents?”
 
   Rosita’s smile falls slightly. “Things are a little tight right now. I made Maria’s gifts myself this year.”
 
   Oh shit. I meant to make a playful idle comment, not call attention to the small gift pile.
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   Rosita nods. “With all the uncertainty at work right now, I’m trying to stretch our budget and put something away for savings. Just in case.”
 
   Her gaze darts between Olivia and me as if she’s looking for answers. With her having six kids, I know her budget didn’t have much wiggle room to begin with.
 
   I take Rosita’s hands in mine and give them a squeeze. “Everything will be okay, I promise. I’m going to make sure of it.”
 
   Olivia shifts uncomfortably next to me. Even with all the sexual tension buzzing between us, we still have a job to do. And that’s never been more evident than now.
 
   “Enough about all that,” Rosita says, strengthening her smile again. “You two go have fun.” She wanders away, heading toward her cousin, who I met at last year’s Christmas party.
 
   “Are you hungry?” I ask Olivia. The food smells incredible, and Rosita is an amazing cook. I plan on sampling every dish on the table. Maybe twice.
 
   She nods. “Starving, actually, but I’m not sure.” Her brow creases as she looks over the colorful dishes of steaming food.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   She glances around. “I’m just looking for a knife and fork.”
 
   I realize that she’s wary of spilling food on her expensive blouse.
 
   “Come on, I’ll help you out. The first time I came here, I bit into a burrito and launched its contents everywhere. It looked like a baby had taken a crap all over my Armani shirt. We couldn’t stop laughing.”
 
   She looks at me skeptically.
 
   “Rosita taught me the proper way to fold my burrito. There’s a trick to it. I’ll show you.”
 
   She nods and follows me to the table.
 
   We fill our plates with marinated meats, grilled onions, rice, beans, and tortillas. Then we go back for seconds of our favorite dishes. Olivia impresses me with her healthy appetite and adventurous spirit.
 
   After lunch, we mingle and talk with Rosita’s family and friends. Even though Olivia says she’s enjoying the party—and I believe her—she stays locked by my side all afternoon, attempting polite conversation and smiling nervously. Of all the amazing things she is, “social butterfly” isn’t one of them.
 
   I can tell she feels out of place in her six-hundred-dollar sandals, silk blouse, and diamond-encrusted wristwatch. I’m still not sure why she didn’t wear something less formal. Or is this the most casual outfit she has in her closet? Maybe she’s just incapable of dressing down; she’s always manicured from head to toe, the epitome of sophisticated beauty. I certainly won’t complain.
 
   She and I didn’t grow up like this, with casual backyard parties and paper plates and cans of Sauza beer. The high life definitely has its perks, but given the choice between drinking the best Scotch alone and drinking cheap beer amid friendly laughter, I’ll choose this warm sense of family every time.
 
   Later, when the dancing breaks out, I guide Olivia toward the house.
 
   “Now we need some Cuba libres.” I head inside, keeping one hand on her lower back to reassure her that I won’t leave her to fend for herself.
 
   “Isn’t that just rum and Coke?” she asks, skeptical.
 
   “Yes, but it’s Mexican Coke, made with real sugar, not that fake corn syrup shit, and the rum . . . Hell, wait until you taste this.”
 
   I fill two cups with ice and then the rum-and-Coke mixture Rosita has premixed in a large pitcher.
 
   “Mmm.” Olivia moans as she swallows her first fizzy sip.
 
   “Cheers.” I gaze down at her and touch the rim of my glass to hers.
 
   “To?” she asks.
 
   “Us,” I say, my eyes lingering on hers.
 
   “Noah . . .” She chews on her lower lip. “You know this might not even work, right?” Her tone is somber.
 
   “Like hell it won’t. In fact, we really need to get engaged soon.”
 
   Maybe it’s because I’m feeling jovial and slightly buzzed, but I stand my ground, my eyes still lingering on hers. I’ve wondered what kind of proposal I’ll plan—just a matter-of-fact business meeting where we agree on the terms, or a romantic down-on-one-knee affair where I promise to make this the best I can for her.
 
   Olivia looks down at the floor. “I’m just not ready for that yet.”
 
   “I sensed that . . . but you could try.” I lean even closer, letting her feel the heat from my body, my height towering over her.
 
   “Try?”
 
   “Yes, try.”
 
   “And how would you propose I do that?” She’s trying her best to sound confident, but her tone has gone shaky.
 
   Feeling bold, I grin at her. “You pulled away last night. You could kiss me, touch me, open up to me, make love to me.”
 
   “What, right here?” Her voice rises and her brows pinch together.
 
   “I’d settle for a kiss.”
 
   “I’ve done that before, or have you forgotten?”
 
   “Forgotten? Snowflake, I jack off regularly to the memory.”
 
   Her cheeks go bright pink. “Be serious, would you?”
 
   “I am being serious. Does it make you uncomfortable to know that at night, in the dark, I pump my hard cock to thoughts of your sassy attitude, smart mouth, and gorgeous tits?”
 
   Her mouth falls open. Her cheeks are full-on flaming now.
 
   I press on. “One kiss. Hell, you may even end up having fun today.” I’m teasing her because I can tell that even though she was tense and awkward when we arrived, she’s enjoyed herself today. She just needed a little time to feel at home.
 
   Placing one hand on her waist, I pull her a fraction closer.
 
   Her breathing grows shallow and her lips part, whether in surprise or because she’s readying herself for my kiss, I’m not sure.
 
   I lower my mouth to hers, feeling the warmth of her breath ghost over my lips, my cock beginning to swell, when a loud shriek pierces the silence.
 
   “Bee sting. Coming through,” Rosita calls, carrying a crying birthday girl through the kitchen.
 
   Stepping away from Olivia, I clear off a space on the counter. “Set her here.”
 
   Tears leak from Maria’s eyes as quiet sobs rack her chest.
 
   “Shh. I’ll make you good as new, princess,” I tell Maria.
 
   Olivia and Rosita gather first aid supplies while I distract Maria with a story of the time I wandered into a beehive. Olivia watches me work with a quiet, contemplative gaze, and I can’t help but wonder if she would have let me kiss her.
 
   Bringing her here today was no mistake. It goes without saying that people like Rosita and this little girl are one of the main reasons why Olivia and I have to pull this off.
 
   We have to.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   Dear God, watching Noah with Rosita, and even more so, with little Maria? It was ovary-melting.
 
   I need to keep my cool. Because otherwise? I could easily see myself losing my head over this man.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   Olivia is always so put together, well dressed in tailored skirts and blouses, manicured from head to toe. It only makes me want to muss her all up and get her dirty. I act like I don’t notice her in her business apparel, but of course it affects me. I’m only a man. A man who’s apparently taken a vow of celibacy since we began faux-dating, or whatever it is we’re doing.
 
   God, what are we doing? Any normal Friday night, I’d be out with Sterling chasing tail. Instead I’m sitting at home in sweatpants with a beer and my tablet, doing things I never get to do—like looking up genealogy about my family ancestry and reading random articles on CNN. It’s pleasantly relaxing.
 
   But having Olivia here, in my personal space, in our shared space all the time is getting distractingly difficult. Like right now, she’s perched in a dining chair, legs folded underneath her, a pair of square black-framed glasses balanced on her delicate nose as she stares at her laptop.
 
   It’s fucking adorable. She always wears her contacts, and I’ve rarely seen her like this. It feels good to know that she’s comfortable enough to let her guard down with me.
 
   And the fitted Henley that hugs her curves, with its little buttons dotting her chest between her breasts? Don’t get me started on those little buttons. I want to undo every last one, bare her to me and nibble my way from one round, perky breast to the other.
 
   “What should we do for dinner, Snowflake?” I call into the dining room where she’s busy typing away on her laptop.
 
   “Hmm?” she asks, her gaze taking a moment to drift over to mine.
 
   “It’s seven,” I tell her.
 
   “Oh, well, don’t feel like you have to stay in and cater to me. You can go out or whatever.”
 
   She chews on her lip as she says this, though, and something in me knows she’d be out of sorts if I went out without her. Hell, I’d feel the same way. There’s a certain peace that comes with working hard with her all week, and now relaxing together.
 
   “I’m in my pajamas. I’m not going out.” I chuckle at her.
 
   “Right.” She gives me a sly look. “So . . . pizza?”
 
   She normally eats so healthy, and I do too, for that matter, but I like that she doesn’t mind cheating and enjoying something just because.
 
   “Hmm, I don’t know.” I rub my chin. “I think that’s the true test of a marriage—can you both agree on the same pizza toppings.”
 
   “Okay.” She motions for me to go ahead. “You first.”
 
   I shake my head. “Same time.”
 
   Our gazes lock and she opens her mouth. “Ar—” she starts.
 
   “Artichoke,” I say.
 
   She grins at me. “Exactly.”
 
   “And maybe sausage?”
 
   She chuckles. “Sure. Why not? Variety is the spice of life.”
 
   Maybe that’s what marriage is all about—not being the same on every point, but learning to compromise.
 
   I coax her away from her computer when the pizza arrives, waving the warm pie and two bottles of cold beer in front of her.
 
   “Dear God, this is good,” she says moments later, moaning around a slice of New York-style pizza.
 
   I nod in agreement. Who knew? Artichokes aren’t half bad.
 
   “Here.” I hand her a napkin for the smear of sauce on her lower lip.
 
   “Did I get it?” she asks.
 
   “Sure did.”
 
   We each enjoy a second slice and the comfortable silence that’s settled between us. When we’re through, I take the plates into the kitchen and return to the living room. Olivia licks her thumb, leaning back against the couch.
 
   I study her in the way an artist studies his muse. All this time, I keep looking for signs, keep wondering if this could actually work, and while I’m not any closer to an answer, something new has taken shape. I like being near her. I look forward to our time together.
 
   Before I get all fucking mushy, I decide to change the topic to something lighter.
 
   “So . . .” I lean in closer. “This trial period, making out with me, all of it. What are your thoughts so far?”
 
   “Objectively speaking?” she asks, her mouth twitching.
 
   “Of course. I’d like to gauge my performance so far as a fake boyfriend.”
 
   “It hasn’t been as bad as I would have imagined.” Her voice is soft, and she’s looking down at her hands.
 
   Camryn’s words about Olivia always wanting more—to fall dramatically in love and be swept off her feet—ring loudly in my head. I might not be able to give her everything, but I know I can be a good co-CEO, a good friend, and a good lover. If she’ll let me.
 
   Maybe that’s not enough, but it’s what I have to offer.
 
   “Come here,” I murmur, drawing her over onto my lap.
 
   Olivia obeys, straddling my thighs, and places her center right in line with my very interested and semi-erect cock.
 
   I wonder if she’s still processing my words from the birthday party—when I asked her to try.
 
   “Closer.” 
 
   She scoots forward until our lips are inches apart and her warm center is flush with my groin.
 
   I lean in and take her mouth, starting out softly at first so as to not scare my timid princess away. Her lips part for me and I take my time, exploring her mouth with my tongue, sucking on her lips and nibbling lightly.
 
   Olivia’s tiny moan of satisfaction makes my pride swell, as well as other things. Growing bold, she circles her hips, and I plant both hands on her waist, urging her to grind down on me. She does—harder this time—and I grunt as my now fully hard shaft is treated to her warm friction.
 
   Tearing my mouth away from hers, I gaze down at her. Those little glasses perched on her nose, her chest flushed and heaving, and those tempting buttons straining over her breasts. She’s beautiful like this.
 
   “What is it?” she asks, slightly breathless. “Why’d you stop?”
 
   “I was just thinking. Maybe I can be of service.”
 
   She squints her eyes. “Meaning?”
 
   I grip her hips and settle her right over the firm ridge in my pants. “If you’d like to ride this, work out all that frustration from work as you lift and lower yourself on my cock, I’d be game.”
 
   “Would you now?” Her tone is light, teasing.
 
   I shrug. “I’d volunteer as tribute.”
 
   She laughs, deep and throaty, and it’s wonderful.
 
   “And have you win our bet? No way.” She shakes her head.
 
   “Okay then, let’s call a spade a spade, because we already broke that first-base rule when I had my fingers in your—delicate flower—at the restaurant.”
 
   “You think my flower is delicate?”
 
   “I do, actually. I think despite that tough-girl act you put on that you’re actually sweet and tender and soft on the inside.”
 
   Her cheeks grow pink and she looks down.
 
   “You know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you, right?”
 
   She nods without hesitation.
 
   That’s good. It means she’s beginning to trust me.
 
   Maybe it’s a start.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   Our whole building buzzes with activity. Even with my office door closed, I can hear the constant low hum of conversation and quick footsteps and ringing phones. I like that white noise; it helps ease me into a productive groove, and it tells me just how many people are working hard alongside me.
 
   Against all odds, we won a small contract from Parrish Footwear—more of a trial period than anything—and also managed to charm back an old client. But will it be enough? We don’t have time for any false steps.
 
   And not everyone is making their best effort.
 
   I refresh my in-box and frown. Damn it, Harrison still hasn’t sent me that expense summary. I asked him yesterday afternoon, and again when I came in at seven this morning. What the hell has he been doing all this time? That information is at his fingertips; it should have taken him maybe fifteen minutes to round it up.
 
   I consider e-mailing him a third time, then decide against it. The time for nagging has passed. I want him to explain himself in person. Maybe Noah was right about him all along.
 
   I speed-dial the accounting department and ask Harrison’s secretary to send him up. And while I wait for him to arrive, I have a very illuminating chat with her about his recent schedule.
 
   He knocks at my door five minutes later. Harrison is in his twenties, and I’m sure many girls find attractive. But to me, he’s mostly just unremarkable. The kind of guy people pass on the street every day and don’t even remember. Good job. Modest good looks. Average intelligence. None of Noah’s wit or charm.
 
   Wait, why am I thinking about Noah?
 
   As Harrison enters, he closes my office door behind him. Can he tell that he’s about to get chewed out? Or does he just want privacy to make yet another pass at me?
 
   “Hello, Olivia,” he says. “You look beautiful as always.”
 
   I should have known. “Is there some reason why you still haven’t completed the work I asked you for yesterday?” I ask him in my frostiest tone.
 
   He blinks. “I . . . had other things on my docket.”
 
   “Ahead of a top-priority request from your CEO?”
 
   “Top priority? I didn’t know it was that urgent.”
 
   I click on my Sent Mail folder, turn my computer screen around to show Harrison our recent e-mail chain, and point at my last sentence.
 
   “Can you read that aloud to me?”
 
   He leans over to squint at the screen. Reluctantly, he recites, “Please send ASAP. I need this report to finish drafting our new budget before the board progress meeting on Thursday.”
 
   Then his gaze flicks back to me. “Look, I’m sorry, but I have to fulfill requests in the order they come in. First-come-first-served is the only fair way to—”
 
   “If you can afford to come in late, take two-hour lunches, and leave early every day, you can afford fifteen minutes to send me a report that I’ve asked for twice.” I spin my screen back into position. “Given the company’s current crisis, most people at your level of management have been pulling overtime lately. I won’t ask you to do that, because I respect my employees’ private lives, but if you wish to continue drawing a full-time salary, you will put in full-time hours. Am I making myself clear, Mr. Ridgefield?”
 
   His eyes wide, he licks his lips nervously. “Y-yes, ma’am.”
 
   “And the next time you can’t finish something with the promptness I need, you should tell me so I can find someone who can. Don’t just let my messages sit unanswered in your in-box while I wonder what in the world is going on with your department.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he repeats. “I will. I’m sorry. You’ll get that report by the end of the day.”
 
   I nod in acknowledgment. “Thank you. Before lunchtime, if you can.” And if you can’t, you’d better have a damn good excuse.
 
   He turns and starts to walk away. But at the last second, with his hand on the doorknob, he pauses to look back.
 
   I quash a flash of irritation. Just go do your job and let me do mine.
 
   “Um, speaking of lunch . . .” He rubs his neck sheepishly, as if some transparent aw shucks act will pacify me. “I feel bad about this misunderstanding. Let me take you out today to make up for it.”
 
   I level a withering blank stare at him. “This is the fifty-fourth time you’ve invited me out to eat with you since we met. I’ve kept count. My answer has always been and will always be no. So instead of trying to distract me from your failures by hitting on me, I suggest you divert some of that energy into your work.”
 
   He draws himself up, his hairy nostrils flaring. “Excuse me? Hitting on you? You can’t just go around flinging accusations like that. Sexual harassment is a serious—”
 
   “I can do whatever the hell I deem necessary,” I snap. “I’ve tolerated your excuses for long enough. This company is teetering on the edge, and if we want to have any chance of pulling it back, I need to see some serious hustle.”
 
   I lock eyes with Harrison, daring him to challenge me. He needs to understand that I’m not just the boss’s daughter anymore—let alone some naive intern whose blouse he can peer down while he pretends to help her.
 
   “But if you’re not interested in helping me save your job, then by all means, keep testing my patience.”
 
   Our staring contest lasts for almost twenty seconds. Finally, his deep brown gaze falters. He looks confused and more than a little pissed, but I think I managed to put the fear of God into him. Then again, only time will tell if he really got the message.
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief as soon as he’s gone. My first time bringing down the hammer on an employee went about as well as it could have. But the encounter has still left me irritable and thrown off-kilter.
 
   With my blood pressure already up, I suppress a huff when I see a fresh message in my e-mail in-box. It’s Camryn, as the newly minted head of Tate & Cane’s newly minted social media team, offering her “top ten picks” for training consultants to hire.
 
   I’ve never heard of this project. If I had, I would have wanted to be in charge of it. How are they already at the short-list stage? And why is this coming in ahead of the expense estimation that I actually asked for?
 
   Does the universe just not want me to finish this budget today?
 
   Wait a minute . . . maybe I do have an inkling of what this is about. Noah and I revisited the subject of social media training a couple days ago, but I didn’t think we actually made a firm decision about anything. That discussion was just brainstorming . . . right? Evidently he didn’t see it that way.
 
   I call Noah’s secretary, only to be reminded that he’s out at some executive brunch trying to woo back some more old clients. Too impatient to wait, I call his personal cell instead.
 
   It rings six times before Noah answers dryly, “Yes, dear?” I can hear car engines and rushing wind in the background; he must be on his way back already.
 
   “Since when was Camryn’s team researching consultants?” I ask.
 
   “Since we needed to hire some. And since her team is, last time I checked, in charge of social media concerns.”
 
   “You know what I mean. Why did you give her the go-ahead on a project that we never finished talking about? Why was this prioritized over my other tasks? And why is she managing it instead of me?”
 
   Noah makes an incredulous noise that sounds way too much like a chortle. “Are you serious? You wanted to be a talent scout?”
 
   “Why not? It’s an important decision. Why are you laughing at me?”
 
   He sighs into the phone with a rush of static. “Let me ask you something. Do you think Camryn is an idiot?”
 
   “Of course not.” I gasp. “How could you even say that? She’s my best friend.”
 
   “Because you don’t seem to have very much faith in her competence. For Christ’s sake, Olivia, learn to delegate. Your time is so much more valuable than this. Either you or I have to sign off on the final decision anyway, so what’s the harm?”
 
   “Dad always taught me that the best way to get something done right is to do it yourself.”
 
   Another disbelieving noise, this one more like an outright scoff. “Amazing. You’re such a control freak.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have to be if I could trust people to keep me in the loop!” Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know I’m being irrational, but I’ve temporarily lost my ability to care.
 
   “Just calm d—” Someone blasts their horn and Noah swears under his breath. “Look, I can’t really talk now. I’ll be back in ten minutes and we can discuss this.”
 
   He hangs up. I drop the phone back in its cradle and massage my forehead. Christ, I don’t know how much more disorganization I can take in one day. This clusterfuck is going to give me an ulcer.
 
   After a few minutes of trying to settle down, I give up and push back my chair. Hopefully a little walk and a change of scenery will help.
 
   I head for the cooler near the front desk and pour myself a cup of ice-cold water. A huge, silvery bubble rises through the tank with a loud bloop. Not for the first time, I wonder how dispensing such a small amount of liquid creates such a big bubble.
 
   My time is almost up, and I’m still no closer to knowing for sure if Noah and I will actually work as a married couple. Sure, we’ve shared some sweet moments, and some smoking-hot ones too.
 
   There were a few of both at Maria’s birthday party this weekend. At first, I’d felt like I was intruding on their private family gathering. I hadn’t exactly been invited, after all. I was just Noah’s girlfriend—and who brings a date to a kid’s party, anyway?
 
   But Noah was so reassuring, and everyone welcomed me with open arms. Some of Noah’s charisma must have rubbed off on me. Although I could have done without Rosita’s little congratulatory winks.
 
   Once again, I was reminded of a mother doting proudly on her son. Noah was definitely part of her family. He made a point of catching up with everyone at the party, not just the general “how’s work?” kind of icebreaker, but specific questions like “Is your cousin out of his leg cast yet?” or “Did you get that promotion you were planning to ask for?” He obviously tries hard to remember the details of their lives.
 
   But maybe that isn’t so surprising. Even though Noah can be self-absorbed sometimes, he’s a real people person. That gift of gab sometimes makes me jealous . . . when it doesn’t sweep me off my feet like everyone else he interacts with. He’s always so comfortable in his own skin, so at home in any situation. He looked just as natural in shorts and a silly paper hat, roughhousing with kids in a muddy backyard, as he does in a three-piece bespoke suit at an executive luncheon.
 
   Watching him laugh that day . . . it’s definitely persuaded me to let him get closer.
 
   Okay, so Noah is a decent man. A pretty great one, even. But does that mean I have to let go of my dream of falling madly in love someday?
 
   What I need is a sign.
 
   I let my gaze drift across the reception area as I drink my water. The front door swings open, and for a second, I think Noah must have made it back in record time.
 
   Then I recognize the man and I almost choke. Oh no. No, no, no . . .
 
   My stomach clenches as every nerve lights up with a fight-or-flight impulse. I can’t even tell if I’m terrified or furious—this feeling is just raw, undifferentiated adrenaline.
 
   It’s Bradford Daniels, my ex-boyfriend from hell, standing just a few yards away. What the fuck is he doing here? I thought I was done with him forever. I thought I’d escaped. But now he’s in my building, my sanctuary, and I had no warning at all and I’m not ready.
 
   Stunned, my heart hammering in my chest, I watch him like a deer in the headlights as he checks in at the front desk. He leans close to the receptionist. I can’t hear what he says, but I can guess by his flirtatious smile and her answering giggle.
 
   It’s not her fault. Brad’s handsome face and country-club manners once tricked me too. She can’t know any better. Can’t see the slimy soul hiding underneath.
 
   I started dating Brad in college because he was hot, he came from a prestigious family, and he was the first guy I’ve ever met who shared my hard-driving ambition. But I discovered too late that his competitive spirit was untempered by any sense of fair play. All the privilege he was born into, as staggering as it was, still didn’t satisfy him. He felt entitled to more—by any means necessary.
 
   His father was the only person he felt true loyalty to. Everyone else in the world existed to use for his own benefit. And what made him really dangerous was his ability to disguise his predatory selfishness. He blatantly used his inferiors because he knew he could get away with it, but he sucked up to his superiors and manipulated his peers so skillfully that nobody with any power to stop him ever caught on to his games.
 
   I still hate to admit just how long I let Brad use me. He had me convinced that he was trying his best to love me and I was the one being “difficult.” I clung to the scraps of affection he rationed out when and only when he wanted something from me.
 
   It took me over two years to realize that Brad—not my “difficult” personality, not the stress from my classes and internships and club duties—was the reason I was so miserable all the time. It took another six months for me to do something about that revelation. I broke up with him at our graduation ceremony so I’d never have to see him again.
 
   Or so I thought.
 
   Brad turns and spots me. Noticing my appalled stare, he gives me a sarcastic little wave.
 
   Rage wins out over panic. My paralysis shatters. After spiking my paper cup into the trash can, I charge over to him like a mother wolf defending my den.
 
   “Get out,” I growl.
 
   The receptionist blinks, startled by my unbridled hatred.
 
   Brad, of course, doesn’t look at all surprised. He knows exactly how I feel about him—and why. But he’ll never pass up an opportunity to make me look like a crazy bitch.
 
   “What, not even a hello?” he asks, feigning hurt.
 
   Too bad I don’t care how I look. Everyone in this building is loyal to my family; I can afford to deal with Brad first and explain myself later.
 
   “You don’t deserve one. Leave now.”
 
   He looks down his nose with a condescending smile. “Oversensitive as always . . . how unprofessional. I have a right to be here. My father’s in the market to acquire a new subsidiary, so I’m here to pay your board a visit.”
 
   “This company still belongs to the Tate and Cane families. You can’t buy a single brick in our building yet, and until that day comes, you’re just snooping around. Wait your turn like everybody else.” It’s bad enough that WBB was allowed in . . . and I don’t have a gory personal history with them.
 
   His sneer deepens into overt disdain. “You can’t treat me like this. I was invited here.”
 
   “And I have the power to un-invite you. So you can slink right back to your corner office and crawl into Daddy’s lap like you always do.”
 
   Brad’s eyes narrow to dangerous slits. He snarls, “You dried-up bitch—!”
 
   I scoff audibly. If I ever was dried up, whose fault does Brad think that was? He should have looked up foreplay in a dictionary sometime.
 
   With a twinge of childish satisfaction, I note that the receptionist is now staring in shock at Brad instead of me. Then I’m filled with shame at my pettiness. This is what Brad reduces me to. One minute in his presence, and I’ve stooped to his level. As if the years since our breakup never happened.
 
   At my derisive noise, Brad pulls his features back into haughty coolness, under the cover of straightening his tie. I remember—all too well—his insecure need to maintain control at all times, even if it’s only the appearance of control.
 
   “You might want to be a lot more careful about how you speak to me, Olivia.”
 
   The obvious threat spooks me a little. But I can’t let him know how much his venomous voice still affects me. I force a laugh, knowing that will drive him ape-shit.
 
   “Or what? You’ll bore me to death?”
 
   To my surprise, his smirk doesn’t slip an inch. “Trust me. It’s in your best interests to cooperate with my company.”
 
   Does he actually have something up his sleeve? On the one hand, I don’t want to get drawn into his mind games. On the other . . . my curiosity is piqued.
 
   But before I can decide whether to venture a question, the front door opens and Noah comes in. He stops midstride, looking back and forth between us, obviously sensing something rotten in the air.
 
   “What’s going on here?” he demands.
 
   “Nothing,” Brad replies before I can explain anything, his tone light and his smile polite. “Just talking shop.”
 
   “Oh, really? Is that why I could hear a man yelling all the way from the elevator?”
 
   Brad’s smile instantly drops. “Who are you?” he asks, as if Noah were the one intruding.
 
   “I’m Noah Tate. Olivia’s fiancé and co-CEO. Now, who the hell are you?”
 
   I mentally roll my eyes a little at Noah’s lack of subtlety. Especially the way he said fiancé instead of boyfriend. But mostly, I’m just relieved to have some backup, no matter how silly his testosterone-fueled territorial display is.
 
   Brad stares Noah down for a moment, obviously not wanting to roll over and acknowledge his authority too fast. Finally, he replies, “Bradford Daniels. Vice president of Daniels Multimedia Enterprises.”
 
   “And he was just leaving,” I interrupt.
 
   I see a muscle twitch in Brad’s jaw, but he continues talking to Noah as if I never said a word.
 
   “I’ve heard of you, Noah. The late Bill Tate’s son. You two seem to have hooked up right before news of Tate & Cane’s . . . difficulties got out.”
 
   Noah’s next words echo my thoughts. “Are you implying something?”
 
   “Not at all. Just commenting on a stroke of bad luck.” Brad drops his voice to a conspiratorial mutter—although it’s certainly not low enough to stop me from hearing every insult. “In more ways than one. Between you and me, my friend, I don’t envy you. She’s about as exciting as a wet towel in bed.”
 
   Noah’s eyes fly open wide and his face flushes crimson. Instinctively I shy back; I’ve never seen him so angry.
 
   Mistaking his fury for astonishment, Brad continues. “Oh, you haven’t found that out yet? But maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. She’s always been such a frigid—”
 
   In a flash, Noah has Brad pinned to the wall, his arm twisted behind his back. And all I can do is gape, paralyzed with shock.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   This is the douche who broke Olivia’s heart in college? Without thinking, I jump into action, twisting the prick’s arm behind his back and slamming him into the wall.
 
   He lets out a helpless grunt and huffs, “What the hell? Did you not hear who I am?”
 
   “I know exactly who you are. You’re the pencil-dick Olivia invested years in, only to discover what a selfish child you really are.”
 
   He tugs against the hold I have on him. Nope, you’re not going anywhere, bud.
 
   “Now apologize to her, with a promise that you’ll never say anything like that again, and I’ll think about letting you go.”
 
   “Like hell,” he growls.
 
   “Rosita,” I call out. She’s passing by with her cart filled with deliveries. “Call security.” She nods once and scurries away. I twist Bradford’s arm tighter, higher up behind his back, then lean in good and close. “I said apologize.”
 
   He blows out a deep sigh, his voice taut with pain. “I’m sorry, all right?”
 
   When Olivia turns up her nose, I shake my head at the poor schmuck. “You should know better than to fuck with such a powerful woman.”
 
   Two uniformed security guards appear in an instant. “Remove this asshole from the property,” I tell them.
 
   They flank Bradford and escort him back to the elevator. I brace myself for another insult hurled over his shoulder; there’s no way he’s going down without a fight.
 
   Right on cue, Bradford turns to face us before entering the elevator. “When I own this company, I’ll be the one calling the shots, and neither of you will ever work in this town again,” he shouts, spitting the words like venom.
 
   I straighten my posture and pull Olivia in close to my side. “You won’t be coming into my building and insulting my girl like that ever again. Get him out of here before I permanently remove his option of ever having children.”
 
   Moments later, the elevator doors slide closed, and Olivia sags against my side in relief.
 
   “Are you okay?” I turn to face her, running my hands in a soothing motion up and down her arms.
 
   She nods once, her lips pulled into a tight line.
 
   I lean down and press my lips to hers, needing to erase that pout.
 
   “He’s gone, baby,” I murmur, stroking her hair.
 
   She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “He’s such a massive A-hole,” she mutters, shaking her head. “What did I ever see in him?”
 
   Her tone drips angry contempt but I can hear the quiver underneath. Brad must have really rattled her. I clench my teeth. Maybe I shouldn’t have let that fucker get away unscathed after all.
 
   “I won’t let him come near you again. That’s a promise.”
 
   She nods. “Thank you, Noah.”
 
   We’re both quiet for a moment, as if neither of us is quite ready to part ways and get back to work. Olivia gazes up at me with relief, gratitude . . . and something more? There’s a new light in her eyes. A look she’s never given me before.
 
   “Not that I need you to defend my honor, but . . .” She gives me a small smile. “I’m glad you did.”
 
   Pride and protectiveness swell in my chest. I try to brush it off by joking. “Hey, no problem. His face was begging for a punch anyway.”
 
   She pats me on the chest, and I turn to head down the hall toward my office.
 
   “Noah?”
 
   That one word stops me in my tracks. Her voice is soft, almost shy, yet brimming with emotion. I’ve never heard Olivia talk so . . . I don’t know the word. Tenderly? Whatever it is, it floats me up like a boat on a rising tide.
 
   “Yes?” I turn to face her.
 
   Her face is awash in enlightenment as if she’s just been struck by a thought. “I think I’m ready.”
 
   Did I hear her right? I almost don’t dare to hope. “You mean . . . ?”
 
   She nods, biting back the first hint of a grin.
 
   My heart surges. “Then let’s fucking do this.”
 
   She beams at me as if we’re both on the inside of a private joke. And maybe we are.
 
   “Let’s freaking get married,” she says with a giggle.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   I squint at the clock on my nightstand and suppress a groan. Three in the goddamn morning and I’m still wide awake.
 
   The sheets rustle behind me. “Can’t sleep?” Noah asks. His voice is clear, not groggy at all. Evidently I’m not the only one with insomnia.
 
   Sighing, I shake my head.
 
   “Come here,” he says gently.
 
   I roll over to look at him. Noah is lying on his side, facing me. He holds out his top arm. I hesitate for a moment; I’m still getting used to casual contact with him. But soon I wriggle into his warm embrace, pillowing my head on his bicep.
 
   He pulls me even closer with an arm around my shoulders. I inhale his masculine scent, no less pleasant and exciting for how familiar it’s become, and try not to notice how perfectly I fit nestled in against his side.
 
   “How do you feel?” he asks.
 
   “A little nervous,” I confess.
 
   Noah gives a quiet hum of a chuckle. “I wouldn’t blame you. It’s normal to have a few pre-wedding jitters.”
 
   The word wedding sits oddly in my stomach. Despite all the thought I’ve put into the idea of marriage over the past month, it feels totally different when it’s on the horizon. In less than sixteen hours, I won’t be single anymore. I’ll be someone’s wife.
 
   I’ve always imagined myself getting married someday. But in that fantasy, my father would walk me down a wide church aisle, the pews decorated with peonies, as my elated friends and extended family looked on. My husband would be a man who loved me so deeply that he couldn’t stand to live a single day without me.
 
   But the reality of my life is nothing like that sweet story. Instead, I bear the pressure of a legally binding contract, followed by a long, hard battle to keep Tate & Cane out of enemy hands.
 
   The circumstances definitely leave a lot to be desired. My feelings about the groom himself, though . . . those are way more ambiguous.
 
   Things between us used to be simple. Noah was just a plain old pain in my ass. An acquaintance at best; a rival or a pest at worst. His devil-may-care attitude still infuriates me sometimes. And I hate the way he knows exactly how handsome he is, and shamelessly uses his good looks to get what he wants. Although what I really hate may be the fact that his charm works on me too, whether I like it or not. No matter how hard I try, I’ve never been able to completely bury my huge crush on him.
 
   Lately, though, everything is changing. We’re well on the road to becoming friends now. And seeing him leap to my defense against Brad gave me undeniable butterflies.
 
   Noah has lived up to my challenge and convinced me that a relationship between us is possible. Not right away, and not without effort—this isn’t a fairy tale where we snap our fingers and live happily ever after—but if we keep trying in good faith . . .
 
   I’m even starting to wonder if my feelings for him when I was a teenager weren’t totally unfounded. Maybe my younger self was on to something. Maybe she wasn’t just horny—okay, horniness was definitely a factor, but still. She sensed a passionate, fiercely kind heart beating underneath his playboy facade. I’ve learned that just because Noah doesn’t take everything seriously doesn’t mean he doesn’t take anything seriously. His priorities and strategies are different from mine, not necessarily better or worse.
 
   A dozen different emotions swirl through me, some good, some bad. But even though Noah asked me, I’m reluctant to reveal them all. Because I don’t want to show vulnerability . . . or because I don’t want to hurt his feelings? I’m not sure.
 
   Eventually, unable to decide how to reply, I just murmur into his chest, “It’s still kind of surreal to me, you know?”
 
   “Yeah.” Noah gives me a reassuring squeeze . . . and presses his lips to my forehead.
 
   I blink at his feather-soft kiss. The unexpected tenderness just muddles my feelings more.
 
   Oblivious to my confusion, Noah lies on his back, drawing my arm around his waist. I try to push my distracting, troubling thoughts away and relax into him. I cuddle closer, pushing my head onto his chest and resting my leg over his. He’s so warm, like lying next to a fireplace.
 
   The steady beat of his heart beneath my ear soothes me to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   As far as the media’s concerned, a couple of our status should have a wedding with glitz and swagger, but Olivia decided she felt most comfortable having our ceremony at her father’s beach house on Nantucket. It’s a purely legal wedding. No fanfare, just a handful of family and close friends. Even the beach house itself is a quaint place, with just two bedrooms, an open-plan kitchen and living space, and a wide porch looking out onto the beach.
 
   That stretch of beach is where we’ll tie the proverbial knot in about an hour. Drinking beer in the kitchen with Sterling, I watch seagulls land on the folding chairs we set up earlier, scaring a few tiny crabs back into their holes.
 
   This whole affair is the polar opposite of what Camryn told me about Olivia’s scrapbook wedding. And I don’t know how to feel about that. Did Olivia just want to keep things convenient and cheap? She is the practical type, and she’s been tearing her hair out over Tate & Cane’s expenses recently.
 
   Or is she trying to preserve her romantic dream by keeping her reality as far away from it as possible? I’m not sure I like that idea, considering I’m part of her reality . . .
 
   “Another beer?” Sterling asks.
 
   “I better not.” I glance at the clock hanging on the kitchen wall. “Fifty-eight minutes till I say I do.”
 
   My best man smirks. “You think she’s actually going to go through with it?”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   He shrugs. “She locked herself in her room two hours ago and hasn’t been out since. I offered her breakfast this morning, and she said she was too uneasy to eat. I don’t know, mate. It’s entirely possible that she’ll back out.”
 
   “The contract’s all drawn up. We’ll sign it on Monday when we’re back at the office. Why back out now? Olivia’s a woman of her word. She’s dependable like that.”
 
   He lets out a grunt of disapproval.
 
   “What’s the big deal? You took a fake date to prom,” I remind him.
 
   I chuckle to myself, remembering the year Sterling took his cousin to the dance. He thought it was genius at the time—no corsage to buy, no need to impress her with a fancy restaurant or limo ride. Until the end of the night, when all the rest of us were enjoying some skin-to-skin contact with our dates, and he realized what a horrible decision he’d made. The only skin-to-skin action he got was with his hand.
 
   “A fake wife is a hell of a lot different. It’s a big fucking deal.” Sterling glares at me over the rim of his beer.
 
   Looking out over the ocean from our spot on the porch of the beach cottage, I loosen my tie, which has grown too tight around my neck, and level him with a dark stare.
 
   “Actually, it’s legally binding, so she’ll be my real wife. Until we got divorced, or got the marriage annulled or whatever.”
 
   I clear my throat, my unease growing. “Oh, one more thing.”
 
   After Olivia’s father presented the contract to us this morning over breakfast, I took a copy with me out to the porch while Olivia retreated to the bedroom. I didn’t view it as a bad sign, just that we were both taking this seriously and needed a moment to absorb it.
 
   With a cup of coffee, I read the contract in full detail. Page fourteen, section twenty-eight, part B stated that the fulfillment of our contractual obligations as new owners of the multi-billion-dollar conglomerate was also contingent on Olivia getting pregnant. Within ninety days.
 
   I stormed inside to talk to Fred immediately.
 
   “An heir clause? Is this your sick way of ensuring the family name carries on? You actually expect me to knock her up?”
 
   “It’s part of your father’s will, Noah. Bill and I both wanted a grandchild before we died. Surely you can understand that.”
 
   “And what has Olivia said about that?” I asked him.
 
   He made a noncommittal noise in his throat. “We haven’t discussed it yet.”
 
   That was this morning. And I’m pretty sure that’s the reason Olivia locked herself inside her bedroom and hasn’t been seen since.
 
   Taking a deep sigh, I watch my best man carefully as I drop my news. “I need to knock her up.”
 
   Sterling spits out his drink.
 
   “There’s an heir clause in the contract,” I say dryly.
 
   Wiping beer from his lips, he narrows his eyes on mine. “You’re telling me you need to impregnate her?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   The fucker actually laughs at me, then takes another sip of his beer. “If I know the first thing about Olivia, it’s that she’s not going to want your bun in her oven.”
 
   “O, ye of little faith.” I smirk at him.
 
   “Has she even touched your cock yet?”
 
   Aside from grabbing it through my slacks once at the restaurant, no. But that doesn’t mean anything. We’re building on something good here. It’s only a matter of time.
 
   “Don’t be an ass.”
 
   I stand up and cross the porch to the railing, leaning on it as I look out on the endless pool of blue lapping at the shoreline. I may be putting on a cool and unaffected front about all of this, but in fact, I’ve been losing my shit ever since I learned about the clause in the contract this morning. I can only imagine how Olivia feels. I don’t even know if she wants to be a mother. Probably not, seeing as she eats, sleeps, and breathes her career.
 
   “You’re good, buddy, I’ll give you that, but even you won’t be able to pull this one off.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.”
 
   Watching the water is hypnotic. It makes me feel slightly calmer. But only slightly. I’d probably need horse tranquilizers to get anywhere close to a normal heart rate.
 
   “And what about you? The reigning party animal is seriously going to have a baby?”
 
   I turn back to face Sterling. He’s kicked back in a weather-beaten rocker on the porch, one leg hooked over the arm of it. With no good answer for him, I just give him a cocky wink.
 
   “I’ll figure it out.” I hope.
 
   His mouth drops open for a second. Then he throws up his hands in a dramatic shrug. “It’s your life, mate.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check on my bride.”
 
   I knock on the closed door of the bedroom Olivia set up in and hear the two feminine voices inside hush.
 
   “Yes?” Camryn opens the door just a crack.
 
   “Can I have a minute with Olivia?” I ask.
 
   Camryn’s brow furrows. “It’s bad luck to see the bride before the ceremony.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Olivia says from inside.
 
   “Fine. You can talk with her for five minutes.” Camryn glancing at her watch and then skirts around me into the hall.
 
   When I push open the door, I find Olivia seated at a vanity, and our reflections meet in the mirror. Her eyes are rimmed in red, and I wonder if she’s been crying.
 
   Guilt stabs at my chest and I suddenly feel short of breath. “Are you okay?”
 
   I can’t believe how much my relationship with Olivia has grown, how real my feelings have become. The thought of her so upset feels like a physical shove.
 
   She nods. “I think so. Today’s been strangely emotional. All these things I haven’t thought about in a while, like my mom not being here, my dad’s health . . . it all hit me this morning.”
 
   “Come here.”
 
   I pull her to her feet and into my arms. As I bring her close to my chest, her hands settle on my back. I hold her for several minutes, neither of us speaking. When I let her go, Olivia looks more composed. I wonder how she feels about the heir clause—wonder if she’s on board, indifferent, or terrified. I’m guessing the latter.
 
   “I’m okay. I promise.” She gives me a small smile.
 
   “You look beautiful,” I tell her, meaning every word.
 
   She looks down at her simple cream-colored sundress with lace trimming the bust, and smooths it over her hips. “Thank you.” Her honey-colored hair flows in loose waves over her shoulders, and her makeup is light and natural. She looks like the perfect casual beach bride, fit to grace the cover of one of those bridal magazines.
 
   “Are you sure you aren’t going to regret this?” I ask, the moment taking a turn for the serious. I probably won’t love her answer, but I still want to know her honest feelings.
 
   She shakes her head. “All I’ve ever wanted is to run this company. My dad’s been grooming me for this moment for fifteen years.”
 
   I nod, understanding perfectly. We’re in the same position.
 
   “And if I have to do it with you by my side, so be it.”
 
   Olivia thrusts her chin up in the air, and I’m again struck by guilt. She’s putting on a brave front, but I need to know she’s okay. Otherwise, I’m not sure I can go through with this.
 
   “I need to know if you’re really okay doing things this way. Doesn’t every girl dream about a white dress and a big party under a tent?” I know for a fact that Olivia does. But I don’t mention that; she may not have wanted Camryn to tell me something so personal.
 
   She gives me a sympathetic look. “We’ll make it work.”
 
   “It might not be the wedding you envisioned, but I want you to know that it is to me. I really would take care of you if anything bad happened. I know what we have isn’t love, and that you deserve to be loved and cherished by your husband, but I need you to know I’ll always step up and be there for you. So in that sense, my vows will all be true.”
 
   She swallows, and I wonder if there’s a lump stuck in her throat like there is in mine. That thought eases some of my guilt the smallest bit.
 
   “Thank you for that. I know you’ll be there for me when it matters,” she says, her tone soft.
 
   “Damn straight, I will.”
 
   “Thanks, Noah.” She smiles at me.
 
   I pull the creased contract from the inside pocket of my jacket. “I went ahead and signed this. So, whenever you’re ready.” I hand her the contract, and she sets it down on her vanity table.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I lift her hand to my mouth and kiss it. “See you out there.”
 
   She nods. “I’ll just be a few more minutes.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll send Camryn back in.”
 
   As I head out into the hall, I’m struck by the feeling that maybe, just maybe, Sterling is wrong, and all of this will unfold naturally between me and Olivia.
 
   Call me crazy, but hell, it may just work.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   I’m at my family’s summer cottage on Nantucket Island, motionless while Camryn puts the finishing touches on my eye makeup. This bedroom is still decorated according to my tastes in my high school days—which apparently involved a lot of tie-dye, mandala posters, and framed rain forest photos. Heh . . . I’d forgotten I had a hippie phase. At its small whitewashed desk, where I sit now, I did my summer homework and wrote in my diary.
 
   Thank God for Camryn. She drove over early to lend a hand before the ceremony. As far as primping goes, I didn’t really need her help. I’m not doing anything special with my hair or makeup. My only concession to the special occasion is a cream-colored dress, and even that is pretty plain: just a knee-length wrap with a little lace at the bust. I look more like the mother of a bride than the bride herself. What I did need—desperately—was my best friend’s moral support. Her calm, matter-of-fact presence soothes my frazzled nerves.
 
   I don’t even know why I’m wound so tight. Our “wedding” is just Noah and me meeting with a justice of the peace to sign the paperwork, while Dad and a few other family members and close friends stand by. No tuxedo and gown, no vows, no reception party. As short and simple as humanly possible. This marriage isn’t even real . . . and yet I have a textbook case of cold feet.
 
   “And boom,” Camryn announces proudly. “Eyes are all done. Take a look.”
 
   I open my eyes and blink at myself in the mirror. Wow, I look . . . hot. My usual makeup style is pretty minimalistic, since I rarely go anywhere besides the office, but Camryn has given me a subtle smokiness that’s sensual while still being demure enough for a daytime event.
 
   “This looks great. Thank you.”
 
   “Am I good or what?” Camryn grins. “Do you want anything to eat? Now’s your last chance before I do your lips.”
 
   The kitchen counters and breakfast bar are piled with casseroles and salads and finger sandwiches from the catering company Dad hired. I told him I didn’t want a reception with a fancy meal afterward. But he insisted that our guests, as few as they are, still need to eat before heading back home. So this was our compromise, self-serve casual fare on paper plates.
 
   I shake my head. “No, thanks. My stomach is flip-flopping like crazy.”
 
   “That bad?” Camryn asks, her tone rising in sympathy.
 
   I let out a deep sigh. “Honestly? I’m not sure how I feel.”
 
   I really do believe that Noah and I can work as a couple. But I’m still on the verge of panic. Marriage is such a huge commitment. Thinking about taking that step—oh God, and in less than an hour too—makes me break out in a cold sweat.
 
   If Camryn hadn’t been here to steady my nerves, I might have seriously considered bolting. Especially when Dad handed over a copy of the contract at breakfast—all looming and official with its sixteen numbered pages. I still haven’t been able to bring myself to look at it. But I already know what it says, anyway. What’s the point of stressing myself out even more? I’ll just sign it when the time comes, quick and easy, like ripping off a bandage.
 
   “Poor thing.” Camryn sighs. “Let me get you a drink. You need a little something to take the edge off.”
 
   She bustles out of the bedroom to visit the kitchen and comes back with two glasses of merlot. My best friend knows me well enough to forgo the bottle of chilled champagne nestled in its ice bucket on the kitchen counter. Champagne is much too celebratory for the mood I’m in.
 
   I accept the pleasantly chilled glass and take a deep swig. The small dose of alcohol subtly warms and loosens my muscles, and I let out a quiet sigh. She was right; I did need this.
 
   “I really think this will be okay,” Camryn says. “From what I’ve seen, it seems like Noah’s been pretty sweet and attentive toward you.”
 
   “Yeah, I do think he’s really trying.” I take another sip of my wine. “Even if his ultimate goal is just to get into my pants.”
 
   “And that would be the worst thing in the world, why?” She raises her eyebrows at me with a devilish grin. She’s continuously griping about the state of my nonexistent love life.
 
   I snort, smiling back despite myself. “I have about as much interest in riding his knob as I do in jumping off the Brooklyn Bridge.”
 
   Except when the jerk does something sexy and all the blood in my brain suddenly flies south for the winter. Which seems to be happening more and more often lately.
 
   “Ladies . . .” Sterling pokes his head around the door frame, smirking like he heard every word. “Knob riding will commence after dinner.” Then he tips his chin toward us and leaves.
 
   Fuck. The last thing I need is Noah thinking that tonight will feature any wedding-night hanky-panky. Frustrated, I growl and slam my eyes closed.
 
   “We need something stronger than wine.” Camryn charges back into the kitchen before I can stop her. I can hear clattering as she searches through cabinets. Soon she returns, holding out a bottle of vodka. “Here we go.”
 
   “No, that’s okay.” I wave her off. “I don’t really want to get too tipsy right now.”
 
   She sets down the vodka on the desk. “Good point. We should wait until after the ceremony.”
 
   “Actually . . .” I sigh. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ll be in the mood to socialize tonight. I need some time alone to figure stuff out.” Or bury my head in work like an ostrich and avoid my situation entirely. “Thank you for coming all the way out here.”
 
   She nods. “Of course I came, Olivia. I can head back to the city early, no problem. It’s a long trip back anyway.” Her gaze wanders over toward the deck where Noah and Sterling sit with their backs to us, looking out over the beach. “Then again, Sterling’s pretty fucking hot. I could probably busy myself with him tonight.” She grins wickedly.
 
   “Knock yourself out,” I say with a shrug. Someone around here should have fun, after all. “In fact, go ahead and get him now. I can do my lipstick by myself.”
 
   We share one last reassuring hug before she leaves me alone in my childhood bedroom, taking her drink with her.
 
   I push up the window and inhale the saltiness of the humid ocean breeze. The afternoon is warm, and mist rises from the blue harbor. For a minute, I watch a handful of distant sailboats, dim white dots bobbing on the horizon. I try not to obsess about the ceremony that will be starting in just half an hour. Letting the peaceful view fill my mind, I feel my tension start to melt away.
 
   But the blessed silence shatters when my phone rings. Grumbling, wondering who the hell would call me right now, I dig it out of my purse.
 
   I frown at the screen. Since I don’t know this number off the top of my head, I answer with a brisk, “Hello?”
 
   “Good afternoon, Olivia.”
 
   My stomach contracts into a tight, painful ball. That voice . . . For a moment I can’t speak.
 
   “You really should check your e-mail more often,” Brad says.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   I’ve been standing on the beach for fifty minutes. Beads of sweat dot my forehead, but they’re not from the sun. That set ten minutes ago.
 
   “Where is she?” Sterling hisses under his breath.
 
   “She’ll be here,” I say through gritted teeth, checking my watch yet again.
 
   After everything we’ve built . . . living together, working together . . . it all feels so fragile and pointless if Olivia doesn’t follow through today.
 
   Guests are starting to look at each other, and hushed whispers rustle through the small crowd.
 
   The officiant shifts her weight, looking as uncomfortable as I feel. Then she leans in toward me. “I’m terribly sorry, but I have an appointment in twenty minutes. I can’t wait much longer.”
 
   I nod and look to Fred. His features are twisted with worry. When he tips his chin toward Camryn, she scurries off toward the house. I take off after her, stepping into the footprints she leaves in the sand.
 
   We head straight for the bedroom. The house is dim, and the feeling that something fundamental has changed rips through me. The door is still shut, and I’m afraid of what we’ll find when she opens it. Afraid of what it will mean.
 
   Finally, Camryn opens the door. Everything is quiet for a minute.
 
   “She’s gone,” she says, her voice shaky.
 
   I swallow down a wave of emotion and look around the room. Olivia’s makeup and toiletries are still scattered on the vanity, but she’s not in the room.
 
   I stare out the window at the sun setting over the ocean, and let out a heavy sigh. “She’s gone.”
 
   What in the hell could have possibly happened since I last saw her? She was ready. Everything seemed fine. I notice the contract is no longer sitting on the vanity table. She’s taken it with her. I’m not sure what that means.
 
   I turn to face Camryn. “What happened? You were the last person to see her. Was it nerves?”
 
   Camryn shakes her head. “She seemed fine.”
 
   I push my hands into my hair. I don’t fucking like surprises, and I’ve never been stood up before. But getting left at the altar? This is beyond any anger and panic I’ve ever felt.
 
   I want to go out drinking and find some random girl so I can fuck out my aggression. And I know Sterling would be game. But then I think of Olivia’s shy smile and her sweet honeysuckle scent and the way her lips part when I kiss her . . . silently begging me for more.
 
   “Fuck this,” Sterling says from behind me. “We’re leaving. Come on, Noah.”
 
   His hand closes around my arm and starts tugging me down the hall. I know he has the exact same thought I did about thirty seconds ago. Booze. Girls. Massive hangover tomorrow to mask the pain of today. But I know nothing could blot out this memory.
 
   If it weren’t for this ache in my chest—this empty spot she’d begun to fill—I’d leave and never look back. But part of me needs to know the next chapter in our story.
 
   I’ve fantasized about Olivia for the last twenty years. She’s the girl I squirted with the water hose when I was young, the woman who gave me butterflies in my stomach when I was older.
 
   And now, just as I’ve started to think of her as mine . . . she’s gone.
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   But I want to devour every wicked inch of him. 
 
   With his sexual prowess and experience, I know he’ll be explosive in the bedroom. And since we’re stuck together for the foreseeable future—keeping up this marriage charade long enough to turn the company profitable again—I deserve something to look forward to at the end of a long workday, right?
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Chapter One
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   What a fucking public relations nightmare.
 
   I’m at a charity event on behalf of Tate & Cane Enterprises. My new wife hasn’t been seen or heard from in two days; my best friend, Sterling, is in the bathroom fucking a waitress; and I’m standing here with a spatula in my hand, cursing them all a slow death under my breath.
 
   We’re at a charity event at a soup kitchen. Supposedly, we’re doing good for the impoverished youths of our community, but it’s really just an excuse to empty the pockets of New York’s elite by serving them a very overpriced lunch. And considering I’m one of the cooks, I doubt it’ll taste like much. I enjoy cooking; I just rarely do it. I have one, maybe two recipes my mother used to make that I’ve mastered, and curried chicken salad isn’t one of them. The smell alone is nauseating. Though that could be because I have no appetite. 
 
   For the hundredth time, I wish I’d just hired Rosita and written her a blank check. If I had, they’d be eating like kings today. But the good cause isn’t the only reason I’m here. Hell, it’s not even my main reason.
 
   As soon as I arrived at the soup kitchen this morning, the vultures of New York high society descended, peppering me with questions. How was the wedding? Why are you alone? Where’s your blushing goddamned bride?
 
   Even if I had a clue how to answer, it was none of their fucking business. Olivia’s father, Fred Cane, stepped in and saved me, telling everyone the ceremony was intimate and beautiful, and that Olivia sends her regrets but was unable to make it. I volunteered for kitchen duty just to get a few hours of peace away from the public eye.
 
   Or at least, that was the idea. I force myself to grin at the photographer who invaded the kitchen twenty minutes ago as his camera clicks away. If he asks me one more time where Olivia is, I’m going to shove his thousand-dollar camera up his ass.
 
   “How’s it coming?” the lead cook asks, looking into the massive stainless steel mixing bowl of chopped chicken dripping in amber curry.
 
   “All set.” I slide the bowl toward him just as another cook sets a tray of pre-sliced croissants on the industrial kitchen’s counter.
 
   They thank me for coming today as I remove my stained apron and toss it in the laundry basket on my way out of the kitchen.
 
   A few more hands to shake, a couple of photo ops, and then I’m out of here. Sterling is still nowhere to be found, but the prick can find his own ride home. It’s not as if New York City isn’t crawling with taxis. And I’m not in the mood for company anyway.
 
   When Olivia stood me up at the altar, something inside me broke. I’d worked my ass off to try to show her that we could actually work as a couple, and I thought we were getting somewhere. Sharing an apartment, sleeping in the same bed, our sweet make-out sessions that were starting to turn into something more. And we were gelling at the office too . . . slowly turning the company around, one executive decision at a time.
 
   I blow out a frustrated sigh. Never in my life have I worked this hard at winning over a woman. But Olivia’s not just any woman. I grew up with her, placed her on this untouchable pedestal for twenty years, and she was this close to being mine. Before she ran off. And I still don’t even understand why. Though I have a damn good idea—
 
   The heir clause in our inheritance contract.
 
   Sterling was right. I guess she didn’t want me putting a bun in her oven after all. But I never thought she’d react like this. Scream and swear and cut off my balls, yes. Vanish without a trace, no.
 
   In the event hall, people are mingling, shaking hands, and munching on the crudité. I spot Olivia’s father at the far end of the room and start toward him. He’s a short, squat man with silver hair, a round belly, and a perpetual grin on his face. Basically, he’s like Santa’s brother. It’s hard not to love the guy, even when he won’t tell me what I need to know, and is being a royal pain in my ass.
 
   “You ready to tell me where she is?” I ask, leaning in so only he can hear me.
 
   He excuses himself from the man he was talking to and turns toward me. “Noah,” he starts, his tone jovial as if we’re discussing our upcoming yachting weekend on the Hudson.
 
   “Cut the shit, old man.” I maintain a friendly grin in case anyone is watching. “Where is she?”
 
   He lets out a heavy sigh, and for the first time, I can see that this is weighing on him almost as much as it’s weighing on me.
 
   “She’s somewhere safe, that’s all that matters, and she’s mulling things over. She’ll be back when she’s ready. This is Olivia we’re talking about.”
 
   I nod solemnly. She’s as stubborn as the day is long. And he’s right. She’ll be back when she’s good and ready. Probably with an iron-clad argument, ready to negotiate the terms of her uterus with gusto. I smirk at the thought. At first I figured she was staying with Camryn, but after ransacking her best friend’s apartment, my new guess is one of Manhattan’s five-star hotels.
 
   “When you speak with her again, tell her to call me,” I hiss under my breath. Fred and I have always been on good terms—he was my father’s closest friend, after all—but my patience has run thin.
 
   He nods. “Of course I will.”
 
   Just then, Sterling approaches with that just-fucked look. You know the one. Mussed hair, wrinkled collar, shirt untucked, smug-ass grin on his face like he just got his nuts off. The fucking bastard.
 
   “Well, that was quick.” I check my watch. “If you need lessons in stamina, all you have to do is ask.”
 
   An elbow in the ribs kills my smile. “Fuck off, Noah. We both know why you’re in a foul mood, and I don’t blame you.”
 
   Fred excuses himself as Sterling and I trade jabs.
 
   “So, was she fun?” I ask as we walk toward the exit.
 
   “Of course,” he replies. But his eyes are on the door and there’s no conviction in his voice.
 
   I’ve been there. Quick, unmemorable fucks with girls whose names I couldn’t even recall a mere twenty-four hours later. Which is all the more reason why Olivia’s disappearing act feels like something had been ripped out of me.
 
   Sure, we had our ups and downs, but I miss the banter, miss the way I could rile her up with the slightest of provocations. I just missed her.
 
   I’m not looking forward to going home alone. The apartment feels stale without her. She hadn't even been there long, and already the place felt empty and void without her. Like all the warmth and charm has been sucked out by a vacuum. Only her scent lingers, and it makes me ache for her even more. Just when I started to get used to a woman’s touch at home, it was all ripped away. And that damn teapot she got us as a housewarming gift sits unused on the kitchen counter, mocking me. Why give me a peace token if she was just going to run out on me?
 
   Sinking down onto the vinyl backseat of a cab, I let out a sigh. I’ve been hounding Fred about where she is, but the truth is, I don’t care. Well, I do care—every time I turn around and see she’s not there, her absence hurts all over again. But what I really want is to know why she ran out on me. Left me standing on the beach like a fucking idiot, waiting for our ceremony to start.
 
   My head is swimming with questions, with anger and confusion and loss, and there’s an unexplained ache in my chest. It’s eerily familiar. Almost like the relentless throbbing I felt when Mum died. The kind of pain that fades a fraction with each passing day, but never goes away completely.
 
   “You okay, buddy?” the cab driver asks, peering at me in the rearview mirror.
 
   “I’m fine. Sorry.” Shit, I spaced out. I’ve been just sitting here in the back of his cab.
 
   “You have somewhere you need to be?” he asks.
 
   “Yes, home.” I give him the address, bewildered about the fact that I’ve started thinking of our shared penthouse as home.
 
   My phone rings. My heart rate kicks up—for a second, I wonder if it’s Olivia. But the name flashing on my screen for the third time today quickly informs me otherwise.
 
   “Hello?” I mumble, deflated.
 
   “How are you holding up?” Rosita asks.
 
   She’s been calling every couple of hours, but this is the first time I’ve answered. Something about discussing it out loud—let alone with another person—might make this whole nightmare too real. But the sincerity in her tone is genuine and honest, and I suddenly feel like a dick for putting off her calls.
 
   “I’m okay, I guess. Just confused.”
 
   She sighs, and I can imagine her nodding her head, agreeing with me.
 
   “When I learned you were getting married, I wasn’t sure what to think of this whole arrangement, but I figured if it was what your father wanted, it was for the best. He was a good man. And he loved both you and Olivia.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, agreeing with her. But in times like this, where everything seems so fucked, it makes it hard to figure out what Dad was thinking.
 
   I hear a rush of static as Rosita takes a deep breath. “But the more I got to thinking about it all, I realized I liked the idea of you getting married. Someone to cook you breakfast in the morning, someone to make sure you’re okay. A wife getting after you to make sure you take your vitamins. I liked the idea.”
 
   I chuckle at her. “I can take care of myself, you know?” Rosita’s always been such a mother hen.
 
   “I know, hijo,” she replies without missing a beat. “I know you can. But I liked that you wouldn’t have to.”
 
   “You do know I was left at the altar, right?” As sweet as her sentiment is, the timing is horrible. Besides, it’s not like Olivia is the doting, domestic type, bringing me slippers and serving me breakfast in bed.
 
   “Of course I do. What I’m saying is that even though your ego is bruised, you need to take a deep breath and figure out why she left. See if there’s something you can do to fix this. Because I really think the two of you could work.”
 
   I swallow the boulder in my throat. The only time Rosita has really seen Olivia and me together was at her daughter Maria’s birthday party. A rare smile graces my lips at the memory. It was a fun day. Navigating Rosita’s enthusiastic extended family with my timid Snowflake by my side.
 
   “I will listen to every word she says, I promise you that.” Whenever Olivia gets around to coming back. If she comes back.
 
   “Okay. Be good. Love you.”
 
   “Love you too, Rosie.” I stuff my cell back in my pocket and hand a twenty to the cab driver as he rolls to a stop in front of our building.
 
   Upstairs, I toss my keys in the wooden bowl by our penthouse door and wander inside. I’m really not looking forward to sleeping alone tonight. I consider heading back out, maybe to the bar down the street to drown my sorrows in a glass of fine whiskey. I flip on the light—and I freeze.
 
   Olivia is sitting on the couch. Her hands are folded in her lap, and she looks tired. Her dark blond waves are disheveled and that glow in her cheeks is gone.
 
   “I need your help,” she says.
 
   Has she been waiting for me? How long? And is that all she has to say? Four simple words . . . when four thousand wouldn’t be enough. And she’s asking for a favor?
 
   My jaw tightens as disbelief darkens into anger.
 
   “First, I need some answers,” I demand.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   I arrive back at the penthouse early in the afternoon. Noah’s not here, so I change into fresh clothes and eat a granola bar while I wait. I lie down for a nap, but end up just staring at the ceiling; try to work, but stop because I can’t focus; try to read a magazine, then resign myself to waiting on the sofa.
 
   Where the hell is he? He wouldn’t be at the office on a Sunday—this is Noah we’re talking about. I try not to think about the possibility that he stayed the night with another woman.
 
   But if he did . . . well, I’m the one who abandoned our wedding. I can’t blame him for thinking our relationship is over. For wanting to be done with me, and find a new girlfriend who isn’t such a hassle. Even though the last thing on my mind yesterday was hurting him.
 
   God, the nightmare of the last forty-eight hours is still spinning through my head. I can still hear Brad’s voice on the phone, slithering into my ear like some horrible alien parasite . . .
 
   • • •
 
   “Good afternoon, Olivia,” Brad said. “You really should check your e-mail more often.”
 
   “Wh-what do you want?” I choked out.
 
   “Check your e-mail and tell me if you recognize the attached photos.”
 
   I hammered the End Call icon and tapped my e-mail app. One new message. I opened it . . . and my breath froze solid in my throat.
 
   Of course I recognized those pictures. Back when we were still dating, Brad had nagged me to take some sexy naked selfies for him. And I’d caved, because I was still a gullible girl who thought he might turn into a decent boyfriend if I just tried hard enough and gave him whatever his slimy, shriveled little heart desired.
 
   He’d had me convinced that he was a good man and all his selfish, controlling behavior was my fault. Whenever he was mad, it was because I’d provoked him. (Of course, when I was mad, I was just a childish bitch who looked for reasons to get offended.) He’d sulked when I didn’t want to touch his boner; he’d sulked when I suggested he could maybe touch my clit once in a while. Even when I’d caught him flirting with other women, he’d claimed it was because I neglected him.
 
   So I guess I shouldn’t have put it past him to lie about destroying these nude pics either. I’d made him delete them off his phone while I watched, but he must have backed up the files somewhere beforehand. All twenty-two of them. Fuck.
 
   I hit redial. Brad’s phone didn’t even finish one ring before he picked up.
 
   “So?”
 
   Squaring my jaw, I put on the hardest, most contemptuous tone I could. I refused to give him the satisfaction of hearing my voice shake. “Do you have some sort of point to make? Or did you just want to remind me what a scumbag you are?”
 
   “Give up and let my father buy Tate & Cane,” he demanded. “I could also ask you to get down on your knees and suck my dick, but we both know you’re not even good for that much.”
 
   “Only because you always jammed it down my throat like you were drilling for oil. Or compensating for something.”
 
   “Do you want the deal or not?” he snapped.
 
   Oh, Brad hadn’t liked that. I could just imagine his curled lip. I felt a rush of simultaneous triumph and terror at having pissed him off.
 
   “I’m afraid this is a limited-time offer. If you want to save Tate & Cane, have your board e-mail me a buyer’s contract by the end of the week. Or I’ll release these photos—destroying your reputation and probably your company’s too—and then Daniels Multimedia Enterprises will just buy Tate & Cane anyway when its deadline is up. One way or another, my father will get what he wants.”
 
   My heart was hammering so hard, I could barely catch my breath. I tried to buy time to think by arguing with him, digging for any crack in his resolve. “Is this all about your dad? What are you getting out of this?”
 
   “Being a good son is its own reward. As well as building a strong company to someday inherit . . . and seeing a snotty bitch get what she richly deserves.” His tone impaled me like shards of ice as he went on. “Whatever explanation you prefer. Pick your favorite; it doesn’t matter.”
 
   So that’s what this was really about—punishing me for daring to break up with him. Even for Brad the Demon Ex, this was insane. I’d never dreamed he’d go so far for such petty revenge.
 
   “What matters,” he continued, “is your own decision. My offer is quite generous. I’m willing to pay millions of dollars for your company instead of just demanding you hand it over.”
 
   I swallowed. “You said I have one week?” I asked, hating how small and weak my voice sounded.
 
   “That’s right,” he said, sounding pleased to have finally reined me in. “Good-bye for now, Olivia. We’ll keep in touch.”
 
   At least, I thought that’s what Brad had said. I couldn’t hear over the rush of blood pounding in my ears. His last words could have been you’re fucked.
 
   And they might as well be. I stared down at my phone, wanting to cry and puke and scream all at the same time. What the fuck was I going to do? What could I do? No way out. I couldn’t think straight. My already-simmering anxiety had boiled over. Animal panic flooded my brain. Can’t breathe. Trapped . . .
 
   Even then, part of me already knew I needed help. I should have asked Noah. But how could I possibly face him? I’d handed Brad the rope to hang us both with. I’d given him exactly what he needed to destroy our fathers’ legacy and six thousand jobs.
 
   Brad’s toxic influence came roaring back full force, making me relive all the sick, distorted feelings that our relationship had ground into me for over two years. My vision clouded, my lungs burned, my stomach twisted with anxiety.
 
   No, I couldn’t tell Noah. The way he’d look at me . . . I didn’t know which would be worse, his disappointment or his pity. My pride couldn’t take another blow. I’d just shatter.
 
   In that moment, I hated myself more than I’d hated anyone in my life. I was trembling with shame and helpless rage.
 
   Why the hell did I ever take those pictures for Brad? I’d always let that scumbag use me, just rolled over and did whatever he wanted. If I hadn’t been so naive and desperate, I wouldn’t be in this mess right now. Why did it take me so long to hear the tiny voice in the back of my head screaming this relationship is wrong, it’s killing you, get out now?
 
   Well, I’d listened too late. And unless I did something right now, our whole company was going to pay for my mistake.
 
   I had to find Brad and stop him, although I had no idea what I was going to do or say when I got to his office. My instincts just screamed that there was a threat and that I needed to meet it and fight and kill it, because if I stood still, it would find me and hurt me first. Letting it come to me would mean that I’d already lost.
 
   Half-blind with adrenaline, I ran out of the cottage, jumped into our rental car, and hauled ass for Nantucket’s only airport. I had one thing on my mind: taking down Brad and making him pay.
 
   Dark and frantic thoughts barreled through my brain. I’d been right all along to feel skittish about marrying Noah. If Brad was going to ruin our company no matter what I did, then what was the point? If this exploded into a media scandal, the best-case scenario was that I’d have to step down while the company carried on without me. In which case, the question of my inheritance was moot. I could already see the headline—“CEO Forced to Resign Amidst Nude Photo Scandal.” Not how I wanted my first appearance on CNN to go down.
 
   Nauseated, with tears stinging my eyes and still decked out in all my meaningless finery, I floored the gas pedal and left our wedding far behind.
 
   The flight from Nantucket, as short as it was, still forced me to sit and think. I realized that I’d let my emotions run away with me—quite literally. How the hell was bolting supposed to fix anything? As satisfying as it would feel in the short term, I couldn’t just barge into Brad’s office and start screaming obscenities at him. No, I needed a plan before I acted.
 
   I needed help too. But with my stomach still churning with anxiety and shame, I didn’t want Noah to know about my dirty pictures—or about how much power Brad apparently still wielded over me.
 
   So instead of meeting Brad, I took a cab to an Upper East Side hotel, promising myself that I could solve this problem alone, and nobody would find out what I’d done for Brad or what he’d done to me.
 
   I just wanted to feel like I wasn’t totally useless. I knew that stopping Brad wouldn’t make up for the way I’d treated Noah that day, let alone justify it. But I figured that a victorious return was better than slinking back with my tail between my legs. It was bad enough that I’d betrayed my fiancé; I didn’t want to dump all my problems into his lap too. I was determined to stay independent. I was Olivia Fucking Cane. I would find a way to fix this.
 
   In the end, though, I couldn’t keep inventing excuses to avoid Noah. I spent two sleepless nights pacing my hotel room, trying to brainstorm ways to defuse Brad’s blackmail threat . . . and I came up with jack shit. Every idea was worse than the last. There was no way I could fight back without getting other people involved and drawing attention to my dirty little secret.
 
   At sunrise today, I gave up and went to bed, where my mind kept spinning until I fell asleep from sheer exhaustion.
 
   Later in the morning, as I stared into the mirror, I was forced to admit what I’d known all along. I can’t do this alone. This mistake was too old and too deep to be undone easily—or maybe at all. And Brad’s claws were sunk too deep in me. Just remembering his voice on the phone made my heart race and my stomach twist. I could barely think straight, and that asshole wasn’t even here right now.
 
   No, I had to face facts . . . and Noah too. So I took a shower and made my haggard face as presentable as I could. With nothing else to wear, I put on yesterday’s clothes—what should have been my wedding dress. I went downstairs, ate a bagel without tasting anything, and took a paper cup of coffee from the continental breakfast bar, then called a cab to take me to our penthouse.
 
   It was time to go home to my husband.
 
   • • •
 
   The sound of the doorknob turning startles me out of my painful memories. I jolt upright and watch, my heart beating fast as our front door swings open.
 
   Noah steps over the threshold . . . then sees me and freezes. He stares into my eyes like he’s seen a ghost. Anger, relief, and hurt fight for control of his expression.
 
   All my carefully rehearsed words desert me at the sight of him. My throat feels dry, and with my heart hammering, I utter the first words I can think of.
 
   “I need your help.”
 
   For a minute he says nothing. He just keeps staring at me, fighting to school his features. Finally, he replies, “First, I need some answers.”
 
   His voice is tight, barely keeping control. But he didn’t say no. That’s about the best I could have hoped for—hell, the best I deserve. I nod and rise to my feet.
 
   “Where the hell have you been?” he asks. He still hasn’t moved from the door, as if he doesn’t want to get too close to me.
 
   “I’m sorry I left. I was at a hotel.” I know that doesn’t come close to answering his real question, but I have to start somewhere.
 
   Noah slams the door shut and strides toward me. “Jesus Christ, Olivia. I thought you were gone for good. Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   Biting my lip, I swallow hard. The pain in his voice is palpable. I betrayed him . . . there’s no other way to put it.
 
   His outrage keeps pouring out, burying me like an avalanche. “You left me standing at that altar for a fucking hour. I’ve never been so humiliated in my whole life. And I’ve been losing my mind ever since. We’ve had to lie our asses off to keep the media from suspecting anything, all while I had no idea where the fuck you were. I knew you didn’t want to marry me, but for God’s sake, I never thought you hated me this much.”
 
   The word feels like a cold needle in my heart. Hate him? No, I don’t, I couldn’t . . . but that’s exactly how I acted, wasn’t it? Like I didn’t consider him worthy of basic respect. How can I fault him for thinking that’s how I felt?
 
   Scowling, Noah cuts his hands through the air. “You abandoned me. Without a word. Without giving anyone a chance to do anything. I had no idea what the hell was going on. What was the point of running away? Why didn’t you just tell me you were upset? What happened to being partners and working together? I thought we were getting somewhere, but apparently—”
 
   “I know, okay?” I yell.
 
   Hearing my own voice crack is the final straw. I suck in a shuddering breath and it spills out again as a loud sob. Tears start leaking down my cheeks as I hug myself tight, unable to meet Noah’s eyes. I hate that I’m falling apart in front of him like this.
 
   “I know I hurt you,” I said. “I treated you like shit. You worked so hard to earn my friendship, my trust—and what did I do with yours? I was stupid and awful, and there’s no excuse. But Brad just scared me so bad, I didn’t know what to do. I—”
 
   “Whoa, hey, wait a minute.” Taken aback by my sudden breakdown, Noah sits down awkwardly beside me, his eyes wide. “Brad? What’s he have to do with this? You didn’t run away because of the inheritance contract?”
 
   “What? No. Why would I?”
 
   A look of disbelief and wonder crosses his handsome features. “Because I went to see you before the ceremony started and left it on your desk, right before you disappeared. What was I supposed to think?”
 
   His confusion blurs things even more. I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts enough to say what I need to. “That’s not it. I need to tell you something.”
 
   I swallow hard to gather my courage. It’s time to let down my defenses. Not only because Noah deserves an explanation, but because I’ve realized something. I trust him to help me without judging me. Like I should have trusted him all along.
 
   “Right before the wedding started . . .”
 
   Dammit, my voice won’t stop trembling. I take a deep breath. Maybe it’ll help if I pretend I’m telling a story that happened to somebody else.
 
   “Brad called me. He said he’d release . . . n-naked pictures of me if I didn’t sell Tate & Cane to Daniels Media by next week. So that’s why I left. I thought I could stop him, but then I realized I had no idea what to do. So I came back here to ask you for help.”
 
   There, I got through it. Not much detail, but I told the truth and the world didn’t explode.
 
   Although Noah just might. His nostrils flare and I watch in astonished horror as his face turns brick red. It would almost be funny if the situation weren’t so dire.
 
   Finally, very softly, Noah growls, “I’m going to rip his rotten dick off and feed it to him.”
 
   A hysterical little half giggle, half hiccup bursts from me. “Please don’t.”
 
   I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hands, already feeling more in control. Noah’s not going to let Brad win. More importantly, he’s not going to let me go through this alone.
 
   “Right. You probably already thought of that idea.” Suddenly Noah’s warm, strong arms enfold me tightly. He presses a gentle kiss to the crown of my head. “I wish you’d come to me sooner, Snowflake. You don’t always have to bear everything alone.”
 
   And that fact seems so obvious now. I thought I understood that before, but now I’ve learned that Noah is here for me—for real, for always, no matter what.
 
   Sniffling, I turn to wrap my arms around his waist and let myself relax into his comforting embrace. Our first hug that isn’t motivated by a contract or a bet or anything but honest affection. It’s pure and solid and exactly what I need. Already I’m starting to feel a little calmer.
 
   “You’ve got me in your corner now,” Noah murmurs into my hair. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   My breathing slowly deepens and evens out as my tension ebbs away. I was so anxious about Brad’s threat hanging over my head, but my fears seem much smaller with Noah here to help me fight them.
 
   A few minutes later, he breaks the soothing silence to ask, “Do you want some tea?”
 
   I give a weak chuckle through the last of my tears. “Wow, you really are English.”
 
   “Mum swore by it.” Noah pulls back slightly, just enough to look at me. “And once you’re feeling better, we can start figuring this thing out.”
 
   I nod. “Do you have any ideas?”
 
   His lips curl up in a sly smile. “A few.”
 
   I grin back at Noah. Somehow I get the feeling that Brad is in deep shit. With Noah by my side, I feel safe for the first time since this disaster began.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   Olivia looks cute in the morning. She’s still asleep, lying on her side, facing me, with the sheets tangled around her hips. Her tangled hair fans out behind her like spilled honey. Thank God she’s not in that dreadful fleece onesie again. Her gauzy white tank top dips low to hint at the deep valley of her cleavage and rides up to expose the creamy soft expanse of her belly.
 
   Forget cute, she looks positively edible. I want to run my tongue along the top of her breasts, tease her perky nipples through the thin fabric until she wakes up, moaning my name with her hands buried in my hair.
 
   Not gonna happen, I know. This is Olivia we’re talking about. Every victory is hard won, and every time I get close to her, she pulls back two steps further.
 
   But a man can dream.
 
   Eyes still closed, she stretches leisurely, letting out a little squeak as her long legs straighten under the bed linens. I appreciate the moment, admiring her as she wakes. My normal MO doesn’t allow for sleepovers or morning-after encounters. But if this is what they’re like, count me in.
 
   After a moment, she blinks open her eyes.
 
   “Hi,” I say.
 
   She swallows, her gaze dropping from mine as if she’s self-conscious about me watching her wake up. “Hi.”
 
   “Are you ready for today?” After I calmed her frayed nerves, we spent hours last night going through my plan and rehearsing.
 
   “You really think it will work?” she asks for the hundredth time.
 
   But I understand why she’s nervous. We’re about to go toe-to-toe with one of the greatest bogeymen of her life.
 
   Feeling a rush of protectiveness, I reply patiently, “I know it will.” Men like Bradford Daniels are easy to outmaneuver. All they care about is their ego, and once you threaten that, they cave like little boys on the schoolyard.
 
   I push the blankets off and sit up. There’s coffee to make for Olivia, breakfast to prepare, and a hot shower calling my name.
 
   “Holy m-morning wood,” Olivia stutters, her eyes glued to the spot where my manhood is trying to escape my boxer briefs.
 
   Down, boy.
 
   I smirk at her. “What? He’s happy to see you.”
 
   Her eyes lift to mine. “Really? You’re glad I’m back?”
 
   “Of course I am. What kind of question is that?” It’s like she’s constantly testing me, just waiting for me to slip up and tell her I’m done with her, with this game we’re playing. To me, though, it’s not just a game.
 
   I want to tell her I’ve been awake for ten minutes, admiring the view, and this wood is exclusively for her. But I hold my tongue, sure that admission would freak her out.
 
   “I just thought . . . when I left . . .” She pauses. “I was sure I ruined everything.”
 
   Having her back here in our bed makes me glad I didn’t give in to all those baser instincts that told me to fuck and pillage my way through Manhattan when she left. I tip her chin up to force her to meet my eyes.
 
   “You’ve got some making up to do, but nothing’s ruined.”
 
   She nods, relief and gratitude shining in her eyes. And something else too—something so warm, something I don’t dare to name, let alone hope for.
 
   I hop out of bed and head toward the bathroom, wondering how all of this will unfold today, and in the days to follow.
 
   • • •
 
   Later, when we’re dressed, fed, and ready, we stop in front of the building where Bradford Daniels works for his daddy’s company. I can practically feel the apprehension flowing off Olivia in waves.
 
   “Are you ready?” I ask.
 
   She gives me a tight nod, her deep blue eyes full of worry. “No. But I don’t think I’ll ever be. We just have to go for it.”
 
   I squeeze her shoulder in reassurance. I’m almost . . . proud of her. She’s shaking in her high heels and yet she’s still standing here, ready to fight.
 
   “We’ve got this,” I promise her. “Don’t look so worried.”
 
   It’s time to grab the bull by the balls. I pull open the glass door, and we head inside and slip past the receptionist like we know where we’re going. I figured that the element of surprise is always better when you’re playing hardball.
 
   But when we enter his corner office, Bradford looks like he was expecting us all along, with a smug grin stretched across his face.
 
   “What, no pack of hungry lawyers? I figured that’s where this was headed.” Smirking like he’s already won, Brad rises from his desk.
 
   His office is furnished in a traditional style—a large free-standing mahogany desk facing the door, rows of bookshelves holding volumes of textbooks. A framed photograph of a rabbit hanging on the wall. Okay, that last thing is weird . . .
 
   I stand my ground, gazing steadily at Brad, letting him know that his bullshit posturing doesn’t intimidate me one bit. “We could come in here and threaten to sue your ass off, but we both know that would give you exactly the satisfaction you’re looking for—a court battle, a media circus, Olivia’s name dragged through the mud.”
 
   Brad’s eyes narrow. “The mud? I think that’s a bit optimistic. Olivia’s name would mean nothing by the time I’m done with her.”
 
   Olivia shifts next to me. Her flinch is subtle, not enough for Brad to see, but I feel it. I reach over and take her hand.
 
   “Anyway, we’re not here to sue you,” I continue. “We just thought we’d pay a visit to catch up. How’s your old college buddy? What was his name . . . ?” I tap my lips, pretending to think. “Franklin Ashby?”
 
   “How do you know him?” Brad responds just a little too quickly. His eyes dart from mine to Olivia’s, and his brow pinches unattractively.
 
   Geez, what did she ever see in this pencil dick?
 
   “Oh, come on,” Olivia chimes in. “You two were roommates all through undergrad. Always bro-ing it up. Did you forget I was your girlfriend then?”
 
   While we were strategizing last night, inspiration struck me when Olivia mentioned the name of Brad’s college roommate. A name that I’d heard before, floating around New York’s elite social circles. It only took a few quick phone calls to confirm everything.
 
   But even though Olivia gave me this whole idea, the last thing we need right now is a verbal firefight between the two of them. I’m pretty sure that’s what happened when he called her, and it got her nowhere. (Although it didn’t exactly get Brad anywhere either.)
 
   So I wave my hand in Olivia’s direction to stop her. Just let me do the talking for a little longer, baby.
 
   I start explaining to Brad exactly how screwed he is. “About six months ago, just before his company’s big announcement, your friend Ashby exercised his stock options and purchased almost a quarter million shares. He made a killing.” I rub my chin. “Funny, I seem to remember you doing pretty well too. Your stock trades even went through in the same week. Isn’t that an interesting coincidence?”
 
   “How do you know that?” Too late, Brad tries to recover. “I mean, what are you implying?”
 
   “To answer your first question, Frank likes to brag when he’s got a few drinks in him,” I reply with a cheerful shrug. “And to your second question, insider trading.”
 
   The color drains from Brad’s face. “You have no proof!”
 
   I suppress a triumphant grin. “Maybe not right now. But the private investigator I hired to sift through the stock trade records for Frank’s company and verify the personal connection between you two?” I suck my teeth with a loud tsking noise. “Within a few days, he’ll have enough evidence for probable cause. And then you can explain to the SEC why you and Frank both purchased so many shares with such convenient timing.”
 
   That last part isn’t strictly accurate. We haven’t had time to hire a PI yet, although we can get one fast if we have to. But the truth doesn’t matter. What matters is whether my bluff is convincing enough to get under Brad’s skin. And judging by his reaction . . .
 
   Brad’s mouth opens and closes a few times.
 
   Yeah, I’d say I’ve hit the nail on the head. I take the moment to enjoy the sight—the haughty heir of Daniels Media doing his best impression of a fish out of water.
 
   “Th-this is a total crock of shit and you know it,” he finally huffs out, placing a hand on his desk to lean in closer. “You both know I have you bent over, ready to take it, and this is how you’re fighting back? Pathetic.”
 
   “You want to know what’s pathetic?” I step closer to the asshat. Not because I particularly relish being near him, but because my six-foot-two-inch frame towers over his, what, five foot nine? It’s bound to be intimidating. “The fact that Olivia here trusted you with pictures of her two gorgeous lemon-meringue pies and peach cobbler, and you, like the soulless weasel you are, tried to betray that trust in the worst possible way. Nothing gets me more livid than men who lack respect for women.”
 
   “Peach cobbler?” Brad asks.
 
   When Olivia shoots me a strange look, I press on. “Yes, you know—her love box, her pink clam, her honey pot.”
 
   They’re both looking at me with puzzled expressions.
 
   I turn up my palms in exasperation. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Her pickle jar.”
 
   A giggle tumbles from Olivia’s lips.
 
   God, I love putting a smile on that woman’s face.
 
   Feigning a sudden realization, Olivia raises her finger, lips parting in pleasant surprise. “Oh, Noah! That reminds me of something.”
 
   “Yes, dear?” I ask, playing along.
 
   “There’s more.”
 
   “More? Do tell, Snowflake.”
 
   “I just remembered that one time, when Brad was asleep, I snapped a picture of his little pickle.”
 
   Brad lets out a strangled noise.
 
   Pretending not to notice—even though I’m struggling to keep a straight face—I raise my eyebrows at Olivia. “How little are we talking here?”
 
   “Tiny. More like a miniature dill. A gherkin.” She grins, knowing we’re on a roll.
 
   I let myself chuckle, the tense mood evaporating almost all at once. I have no idea if she’s telling the truth, but we have this jackass right where we want him.
 
   “No way! She doesn’t have a picture of me,” Brad stammers.
 
   “Oh, but I do.” She grins again. “It’s such a teensy little thing, it almost slipped my memory.”
 
   I pat him on the back. “Tough luck, buddy, getting stuck with such a short straw. You’re an eligible bachelor, right? You wouldn’t want half of New York seeing that little dick of yours, would you?”
 
   He purses his mouth. “No.”
 
   “Didn’t think so.” I pat him on the back again because, somehow, this meeting has turned into us saving the pompous Bradford Daniels from a public embarrassment so great, he’d never outrun it.
 
   Olivia steps forward, her shoulders thrust back. “Then you will delete every copy, so help me God, on every device, anywhere that they exist.”
 
   Brad nods in agreement, looking defeated.
 
   “And,” I add, “you’re going to sign this.” I push a thin sheaf of papers across his desk. Olivia and I have already signed the last page.
 
   “What the hell is it?” Brad grumbles wearily.
 
   “A confession. Where we all agree, in writing, that you committed insider trading and attempted to extort Olivia into selling T&C . . . and in return for you not releasing her photos, we won’t report any of your crimes. So if a single pic ever shows up online, consider this document your one-way ticket to federal prison.” I give him a tight, humorless smile. “But as long as none of Olivia’s nudes ever see the light of day, neither does your confession. What do you say?”
 
   Brad swallows and his head bobs again. “Fine. Just get out.”
 
   He flips to the final page, scribbles his signature in a series of quick, angry slashes, and shoves it back into my hand.
 
   Only once we’re outside the ominous steel-and-glass building does Olivia give a little victory shout.
 
   “You were incredible back there.” Her eyes are alight with triumph, and her voice is almost giddy.
 
   “You weren’t so bad yourself,” I reply with a grin. Counter-blackmail? I didn’t know she had it in her.
 
   “Seriously, did you see the look on his face when he thought the women of New York were going to find out about his teeny weenie? It was classic!” She giggles again.
 
   “Do you really have a photo of it?”
 
   She shakes her head with a chuckle. “Nope. I was totally bluffing.” In a stage whisper she adds, “It wasn’t photo worthy.”
 
   I laugh out loud. Brilliant—that’s just icing on the cake. I want to tease her by saying I’m so proud. But that feels weird for some reason, so I settle for, “Remind me never to play poker with you.”
 
   Buoyant with victory, we stroll along the sidewalk back toward the car.
 
   “Noah?” she asks after a few minutes.
 
   “Yeah, Snowflake?”
 
   “Thank you for helping me. And for not judging me for sending those photos in the first place.”
 
   “Hey, the only thing I cared about was putting that asshole in his place. I’d never judge a woman for sexting her boyfriend.”
 
   “Still, you dropped everything to help me. After I just . . . ran.”
 
   The urge to reach out, to lace our fingers together or put my hand on her waist or just touch her in some small way, flares up inside me. But I don’t. Not yet. With all the commotion Brad’s blackmailing caused, I still don’t quite know where Olivia and I stand. She did run out on our wedding instead of including me in her personal drama. And she still hasn’t said a peep about the contract. Even if this victory is pretty fucking incredible, I’m not ready to celebrate yet. I need answers.
 
   “Should we head back to the office?” Olivia checks her phone, and the time shows just after eleven.
 
   “Not yet. Let’s go get lunch.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, we’re seated at a Mediterranean restaurant that’s just around the corner from our office, sipping iced tea and munching on hummus and warm pita bread.
 
   “God, the look on his face . . .” Olivia chuckles again. “I won’t forget that anytime soon. Thank you for today. For everything.”
 
   I nod. “It was nothing.” Just connecting a few dots.
 
   “And for what it’s worth, I am so sorry about leaving you high and dry at the beach.”
 
   I tense my jaw. Do I wish she would have trusted me with this information and let me help from the start? Sure. But I’ve never been in Olivia’s shoes, and I can’t judge her decision. I have no idea how I’d feel if my ex was threatening to expose me—literally—if I didn’t cut her into my company. Shit, I’m almost as hard-headed as Olivia; I probably would have wanted to handle it alone too. But there’s still something bugging me.
 
   “About that . . . is the blackmail the only reason you ran away?”
 
   Her eyes lift to mine. “Of course. I told you I was ready to tie the knot, and I meant that.”
 
   I nod. I almost ask her how she feels about marrying me, specifically. But at the last second, I decide I’m not ready to hear the answer to that loaded question. I need to remember that we’re both doing this out of necessity.
 
   I have responsibilities, mountains of obligations. The fear of failure is reason enough to stay the course.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   I expected to be nervous again. And I am, but just a little—not nearly so bad as before. Even though my palms are sweating like crazy, my heart beats steady and my stomach is calm. I almost feel like I’m floating as Noah and I stand once again before the justice of the peace.
 
   She recites our wedding vows over the hushed lapping of the ocean waves, the mewing cries of seagulls, the occasional clang of buoys and ship’s bells. Our two rows of guests watch from their folding chairs on the beach. And the whole thing just feels right in a way it didn’t before. As if some invisible puzzle piece has clicked into place. My doubts have finally worn themselves away, leaving me light and free.
 
   The judge presents our marriage license and the inheritance contract, all filled out except for the final signature line. Noah signs first, then me, my pen gliding over the paper as easily as the distant sailboats glide through the water. Finally, after all our false starts, our two signatures sit side by side.
 
   “You may now kiss the bride,” says the judge with a smile.
 
   The guests applaud and laugh as Noah pulls me close. I grin against his mouth, a warm light blooming in my chest. It suddenly strikes me that Noah has always been there for me. And not just lately, like with Brad—when we were growing up too. He’s been a constant in my life ever since we were toddlers. Playful, sometimes irritating, always magnetic, never far out of reach.
 
   Noah has done so much for my sake, especially in the past month. He’s gone so far out of his way. The thought of how deeply he must care about me is both giddy and humbling. I’m still not sure about the romance and sex parts of being married, but our friendship is beyond doubt. We’re a team. Ready to face whatever the future holds.
 
   But as right as it feels to be here with Noah, the fact of our marriage is still staggering. Holy shit, I’m a wife now. I need some quiet time alone to let this sink in.
 
   When the informal reception is over and everyone starts throwing away their paper plates and gathering their purses and jackets for the trip back to the city, I breathe a sigh of relief. I say good-bye to Dad, Camryn, and the rest of the guests, then retreat to the quiet of my family’s summer cottage.
 
   Grabbing my laptop bag, I head to my old bedroom. Its desk is more than a little cramped now that I’m an adult. But this house is too small for a separate study, and I’d rather be in my own space than the master bedroom right now. I don’t want to give Noah any funny ideas about sharing a bed on our wedding night.
 
   I push up the window to let in the ocean breeze, fold myself into my undersized desk chair, and open my laptop, ready to immerse myself in work.
 
   But my peaceful solitude doesn’t last long. Footsteps approach from down the hall and stop on my threshold.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Noah’s voice asks behind me.
 
   Glancing out of the corner of my eye, I reply flatly, “This is my room.”
 
   Noah points at my laptop like it’s an angry rattlesnake. “No, I mean what are you doing with that thing?”
 
   “Strategic analysis.” As should be obvious from my spreadsheet-covered screen.
 
   He frowns. “Right now? After we just got married?”
 
   “What else would I do?” My tone has cooled, daring him to contradict me. I know damn well what’s on his mind, but there’s no way I’m even putting that suggestion on the table. He’s a big boy—he can use his own words. Not that begging will get him anywhere.
 
   Noah comes inside to sit on the bed, facing me. “I know you’re a workaholic, Snowflake, but this is ridiculous. We can afford to take our wedding night off.”
 
   “Can we? After all the time and money I’ve wasted . . .”
 
   I bite my lip, still ashamed of what happened on our first attempt at a wedding. And while seeing Brad cut down to size was insanely satisfying, the attorney who drafted that agreement wasn’t cheap. Tate & Cane’s pockets are a lot shallower than they used to be.
 
   Noah reaches out to gently cup my chin. “Hey. You didn’t waste anything—you didn’t cause any of this. It was that asshole who decided to mess with you. And we had to stop him, because nobody hurts my girl and gets away with it.” He raises his eyebrows at me for emphasis. “So don’t you dare blame yourself.”
 
   Taken aback, I can’t help a small smile. He always defends me . . . even against myself. Noah’s earnest words mean so much. Almost too much.
 
   “Okay, fair enough. I’ll try to lay off the self-hate. Still, we have to get back on schedule.”
 
   “We should at least spend tonight together,” he insists.
 
   I roll my eyes, still smiling. “Jesus, you’re relentless. Fine. Then I hope you brought your laptop too, because this business plan isn’t going to write itself.”
 
   “I’m afraid not,” he says, raising his eyebrows, “since I assumed we’d be on vacation. I’ll just have to read over your shoulder.”
 
   He leaves and brings back a wooden chair from the kitchen, pushes it next to mine, and sits down. Close enough for me to feel his body’s distracting warmth.
 
   He occasionally reaches out and touches me—little brushes against my wrist, his hand at the small of my back, making me hyper-aware of him and his distinct maleness. My heart riots with each movement. 
 
   This is what I’ve been trying to avoid all along—the seeds of hope blooming in my chest. I need to stamp those feelings out now because I know what Noah’s doing. He’s putting on a brace front and trying to make the best of our situation. It’s only a matter of time before this whole charade comes crashing down around us, leaving my heart in tatters.
 
   My real happily-ever-after is out there, somewhere. And when we right the proverbial ship that is Tate & Cane Enterprises, I’ll be able to think about things like getting our marriage annulled and moving on, but until then, it’s heads down. 
 
   “So, what are your thoughts so far?” Noah asks in a low tone that sounds way too intimate for staring at a bunch of financial graphs.
 
   Trying to ignore his intense gaze, I start explaining my arguments for how we should structure our plan of attack.
 
   We collaborate late into the night. At some point, a bottle of champagne appears on the desk at my elbow. I don’t know how—I was too absorbed in work to notice Noah moving. All I know is that when I turn my head, I see a foil-topped green bottle and two glasses that weren’t there before.
 
   Immediately I say, “I’m not going to get drunk with you.” I can’t afford to let my guard down, only to find my clothes strewn across the bedroom floor come morning and a delicious ache present between my thighs. Even if I might want to. No, Olivia. I silently scold myself. Bad pussy.  
 
   “Who said anything about getting drunk?” Noah replies breezily. “I just thought it might be nice to have a drink while we work. Sure, we’re both very busy people, but we still just got married. Let’s celebrate the imminent revival of Tate & Cane.”
 
   The idea is surprisingly tempting. I make a thoughtful noise . . . then give in. “Fair enough. But just one drink.” Maybe a little bubbly buzz will help me be more creative. Plus this man is just damn hard to say no to. 
 
   Noah pours the two flutes full, then raises his with a deliberately overdramatic flourish. “To Tate & Cane Enterprises, may you rise again. And to Snowflake, my brilliant, drop-dead gorgeous wife who’s going to pull our asses out of the red.”
 
   My cheeks flush a little. I clink my glass against his, trying to hide my smile. “I thought this toast was going to be about business.”
 
   He chuckles. “But you’re so cute when you’re flattered, Snowflake.”
 
   “Don’t give yourself so much credit,” I mutter. But he’s totally right. He does get me flustered easily. I take my first sip of champagne, then add, “Thanks, Noah.”
 
   He looks up with a devilish grin. “It’s our wedding night. Not even a kiss? What happened to first base?” The tip of his tongue traces slowly over his full lips, bringing mental images that are a lot more explicit than just kissing.
 
   Dammit, I’m staring at his mouth. “S-stop screwing around and help me work,” I snap.
 
   • • •
 
   Early the next morning, I wake up in my desk chair with a nagging headache and keyboard prints on my cheek. I sit up with a pained groan—my spine did not like being hunched over my desk for six hours. I can practically hear it creak.
 
   Something soft and heavy slides off my back. I look around, confused, and see a blanket pooled on the floor behind me. I definitely didn’t do that. If I was lucid enough to get a blanket last night, I would have been aware enough to stop working and get to bed before I fell asleep. Noah must have covered me up.
 
   And where is he, anyway?
 
   Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I stand and look around. I’m disappointed to see no sign of him. I guess he slept in the master bedroom after it became clear that I wouldn’t be touching his dick.
 
   Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it? I can speed through my morning routine without any interruptions and get to the airport with plenty of time.
 
   When I arrive downstairs in the kitchen, Noah is at the stove, frying up half a dozen eggs over easy. I have a flash of déjà vu back to our first morning in our new penthouse apartment. Although he’s wearing a shirt this time . . . too bad. He wears the bed-head look well.
 
   Who am I kidding? The sexy jerk wears everything well.
 
   “Have a nice wedding night?” he asks without turning around, sounding amused. Teasing me yet again.
 
   I guess this is what I have to look forward to for the rest of my life. I comment breezily, “Well, there was this one asshole who kept hanging around while I was trying to work . . .”
 
   “Sounds like a problem. Maybe I should have a word with him after we eat.”
 
   I walk over and stop behind him. I hesitate, then loop my arms around his firm waist, resting my cheek on the base of his neck. His movements pause for a second; he obviously wasn’t expecting that.
 
   “Hey,” I murmur. “I wanted to thank you again. For helping me handle Brad.” As much as I hate to admit it, I don’t know what I would have done without Noah. “And for . . . I don’t know. Everything. Putting up with all my shit.” I tend to get a little bat-shit crazy when it comes to work. 
 
   His chuckle rumbles through his back and into my chest. “Don’t be silly, Snowflake. What else are husbands for?”
 
   Gratitude washes through me. I breathe deeply, inhaling his clean, faintly spicy scent, and sigh it out into his hair. That was so easy. Everything about being with Noah is so much easier than I ever thought a relationship could be. Although I admit I don’t have the best examples to work from. Noah has seen me at my worst and yet he’s still here, cooking me breakfast, letting me hold him. Forgiving me like it’s nothing.
 
   For a moment, I just indulge in this atmosphere of warm, calm security. Then I reluctantly peel myself off my new husband’s back and start preparing our coffee and tea.
 
   We take our breakfast outside to eat on the front porch while watching the sailboats bobbing in the harbor. I meant to enjoy the view, but only about ten minutes pass before we’re deep in shop talk. Noah floats several new ideas for our proposal that I wish I’d thought of. I make a mental note to add them to our draft while we’re in the air.
 
   In the air. Wait a minute. I squint through the window to check the kitchen’s wall clock—and then I jump up from the patio table.
 
   “Shit, we’re going to miss our plane!”
 
   Noah shrugs, taking another leisurely sip of his tea. “No big deal. We can always catch the next one.”
 
   My withering look says it all.
 
   “All right, all right.” He holds up his hands in surrender. “Back to the grindstone.”
 
   • • •
 
   We arrive back at the Tate & Cane building after lunchtime. My empty stomach feels tight as I walk down its halls. I’m almost certainly being paranoid, but it feels like I’m doing a walk of shame. Like everyone knows that last night was my wedding night. It doesn’t matter that I didn’t even fuck Noah—everyone must assume I did, right?
 
   Jeez . . . maybe I should have. If I was going to endure an awkward morning after, I might as well have enjoyed a fun night beforehand.
 
   Wait, hell no. Don’t even entertain the thought of fucking Noah. That way lies madness. Even though he clearly wants me and part of me wants him back, because his damn sexy face and voice and body and wicked words always hit me right in the . . .
 
   Cheeks burning, I hurry to my office. I e-mail Dad the draft of our proposal, pour myself a giant cup of coffee, and check my backlog of messages. The tedious task works almost as well as a cold shower.
 
   Half an hour later, I get a reply from Dad.
 
    
 
   Proposal looks great. Let’s discuss? I’ll order in pastramis from Sal’s.
 
    
 
   I smile to myself. Dad knows that place is my favorite deli. And evidently, he also knows that I haven’t eaten since before our flight. I close my laptop and walk to his office.
 
   As I open his door, Dad beams at me from behind his desk. “Your work is top-notch as always. When did you even find the time to write this?”
 
   “Noah and I worked together last night.” As much of a nuisance as Noah made himself, he deserves due credit.
 
   Dad’s expression morphs from pride into pity. “Last night? Oh, sweetie—”
 
   “It’s fine,” I say, interrupting him. I don’t want to hear two different men protest about my wedding night in less than twenty-four hours. And even though my sex life is nonexistent, discussing it with my own father would still be just way too gross. “So, what were your thoughts on the proposal?”
 
   Dad sighs, but takes the hint. “It looks better than anything I’ve come up with. I guess I made the right decision, putting you kids on the case.”
 
   Something in his tone makes me narrow my eyes. “I sense a ‘but’ coming.”
 
   “I’m not sure where we’re going to get the money for all this training.”
 
   “What do you mean? I double-checked our budget. Unless . . .” I trail off, worrying my lip. “Did something happen while I was gone?”
 
   He nods grimly. “Red Dog Optics pulled out. Halfway through a project. They’re paying us for the deliverables we finished, plus our early termination fee, but everything we had in progress . . . labor down the drain. And of course, we can’t count on that future income anymore.”
 
   I pinch the bridge of my nose hard, trying to ward off an impending stress headache. That’s one of our biggest clients—well, it was, anyway. Son of a bitch. I’m out of the office for less than two full workdays, and look what I miss.
 
   Thank God I didn’t let Noah persuade me to catch a later flight.
 
   “Why the hell would they do that?” I ask. “We’ve lost clients before . . .” By which I mean, we’ve been steadily bleeding them for years now. “But never so suddenly. Why not ride out our current contract and then just avoid signing another one?”
 
   Dad shakes his head. “No idea. Our work on that project seemed up to our usual standard, as far as I could tell. The only explanation I can think of is that something spooked them.”
 
   “What, they thought we’d collapse before we could even finish their project?” I lick my raw lip nervously.
 
   Tate & Cane certainly isn’t doing great, and I knew our reputation would take a hit after the board started meeting with buyers and word got around . . . but our situation isn’t nearly bad enough to make Red Dog react like this.
 
   I take a deep breath, forcing myself to calm down. I’m being paranoid. Some dumbass probably just made a careless comment to his golf buddy, it got misinterpreted, and the rumor mill spun out of control. If anything suspicious happens again, then maybe we should investigate. But for now, we don’t have the time or resources to spend on a wild goose chase.
 
   “Then we’ll just have to find a consultant who’s willing to handle our training for cheap,” I say with a lot more confidence than I feel. Hopefully we won’t get what we pay for. “And we can concentrate on winning back some old clients before we try to court new ones.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan, sweetie. I’m behind you kids all the way.” Dad leans forward on his desk. “I’m counting on you to get creative and save this thing we’ve built together . . . not just for the sake of your futures, but for your children too.”
 
   I give him a confused look. “Children? That’s a pretty long ways off, Dad.” Reproducing isn’t on my radar at all. I haven’t wanted babies since I learned they weren’t really brought by storks.
 
   Dad gives my confused look right back. “Not that far off . . . ?”
 
   My phone chimes. I pull it out and see a text.
 
    
 
   Noah: You hear about Red Dog?
 
    
 
   “Sorry, Dad.” I sigh, not very sorry at all to get off the topic of children. Thanks for the conversational escape hatch, Noah. “I should probably go meet with Noah to get started on this. Can you tell the delivery guy to take my pastrami to my office when he gets here?”
 
   Dad nods good-bye and I hustle to Noah’s office, far away from any ten-pound hints about starting a family. That last part of our chat was surreal. I’m sure Dad has a whole fairy-tale ending envisioned for Noah and me, but seriously? I’m not even close to the motherly type.
 
   Okay, back into work mode. We have to figure out how to start implementing our business plan on the cheap and recovering at least a few old clients. Noah can definitely help on both of those fronts. Persuasion is his specialty . . . sweet-talking, haggling deals, calling in favors. And if there’s a woman in any position of influence, he can turn on the playboy charm and use his handsome face to help sway her. Like he did with Estelle Osbourne at Clair de Lune.
 
   I set my jaw as I walk a little faster. Remembering that dinner still pisses me off way more than it should. It’s not like Noah is really my husband. Hell, I never wanted him to be “mine” at all, in any sense of the word.
 
   At least, I didn’t want that a month ago. Maybe even two weeks ago. But now, maybe . . . I think I might. God, I don’t even know. My feelings have gotten so complicated lately. I think of Noah’s mischievous smile, his low, smooth voice saying my name . . .
 
   Then I push those thoughts right out of my head. We are professionals. I’m a professional. Our job is to get our company through this quagmire. That one single problem is what we’ll eat, sleep, and breathe until we convince the board to reverse their decision about selling Tate & Cane. We have no room for emotions or desires.
 
   Maybe Noah is right about me being an ice queen sometimes. But right now, with over six thousand futures hanging in the balance, that’s so much safer than being human. I just need to maintain my focus and composure, and pray that we’ll get through this.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   When Sterling texted me asking how the wedding night went, rather than answer, I asked him to meet me for lunch.
 
   My best friend has a way with the fairer sex, and I’m hopeful he has some advice for me about how to proceed after my less-than-stellar wedding night. It wasn’t that I expected Olivia to drop to her knees and service me, or spread her legs in our marital bed, but a good-night kiss would have been nice. Sheesh.
 
   “That bad, eh?” Sterling asks when I slide into the chair across from him.
 
   “The wedding night? A fucking disaster.”
 
   He doesn’t have to reply because his eyes say it all. In those honey-colored depths fringed in dark lashes that women go nuts over—the lucky bastard—is a mixture of pity and curiosity. But he says, “Tell your good mate all about it,” leaning back in his seat with his fingers laced behind his head.
 
   Thankfully I’m saved from his Dr. Phil-style self-help entertainment with the approach of our waitress.
 
   “What can I get you gentlemen?” she asks.
 
   When I asked Sterling to lunch, he agreed on the condition that we go to his favorite British-style pub. Despite having English blood pumping through my veins, I despise the food. Sterling was born and raised in the countryside outside of London. He still has a taste for it—reminds him of his youth, I guess.
 
   He places an order for the ploughman’s lunch, and I choose the least noxious thing I can find on the menu—fish and chips. Tea is the one thing we can agree on.
 
   When the waitress saunters away, he’s back to smirking at me expectantly. “So, do tell. How’s the wifey?”
 
   If he bats those fucking eyelashes at me one more time, like we’re having girl talk, I’m going to slug the son of a bitch.
 
   “At least let me get my tea before you badger me,” I mutter.
 
   The waitress delivers a little porcelain kettle with piping-hot brew. It reminds me of the one I have at home. I think of Olivia and something inside me pinches. She tapped away on her keyboard until late last night; whether she was determined to get her thoughts on paper or to keep her distance from me, I wasn’t sure.
 
   “I’m not trying to badger you,” Sterling says with a sigh. “Just wondering what’s the problem. I take it the wedding night wasn’t all you dreamed it might be?”
 
   “You could say that.” I take a sip of my tea and find it’s the perfect temperature.
 
   “Is she still as icy as ever, or is she warming to you?”
 
   “We spent all night going over a new business plan,” I say.
 
   “Christ on a cracker. The woman is a ballbuster.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   It’s true that Olivia is relentless in her pursuit of perfection. She’s smart and determined, and she never wavers in confidence. It’s sexy as hell. Frustrating. But admirable.
 
   Nothing fazes the woman. She’s smart as a whip, and doesn’t take shit from anyone. I’ve never once seen her back down from a challenge. What I have seen is her effortlessly dominating executive meetings filled with industry veterans—men old enough to be her grandfather, who were in business suits before she was out of diapers. And she doesn’t even notice or care how beautiful she is . . .
 
   I realize Sterling is still watching me and snap out of my thoughts. They were getting too gooey for my own good, anyway.
 
   “She sure as hell doesn’t act like anybody’s wife,” I mutter.
 
   He shrugs. “So she isn’t a romantic.”
 
   Actually, according to her friend Camryn, she is. But I don’t tell that to Sterling at the risk of sounding like a total cliché.
 
   “She fell asleep at her desk sometime after midnight.”
 
   “You don’t become that successful at the age of twenty-six by taking your eye off the ball.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “So I can assume that baby-making isn’t going well?” He chuckles.
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “What are you going to do? A woman’s never refused you before, and now your own wife won’t fuck you.” He makes a disappointed noise in his throat.
 
   When I merely flip him off, he excuses himself for a visit to the restroom. When Sterling is gone, I pull out my phone and check my messages.
 
   There are three e-mails from Fred, all of them about the dire situation of the company, and another from Preston informing me that the board is having an “exploratory meeting” with a rival firm next week.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I close out my in-box. Since Sterling still isn’t back, I pull up the business news app on my phone to scroll through the headlines, hoping to take my mind off all the bed news at work.
 
   “Can Manhattan’s New “Power Couple” Turn a Marketing Dinosaur Around Before It’s Too Late?”
 
   I begin reading the top article, only to discover that it’s about Olivia and me. Financial advisors are speculating about the future of the company and predict a plummet in our stock price as leadership changes are shaken out.
 
   Well, fuck that. I won’t watch our company go down in flames. But the truth is, we’re not even close to being out of the woods yet. And all this bad press is bound to hobble us even more.
 
   Frustrated, I slam my phone down on the table just as Sterling approaches.
 
   “What now?” he asks, sliding into his seat and laying his napkin across his lap.
 
   It feels like my work life and personal life are both imploding. I’m not used to failing so miserably. Feeling so helpless.
 
   Then I realize something—the solution to both my problems is winning over Olivia. We have to work together to save this shipwreck, and I’m tired of her rejections, her pessimistic idea that we can never work. Fuck that.
 
   “I know what I need to do,” I blurt.
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “I need to seduce my wife. I need to show her how good we can be together.”
 
   Sterling nods. “So, what are you going to do? Plan some big elaborate date to woo her?”
 
   I think it over, then shake my head. “No. Olivia’s much too skittish. It’ll take more finesse than that.”
 
   • • •
 
   When Olivia arrives home from the gym at seven, I’m ready. I turned down the lighting in the penthouse and put on some smooth jazz to play softly in the background.
 
   She sets her gym bag on the floor, giving me a skeptical look. “What’s going on?”
 
   She’s probably reading the mood as a romantic one, and I’m not sure if that’s good or bad. My goal is just to get her to relax tonight.
 
   Trying to act natural, I reply, “I got some dinner for us and thought we could take the night off from spreadsheets and numbers.”
 
   She shrugs. “Sure. Let me grab a quick shower, then I’ll be right out.”
 
   I expected more of a fight. Maybe the gods are looking down on me tonight with pity.
 
   Toeing off her hot pink tennis shoes, Olivia heads toward the bathroom. When I hear the spray of the shower, I head into the kitchen to finalize everything.
 
   The food arrives by the time I hear the shower shut off. I arrange the contents of the takeout containers on a couple of small plates, to keep with the tapas theme.
 
   There’s goat cheese with roasted figs, seared scallops, and a potato-and-gruyere gratin. It smells great. I pour two glasses of cabernet sauvignon and carry everything to the coffee table in the living room.
 
   I hear Olivia’s footsteps on the wood floor and look up. Fresh out of the shower, she’s dressed in a pair of black leggings that hug every last curve of her shapely legs and round ass, along with a gray sweatshirt that’s cut to hang off one bare shoulder, exposing her lightly freckled skin. She looks dewy and flushed from the shower, and I want to touch her to see if she feels as warm and soft as she looks.
 
   “Wow. What’s all this?” she asks, sitting down beside me on the couch.
 
   “Just a casual dinner. I thought we deserved some relaxation, considering the pressure we’re under at work.”
 
   She accepts the glass of wine I hand her, and takes a sip. “How thoughtful.”
 
   The sweet scent of her honeysuckle-and-vanilla body wash hits me square in the face, making me want to lean in and taste her skin, her lips, her breasts.
 
   Shit.
 
   I need to get it together. My plan is to win her over, to woo her, not to push myself on her with unwanted advances.
 
   She may have a tough exterior, but I’m starting to learn that she’s actually a little timid when it comes to getting physical with me. Which is not at all what I’m used to. Most other women would love a ride on Noah Tate.
 
   Olivia helps herself to a portion of each dish—cutting off a little bite of sea scallop, letting out a little murmur of pleasure as she chews, blowing on a steaming forkful of potato gratin before closing her lips around it.
 
   “So good,” she says with a moan. “How did you know I love tapas?”
 
   I shrug. “I may have pumped Camryn for information.”
 
   Her eyes flick over to mine as she takes another sip of wine. “Why would you do that?”
 
   Returning her gaze, I decide to make myself vulnerable. “Because I like you, Olivia. I want this to work.”
 
   And I don’t just mean that in the sense of taking back our company and making a fuck-ton of money. I genuinely think that if she is willing to try, we can have a shot at being a real, happy couple. But I don’t clarify all that extra stuff. Olivia appreciates honesty, but there’s such a thing as baring too much too soon. Or possibly at all.
 
   I already know we’re compatible when it comes to the major stuff—politics, religion, and work ethic—but I’m starting to think that together in the bedroom, we’d be explosive. She tries to deny it, but the way her body responds to me is ridiculous. Not to mention the desperate way I crave her luscious ass and her perky tits, even her smart mouth is ridiculous. I’m normally a hit-it-and-quit-it type of guy. Once I’ve had a taste, I’m done and on to the next course. But something tells me that with Olivia, once wouldn’t be nearly enough.
 
   First, though, I need to know how she’s feeling about all of this. With the threat of Brad’s blackmail looming over us, demanding all our attention, I’ve barely gotten a chance to talk to her about the wedding, the contract, and especially the baby-making that needs to happen. We need to discuss this elephant in the room like mature, responsible adults.
 
   “So, how do you feel about kids?” I ask.
 
   Her eyebrows shoot up. “Kids?”
 
   I nod slowly, now confused as well as nervous. Why is she so shocked?
 
   “I, um . . . well, I guess I haven’t really thought about them,” she stammers.
 
   My stomach grows uneasy. How in the fuck has she not thought about it? This is Olivia, the woman who weighs every decision with a list of pros and cons. Her childhood letters to Santa were probably formatted in official memo style with bulleted requests.
 
   “Why? You’re not thinking about . . .” She’s so flustered that she leaves the rest of her sentence unfinished.
 
   Of fucking course I’m thinking about it. We have a contractual obligation to fulfill. Period.
 
   Then realization slams into me all at once.
 
   Holy. Fuck.
 
   “On the day of our wedding, did you read the contract or did you just sign it?” I ask, trying to keep my tone neutral.
 
   She shrugs, curling her legs under her on the couch. “Signed it. I already knew what it said. Dad and Prescott must have explained everything a hundred times at all those meetings we had.”
 
   I never expected Olivia of all people to sign a contract without reading it. I’m so stunned that I just stay quiet as the minutes tick past and we continue sipping our wine.
 
   I try to calm down and think through this. But I’m stumped. The contract is finalized now—we’re legally bound. We’ve been legally bound for almost a week at this point. And now that I’ve been quiet about it for so long . . . how do I tell her without making it seem like I was lying all along?
 
   Plus, I’m ninety-nine percent sure she’ll rip up the contract and storm off, and the deal will fall apart. I can’t let that happen. No inheritance means no second chance from the board. Which, in turn, means that everyone at Tate & Cane—innocent people like Rosita, who depend on the jobs we provide—will be royally fucked.
 
   I can’t let anything happen to jeopardize this deal. I can’t afford to take even the smallest risk. I’ll just have to win Olivia over with my charm and let it all happen naturally. Well, as natural as impregnating your fake wife can be.
 
   Besides, even if I told her about the heir clause and she miraculously didn’t go nuclear, that would just put pressure on her to get pregnant for our company’s sake. Having a kid wouldn’t be a free choice. It’s better if I pitch her the idea on its own merits.
 
   I’m up to the task, right? I’ve already done something similar; she used to hate my guts, and it took me less than a month to woo her into marrying me. Changing her mind about kids will be a lot tougher, but I just have to take things up another notch. Really put my back into it. Be my most charming, appealing self. If anyone can make a woman fall in love, deep enough to start a family . . .
 
   But Olivia isn’t just any woman. I suppress a despairing groan. Fuck me sideways . . . I’ve got my work cut out for me.
 
   What in the hell do I do now?
 
   “So, what else is on the agenda, Mr. Tate?”
 
   Olivia smiles warmly at me like she has no idea about the inner war I’m waging. I’ve refilled her wineglass twice, and something tells me she’s feeling tipsy and carefree.
 
   That makes one of us.
 
   I stack the empty plates, carry them into the kitchen, and pile them in the sink. Then I just stand there, my hands gripping the edge of the countertop. I need a minute. I feel like the apartment is closing in on me.
 
   Before I make any big decisions about how to approach this problem, I need to think carefully. But with my head spinning and Olivia waiting expectantly in the other room, I can’t do that here. I have to take things one step at a time.
 
   So the question is: what the hell do I do right now?
 
   “Noah? Are you coming back?” she calls.
 
   I take a deep breath and return to her side. Realizing I can’t let this unpleasant surprise distract me from my plan, I decide to push forward. Tonight was supposed to be about getting her to relax, unwind, and trust me. There’s no point in ruining the whole evening by thoughtlessly blurting out everything. I’ll figure out a graceful way to tell her later.
 
   “You’ve been so wound up from work. We both have,” I say as I sit back down.
 
   She nods, agreeing.
 
   “Tonight I was hoping we could set all that aside and chill together.”
 
   She smiles at me. “Very good idea. I don’t chill nearly enough.”
 
   Part of me is almost shocked that she’s going along with this so easily. The rest of me is still busy reeling from the realization that she has no idea I’m supposed to get her pregnant within the next three months. Actually, it’s more like two months now.
 
   Olivia sets her wineglass on the table and rolls her shoulders, sighing softly.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask.
 
   “Just a little tight, is all.”
 
   I inhale through my nose. I have to shove the pregnancy stuff to the back corner of my brain. We’re a long way off from Olivia letting me pump her full of my semen anyhow, so why am I stressing about it now? The first step is showing her how compatible we can be.
 
   And that starts now.
 
   I smile at her. “Sit tight. I’ll be right back.”
 
   I grab a bottle of massage oil from the hall closet and return to the living room. The soft jazz music seems to float in the air, creating a pleasant buzz in the atmosphere.
 
   Olivia’s eyes widen when I rejoin her on the couch, but she doesn’t question me.
 
   “I’ll give you a massage,” I suggest. “Take off your sweatshirt.”
 
   Olivia flinches, chewing on her lip while she watches me. “But I’m not wearing anything underneath.”
 
   That’s the idea. “I promise not to look.”
 
   She hesitates for another second, then turns her back to me and pulls her shirt over her head, dropping it to the floor. The creamy canvas in front of me is one to be admired. The twin dimples in her lower back near the band of her leggings would make lesser men weep.
 
   I warm a few drops of oil between my palms and rest my hands on her stiff shoulders.
 
   “Relax. Okay?”
 
   She gives me a swift nod.
 
   I work my fingers into the knots I can feel under her skin, and when I press my thumbs in next to her spine, she moans.
 
   “Dear God, that feels good.”
 
   “Been a while?” I ask, just a hint of mischief in my voice.
 
   “Since I had a massage? Yeah.”
 
   I meant to ask if it had been a while since she enjoyed a man’s touch, but at the last second, I decide not to clarify my question. The last thing I want to hear about is my wife’s past conquests. No fucking thank you.
 
   I continue caressing her tense muscles and feel her slowly begin to relax. Knowing her breasts are bare and just out of my reach is practically a cardinal sin. Trying to figure out a way to entice Olivia for more, I say, “If you turn around, I can reach the front of your shoulders better.”
 
   Total lie. I’m hoping she can’t read my mind.
 
   When she hesitates for a few seconds, I lean in and kiss the back of her neck. “You’re my wife, sweetheart. It’s no big deal.”
 
   Those words hang between us, blossoming into something more than I think either of us ever dreamed.
 
   She swallows, then slowly begins to turn toward me.
 
   Catching her lower lip between her teeth, her eyes glossy with desire, Olivia faces me on the couch.
 
   Without saying a word, I drizzle a few more drops of oil into my palms before rubbing them together. I massage the front of her shoulders, her upper arms, and fight off the erection pressing against my zipper.
 
   Olivia’s breathing has changed—the entire mood surrounding us has changed. My gaze dips down briefly, and I watch as her nipples harden into little pebbled knots.
 
   Unable to resist the temptation she’s placed before me, I cup the weight of her breasts in my palms and rub my thumbs across her nipples.
 
   Olivia draws a shuddering breath, her lips parting in surprise.
 
   My fingers, slick from the fragrant oil, glide easily over her skin as I rub her nipples in small, circular movements.
 
   A tiny groan—just barely audible—slips past her lips, and I dive in for a kiss, knowing she’s silently aching for more. My tongue pushes past her lips and she kisses me back, hard and passionate. I’ve got her right where I want her. Wet. And ready for me.
 
   As we kiss, I move my body over hers until she’s lying on the couch and I’m balanced over her. Her thighs part, inviting me even closer, and I nestle in until my steely shaft finds her warm center. Olivia gasps, breaking apart from the kiss. The contact is deliciously frustrating—so close and yet so far, separated only by a few layers of clothes. But if I have my way, they’ll be gone soon enough. My mouth moves to her neck as I continue circling my hips, bumping against her clit with each movement.
 
   “Is this okay?” I murmur and wait in agony as she pauses, her eyes searching mine.
 
   “Don’t stop,” she breathes, her hips lifting to find that friction once again.
 
   I lean down and take one ripe nipple in my mouth, rolling my tongue over it and sucking on the firm tip.
 
   Olivia cries out in pleasure. “Noah . . .”
 
   My name on her lips, in that sweet, gravelly voice laden with desire, snaps the last thread of my restraint. I kneel and grab the sides of her yoga pants, peeling them and her panties down her legs until she’s bare to me.
 
   Christ. My cock surges, leaking pre-cum in my boxers. Olivia’s body is perfection. Soft milky curves, full breasts, and a bare pussy with a pink clit peeking at me from between her juicy lips. I want to wrap my lips around it and suck until she screams. I won’t—not yet, anyway, but I can’t help reaching down to touch her. Running a fingertip down the length of her cleft, I stroke the soft, swollen bud lightly. Olivia lets out a tiny, pleading whimper.
 
   I’m trying to go slow, I swear I am, but with Olivia naked and writhing on the couch, looking up at me with those huge blue eyes of hers, it’s nearly impossible. Fighting with myself to slow down and remember my manners, I stroke her clit with one careful fingertip, while my other hand caresses her breasts, thumbing her nipples.
 
   Is there a polite way to say, Ride my face until you come all over my tongue?
 
   “Everything okay, princess?” I ask instead, my voice husky with desire.
 
   “It feels so good.”
 
   She watches my hand as I continue my slow, torturous movements, lightly rubbing her clit, wanting to draw out her pleasure. I can feel how wet she is for me, and use the moisture to sweep across her swollen bud, back and forth, back and forth.
 
   A whimper of frustration rises up her throat, and I know I have her right where I want her. There’s no way she’s walking away from this—from us—until I’ve given her what she needs.
 
   Olivia’s thighs open wider as she brings her heels up toward her butt. My view is fucking perfect. I can watch every shuddering breath that racks her chest, every heartbeat that makes her pulse riot in her throat, and every tiny quiver as I tease her pussy with light touches.
 
   “You’re beautiful like this,” I say. “So responsive and wet.”
 
   She moans again, circling her hips to meet my touch. “Noah . . . it’s been so long . . .”
 
   When I think she can’t take any more of my teasing, I slide off the couch so I’m kneeling on the floor. Then I tug her hips until her ass rests on the edge of the sofa and her knees are spread wide enough to accommodate my shoulders.
 
   “I’m going to make you come with my mouth. If you don’t want that, you better tell me now.”
 
   We’re so close that I know she can feel my hot breath between her legs. She nods, her breasts heaving with anticipation.
 
   Then I seal my lips around her swollen clit and suck—hard.
 
   Her hips jerk up, her body trembling at my onslaught of erotic kisses. I have to hold her in place, clamping both hands around her thighs to keep her spread for me.
 
   “Come on, baby, let go,” I whisper against her slick flesh, and then continue devouring her.
 
   She’s breathing hard and whimpering softly, her moans so fucking sexy. Her taste, her scent, her cries of pleasure are all so intoxicating. It unleashes something inside me.
 
   I can do this all night . . . but soon her entire body goes as rigid as an arrow and her hands push into my hair.
 
   I lick her, over and over, smiling when she cries out.
 
   “Oh God, yes!”
 
   In a frenzy I lick her, my rhythm too fast, but I couldn’t slow myself down right now if I wanted to. She’s so close, and I want to be the one to take her there.
 
   Olivia shouts my name as tremors ripple through her whole body. Just as she starts to come, I push one finger inside her, unable to resist the feel of her tight body gripping and squeezing around me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   Ho. Ly. Shit.
 
   Abruptly boneless, I collapse back onto the cushions, hot and sweaty and out of breath. Noah’s mouth just blew my mind all over our living room sofa. I’m still trembling with the intensity of my release.
 
   Noah sits back on his heels, smirking like the cat who ate the canary. Well, eating and pussies were involved, but not quite in that way . . . He makes a show of licking his bottom lip and then wiping his mouth on his sleeve.
 
   “Wow, Snowflake. Did that feel as good as you taste? It sure as hell sounded like it.”
 
   My brain is too scrambled to come up with a snappy retort. Or any coherent words whatsoever, really. I just nod slowly at him, admiring him anew, like he’s not just Noah anymore but some strange, exotic species I’ve never encountered before. And shit, maybe I haven’t. Just the man’s tongue sent me into a spiraling orgasm so strong I saw stars.
 
   His grin broadens. Damn, he looks so good, I don’t even care that I’m stroking his already overinflated ego. His handsome face is flushed, his dark eyes dilated and heavy-lidded, his hair mussed from where my fingers tangled in it. And if I look down, I can see an obvious bulge straining against the zipper of his slacks—complete with a wet spot at the tip.
 
   Kneeling up, he slides his trim, toned waist between my thighs until our chests are pressed together. His damp lips brush the shell of my ear as he murmurs, “If you want it, there’s more where that came from.”
 
   His clothed erection rubs into my bare, oversensitized clit and I gasp aloud. Unbelievably, a tendril of new heat curls through me.
 
   I just had the orgasm to end all orgasms, but part of me does want more. I want to touch Noah. I want to feel our bodies moving together. I want that huge cock inside me, fucking me until I can’t walk straight. I want to see him come undone—it’s only fair, isn’t it? He got to watch me while I melted into a babbling, shaking puddle.
 
   Almost of its own accord, my mouth opens to reply. The potential for enormous pleasure rests on the tip of my tongue. Tonight can go so much further, and all I have to do is reach out for him . . .
 
   But then what will happen? What will “more” mean in the morning?
 
   This is far from the first time that sleeping with Noah has crossed my mind. How can it be, with a sex god strutting around me all day every day? But now that the moment has actually arrived, staring me in the face, I find myself shrinking away from it. If I say yes, there’s no going back from this decision. That awareness paralyzes me with uncertainty. What if I lose my head, my heart, my company? All over a man . . . who’s a known player.
 
   Now that I’ve started overthinking, I can’t stop. As far as I can tell, there are only two possible outcomes. Either tonight is just casual fun, where we’re nothing more than fuck buddies, or . . . sex will change everything between us. I don’t know how I feel about either option. I’m not ready for love, but I don’t like the idea of non-committed screwing either.
 
   And then there’s the matter of how we came to be here in the first place. We’re in an arranged marriage, for Christ’s sake. Maybe our emotions have developed along the way, but that doesn’t change the fact that our relationship was originally rooted in business. This isn’t real. It almost feels like we’re using each other—even though it’s for the greater good, we’re still sacrificing our chances of finding real love with our real soul mates in the future while we each play the role we’re supposed to.
 
   Things have already gotten way out of hand. Fuck . . . tonight was a mistake. I never should have let Noah tempt me. I should have told him to knock it off, and gone to bed.
 
   I’ve paused for too long. Sensing my hesitation, Noah pulls back to look into my eyes. “You okay?”
 
   I resist the impulse to drop my gaze. “Yeah. I just . . . I’m not sure.”
 
   Noah is silent for a moment. Almost, anyway; he’s close enough for me to hear him sigh through his nose. As if he’s debating something with himself.
 
   Finally, he says, “Then let’s stop.”
 
   “But you never got a chance to . . .” I can still feel that huge, rock-hard bulge against my inner thigh.
 
   “Hey, I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself.” He winks at me.
 
   Oh, believe me, I know. My cheeks heat up, remembering what happened the last time I left him unsatisfied. But there’s a strained note in his voice, and I can’t help feeling guilty.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say reflexively. This isn’t fair. He made an effort to put together this cute date night, he gave me one of the best orgasms I’ve ever had, and now I won’t return the favor. I’m just going to leave him with blue balls. God, I feel like a royal bitch.
 
   His reply comes quick and sharp. “Hey. Never apologize. I don’t want anything to happen just because you feel obligated.” Before I can blink, his serious tone melts away and he gives me his cockiest smirk. “Noah Tate doesn’t need pity fucks. When we finally do this . . .” His lips graze my neck, one last kiss, and I shiver. “I want it to be because you’re begging for it. For me.”
 
   Then he pulls away to stand up and help me to my feet. I sway a little, still slightly unsteady. Jesus, that orgasm floored me. Maybe I should change my mind again . . .
 
   No, I can’t. I’m not ready for more. Definitely not yet, possibly not ever.
 
   We get ready for bed, both of us quiet. As I brush my teeth, I tell myself firmly that I made the right decision. As fun as tonight was, it will be better for us to keep our laser focus on business.
 
   And unlike our first night at our new penthouse, I’ll plug my ears and not go snooping around if Noah’s out of bed for too long. This time I’ll know exactly what he’s doing.
 
   Am I a bad wife? I shouldn’t care so much—it’s not like I ever wanted to be his wife in the first place. But like it or not, we’re married. And Noah is my friend. Whatever our legal relationship is, I owe him what friends owe each other.
 
   How does Noah feel about what happened tonight? He backed off so quickly. I know he’d never pressure me into sex or make me feel obligated, but I expected a little more good-natured grumpiness. He did sound frustrated, but something about it felt different from the other times I’ve shot him down before. Almost like he was . . . ashamed? Did he think he’d hurt or scared me? Or was it just because we’d been drinking? The idea that both Noah and I might feel guilty about this doesn’t make me feel better.
 
   I sigh. Tonight’s pleasant atmosphere has turned so sour so quickly. I have no idea what to feel here. I wish . . .
 
   I wish Mom were still alive.
 
   She’d be able to give me advice. She would know how a marriage is supposed to work. How to be a good wife. Dad can tell me his side of their story, but there are some things a woman can only ask another woman about. And Camryn’s just as inexperienced with marriage as I am.
 
   Noah and I get under the covers, facing opposite directions. The few feet separating us feels like a mile. I curl up on my side of the bed, lying still and silent, and wait for sleep to take me out of this awkward situation.
 
   • • •
 
   The next day at work, I’ve engaged full ice-queen mode. I have to keep my defenses firmly in place, but somber thoughts from last night keep playing through my mind. As sexy as Noah is, as incredible as he made me feel, I can’t let anything distract me. All business, no nonsense.
 
   If I start sleeping with Noah, who knows how my feelings might change? Office romances are risky for a reason . . . someone always gets hurt, and then the workplace atmosphere is ruined. No fucking thank you. Saving Tate & Cane takes top priority. My life has enough stress without adding in all the emotional entanglements that come with sex.
 
   I’m not overthinking this, I tell myself yet again as I rinse out my coffee mug in the break room’s sink. It’s the right decision.
 
   Someone taps me on the shoulder. “You have a minute?” Noah’s voice asks.
 
   Crap . . . just who I wanted to deal with right now, the center of all my turmoil. But I keep my tone cool and professional as I turn around. “Yes? What is it?”
 
   “Remember how I played a few rounds of golf with Red Dog’s CMO last week?” When I nod at him, Noah says, “He offered to refer us a new client.”
 
   Something about Noah’s tone makes me frown. “Then why don’t you seem happy?”
 
   “Well, he put me in touch with their campaign project leader and I talked to him—”
 
   “You accepted his referral without asking me?” I blurt, interrupting him. By now he ought to know how much I hate being out of the loop.
 
   “Relax. I was just putting out a feeler, nothing that would imply we’d take the gig. Anyway, they’re definitely a big fish. Willing to pay very well . . . but they would want us to partner with their in-house marketing staff.”
 
   “Oh, Christ.” That would take away our creative autonomy and clog everything up with bureaucracy and constant check-ins. “Why even contract with an outside firm if you’re just going to hamstring them?”
 
   “Maybe this new client is a control freak.”
 
   I pointedly ignore Noah’s teasing wink. “In my opinion, you should find a nice way to tell them to go fuck themselves.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” he says with a shrug. “We stand to make a lot of money.”
 
   “We also stand to waste a lot of time and effort wrestling with their bullshit restrictions. These guys clearly don’t trust the judgment they’re paying for—and that’s a big red flag. We have other prospective clients who’ll yield better returns on our investment.”
 
   “We don’t know for sure that the referral is bad news. And if we can play nice with their peanut gallery for this project, maybe they’ll let us have more freedom in the future.”
 
   “You wanted my opinion and now you have it. Do whatever you feel like.” Normally I would keep arguing my point, but I just want Noah out of my hair so I can go hide in my office and get my mind off last night’s awkwardness.
 
   “Duly noted.” Noah’s lips quirk into a mischievous half smile. “I know I’ve said this before, Snowflake, but you’re cute when you’re a hard-ass.”
 
   “Then I guess I’m always cute. Glad we can agree on something,” I retort frostily. I regret the words as soon as they’re out of my mouth. Shit, I meant to cut him off at the knees, but I got sucked into his stupid flirtation game instead. Why does that always happen?
 
   Before I can anticipate it, Noah darts in for a peck on my lips. My mouth drops open and I stare at him, blinking wide-eyed. Over his shoulder, I can see Dad passing by. He pauses to give us a fond smile, as if to say, Ah, young love . . . how sweet.
 
   Fuck no. Noah does not get to manipulate the situation like this. He can’t derail our conversations whenever he gets bored. He can’t dismiss my concerns like I’m just some silly girl playing Business Barbie. And kissing me in front of Dad makes me uncomfortable. It’s too much PDA for the office. It’s too much PDA for my family. And it’s too much PDA for my current state of mind—confused, conflicted, defensive, maybe even a little scared, if I’m being totally honest.
 
   Drawing myself up, I give Noah my best disapproving scowl.
 
   My annoyance deepens when Noah’s only reaction is a quizzical blink. Like he has no idea what I mean. Like I’m acting crazy and he’s being the reasonable one.
 
   “I’m trying to have an important discussion with you, and you’re not taking me seriously. Besides, I don’t like PDA.”
 
   He raises his hands slightly in a gesture of mock surrender. “Jeez, Snowflake, I was just playing around. What’s the problem? I didn’t think you’d still be wound so tight . . .” He lets the end of that thought—after last night—go unspoken. Which is good, because if he ever talked about our sex life at work, I might just have to kill him.
 
   I scoff. “Right, as if one little O would turn me into your swooning cheerleader. It takes a lot more than that to make me fall—” I stop myself before I say in love.
 
   He cocks his head, then shrugs. “A man can dream. But I’m offended that you called it just a little O.” His voice drops, all low and silky. “The way you were screaming and clawing my back . . . I could tell that wasn’t little. They probably felt the aftershocks in China.”
 
   I’m stunned. I open and close my mouth, but nothing comes out.
 
   “Call me unprofessional if you want. I’m willing to dial things back during the workday. But nighttime is for fun, and you can’t deny that you had a whole hell of a lot.”
 
   I finally find my voice. “I hate to cut you off there, Mr. Tate,” I huff, “but some of us don’t have time to play grab-ass all day.”
 
   Without giving him a chance to respond, I turn on my heel and storm away. This drama is just too much to deal with, especially on top of my responsibilities and deadlines.
 
   I shut myself away in the safe, peaceful cloister of my office, intent on getting some serious work done and forgetting all about Noah. But almost an hour later, I haven’t accomplished anything. I’ve just been staring blankly at my computer screen, not registering any of the words or numbers or figures, utterly lost in thought.
 
   Noah is a confusing, sexy jerk-face. However, as much as I hate to give him any points, he’s right about one thing—I can’t deny that last night was amazing. And the longer I think about it, the less sense it makes to even try denying it, and the more I wonder . . .
 
   Why am I fighting this?
 
   The only man I’ve ever slept with was Brad, and those encounters were always boring at best and horrible at worst. Poking at my insides with his little stick while I tried to climax and failed miserably. Maybe my bad experiences have made me more skittish than it’s reasonable to be.
 
   If last night was anything to go by, Noah is clearly determined to get me off. And he knows exactly what he’s doing in the bedroom. If he’s that good with his mouth, I can only imagine . . . Just the memory makes me feel a little too warm. Noah can easily make up for all my years of no sex and bad sex, frustration and inexperience.
 
   And we’re stuck with each other for the foreseeable future. At the very least, we’ll have to keep up this marriage charade long enough to get the company back on stable footing and turn it profitable again, which will be no small feat. It can take months. Long, grueling hours, incredible pressure, exhaustion, and stress. Why not take advantage of the fact that we’re in this situation together? Why shouldn’t I have a treat to look forward to at the end of the workday?
 
   Sex has been on the horizon from the beginning. We’ve already experimented with making out, and that went pretty great. I won’t even have to swallow my pride—not too much, anyway—since Noah’s bet about seducing me in four days has long since expired.
 
   So, what exactly am I waiting for? What’s the point of a “trial period” that never graduates into the real thing? And when have I ever gotten anywhere in life by hanging back? Sure, I’m hardly a daredevil like Noah, but there’s a difference between reasonable caution and paranoia. If I always play everything so safe, nothing will ever change. I’ll just be stuck in neutral forever. I need to take the plunge. Toss off my big-girl panties and just say screw it for once.
 
   I give myself a decisive nod to cement my resolve. So . . . that’s that. I’m going to start fucking my husband. There, I said it. I’m going to enjoy some marital sex. I’m a mature, responsible woman—I can totally handle this. And I can always call the whole thing off if I try it and I don’t like where it’s going.
 
   Someday, I still want my soul mate and my happily-ever-after romance. But that true love story isn’t going to happen anytime soon. Right here, right now, what I have is Noah. And that’s nothing to sneeze at. He’s one of the hottest men I’ve ever met, and more importantly, he’s good to me. Our friendship is solid; I trust him to show me a fun time and never hurt me.
 
   What’s the worst that can happen? With that thought in mind, I set out for Noah’s office, my heart beating fast and hard.
 
   He’s left his door wide open. When I peek in to see him sitting at his desk, he glances at me over the top of his computer screen.
 
   “You need something?” he asks.
 
   I come inside, closing the door behind me. This is definitely going to be the strangest proposal I’ve ever made at work. Taking a deep breath, I face Noah with as much cool confidence as I can muster.
 
   “So,” I say casually, “I’ve been thinking. Maybe that orgasm wasn’t so bad after all . . .”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   Barely an hour after she tore me a new asshole and stormed off, Olivia is standing in front of my desk. And underneath her nervousness is a mischievous glint in her eye.
 
   “No?” I tease her, pretending to be surprised. “I thought you said it was just a little O earlier.”
 
   She shakes her head. There’s a tiny crease between her brows, and I know that whatever she’s about to propose, she’s given it a lot of thought.
 
   I rise to my feet and come around the desk so we’re standing facing each other. I can’t help pushing her buttons a little more. “Excellent, because there’s plenty more where that came from.” I love when she blushes. She looks beautiful when she’s fully relaxed and carefree. This is my favorite version of her.
 
   “That’s good, because I’ve been thinking. Maybe this whole husband arrangement might come in handy,” Olivia says.
 
   “Indeed it can. I have a big dick and I know how to use it. We’ve proven that even you, Snowflake, like orgasms. We have six hours between when we get off work and bedtime . . . that’s more than enough time to make you scream my name.”
 
   “God, you’re crude.” Her cheeks flush even pinker.
 
   Bingo.
 
   “How would you prefer I behave, Olivia? Like your little lapdog from accounting, polite and well-mannered and hanging on your every word? You’ll have to neuter me first.”
 
   She raises her chin. She didn’t think I noticed that shriveled prick sniffing around, but I did.
 
   “Sorry, Snowflake, but I’m a man. A speak-my-mind, fight-for-what-I-believe, bleed-for-my-country, red-meat-eating man. I don’t bow down to anyone. You want to fuck around and blow off some steam? Fine. It’ll be fun. But I’m not handing my balls over to you.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “Just don’t talk and we’ll be fine.”
 
   I chuckle. It’s so fun to see her flustered.
 
   “No, seriously, don’t speak.”
 
   Nodding, I make a show of tightening my lips and zipping them shut.
 
   Even I’m smart enough to know when to stay quiet. And when sex with Olivia is on the line, I’m more than willing to play along. All this teasing banter is melting my little snowflake, slowly but surely . . . just according to plan.
 
   • • •
 
   “What is all of this? I’m pretty much a sure bet. You understand that, right?” Olivia’s tone is amused, maybe even a little chastising. But there’s a huge smile on her face.
 
   I asked her on an official date tonight. I’ve filled our penthouse with pale pink peonies from floor to ceiling—every counter and table topped with a crystal vase or a small water bowl of fragrant blossoms. I’ve even drawn her a bath with petals floating on the warm water.
 
   “We’re not really dating. You didn’t have to do this,” she says, her tone teasing. “It’s just business. And sex. That’s it.”
 
   I won’t admit it, but I’m a little hurt. If I did all this for any other woman, she’d be impressed and dazzled. But winning over Olivia is a challenge unlike any other.
 
   “Go get ready. We have a seven-thirty reservation.” I give her ass a playful swat.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she murmurs, sauntering past me.
 
   Damn . . . I’m sure she only meant that sarcastically, but I like hearing those words more than I ever imagined.
 
   Olivia heads into the master bath, and I hear her soft groan when she sinks into the water.
 
   Knowing she’s undressed on just the other side of that door is sweet torture. But she’s told me she’s ready for sex, and that means I need to do the right thing—tell her about the heir clause in the contract.
 
   While she bathes, primps, and dresses, I wait in the living room, trying to get my thoughts in order. Tonight might be the most important conversation I’ve ever had. The future of Tate & Cane depends on how carefully I can break this news to her.
 
   But then she steps out from the bedroom and I forget how to breathe, let alone form coherent sentences.
 
   “Wow. You look . . .”
 
   “Is this okay?” She spins, treating me to the 360-degree view.
 
   The knee-length dress is modestly cut in the front, not showing too much leg, or really any cleavage. But the back plunges all the way down to just above her ass. And the deep wine color contrasts with her milky skin beautifully.
 
   Sweet Jesus.
 
   “You look edible,” I stammer out.
 
   A sly grin spreads across her berry-stained lips. “Edible?”
 
   So much for being smooth and playing it cool. “They’ll be plenty of time for that later,” I say, recovering only slightly from the sight of her. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Yes, but you still haven’t told me where we’re going.”
 
   My cell phone chimes and I check the notification. “The car’s here. Come on. I’ll tell you on the way.”
 
   I take her hand and guide her to the door, where she picks up a little silver purse and a tube of lipstick.
 
   When we reach the street in front of the penthouse, Olivia pauses on the sidewalk. “You got a limo?”
 
   I open the door to the sleek black town car and nod. “It’s a special occasion.” Olivia slips inside and I lean down to meet her eyes. “Plus I’ll be able to feel you up without crashing the car.” I grin.
 
   Olivia chuckles, warm and deep, and the sound goes straight to my head. I love putting a smile on her face. Honestly though, not driving means I can focus one hundred percent on Olivia.
 
   Tonight will be more than just the first time we have sex. Tonight is the first time I’m going to be intimate with my wife. My wife. Shit, I’m still not used to that—both the idea of having a wife and the idea that it’s Olivia. But I take this shit seriously. Tonight means much more than just some random hookup. I really like Olivia. I want us to work. Plus, I haven’t fucked anyone in months. My body is more than ready for this.
 
   She slips inside the car and I climb in behind her. Since I’ve already given the driver tonight’s agenda, he whisks us away without a word.
 
   After dinner at a nice seafood restaurant where we enjoyed lobster and wine and shared the lemon cheesecake for dessert, Olivia and I visit one of the city’s best jazz clubs, seated at a tiny round table for two with a perfect view of the stage.
 
   She reaches over and squeezes my hand while the band warms up. “Thank you. I can’t believe you planned all this.”
 
   I shrug. “It’s nothing.”
 
   She frowns. “It’s not nothing. Believe me when I say that no man has ever planned a date this extravagant.”
 
   Never? That simultaneously relieves me and pisses me off a little. I’m glad that she’s impressed, but it’s a damn tragedy that she’s never been romanced properly. Of course Olivia deserves all this—and more.
 
   “Well, you’re stuck with me now, babe.”
 
   She chews on her lower lip, and for the briefest flash of a moment, I read the hesitation on her features. I might not have been who she’d choose as a husband, but that didn’t change the outcome. Whatever happens next, wherever we go in life, I will always be her first husband. Part of me hopes I’ll be her one-and-only husband, as crazy as that sounds.
 
   During dinner, the conversation flowed well. True, we did talk mostly about work, but it was the type of gossipy small talk that kept us both laughing. And now, we’re each on our third glass of wine, and the soft jazz music floating through the air has created an undeniably romantic atmosphere.
 
   Olivia has a subtle smile painted across her lips as she looks out over the stage. But despite the perfect evening, I can’t escape the thoughts that have lingered in the back of my head all evening. The guilt stewing inside me has reached a boiling point. As much as I want to just enjoy our date, I can’t put it off any longer. I need to tell Olivia about the baby-making that’s supposed to happen. Like, now.
 
   “Olivia, I . . .”
 
   She reaches over and touches my hand. “Dance with me?” Her eyes are filled with a hopeful longing that I never thought I’d see her direct at me. I find myself nodding and rising to my feet.
 
   Then we’re swaying on the dance floor—her fingertips on the back of my neck, her sweet honeysuckle scent surrounding me, my hands molded to the curve of her hips like they were made to fit there. And I . . . just can’t. Not right now. This moment is too perfect to ruin.
 
   It seems like she’s finally starting to warm to me, to the idea of us. I promise myself that I’ll tell her as soon as we get home. For now, I push the words I need to say down my throat, and I just hold her.
 
   • • •
 
   The instant the penthouse door closes behind us, Olivia’s lips are on my throat and her hand is on my cock.
 
   Hello there, instant hard-on.
 
   “Whoa. Slow down, baby. We have all night.” I grip her wrist, drawing her hand away from my cock. Plus, we still need to talk. We have to.
 
   “Fuck going slow. I’ve gone slow my entire life. I overthink every decision to death. I haven’t had sex in . . .” She pauses and looks down. “Years.”
 
   “Years?” I don’t mean to blurt it with such force, but holy hell. Seriously?
 
   She frowns. “Don’t make fun.”
 
   I touch her cheek softly. “I’m not.” Then I lean in for a chaste kiss. “I just want to make this good for you.”
 
   “You will.” She kisses me back. “I have no doubts about that.”
 
   And then her hands are on my dick again, and I couldn’t stop her even if I wanted to. She’s unbuckling my belt, tugging down my zipper, shoving her hands inside my boxers to palm my erection. Her hands are so delicate, so warm, and it’s the first time she’s touched me.
 
   “Christ, Olivia.” I grunt, pushing my pants down my hips so she can stroke me freely.
 
   Is marital sex hotter than hookup sex? The answer to that question seems to be a big fucking YES. Because just the thought of banging my wife has me harder than ever before. So hard that my cock is leaking pre-cum from the tip, something Olivia seems to have noticed. She rubs her thumb along the head, smearing the warm fluid against my sensitive skin, making me groan.
 
   I look down between us to where Olivia’s gaze is glued as well. Her hand moves up and down my shaft with a firm, yet tender grip.
 
   “You’re so big, so sexy,” she murmurs.
 
   “That’s right, baby. Now stroke that big cock.”
 
   I take her mouth in a hungry kiss, our tongues dueling as her hands slide up and down. Oh God, I can’t think, but I need to stop this. Man up and push her off. Tell her what’s on my mind.
 
   Instead, what do I do? I pet her cheek with my thumb and say, “Get down on your knees and put your mouth on me, baby.” I’ve fantasized about Olivia’s sassy mouth wrapped around my cock for so long, this is sure to be a dream come true.
 
   Without a trace of the hesitation I expected, she drops to her knees before me and grips my base with both hands.
 
   I don’t ask her to suck it, because unless she’s secretly a blow job expert—or she can unhinge her jaw—I doubt I’ll fit in her mouth. So instead I stroke her hair, and caress her cheek, and watch her lick me like a lollipop and swirl her tongue around the tip. Her efforts are cute. And the languid, wet kiss she leaves on the crown feels incredible. She murmurs little enticing noises as I pet her hair. She fits the tip of me in her mouth and suckles lightly, making me groan.
 
   Hauling her up to her feet, I kiss her one more time. “Let’s take this to the bedroom.”
 
   She nods eagerly and turns to walk ahead of me, swinging her hips in that backless dress.
 
   I can’t believe she’s mine. Can’t believe that she’s about to give herself to me. A flash of pride tinged with guilt whips through me, and I give chase.
 
   In the bedroom, Olivia watches me as she lets the straps of her dress fall down her shoulders, until the whole thing is just a puddle of fabric at her feet. Having forgone a bra, she’s left standing in a lacy black thong and her black stiletto heels.
 
   “So fucking sexy.” I groan, stopping in front of her to kiss her lips and then her neck.
 
   My pants are still open in the front, and Olivia reaches inside to take me in her hands again.
 
   “Christ, woman.” I’m putty in her hands. Whatever she wants to do, I’m game. But I can’t give her all the control. “On the bed,” I growl, taking a step back.
 
   Olivia obeys, stepping out of her heels and moving to lie down in the center of the bed. Our bed. Shit, that’s going to take some getting used to. It should make me nervous that this woman will be here when I wake up, that this isn’t just another one-night stand. If I fuck this up, if things change and get weird after, there will be no escaping Olivia.
 
   Strangely, though, that isn’t what’s making me nervous.
 
   It’s the sweetly hopeful way Olivia’s wide blue eyes are watching me. She wants this erotic experience with me, wants to experience all the pleasure I can show her. But what if this encounter goes the way it’s supposed to and she ends up pregnant? What then? Are we ready for a baby? Are we even cut out to be parents? Will she hate me?
 
   But the time to talk has passed. I blew all my chances to talk about the heir clause tonight; I’ll just have to tell her tomorrow. Because right now Olivia is waiting for me, and I’ve never left a woman in need.
 
   Pushing all those troubling thoughts of babies from my brain, I strip, then lie down beside Olivia so we’re facing each other.
 
   “Are you nervous?” I ask her, stroking her cheek, trying to get back into the moment.
 
   She gives me a careful nod. “That’s stupid, right? We’re married now.”
 
   “Nothing you’re feeling is stupid.”
 
   She smiles at me. “It’s just . . . been a while.”
 
   I caress her upper arms, unable to stop touching her. She looks so sexy lying here in just her thong, looking at me like I’m the big bad wolf who’s ready to eat her up.
 
   “We can go slow,” I murmur, my lips on hers.
 
   “Okay.” She nods, kissing me back.
 
   In the moonlit room, we lie side by side, our arms and legs intertwined, kissing for a long time. My tongue explores her mouth and she matches my eager pace, meeting me lick for lick. Her tongue tastes of champagne, and I’m having a hell of a time holding myself back from stripping off her panties and diving between her legs. The taste I had last night wasn’t enough. When it comes to Olivia, nothing can ever be enough.
 
   A sound of frustration rises up her throat. “We don’t have to go that slow.”
 
   “No?” I chuckle. Thank fucking God. I peel her thong down her legs and toss it over the side of the bed. “My kind of woman.”
 
   I shift closer and part her legs, sliding her top knee over my hip, so she’s open for me. Then I rub the head of my cock over her clit, coating myself in her warmth and making her moan at the contact.
 
   “That feels so good, Noah,” she cries, circling her hips, pushing herself closer.
 
   “Need to make sure you’re ready for me.”
 
   I bury my face against her neck, breathing in her familiar scent while I push one long finger inside her. She’s snug, and I take my time adding another finger before slowly withdrawing.
 
   She reaches up to palm my cheek, feeling the stubble on my jaw. Her eyes never leave mine as I pump my fingers in and out.
 
   “I want you, Noah.”
 
   Her voice is just a whisper, and when I look in her eyes, I see the amount of courage it takes her to admit that. She’s been so strong, so resolute for so long, that sex will only complicate our business arrangement. I have no idea what changed her mind. Okay, so I have some idea—it could have been that orgasm I delivered the other night. There’s plenty more where that came from.
 
   Just do it. “I know, baby. Soon. Nice and easy . . .”
 
   I line myself up, shuddering at how warm and soft her wet opening feels on the tip of my cock. Easing in just an inch, I bite back a groan. Her body grips mine so tightly, it’s perfection.
 
   Everything inside me wants to pump her full of my cum and watch her squirm, breathless as she comes down from the multiple orgasms I know I can give her. Instead my brain is screaming at me to stop this. To tell her the truth.
 
   “Wait,” she says, placing one hand on my chest.
 
   I’m almost relieved when she stops us. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Don’t we need a condom? I’m not on birth control.”
 
   “I . . .”
 
   My heart is pounding and I feel light-headed, almost dizzy. Whether it’s because I’m desperate to feel her around me, or because I’m not cut out for the deception and devastation that lies ahead, I have no idea.
 
   “I can’t do this,” I bite out.
 
   “What? Why not?” Olivia sits up, peering down at me with confusion all over her features.
 
   I look away. “I just can’t,” I repeat uselessly, unable to think of anything else.
 
   “If this is about the condoms, I’ll run down to the drugstore. It’ll take ten minutes. Fifteen tops.” Her voice rises in concern.
 
   I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I’m suddenly not feeling well.”
 
   That’s not a total lie; my stomach is certainly churning. I climb out of bed and grab my boxers from the floor, slipping them on while Olivia scowls at me.
 
   “What the hell, Noah?”
 
   I don’t reply; I just grab my pillow from the bed and head to the couch. It’s going to be a long fucking night.
 
   • • •
 
   “So let me get this straight?” Sterling says around a mouthful of pancakes. “You feigned a headache like a bitter old housewife instead of fucking her?”
 
   I jab my fork at my eggs, stabbing the runny yolks, my appetite gone. Of course I wasn’t sick last night. It was an attack of shame and regret.
 
   “I couldn’t do it.”
 
   Sterling shakes his head. “Of course you couldn’t. You need to stop behaving like a grunting caveman and talk with her about the contract. Use your words and have a real conversation about this. Which has been my position since the wedding, I’ll remind you.” He waves his fork at me for emphasis.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Shut it.” I take a sip of my tea while Sterling continues eating. At least one of us has an appetite.
 
   After a sleepless night spent tossing and turning on the couch, I got up early and asked Sterling out to breakfast before work. We’ve never met up so early before, but he practically jumped at the invitation. He knew from the start that my arranged marriage was going to implode, and I think the bastard just wants a front-row seat.
 
   “I don’t even know if she likes kids, if she wants kids,” I muse out loud.
 
   “Yeah, that’s a problem.”
 
   Damn him for always being the voice of reason. He makes all my conundrums sound so simple and obvious.
 
   What I’m starting to realize is that there’s the spark of something more between Olivia and me. I can’t deceive any woman about this, but especially not Olivia. She isn’t just a means to an end. We can have the seeds of a real relationship here, and I’m not ready to fuck up that possibility.
 
   At the same time, though . . . the fate of our entire company is still at stake. How do I protect both Olivia and Tate & Cane? How do I convince her?
 
   I toss some cash onto the table and stand, unable to stomach any more. “I’ve got to get to the office. Thanks for the chat.”
 
   “Anytime you need a therapy session, I’m here.” Smiling, Sterling gives me a wave before digging back into his pancakes.
 
   When I arrive at work, I go to the one place I know Olivia won’t find me.
 
   “Hey, Rosita,” I call, clearing off a countertop in the mailroom and sitting down.
 
   “I’ve missed you, mi amor,” she says, wheeling a cart full of packages over. As she approaches, she makes a tsking sound under her breath. Then she stops in front of me and runs her thumb under my eye. “You don’t look well. These dark circles aren’t normally here.”
 
   I shrug. “I didn’t get much sleep last night.”
 
   “Oh?” She gives me a knowing smile.
 
   “No, nothing like that.” I guess I need to preface my statement; otherwise, people are likely to think I was burning up the sheets with my blushing bride. We are newlyweds, after all. “I slept on the couch last night.”
 
   Her expression instantly falls. Frowning, she gives my cheek a pat. Then she lowers herself into the chair across from me. “Tell Mama Rosie all about it.”
 
   “Things between me and Olivia are good . . . they’re just kind of complicated.”
 
   “Complicated how?” Rosita raises her eyebrows.
 
   “How did you know you wanted kids?”
 
   From her surprised expression, that’s clearly not the topic she was expecting. “I don’t know. I guess I always just knew from the time I was small that I wanted to be a mother.”
 
   I nod. Makes sense. I think women just know. They have that maternal instinct, that ticking biological clock. Only I don’t know if Olivia feels that way.
 
   “Do you want children? Is that what this is about?” Rosita asks in her calm, yet confident voice.
 
   I have always wanted at least one kid, hopefully two. But this situation isn’t about what either of us want. Our know-it-all, matchmaking fathers thought it best that we start a family in order to take over their massive corporation, and now I’m feeling the pressure of putting a bun in Olivia’s oven ASAP.
 
   Does Rosita really need all that background information, though?
 
   Deciding to keep this conversation as simple as possible, I just answer, “Yeah. But I don’t know how Olivia feels.”
 
   Rosita smiles warmly at me and rises to pat the back of my hand. “You have plenty of time. The ink is barely dry on your marriage certificate. Enjoy life with just the two of you for a few years first. Once kids come, you can never go back. This time is precious.”
 
   The sour feeling in the pit of my stomach intensifies. Great . . . yet another reason why everything in my life is fucked. Not what I need to hear right now. But Rosita doesn’t know that, so I nod and force a smile at her, as if her wise advice perfectly hit the spot.
 
   “Thanks for the talk, Rosie. I better get back to work.”
 
   “Anytime,” she calls after me.
 
   Now I just have to figure out what the fuck I’m supposed to do.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   What the hell happened last night? I worked so hard to psych myself up for sex, and Noah was the one who got cold feet? Unbelievable. The man can never stop flirting with me or bragging about how amazing he is in bed, but when the time came to put his money where his mouth was . . . actually, his mouth didn’t go anywhere either.
 
   And I can’t even ask Noah about it, because I can’t find him. I woke up to an empty bed, with no sign of my husband anywhere in the apartment. He wasn’t in his office when I arrived at work either.
 
   All damn day, I’ve been trying to catch him alone. He won’t answer any of my calls or texts or e-mails, and his secretary keeps saying “oh, bad luck, you just missed him” every time I stop by her desk.
 
   Is it really bad luck, though? Is his jam-packed schedule today just an annoying coincidence? Or . . . is he avoiding me on purpose?
 
   I stomp down the little voice in the back of my head that whispers, He’s changed his mind about you. He finally came to his senses, realized what a huge mistake this relationship is. He regrets everything. He doesn’t want to touch you or even talk to you. That poisonous hiss sounds an awful lot like Brad, and I’m done with him for good.
 
   But God, I’m still so confused and frustrated. I was all set to confront my sexual hang-ups, and then our showdown was canceled at the last possible second.
 
   Dammit, I refuse to let my emotional effort go to waste. I’m going to be brave and get laid if it’s the last thing I do. But first, I’m going to find out why Noah suddenly abandoned ship last night. And if I can’t track down the slippery SOB at work, I’ll just corner him tonight. He has to come home sometime, right?
 
   • • •
 
   Just as I’m folding a sheet of office paper into a voodoo doll and preparing to repeatedly stab it in the crotch, Camryn swings by my office.
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” I ask as she slides into the chair in front of my desk.
 
   “Not much.” She shrugs. “I wanted to see if you wanted to grab an early lunch.”
 
   I glance at the clock and see it’s only half past eleven, but yes, getting out of this building and escaping the rejection burning through my veins is exactly what I need. “I would eat dog shit right now if I meant I got an hour’s worth of girl time with you.”
 
   Camryn’s cheery expression falls. “Well, I’m not real keen on eating dog shit, so why don’t you tell me what happened, sweetie?”
 
   I huff out a sigh and rise to my feet. “I’ll tell you all about it over lunch.”
 
   And I do. Over chicken strips and fries (nothing says comfort food like deep-fried anything dipped in generous amounts of ranch dressing), I lay it all out on the table. All my baggage. All the pain and hurt and doubt Noah caused me last night.
 
   “He had me convinced that he wanted me, wooed me, was on his best, most charming behavior, and then bam! Nothing.” I lick the grease from my fingers and take a big gulp of soda to wash down my lunch.
 
   “What a twat,” she grumbles, nodding to encourage me along.
 
   “He slept on the couch and was gone before I got up this morning, so obviously he’s avoiding me like he knows he did something wrong.” I freeze, my straw halfway to my lips.
 
   “What?” Camryn asks.
 
   “Unless I’m the one who did something wrong.”
 
   This earns me a confused look. “Do you think you did something wrong?”
 
   I shrug. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told him that it had been so long.”
 
   “Noah isn’t like that. He wouldn’t care.”
 
   Camryn’s right. I replay the evening in my head. Dinner. Champagne. Dancing. Flirting. Laughing. Groping.
 
   “Maybe I was too aggressive. I had my hand in his pants the second the door closed.” I push my hands into my hair, remembering how I acted, in all my horny glory. “The lock didn’t even click into place and I was all up in his business. I started giving him a blow job in the damn foyer of our apartment.”
 
   “That’s hot,” she commented, taking another bite of her food. “What guy doesn’t want a blow job in the foyer?”
 
   I don’t know. Apparently Noah. But he’s been practically begging to show me his dick . . . I frown, unsure if my actions last night somehow caused him to pull away.
 
   She leans toward me, her eyes full of sweet pity. “Sweetie, if you’re sucking his dick, you can do it anywhere, anytime, and it’s okay. It’s almost a rule.”
 
   The worst part of this whole situation is the growing seed of doubt he left. What’s wrong with me? Why wasn’t I good enough?
 
   “What happened next?” she asks.
 
   “He took me into the bedroom and stripped me down. We were kissing.” God, the kissing. The man can do incredible things with his tongue. “And then he was rubbing his . . . anaconda . . . all over my . . . honey pot, and I mentioned something about a condom.”
 
   “Hmm.” She looks as perplexed as I feel. “Please tell me you didn’t use the word honey pot?”
 
   Shaking my head, I continue. “No. But maybe it was me. Maybe my vagina’s ugly?”
 
   The guy seated next to us whips his head in my direction so fast, I’m surprised he doesn’t get whiplash.
 
   Camryn pats my hand. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with your vagina. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Then why, Cam? Why? Why would he do that? Because I don’t believe for one second that he was all of a sudden ill.”
 
   She shakes her head. “No, neither do I.” She sets her fork down next to her Cobb salad. “Do you really want to know what I think?”
 
   My stomach tightening, I nod.
 
   She wipes her mouth with her napkin and leans forward. “I think it hit Noah that this unique situation with you isn’t what he’s used to. This isn’t a random hookup, or a booty call that he can duck out on in the morning. Whether you guys like it or not, sex between the two of you is going to mean something.”
 
   I frown and chew on my thumbnail. “In what way?”
 
   “You’re a married couple now.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “It’s a business agreement. An arranged marriage. And I proposed we be fuck buddies since we’re stuck together. It’s not some romantic till-death-do-us-part, lovey-dovey marriage.”
 
   Camryn holds up her palms. “All I’m saying is sex for men isn’t just physical like we sometimes like to believe. And I think something spooked Noah—got into his head.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.” But is it? Aren’t those some of the same things I was worried about? My whole objection for us having naked fun in the first place?
 
   “Ridiculous or not, I want you to know that his backing out had nothing to do with you, and everything to do with something going on inside his head.”
 
   “So, what do I do now?”
 
   She grins wickedly. “That all depends. Do you still want to bang him?”
 
   Stupid question. Is the value of pi 3.14? Does my husband have a horse cock? Yes to all of the above.
 
   “More than anything.” I grin back at her, my expression equally cheeky.
 
   Camryn cracks up laughing. “Okay, then here’s what you do . . .”
 
   • • •
 
   Later, back at the office, I’m working away when my head snaps up. Walking past my window—was that Noah just now? I jump out of my chair and peek around the doorjamb. Yep . . . I’d recognize that ass anywhere. He turns the corner and I follow him at what I hope is a casual distance. Time to confront him, just like Camryn suggested.
 
   When I reach Noah’s office, his door is shut and locked. But the lights are on and I can see the silhouette of his head through the frosted glass window. It doesn’t look like he’s on the phone or having a private meeting with anyone.
 
   I give his door three loud raps. “Hey, Noah.”
 
   No answer. So he’s being stubborn. Too bad; I can be stubborn too. I knock again and call, “I know you’re in there. I need to talk to you.”
 
   The door flies open. Noah looks irritated. Well, good—I guess that makes two of us.
 
   “Something better be on fire,” he snaps.
 
   I keep my eyes steady on his. “Sorry, but no. And we should talk in private.”
 
   His mouth presses into a firm line, but he steps aside to let me walk into his office.
 
   I shut the door behind me and turn to face him. “So . . . about last night. Care to tell me what happened?”
 
   He folds his arms over his chest. “Weren’t you there? You already know.”
 
   “No, I really don’t.” Straightening my back—I can’t match his height, but I’ll still try—I plant my hands on my hips. “The date, the dancing, the wooing . . . and then the bailing.”
 
   “I told you I wasn’t feeling well.”
 
   “Really? Because you don’t look sick to me right now.” And if he was sick last night, then why sleep on the couch? No way. Not buying it.
 
   Noah throws up his hands. “Maybe it was something I ate at dinner. Maybe I just got a headache. What’s with the damn third degree?”
 
   Then he drops his gaze. It was only for a second, but I saw it, and I know evasive maneuvers when I see them. So I press harder.
 
   “It really seemed to me like you were scared of having sex.”
 
   He blinks, his mouth open, then forces a laugh. “What? We’re still talking about me, right? You’re always sniping at me for . . . how did you put it? Fucking half of New York City?”
 
   “But I’m not your typical conquest. I’m your wife. Correct me if I’m wrong, but your style tends more toward ‘wham, bam, thank you, ma’am’ than ‘until death do us part.’” I pause to raise my eyebrows at him for emphasis. “Last night wasn’t going to be just a casual screw where you forgot my name five minutes later. I think you backed off because you were worried that sex would make things too real between us. You’re scared you might feel something for me.”
 
   For a moment, he just stares at me with a look I can’t read. It’s wry, almost bitter, but at the same time, it almost seems somehow . . . relieved?
 
   When Noah finally replies, his voice is much calmer. “What a bunch of horseshit. You’re reading way too much into this. I already told you why I stopped last night, so quit inventing crazy stories.”
 
   I blink, surprised by how much his words sting. He calls the idea that he might love me . . . a bunch of horseshit?
 
   But what do I care? I don’t love him. Romance was never part of this marriage, and it’s not part of our bedroom experiments either. So why does his vehement denial feel so . . . disappointing? I was just trying to get him to acknowledge what Camry and I discussed, that sex between us might seem like a big deal, but it’s not. We can keep it casual.
 
   Disguising my twinge of hurt, I reply briskly, “Well, if you’re feeling better, then let’s reschedule sex for tonight. I already picked up some condoms at the drugstore on my way here this morning.” I watch his face carefully. “Unless there’s a problem with that?”
 
   He frowns, but says, “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “Great. See you at home.” I open his door and leave, heading back for my own office. Hopefully I can get some work done now that I’ve set my personal life straight again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   The conversation with Olivia at work today is still ringing through my ears when I make it home just before five. I skipped out on my last meeting, asking my assistant to cover for me, because I know Olivia will be expecting sex tonight. And I know I need to figure out a way to tell her everything. The contract. The bouncing baby we’re supposed to make.
 
   She thought I was scared of having sex because I was worried about feeling something for her. But she’s wrong. I already feel a lot for her. I always have.
 
   She was adamant. Tonight. Sex. Period. Even picked up some condoms. What the fuck am I going to do? Fake a latex allergy? No way in hell will she buy that. It’s such a stupid idea; I can’t even believe I’m thinking it. I’m so rattled, so panicked, all sorts of crazy shit is pouring through my head.
 
   I kick off my shoes and stow them in the small entry closet. Loosening my tie, I head into the bathroom, where I stare at my reflection.
 
   When I signed those papers, it seemed like the right thing to do. Save the company? Check. Get a shot with the woman I’ve always dreamed about? Check. And make a baby? No problem, right? But now that this is all happening, it’s become real, and I’m fucking losing it. Losing my edge.
 
   Just over a week into our marriage and I’m already the world’s worst husband. Rosita was right about the dark circles under my eyes. I look like hell. I splash some cool water on my cheeks, hoping it might help. No such luck. I still look confused and tired and scared.
 
   Well, fuck that. I straighten my shoulders. That’s not me. I’m not some wimpy little boy who’s too afraid to take care of his woman. And that’s what this is, isn’t it? Olivia has needs. And I’m supposed to be the one to take care of those needs.
 
   I have two choices when Olivia gets home tonight. I can come clean with everything, tell her about the heir clause, show her the section in the contract she missed. Or . . . I can keep my fucking trap shut and go along with what she wants. No-strings sex.
 
   We’re just beginning to click. She’s just beginning to trust me. If I fuck her tonight and she enjoys herself—which I have no doubts she will—that’s a big step toward bringing us closer as a couple. And isn’t that what we need if we really are to parent together? I think that’s what Rosita was trying to say today, that Olivia and I need to enjoy ourselves. We’re in our honeymoon stage of marriage, after all. Baby-making can come later. After our relationship is strong enough that the heir discussion won’t bring it crashing down around us.
 
   If safe sex is what she wants, with condoms galore, I’ll do it. If I don’t, I’ll arouse her suspicions. What choice do I have? The only thing I can do for now is buy more time to think. I just need to shut up and do my husbandly duty until I can figure out the best way to broach the topic of babies with her.
 
   Glancing one last time in the mirror, I exhale a deep breath. Just go with it, man. This can be good for both of us. It can be the start of something real. For now, my wife wants to be fuck buddies, and I’m sure as hell not turning my nose up at that opportunity.
 
   I head into the kitchen and start pulling ingredients out of the fridge to make dinner. I don’t know how to make many dishes, but there are still a few Mum taught me that I remember.
 
   Now that I’m in the kitchen, with the soft sizzle of the sauté pan to keep me company, my deception doesn’t seem quite the earth-shattering catastrophe I thought it was going to be. I’m not a coward, not really lying. I’m just being thoughtful—taking care to choose the right moment to bring up a sensitive topic.
 
   I work efficiently, chopping and dicing as I wait for my wife to get home from work. It all feels so normal, so utterly mundane.
 
   My phone chimes, and I see there’s a new text from Olivia.
 
    
 
   Olivia: I’m on my way home. Everything still on plan for tonight? Because we’re totally going to fuck. Right, Mr. Tate?
 
    
 
   Reading her dirty words sends a little thrill racing through me. With my heart kicking up speed, I reply.
 
    
 
   Noah: Absolutely. I’m down if you are.
 
   Olivia: It’s time to put up or shut up. Time to get with the program. And from what I can tell, it’s a big program. ;)
 
   Noah: See you soon, wifey.
 
    
 
   I chuckle and set the phone aside to finish dinner.
 
   What the hell was I freaking out about?
 
   This is going to be fun.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   The smell of fish, lemon, and fresh green herbs greets me when I come home. Stepping into the apartment, I inhale deeply and my stomach growls. I quickly take off my work flats so I can check out the kitchen.
 
   I walk in just in time to see Noah bending over to pull a pan of roasted salmon filet and asparagus out of the oven. When he looks over his shoulder at the sound of my footsteps, I try to pretend that I was staring at the food and not his ass.
 
   “Hey, Snowflake, great timing.”
 
   “That looks amazing.” I swear I just mean the dinner when I say that. “I didn’t know you could cook.”
 
   With a chuckle, Noah sets the full pan on the counter and turns to pull plates from the cupboard. “Wait until you taste it before you get too excited. I learned how to make baked fish from Mum, and the vegetables and rice from the Internet.” He points at a glass dish full of steaming pilaf that I hadn’t noticed before.
 
   “Well, it looks good,” I chirp, then immediately remember I already said that. Goddammit. I might be freaking out a tiny little bit. I want this, I really do . . . but it’s still nerve-racking.
 
   And my butterflies only get worse when Noah glances at me with a catlike half smile, full of sinful promise. “I thought we should ease into things before . . .” He lets his words trail off.
 
   My mind jumps ahead to where he’ll be “easing into” later tonight. My stomach jumps with it, and almost without realizing, I wet my lips. Then I yank my eyes away from his.
 
   “I, um, I guess I’ll get the drinks,” I stammer, sweeping past him with more bustle than strictly necessary.
 
   I find a bottle of chardonnay chilling in the fridge, pour two glasses full, and get the silverware while Noah plates the food. Once the table is set, we take our first bites . . . and a quiet moan of pleasure escapes me.
 
   Our dinner is just as delicious as it looked and smelled. The salmon filets and asparagus are fresh, fork-tender, and lightly seasoned with salt, pepper, and olive oil. The lemon-herb rice perfectly rounds out the meal with its fragrant fluffiness.
 
   “I take it I’ve earned your seal of approval,” Noah teases. “I hope I can hear that sound again later tonight.”
 
   I flush slightly, but I’m in too good a mood to tell him to shut up. Teasing him back, however, is something I can manage. “What was with all your false modesty earlier? ‘Oh, it might suck, just bear with me . . .’”
 
   He laughs. “I never said it like that. For your information, I do like to cook—I just don’t usually take the time. And I haven’t mastered many recipes. A real man accepts his limitations.”
 
   “Evidently a real man also talks in third person.” I grin at him. Then my tone sobers. “So, you’re still feeling okay? Not sick at all?”
 
   What I’m really asking is are you ready for sex? Just without actually having to say that big S-word. And maybe I’m also apologizing for acting like a bitch earlier today, without actually having to say the other big S-word.
 
   He pauses, then gives me a firm nod. “Never better. So I’m still on if you are.”
 
   Did his smile slip a tiny bit, or am I just imagining things? I knock back a mouthful of wine to stop myself from overthinking. Tonight is for my body, not my mind. If he says he’s ready to go . . . I chase the butterflies in my stomach with another bite of rich salmon.
 
   When our plates are empty, Noah suggests, “How about we have another glass of wine?”
 
   So I guess we’re not jumping straight into bed. I’m torn between relief and impatience. “S-sure, that sounds nice,” I reply.
 
   We refill our glasses and move to the living room. But when we sit down on the couch, Noah doesn’t touch his drink. He sets it on the coffee table—and rests his hand on mine. I look up to see his expression has turned predatory.
 
   And just like that, everything changes. The atmosphere, already flirtatious before, darkens and thickens like the air before a thunderstorm.
 
   “Did I ever tell you how hot you look in your office clothes?” he purrs. “Well, really, you look hot in everything . . . and I’m sure you’ll look even better in nothing at all.” He gives me a lustful smirk. “But we’ll get around to that soon enough. Anyway, as I was saying, those clothes are so prim and proper that seeing you at work always gives me . . . ideas.”
 
   Fuck, that voice should be illegal. I swallow hard and put down my wineglass before I spill it all over the carpet.
 
   “L-like what?”
 
   “Like kneeling under your desk, my face between your legs, doing my best to distract you while you’re on an important phone call.” His finger traces over the back of my hand, following the path his tongue would take in his fantasy. “And then, when you make it through the whole call without blowing our cover, you get your reward. I pick you up and fuck you on your desk. Skirt rucked up around your hips, panties pulled aside, blouse open so I can feel your luscious tits pressed against my chest . . .”
 
   I’m speechless. By how hot my face feels, I’m probably also red as a tomato.
 
   Noah continues. “People say only women are attracted to power. That’s bullshit. Men are too . . . most of them are just scared of powerful women. But not me.” He tightens his grip on my hand and pulls it down to cup his huge, hard bulge, showing me how true his words are. “Rest assured, Snowflake, I’m not going to stop tonight. Not until you’re satisfied.”
 
   My reply dissolves into a moan as he kisses me hard.
 
   His hand cradles my head, his fingers tangled in my hair, gripping firmly, guiding me where he wants. Where we both want. His other hand caresses me, stroking a long line from my jaw down my neck and then back again. A slow, firm petting that’s meant to relax me, open me up to his touches. And it works. Soon I’m melting into him.
 
   As if he can sense the exact moment I’m ready, his fingers drift down to undo my blouse. One button after the other slips free, the pace so leisurely I almost start to squirm. Not wanting him to break our kiss, even just a pause, even to undress me, I wriggle out of my blouse myself. I feel his mouth curve into a small, smug smile against my lips.
 
   His touches transform from soothing into stimulating—teasing the sensitive spot just under my ear, tracing the dip of my spine all the way from my nape to the small of my back. My breath hitches in anticipation every time his fingers bump over the clasp of my bra, wondering if now is when he’ll undo it. But only when I arch against him does he finally move.
 
   With a single deft movement of his fingers, my band goes slack. My cheeks flush hot and I suppress a tiny squeak of surprise. Jeez . . . I know he’s had a lot of practice with undressing women, but even I can’t take off my bra one-handed.
 
   Noah pulls back to draw the straps down my shoulders, drinking in the sight of my breasts as they’re slowly revealed. I shiver, feeling his eyes on me like a physical caress. I’m still wearing my skirt and pantyhose, but Noah’s hungry gaze makes me feel so exposed. In a strangely good way, though—not vulnerable or weak. Like he’s seeing the real me, undisguised, and I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. The only woman in his world.
 
   Almost worshipfully, he bends his head to kiss my nipple. I suck in my breath; even that light touch zips through me like a static shock. Encouraged, he mouths it again, wetter this time, his lips sliding over the stiffening nub, shooting sparks straight to my clit. I let out a soft, husky moan when he starts sucking and licking—then another when he cups my other breast in one large hand and pinches the nipple.
 
   “W-wait, time out,” I gasp. “You’re still . . . shirt . . . not fair . . .” It’s damn near impossible to string together a sentence under this onslaught.
 
   Smirking, Noah backs off. I take the opportunity to catch my breath while he pulls his shirt over his head and drops it on the floor next to mine.
 
   “You want to take this to the bedroom?” he asks.
 
   I nod emphatically, glad that he saved me the effort of saying it out loud. I want him so badly, my whole body is thrumming.
 
   He takes my hand and leads me down the hall. He sits on the bed, with me standing between his knees, and leans forward to wrap his arms around my waist. As his hands work on unzipping my pencil skirt, his mouth resumes its assault on my breasts. I breathe hard, clutching at his shoulders to keep my balance.
 
   At last the black twill pools on the floor and I step out of it, further into his embrace. Noah’s erection brushes my lower thigh. Feeling bold, I push my knee forward to rub against it, and I’m rewarded with a stifled groan. Then it’s my turn to groan when Noah cups my crotch firmly.
 
   “Damn,” he growls, “you’ve soaked right through your panties, Snowflake. I could probably get you off right now, just like this.”
 
   Suddenly I’m flipped onto my back on the bed, Noah looming over me. “But I won’t,” he continues. “Because we both know what tonight is about. Some good old-fashioned fucking.” One finger trails from my collarbone between my breasts, all the way down my body, leaving goosebumps in its wake. I bite my lip as his fingertip ghosts over my pussy lips through the damp fabric of my panties.
 
   He grins like a wolf. “However, we do need to get you nice and wet first.”
 
   And with that, before I can say anything, Noah pulls off my panties and dives in. A wild keening cry bursts from my throat. His tongue writhes against my swollen clit and I can barely catch my breath, let alone keep quiet. Jesus, the boy eats pussy like he’s dying of thirst. His long, thick finger pushes inside me and curls up and holy shit, do that again! My fingers tighten in his hair, shoving his face against my pussy until he probably can’t breathe, but I don’t care, I can’t stop, it’s too much and my muscles have locked all on their own.
 
   His finger withdraws, only to return with reinforcements. Little desperate noises escape me as Noah licks my clit and scissors his index and middle fingers deep inside me. I’m actually trembling, and it’s not just from the overpowering sensation. I know why he’s putting so much effort into preparing me. I’ve seen his enormous cock before—and it’s been a long damn time since I’ve had anything at all inside me. So I’m going to need all the lubrication and stretching I can get.
 
   A thrill runs down my spine, one part nervousness to ten parts excitement. My stomach clenches with anticipation. I’m so ready for this, for him, I feel like I’m on fire. Panting aloud, I quiver and clench around his fingers. Almost there, almost . . .
 
   Until the son of a bitch pulls back. “Not yet,” he teases.
 
   I almost give him a dirty look for stopping. But I know what’s next, and I want to come with him inside me. I nod at him in speechless eagerness as he quickly sheds his pants and boxers, then takes a condom from his nightstand drawer and rolls it on.
 
   Wait, this picture seems wrong. I try to gather my lust-fogged thoughts. He had condoms all along—last night too? Then why did he stop when I mentioned them? And why did I have to go to the drugstore this morning?
 
   But my thoughts dissolve as he starts easing his cock into me. My breath hitches; he’s so thick and it’s been such a long time, even the first inch stings a little.
 
   “Wait,” I gasp, and he immediately freezes.
 
   “You okay there?”
 
   “Y-yeah,” I reply. “Keep going. Just . . . go slow.” No way in hell do I want him to stop now. I don’t care where the condoms came from, so long as we can just fuck already.
 
   Bit by bit, he works his way inside me, pausing whenever I tense up. “Good girl. You’re doing so good,” he murmurs.
 
   His voice is strained; I’m sure from holding himself back. He looks incredibly sexy poised over me, with his lips parted and those veins standing out in his tensed forearms.
 
   Just when I feel like I can’t take any more, at last he bottoms out. I’m already damp with sweat. The feeling of fullness is breathtaking, a slightly burning stretch that balances on a knife edge between pleasure and pain.
 
   He starts withdrawing again, then pushes back in, just as slowly as before. But I’m ready for the real thing now. I dig my heels into his lower back to urge him on.
 
   His eyes light up. “Oh, that’s how it is?”
 
   I moan in response, because forming actual words when he’s so deep inside me just isn’t possible.
 
   “You’re ready to be fucked hard now?” He slowly pulls out, almost all the way—then snaps his hips forward.
 
   My mouth falls open in a silent cry. He rocks back and slams in again and again, finally fucking me in earnest. Bliss crashes through me with every sharp thrust, each wave coming right on the heels of the last, keeping me afloat, drowned, overwhelmed. I’m dizzy with pleasure. It’s so intense I can’t think or breathe or do anything but whimper.
 
   “Damn, baby, you feel amazing,” Noah groans. “I’ve wanted this for so long. I used to jerk off every night thinking about you . . . wanted to bury my cock in you, make you scream my name. You made me come so fucking hard.”
 
   His voice is ragged with need. I feel a thrill at the idea that I’ve driven him so wild, made him lose all his control. Noah Tate, the man who can have any woman he wants, has waited years just for me.
 
   He crushes our lips together, his tongue searching for me. The shift in position presses my legs up, and his pelvis grinds against my clit with every move. I moan desperately into his mouth. The waves of ecstasy surge higher and higher—
 
   Until they crest and crash, my release pounding through me. “Noah!” I cry out as I quake apart in his arms.
 
   “Fuck, I can feel you coming . . . so tight, so good, I’m—”
 
   His husky voice collapses into a shapeless growl, a dark, primal sound of pure pleasure. He gives a few more hard thrusts, shuddering into me until his hips slow and finally still.
 
   For a few minutes we just cling to each other, panting for breath, savoring the last aftershocks as we come down from our high. I’m not sure I could get up even if I wanted to. Now I understand what women mean when they talk about feeling the Earth move.
 
   I suck in my breath when Noah eases himself out. He leans over me to throw the condom in the trash, then lies down beside me, his head propped up on his elbow to gaze down at me.
 
   “So . . . what did you think?”
 
   Oh, come on. After all that, he shouldn’t expect me to speak coherently, let alone leave a damn Yelp review.
 
   “Good,” I mumble. That’s the best I can manage. But I guess that’s less embarrassing than eleven out of ten or I can’t feel my legs.
 
   I feel his chuckle more than hear it. He reaches for my hand and laces our fingers together. Lifting my hand to his lips, he presses a gentle kiss to the back of it, then pulls to draw my arm over his body.
 
   Held safe in his embrace, I lie limp, exhausted, bathed in a warm golden glow of satisfaction. I finally did it. I fucked Noah Tate, and it was one of the best ideas I’ve ever had. I knew sex was better than my past experiences—otherwise, people wouldn’t talk about it as much as they do—but I never imagined it could be this good. Even my teenage fantasies barely measure up.
 
   I decide that my boring, painful fumbling with Brad didn’t count at all. Tonight was my real first time. A whole new world of pleasure has opened itself before me, and I intend to explore it to the fullest.
 
   An enormous yawn overtakes me, interrupting my thoughts. Phew . . . right after I get some rest.
 
   I wriggle closer to Noah and pillow my head on his bicep. Together, we drift off to sleep.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   Watching Olivia put this cocky asshole in his place is exhilarating.
 
   It’s our regular Friday morning executive planning meeting with the board chair, Olivia’s father, Fred; my late father’s advisor, Prescott; and the department heads from marketing, finance, and HR. Olivia just finished explaining her plan for the upcoming quarter. And the finance executive—a dinosaur named Peter who we should have fired last decade—made the fatal mistake of questioning her expertise a little too adamantly.
 
   “Peter, I appreciate your passion on the topic.” Olivia’s voice is sure and steady, much calmer than I would have been in her place. “But since Noah and I took over as co-CEOs, this company’s performance has steadily improved.”
 
   Peter shifts in his chair with a noise that sounds too much like a scoff for my liking.
 
   I frown at him. Hey, fuck you too, buddy.
 
   I don’t know why it’s just now occurring to me, but the prejudices Olivia has faced to take over her corner office and head of the conference table have surely been daunting. She’s young, she’s a woman, and she’s the former boss’s daughter—all things that small-minded men like Peter take to assume that she’s not qualified for her new role.
 
   I want to throw in my own two cents about his behavior, but I don’t. Olivia can handle herself, and I won’t imply otherwise by jumping to her rescue, especially not in front of all these company officers. She doesn’t need a man to save her, and it’s a quality I admire so much about her.
 
   Without missing a beat, Olivia finishes shutting down Peter as if she hadn’t heard his scoff. “If you’d like to discuss my plan further, you can join me in my office later and I’ll be happy to walk you through it . . . using small words, if it helps. However, I won’t let you derail this meeting any further. Now, does anyone have any more business, or are we adjourned?”
 
   Peter’s mouth drops open. But he soon closes it again, defeated, and I suppress a grin.
 
   When nobody else says a word, Olivia rises to her feet. “Thank you all for your time this morning, and please have your department summaries to me by the end of the day.”
 
   Everyone scatters until only Olivia and I are standing in the conference room. “Are you okay?” I ask.
 
   She inhales a deep sigh. “Of course.”
 
   Even if she wasn’t okay, it’s in her DNA to put on a brave face and carry on. It makes me proud to know her, to work with her, and to be the man who gets to go home with her.
 
   “Peter’s a cocksucker. Come on, let’s go get a tea.”
 
   She smiles for the first time since the meeting began. “Sounds great.”
 
   I lead Olivia to my office, where my secretary was thoughtful enough to get me an electric kettle. A small glass-topped cart holds bottled water, a collection of different English bagged teas, and a couple of mugs.
 
   When the water heats up, I pour Olivia a cup and hand it to her. She looks at me hesitantly.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Do you mind if we close the door?”
 
   “Not at all.” I walk across the office and shut the door, wondering what the privacy is for.
 
   She sips her tea while I prepare my own cup, then sit down in the armchair next to hers. The late morning sunshine makes everything feel cheery, but I suspect there’s something on her mind. She twists the simple diamond and platinum wedding band on her finger.
 
   “Tell me what’s on your mind, Snowflake,” I prompt her. Something serious is clearly brewing in there, and I suspect it has to do with last night.
 
   We fucked like rabbits and slept naked in each other’s arms. Then this morning, we got ready for work and ate breakfast as usual, like none of it ever happened. I have no idea what’s going through her head, if she regrets it or what.
 
   My dick definitely wants a repeat performance. Already I’ve started fantasizing about spending all weekend fucking her brains out. Hey, a man can hope, right? But I don’t know how she feels about our first time. And to be honest . . . I’m not totally sure how I feel either.
 
   Part of me hoped the sex would be mediocre. That Olivia’s cool, collected demeanor would spill over into the bedroom, and she’d be a lifeless lay. Oh, how wrong I was. She was responsive and oh-so-eager for me, matching me thrust for thrust, whimpering sexy mewling cries each time I hit deep inside her.
 
   And when she came? She didn’t hold back, like some women do, afraid to be too loud, making sex into something shameful. No, Olivia celebrated it. Crying out with her orgasm, panting my name, clawing my back. I followed her over the edge . . . and now I’m afraid I’d follow her anywhere.
 
   Last night was almost too perfect. Better than any woman I’ve ever been with. And a deep, dark part of me already knows the reason why. She’s special; there’s something between us that I’ve never had before. Even though I’ve always wanted Olivia, always felt strongly about her, it’s jarring to admit just how much she means to me. How hard she makes my heart pound, how far I will go for her . . .
 
   Apparently not enough to man up and tell her about the contract. My stomach tightens.
 
   Olivia sets her mug on the glass table in front of us and crosses her legs. She’s in a sexy figure-hugging white dress with a tailored black blazer over the top. A chunky turquoise necklace is the only bright pop of color in her outfit, but it’s exactly enough. The woman knows how to present herself. Remembering my thoughts from the meeting earlier, I wonder how much time she spends every morning, finding the perfect balance between feeling feminine and being taken seriously as a professional.
 
   “I, um . . .” She pauses, looking down at her red-lacquered fingernails.
 
   “Tell me.” I lean closer.
 
   “Last night was . . .” She trails off again, wringing her hands in her lap. “It was like a bucket list thing. Something to check off my list—no-strings sex with Noah Tate. I thought it’d be fun, and I psyched myself up to just do it.”
 
   “And now that we’ve done it?” My heart starts to pound.
 
   She takes a deep breath.
 
   “Look at me, Olivia.” I need to see into her eyes, need to see if she regrets it like I fear she does
 
   She looks up, and the haunting depth in her gaze almost guts me. “Once wasn’t nearly enough,” she breathes.
 
   In one heartbeat, I’ve pulled her into my arms, smashing her chest against mine. Her tongue darts out to tease her lower lip just before my mouth crashes against hers.
 
   I need her out of this dress and bent over my desk as soon as fucking possible. Without breaking our kiss, I tug off her blazer and find the zipper at the back of her dress, drawing it down the graceful slope of her spine. Once she’s stripped down to just her nude lace bra and thong and her black stiletto heels, I spin her so she’s facing my desk.
 
   Placing each of her palms on the desk, I say, “Hold on, baby.” Then I drop to my knees behind her and caress her round ass, giving it a playful swat.
 
   She lets out a sharp yelp, more startled than in pain.
 
   “Shh,” I tell her, smoothing my hand over the pink stinging spot. “Can you stay nice and quiet for me?”
 
   Olivia nods, her gaze darting over to the door to my office. The very unlocked door where someone can come in at any moment.
 
   I rub her pussy through the damp fabric of her thong and she lifts her ass, rocking her hips against my hand.
 
   “So eager. Promise you can stay quiet?”
 
   She nods again.
 
   I lift the edge of her panties and push one finger into her snug channel. So deliciously tight and hot. I enjoy the view of watching my finger sink in, deeper and deeper, one knuckle disappearing after another, then slowly slide out again. She’s already breathing hard, and her inner walls grip me with every move.
 
   Getting married has made me realize something. I don’t want an endless parade of one-night stands anymore. I want . . . intimacy. Domesticity. Someone to cook for and cuddle with, someone to share in my triumphs and keep my bed warm at night. I want a wife. I want Olivia.
 
   But once again, a shadow falls over my thoughts. I’m still hiding the truth from her. I don’t know how she’ll react, how to explain things in a way that protects both her feelings and the company. And as long as I’m deceiving her, I can never have the true connection I’m craving. The secret of the heir clause will be a wall between us. Invisible to her, insurmountable to me.
 
   I give myself a mental shake. Olivia is panting and rocking her hips in time with my motion, desperate for more. What the fuck is wrong with me? Olivia’s naked ass and pussy are right in my face and I can’t pay attention.
 
   Focus, dumbass, I scream at myself. Your wife needs you. What kind of man would leave her hanging?
 
   I withdraw my fingers—oh fuck, her little whimper of disappointment zings straight to my dick—press on her back until she lies flat on the desk with her ass raised, and plant my lips right over her clit. Just one hard suck pulls a wild cry from her lips. With a chuckle, I lean back on my heels.
 
   “Sorry,” she whispers. “Please don’t stop. I’ll behave.”
 
   I grin and dive in for more. Planting both hands on her ass cheeks, I part her wet lips with my thumbs so I can reach the spots that make her bite her lip as she fights to stay quiet.
 
   I lick and suck until she’s a trembling, writhing mess. I don’t let up, mercilessly eating her pussy from behind. My fingers dig into her hips as I press my face harder into her. I need to be deeper. I need to be as close to Olivia as I can get, drowning in her taste and smell and hot, slick feel, and still it’s not enough.
 
   She comes with a stifled moan, her chest heaving on my desk. I kiss her ass, her thighs, the back of her knees as she shudders, then rise to my feet.
 
   Instead of thanking me, or making some dry remark like I’ve come to expect from her, Olivia immediately begins opening the front of my pants. Hell yeah. My belt hits the floor and she shoves my pants and boxers down to my knees.
 
   She takes my cock in her hands and starts pumping while kissing my throat. She’s so damn sweet, so eager, it’s almost too much. I lift her by the hips and sit her on my desk. She’s still wearing her thong, but that’s no problem.
 
   As she continues to stroke me, I step between her thighs and lift the elastic edge of her panties, pulling them all the way to the side so she’s exposed to me.
 
   “Ready for more?” I ask, parting her delicately with my thumbs.
 
   A whimper is the only affirmation I get.
 
   I step closer and rub the head of my cock against her clit. Olivia gasps and looks down between us.
 
   “You’re so sexy,” I say, rubbing myself along her heat, coating myself in her wetness.
 
   She watches my eyes the entire time. It’s a thrill that she can’t keep her gaze off mine, but there’s something about it that scares me too. Like she’s going to see exactly how I feel about her, discover that my feelings for her run much deeper than fake husband and wife. Maybe this is what it means to love someone. It’s scary and uncertain, and you’re always terrified of fucking it up. But for me, it’s not a question of if I fuck it up. It’s when.
 
   Focus, Noah.
 
   I align the head of my cock and press forward the tiniest bit. Just the tip of me has entered her and I stop, realizing we’re without a condom. I swallow.
 
   Does Olivia realize it too? Is she okay with this, or did she just not notice? Staying perfectly still, I thumb her clit again. She moans my name.
 
   “Shh, baby.” I pet her hair back from her face and kiss her lips.
 
   There’s something captivating about this moment. Broad daylight pouring through the window, halogen lights burning overhead. I can see every part of her. It’s intimate and illicit, and that’s a huge turn-on.
 
   I try to keep from thrusting; I don’t want her to cry out and blow our cover. The frosted glass doors don’t block much sound. I’m sure my secretary already heard Olivia when she came.
 
   I follow Olivia’s gaze to where it’s held captive—the spot where my body joins with hers. Just the flared head of my cock is buried, a thick vein pulsing along the shaft. I stroke her clit again and feel her inner muscles clamp down on me. Pleasure zips down my spine and I’m way too close to coming already.
 
   “Don’t fucking squeeze me like that,” I growl.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   Olivia climbs down off the desk. For a second, I think that she’s heard someone—that one of our colleagues, or worse, her father, is about to open the door. But when she doesn’t make a move to cover herself, I know that’s not it.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “No condom. We can’t.”
 
   Fuck.
 
   No, scratch that—double fuck.
 
   “Well, this situation . . .” I glance down at my raging erection. “Needs to be taken care of. How can I be expected to work the rest of the day like this?”
 
   She purses her lips. I almost expect her to tell me to suck it up and deal with it. It’s what the old Olivia would have done. But this beautiful, sexual creature before me isn’t the old Olivia.
 
   “And how do you propose I take care of it, Mr. Tate?”
 
   I love that she’s playing right into my fantasy of office sex, complete with calling me by my proper name.
 
   “I could send you on a scavenger hunt for condoms, but that might take too long. Or . . .” I tap my chin thoughtfully.
 
   “Or?”
 
   “I could bend you over my desk and fuck that beautiful ass of yours, or watch you wrap those pretty little lips around my cock and swallow every drop I give you.”
 
   Needless to say, the idea of either excites me to no end.
 
   She looks shy for a moment, just a moment, and I’m dying to know what she’s thinking. Then her confidence comes rushing back. “I’m not having the first time we do . . . that in your office.”
 
   “‘That’ being back door?” I ask.
 
   She gives me a swift nod.
 
   Interesting. She’s not saying never; she’s just saying not right now.
 
   My little Snowflake has melted into a puddle for me. Gone is the chilly, no-nonsense woman who I wanted so badly to rustle up. Now she’s the woman of my dreams, tough when she needs to be, but soft and eager when we’re alone.
 
   Without another word, Olivia drops down to her knees before me and takes me in her hand. Then her mouth is on me and her head is bobbing in time with her hand, and holy fuck, my wife gives good head.
 
   After only a minute, I’m panting and my abs are tight, my orgasm close.
 
   “Olivia.” I grunt, cupping her cheeks in my hands while she continues bobbing up and down. “I’m going to come.”
 
   I warn her to give her a chance to pull away, figuring I’m going to blow my load on the stack of memos on my desk. But her mouth doesn’t move, except to swallow me deeper with a sultry moan.
 
   Fuck. I come hard, with blood thundering in my ears, and Olivia swallows every drop.
 
   “Holy hell, princess.” I help her to her feet, then tuck myself back inside my pants. “That was incredible.”
 
   She gives me a sly grin. “I’m glad you enjoyed it, Mr. Tate.”
 
   After a long kiss good-bye, Olivia leaves and I sit down at my desk with a lovesick grin on my lips.
 
   But the peaceful atmosphere is not to last. With a tap on the doorframe, Fred enters.
 
   “Hey, Noah, do you have a minute?”
 
   Reluctantly I nod. Fuck. I hope he doesn’t notice that it smells like pussy in here. His daughter’s pussy.
 
   “Come on in, Fred. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Do you mind if I close the door?” he asks.
 
   I nod. “Of course not.” So far his visit is eerily similar to Olivia’s, but if he thinks I’m eating his ass on my desk, he’s dead fucking wrong.
 
   Once the office door is closed, Fred lowers himself into the armchair in front of my desk. “How are things going?” he asks, his lips pursed and his tone filled with skepticism.
 
   “Fine?” I reply, confused. What the fuck is he getting at?
 
   “I actually came to talk to you about something sensitive. Specifically, is Olivia pregnant yet?”
 
   “Um . . .” I swallow and my gaze darts away from his.
 
   “Because Peter’s little tantrum in the meeting this morning was only the beginning, I fear.”
 
   “What do you mean?” If any of these asshats try to undermine Olivia, if any of them try to come at her in any way, so help me God . . .
 
   Fred shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “The board agreed to ninety days.”
 
   “Yes, and?” I tap my fingers impatiently on the desk. We still have plenty of time, by my watch.
 
   “And more than a month has passed without much in the way of results. They’re growing restless. They’re still entertaining offers to dissolve us, son.”
 
   The look in his eyes isn’t just uncertainty. It’s sheer panic. I let out a heavy sigh.
 
   “And there’s something else,” he continues. “My health . . .”
 
   “What is it, Fred?” I lean forward in my chair, placing my elbows on the desk.
 
   “Well, I was diagnosed with an aggressive form of cancer earlier this year, as you know. But I’ve received word from my oncologist that it hasn’t responded to treatment as well as we’d hoped.”
 
   “Does Olivia know?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Not yet. I hope to try one more treatment before I tell her. And she’s got so much on her plate right now.”
 
   I nod. I’m not unfamiliar with what it’s like to watch a parent die. “I’m going to take care of her, Fred.”
 
   He smiles at me sadly. “I know you will.” Then he rises from his seat and wanders to the door.
 
   I don’t like the slump of his shoulders, the tired defeat in his posture. “Fred, hang in there, buddy. We’ve got this.” I force some hopeful optimism into my voice.
 
   He faces me and nods. “Let’s just get a pregnancy test scheduled soon. We need some good news around here.”
 
   My mouth goes dry, and I swear I can feel the blood drain from my face. “Soon,” I choke out.
 
   “With you two now married, the numbers looking up, and a baby hopefully on the way, the board won’t have a leg to stand on. You’ll win this fight.”
 
   Fred leaves, closing the door behind him. Which is good, because I don’t know how I can face anyone right now.
 
   Olivia still doesn’t know. The company is still in trouble. Everything is riding on this. But if I come clean to Olivia, tell her that the real reason we got married was to produce an heir, I have good cause to believe she’ll walk away forever. And if I don’t knock her up, we’ll lose our company to a rival firm. It’s either lose Olivia . . . or lose Tate & Cane Enterprises.
 
   I lean forward to bury my face in my hands. Christ.
 
   What am I going to do?
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Olivia
 
    
 
   The next week passes in a blur of long hours and stolen moments. On workdays, Noah and I bust our asses at the office, the perfect models of diligent leadership. But we flirt and kiss every chance we get, and we jealously guard our nights together. For the first time in a long time, Tate & Cane isn’t the only center of my life—something else has joined it.
 
   At a familiar knock on my open office door, I look up from my computer.
 
   Noah leans against the doorjamb. “Hey there, Snowflake. You hungry?”
 
   “Is that a pickup line, or are you talking about actual, literal hunger?” I reply with one raised eyebrow. If he asks me whether I want a nice big sausage, I swear to God . . .
 
   “I’ll take whatever I can get.” Noah chuckles. “But no, I was just wondering if you wanted to grab lunch soon. I wanted to ask your professional opinion on a couple things.”
 
   I consider. On one hand, I’m kind of in the middle of something. On the other, I’m also getting hungry. I check my clock. Sure enough, it’s lunchtime. And we’ll be talking about business while we eat . . .
 
   Why not? Deciding that this report can wait another hour, I roll my chair back and get up. “I can go right now if you’re ready. I actually have some stuff I wanted to ask you about too.”
 
   We take the elevator down to the lobby. The weather is nice, so we decide to walk to a small but classy sushi bar about a block from the office. All the way there, we keep finding reasons to touch each other—hands brushing together, hips “accidentally” bumping, playful shoulder nudges, quick affectionate squeezes around the waist.
 
   The hostess seats us at a cozy table for two, tucked away from the window.
 
   Once we have our drinks, I prompt Noah, “So you wanted to ask me something?”
 
   He waves his hand. “You go first.”
 
   “Well,” I begin, settling back in my chair, “I’m worried about this year’s retreat.” Normally, we hold a tropical company retreat every winter, and we always invite the executives of our most valuable clients. It’s all part of maintaining Tate & Cane’s image of personalized, luxury service. “I just don’t think we can afford it right now. Even if we can, it’ll make things awfully tight . . .”
 
   I expect Noah to object. Or at least make an innuendo about “tight things.” Events like this are always huge networking opportunities. And if we deviate from our usual routine, clients might get suspicious about our finances. The last thing we need is a repeat of last month’s Red Dog Optics panic.
 
   But Noah surprises me when he replies, “Then let’s cancel this year. Our employees will understand, and we can find some other way to butter up our clients.”
 
   I blink, iced tea paused halfway to my mouth. “That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking. You read my mind.”
 
   By now I’ve seen his mischievous smirk a million times, but it still sends a subtle tingle down my spine when he purrs, “I hope there’s other, more fun things on your mind too.”
 
   While I can’t help returning his smile, I try to stand firm and stay focused. “Back to our clients—what ‘other ways’ did you have in mind?”
 
   Thinking, Noah rubs his stubbled chin. “We could invite the execs to a private gala. One day, one night. Even if we pay for their airfare and hotel, it’ll be less expensive than sending over a hundred people to Jamaica. We can say something like ‘we decided to host a more intimate event this year’ so we don’t have to admit the real reason.”
 
   “Won’t they see right through that?” In this kind of context, everyone knows that intimate is just a code word for small.
 
   Noah shrugs. “What else can we do? If you say we can’t afford a retreat this year, then I believe you.”
 
   I’m embarrassed to feel a little flutter at his words. He trusts my professional judgment without question. It was such a simple, innocent statement but it carries so much weight, so much faith.
 
   “And we have to place the same kind of trust in them to see us for what we really are,” Noah continues. “You never know . . . if we really want to transform Tate & Cane, honesty might turn out to be our greatest strength. A smart client would appreciate our frugality and efficiency.” He winks at me. “And don’t worry, I’ll still show them a great time, budget or no budget. They won’t miss the Caribbean one bit when I’m through with them.”
 
   “Okay, sure. I’ll leave it to the master party animal.” Sipping my drink, I wave my hand. “Looks like we have a consensus. Motion passed. Now it’s your turn.”
 
   He says, “I’ve been debating whether to pitch our new service style to Acentix Telecom. They’re kind of old-fashioned . . .” One of the few regulars that Dad and Bill managed to hang on to over the years, in fact. “And they’ve always been happy with our work in the past.”
 
   “So you’re wondering, should we even bother trying to update them?” I clarify.
 
   “Right. I figured you’d say, ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.’” He turns his palms up. “But I thought I’d ask anyway.”
 
   I stare into my glass as I weigh our options. Noah knows me well; my first instinct is to avoid spending resources on non-vital work. Pulling together a pitch meeting won’t take a huge amount of effort, but it’s not very likely to yield much of a return either.
 
   For some reason, though, I’m feeling bold. Something inside me whispers why not? And that voice sounds a lot like Noah.
 
   The man himself sips his drink and watches me, keeping quiet, giving me all the time I need to think.
 
   Finally, I reply, “I think we might as well try. At worst, Acentix says ‘no, thanks’—which is always a risk when pitching anyway—and we continue the services we’ve been providing them all along. So why not? The whole reason Dad made us co-CEOs is so we could shepherd this company into the digital era, right? We shouldn’t be shy about trying new things.”
 
   Noah smiles, locking eyes with me. “Experimenting with new things has sure worked out pretty well for us.”
 
   The meaningful glance we share is broken by a ding from Noah’s phone. He checks it, his smile fading away with every second his dark eyes scan back and forth across the screen.
 
   “What is it?” I ask.
 
   Please no shitstorms for at least another half hour. I know it’s a bit selfish of me, since this lunch is for business and not pleasure anyway, but I’m irritated that my one-on-one time with Noah is being interrupted.
 
   “Just an e-mail from our Parrish Footwear project leader,” he grumbles. “Don’t worry, it’s not an emergency. Apparently Estelle has been making noises about how long we’re taking to finish their first round of deliverables.” Noah gives a wry twist of his full lips. “Even though she was fine with our proposed deadline when she signed the contract.”
 
   “We’re not liable for late work if it’s not actually late. So, legally, our ass is covered. But . . .” I chew my lip thoughtfully. “We should probably still try to smooth her feathers. This relationship could make us a lot of money in the long run.” And if working with Noah has taught me anything, it’s that there’s more to maintaining good vibes than just what’s on paper. “You should pay Estelle a visit. Invite her to a business lunch, bump into her at a party, something casual like that. Just smooth things over and reassure her about our progress.”
 
   Noah blinks, surprised. “You’d really be okay with that?”
 
   “She likes you. We might as well put that rapport to good use.” Not too long ago, I would have dismissed this kind of elbow-rubbing as a waste of time. But it’s hard to argue with the effectiveness of Noah’s charismatic approach.
 
   He cocks his head and I realize what he’s really asking.
 
   “Besides, I know nothing would ever happen between you two,” I say, smiling warmly at him. A flash of something daring prompts me to add, “She can look all she wants, but only I get to touch.”
 
   Noah gives a low, pleased noise that’s half chuckle and half murmur. “Damn right. By the way, Snowflake, I like this side of you. Any chance of that touching happening anytime soon?”
 
   I return his smoldering stare. “If you play your cards right.”
 
   He stretches in his chair with a stifled groan, offering me a tantalizing hint of the taut body under his suit, then leans back with arms crossed over his broad chest. His smirk tells me that he knows exactly what he was doing. “Well, that’s the last item on my agenda. You have anything else?”
 
   Sipping my drink, I shake my head. “Not really anything pressing. Camryn asked me the other day about how we should bill content marketing. But I just offered my opinion and let her make the final decision.”
 
   Noah’s eyebrows quirk. “You, delegating?”
 
   “Her team got the in-depth social media training, not me,” I reply with a casual shrug. “And she’s handling everything great so far.”
 
   But I know why he’s surprised. I’ve finally managed to chill out and hand over the reins—at least, where my loyal, responsible BFF is concerned. Other than giving feedback on her weekly reports, I’m making an effort not to butt in.
 
   “That was easy. All our issues discussed and our food hasn’t even arrived yet.” Noah grins at me. “Looks like our business lunch will be just a regular lunch.”
 
   “Was this your plan all along?” I scold him without any real force. “To get me out on a date with you in the middle of the workday?”
 
   His innocent shrug is spoiled by the fact that he hasn’t stopped smiling. “Maybe.”
 
   I pause for a long moment, pretending to think hard. “Well . . . I guess I can forgive you.”
 
   Noah holds up a finger in protest. “Hey, you’re going off script. You’re supposed to be mad at me, and then I have to soften you up—”
 
   “In front of the whole restaurant?”
 
   His grin darkens into absolute sin. “Oh, Snowflake, you’ve got a dirty mind. All I had planned was a kiss. But I like the way you think, and I seem to remember you not being shy about fooling around in restaurants.”
 
   “This is why I like you better when you don’t talk,” I retort with a smile. Especially when it’s because your mouth is otherwise occupied.
 
   “So, what’s the verdict on my brilliant plan?”
 
   “Hmm . . .” I pretend to ponder again. “I’ll take that kiss now. More later.”
 
   “At the office?” he asks immediately.
 
   Actually, that doesn’t sound so—
 
   Wait, no, what am I thinking? He’s dragging me down a rabbit hole. We already crossed that line, and as exhilarating as it was, I don’t want to get caught in some scandal.
 
   I give him a firm shake of my head. “At home. Where we can be as loud and take as long as we want.”
 
   He heaves a purposely melodramatic sigh. “But that’s such a long wait, and you’re the one who brought up sex in the first place.” Before I can tease him for being a perpetual horndog, he adds, “I guess I can be good for a little longer, though. You’re worth waiting for.”
 
   My cheeks turn pink even before he leans across the table and his lips brush against mine. I’m not sure how to respond. Sexy flirting is one thing, but that comment was almost too sweet. Too real.
 
   Our lunch chooses that moment to arrive. We dig into the delicious sushi and let ourselves talk about anything but business. All too soon, we’ll have to get back to the office, but for now, we savor each other’s company. A precious hour alone together, away from the hustle and stress.
 
   • • •
 
   At least once a month, Camryn and I try to set aside some girl time to pamper ourselves and catch up with each other. Today is that most sacred of days. We’ve booked a luxury pedicure at our favorite salon. We sit side by side in adjacent spa chairs, our long-suffering feet freed from high heels and soaking in warm, lavender-scented whirlpool baths. Ahh . . .
 
   “So, how’ve you been lately?” Camryn asks me as the attendant massages exfoliating salt scrub into her soles. “Do anything cool without me?”
 
   “Actually, yeah.” My tone slips into a soft fondness. “Noah and I spent all of last weekend together. On Saturday we had brunch, went shopping at the farmer’s market—he bought me the peonies I always get, without even needing to ask—and then we went to the MOMA’s special Impressionist exhibit. On Sunday, we saw P.B. and Jay—”
 
   “That new indie rom-com?” she asks, interrupting.
 
   “Yeah. And then we ate dinner out and went dancing.”
 
   Feigning shock, Camryn presses her free hand over her heart. “Hang on. I need a minute to process this. Noah Tate, buying flowers and watching chick flicks? And Olivia Cane—”
 
   “But you have no problem imagining Noah at an art museum?”
 
   “At least the paintings probably had naked ladies in them. But Noah Tate, acting so cute and mushy? And Olivia Cane, taking an entire weekend off? Unplanned? For fun? I think I might have a heart attack.”
 
   I snort despite myself. “Oh, shut up. I’m not that boring.”
 
   “Yes, you are. Tell me something—you sneakily answered work e-mails while he was in the bathroom, didn’t you?”
 
   “For your information, I had my phone turned off the whole time we were out.”
 
   Camryn’s mouth drops open and she twists to face me fully, her shock now genuine. “Holy shit. Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”
 
   I shrug sheepishly. “Noah convinced me that the office would survive two measly days without me. And I actually . . . believed him.”
 
   Camryn says nothing. She just smirks at me like she knows something I don’t. My stomach stirs with nervous flutters.
 
   “What?” I finally ask. I know full well I’m taking her bait, but I don’t care enough to let her keep up her smug staring.
 
   “Oh, nothing,” she says in a singsong voice, her tone soaked with false innocence. “I guess he must be pretty convincing, is all.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” I huff. “It’s just because I’ve been more confident about work lately. I feel like Tate & Cane is really starting to get back on track.”
 
   “Sure, but business isn’t the only thing that’s going well. You practically glow when you talk about Noah. And it seems like his free-and-easy ways have rubbed off on you.”
 
   The double entendre isn’t lost on me but I ignore it, determined to be the more mature woman in the room. “It was just one weekend off. Big deal.”
 
   “Yeah, you guys are definitely in your honeymoon phase,” she concludes, ignoring me right back. She heaves a sigh of satisfaction that definitely didn’t need to be so theatrical. “I had my doubts at first, but it looks like the manwhore can step up and be romantic when he sees something he really wants.”
 
   “What are you talking about? He’s wanted women before.” Noah practically treated chasing pussy like another full-time job, in fact.
 
   Camryn shakes her head. “Not the same way he wants you. He seems really motivated to win you over. Like, for real. Not just for the company’s sake.”
 
   My heart gives a little kick. I instinctively start to argue with her. “I’m sure he just . . .”
 
   But then I stop because I realize that his efforts are sincere. To be honest, I always knew they were. And his romantic gestures didn’t slack off after we were married or after we slept together. So this can’t just be about the contract or the company’s public image, or even just about getting into my pants. From the beginning, Noah made no secret of being attracted to me, but lately the atmosphere between us seems like more than just sexual tension.
 
   The attendant interrupts my stunned musings. “Would you ladies like me to apply any nail polish today?”
 
   Wow, I must have been really spacing out. I didn’t even think of picking out a color.
 
   “Pale pink,” I blurt, feeling playful. Very different from my usual palette of dark matte red, which feels professional and mature for the male-dominated office. Pastel pink, in a way, symbolizes my newly awakened soft side. I smile to myself, wondering what Noah will think.
 
   “Can I see what new shades you have?” Camryn asks.
 
   “I’ll bring you our color book,” the attendant says as she bustles out of the room.
 
   I sink back into my thoughts. Can Noah actually have serious feelings for me? And if he does, what will I do with this information? How do I feel about Noah? I’m having fun now, but is he really long-term husband material?
 
   As much as I’ve denied it just now, Camryn is right—Noah is changing my routine. Hell, he’s changing me. The old Olivia never would have let her hair down like I did last weekend. And we’re so much more in sync at the office. Not too long ago, we struggled to mesh our management styles, but now we effortlessly work together to solve problems with the easy grace of a rehearsed dance. We’ve grown across the gap to meet each other halfway.
 
   Almost without my noticing, Noah has become one of my guiding stars. Someone I look forward to seeing each and every day. His smile alone has the power to speed up or slow down my heart. I’ve been so much calmer and happier lately . . . although that might just be a side effect of having multiple screaming orgasms every night.
 
   As if Camryn can read my mind, she asks in an undertone, “So, have you two done the deed yet?”
 
   Caught off guard, I look away, stammering, “Um . . .”
 
   “Oh my God, you did,” she says with a squeal. “I’m so proud.”
 
   Even though I’m staring intently at the wall, I can still hear the gleeful grin in her voice. My face feels hot.
 
   “You’re being weird,” I protest.
 
   “Are you kidding? You’ve finally broken your dry spell. Now I’m not the only one holding up the ‘sexy gossip’ end of our friendship. I want to hear everything. Hurry up and spill before the attendant comes back.” When I stay tongue-tied, she eggs me on. “Is his dick as big as the rumors say?”
 
   “You’re unbelievable,” I say, groaning in defeat. “Yes, okay? He’s huge. Are you happy now?”
 
   “Not until you tell me what he’s like in bed.”
 
   I may never remove my eyeballs from this wall ever again. “Um . . . let’s just say he knows what he’s doing.”
 
   She gives me a look. “No, let’s not just say that. Come on, Liv, I need more details!”
 
   “Well, he’s . . . assertive. Passionate, but sweet. Very attentive. Sometimes he likes to tease. He takes things slow—” I think my face might burst into flame. “Until he suddenly doesn’t.”
 
   Camryn gives a little whoop. “Get it, girl!”
 
   Mortified, I frantically wave my hands back and forth. “Jesus, Camryn, keep it down. Half the salon can probably hear us.”
 
   But I’m laughing with her even as I try to shush her. It seems that nothing can put a dent in my sunny mood. My heart is filled to the brim with hope—both about work and about my relationship with Noah.
 
   Camryn opens her mouth, probably to keep grilling me. But I’m saved from further interrogation when the attendant returns with a small binder.
 
   “Sorry about the wait, honey, someone else was using it,” she chirps.
 
   As Camryn mulls over the color swatches, I pull my phone out of my purse to text Noah.
 
    
 
   Olivia: Almost done at the spa. Going to pick up more condoms on the way home. Want me to get anything else?
 
    
 
   On playful impulse, I add:
 
    
 
   Olivia: Like maybe some whipped cream or chocolate sauce?
 
    
 
   Then I hit Send, grinning foolishly to myself. I’m bubbling over with a joyful, sexy energy I’ve never felt before. I feel like everything in my life is finally coming together.
 
   A few minutes later, my phone dings with a new message.
 
    
 
   Noah: Hell yes. You know how much I love dessert, Snowflake.
 
    
 
   I stifle a giggle. God, I’m acting like a silly schoolgirl and I don’t even care. If these past few weeks with Noah are anything to go by, I have a lot more fun and games to look forward to.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Noah
 
    
 
   All day I’ve been delving into Tate & Cane’s financial situation, poring over dense, dry records. But I’m home now, and at the cheery sight of Olivia fresh from the spa, smiling at me as she stands in front of my chair, all my stress dissolves.
 
   Well, almost all of it. Fred’s e-mail about the possibility of us having to either take out a loan to continue paying employee salaries or consider a mass layoff is still on my mind. Not to mention my promise to Olivia that we’d find a way to wow our clients with an intimate party. And Fred’s news about his cancer resisting treatment. And the heir clause, looming over everything . . .
 
   Fuck me running. I tuck the stacks of dreary bank statements into my leather portfolio and close it.
 
   “What do you think?” Olivia grins at me, wiggling her painted toes.
 
   “Pink. I like it.” Then again, I’d probably like her in just about anything. I already know I love her in nothing at all.
 
   She smiles at me. “I was feeling flirty.”
 
   “Did you have fun?”
 
   Blushing a little, she looks down at the plush carpeting. “Yes, except . . .”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   I rise and pull her chin up so she’ll meet my eyes. I hope she hasn’t seen our current financial picture yet. She’s got enough stress to juggle right now. I’ve tried to shield her from most of it, asking Fred and Peter to come directly to me with their reports and concerns.
 
   “Camryn grilled me on us,” Olivia says softly.
 
   Oh. I’m relieved to hear it’s nothing related to work. But it’s crazy to think there’s actually an us. I didn’t know if we’d ever get to this point.
 
   I shrug. “That’s not so bad, right? Things are good between us. Hopefully that’s what you told her.”
 
   She looks up, her cheeks still hot. “I did. But she wanted to know specifics. Like how you were in bed.”
 
   A slow smile uncurls on my lips. “And what did you tell her?”
 
   She chews on her lip, looking unsure.
 
   “The truth, Olivia,” I say firmly. It’s unlikely that she said anything to hurt my reputation—she’s polite like that, and besides, I know I’m good. I just want her to tell me how I make her feel. I want to hear those words straight from her soft, full lips.
 
   “That you have a big . . . b-boy parts,” she stutters, “and you’re . . . assertive, yet tender, and—”
 
   I can’t wait another second to have her mouth on mine. I take her mouth hungrily, and her lips part, accepting me. Our tongues duel as I pull her close, chest to chest.
 
   I’m not sure how or when it happened, but she’s become mine. She’s the first thing I think about when I wake, and the last on my mind before I drift off to sleep. And before I can contemplate the ramifications, I know that I’m going to do what needs to be done to protect my future with her.
 
   Tonight. I need to do it tonight.
 
   I lift Olivia in my arms and carry her toward the bedroom, our mouths still moving eagerly together. Unable to even wait until we reach the bed, I stop in the hall, pinning her back against the wall with her legs wound around my hips.
 
   She’s wearing a simple cotton sundress, and that means when I slide my hand along the outside of her thigh and under her ass cheek, I can reach all the way around to the damp center of her panties. Slipping my fingers under the elastic, I find her clit and rub in circles, pulling a moan from her lips that I quickly swallow with another kiss.
 
   It’s insane to think that the man who once refused to let a conquest sleep in his bed now shares a home with his wife, and practically attacks her at the door after only a couple of hours apart. Damn, I’ve turned into a total mushy prick. But there’s something so addictive about this woman. The way she carries herself, her wit and intelligence, her insatiable appetite for me. It just feels right.
 
   I’ve never even been in a serious relationship. According to Sterling, getting married—tied to one woman for all of eternity—should have scared me shitless. Instead, it’s made me loyal, faithful, loving. It’s brought me to life in all the best ways.
 
   I only hope that doing what I need to do tonight doesn’t destroy everything.
 
   “Yes,” Olivia cries. She grips my shoulders and rocks her hips into my hand, already getting closer.
 
   I love how she keeps herself bare for me. Running my fingers over her silky center, I ease one in slowly. But my careful pace isn’t to last, because when Olivia groans and murmurs my name, I add a second finger and thrust in harder. I finger-fuck her against the wall, my cock so hard it aches. But getting off is the last thing on my mind. I’m content to kiss Olivia and watch her fall apart right here in my arms.
 
   “Noah . . .” She moans, pushing her hands into my hair. “I want you.”
 
   “You have me, baby.” I kiss the side of her neck, inhaling her honeysuckle perfume as my fingers continue stroking. That familiar scent, so uniquely Olivia, always gets me worked up and calms me at the same time.
 
   “Inside me. I want you inside me when I come.”
 
   Okay, then. That changes things. My baby wants the dick, then the dick she shall have.
 
   Still supporting her weight with one arm around her hips, I reach between us and undo my jeans, shoving them down enough to free my cock. Then I line myself up, rubbing the head of my cock through her wet folds just to feel her shudder in my arms.
 
   “How’s that feel?” I tease her again, dragging the length of myself through her heat, grinding against her oversensitive clit.
 
   “Need you,” she moans brokenly.
 
   It’s almost hard to believe this is the same woman who a mere month ago turned up her nose at the thought of sex. Thought it was some useless, vile affair that had no place in her busy life. I’m not an egomaniac, but I’d like to believe the reason is me. I alone bring out this side of her, make her crazy with desire, unleash her inner sex goddess. Which is fine, because she does the same to me. I crave her like I’ve never craved anything before.
 
   “Come on.” Olivia groans. “Fuck me, Noah.” She grips my biceps and watches me with a desperate expression. The need in her eyes is almost painful.
 
   I press forward, the first few inches of me disappearing inside her.
 
   “Wait . . .”
 
   I pause. “What is it?”
 
   “The condoms. They’re by the bathroom sink. In the drugstore bag.”
 
   Fuck that. “It would feel so fucking good to have you bare.” I groan, pushing my hips up so she can feel my hard length between her legs. “My hard cock sliding into your warm, tight heat . . . Please, baby . . .”
 
   “Noah.” She groans, her head dropping back. “Not until I’m on birth control.”
 
   My stomach drops. Right. Like that’ll help.
 
   “Hurry,” she murmurs with a final kiss to my lips before shimmying down my body until her feet touch the floor.
 
   I inhale a deep breath and head for the bathroom. Stopping in the doorway with my cock jutting straight out in front of me, I catch my reflection in the mirror and don’t like what I see. There’s a haunted look in my eyes that wasn’t there before.
 
   “Noah?” Olivia calls from the bedroom.
 
   “Just give me a minute.” Crushed by rising panic and guilt, I close the door behind me.
 
   Fred’s ominous warnings ring in my head. I thought I’d be able to convince Olivia by now, but I haven’t even managed to broach the subject with her yet, and we’re running out of time. My father’s legacy, Fred Cane’s dying wish, all of Tate & Cane’s employees . . . everything is at stake. I know I have to act, but how?
 
   I grab one of the condoms from the counter. My erection, despite the stress swirling through my brain, hasn’t gotten the memo. I stare down at the little foil packet in my hands.
 
   What in the fuck am I doing? I feel utterly lost and confused. I’m falling in love with Olivia, more with every passing day . . . all while hiding the world’s biggest secret from her. Despite all our hard work, the company finances are so dismal, we’re still barely hanging on. A baby would solve so many problems. Tying up that last loose end of the contract would cement our inheritance and ensure that the board doesn’t sell our company out from under us, leaving us destitute—along with six thousand other people.
 
   But Olivia will never agree to that. Hell, she’ll probably flip out and call off our whole arrangement if I tell her the truth. I’ve been racking my brain for weeks, trying to find the perfect sales pitch that will save everything I care about, and I just keep hitting the same brick wall.
 
   I’ve always been so good with words, and now they’ve deserted me. Even if I knew what the fuck to say, the right moment never seems to come. And I can’t fight off the creeping terror that maybe . . .
 
   Maybe it never will.
 
   Maybe this conversation—this entire situation—really is impossible. Maybe there is no solution.
 
   The thought makes me go numb. Moving on their own, my hands rifle through the vanity’s drawers and cabinets. I don’t know what I’m looking for until my fingers brush against it. My mother’s sewing kit. The little silver case she gave me the year before she died, when she taught me how to sew a button back onto my favorite shirt.
 
   I pull out a needle and look down at its glinting sharp point. I test the end on my finger and feel its bite. A tiny red droplet wells up, grows rounder, heavier, until it rolls down my finger, leaving a vivid trail, but I still don’t move. I just stare stupidly at the stained needle tip. Silver shining through a film of red.
 
   I feel like I’m in a dream—one of those nightmares where you can’t run fast enough, like trying to wade through quicksand. My heart is slamming against my rib cage. What the fuck am I doing? Am I really . . . can I ever even think . . . ?
 
   A gasp of shock pulls my focus to the door.
 
   Olivia stands naked on the threshold, her mouth hanging open. Her wide-eyed disbelief quickly plummets into horror. She stumbles back, bumping into the wall behind her, her hand pressed to her mouth like she’s about to be sick.
 
   I look down at my hands—one holding a condom, and the other, a needle. With a spasm of disgust, I throw the condom and needle into the sink.
 
   “Olivia . . . w-wait, it’s not, I wasn’t . . . !” My voice is hollow, unconvincing even to me.
 
   A sob of pain tumbles from her open mouth. When I look back up, my wife is running away, her lovely face twisted with betrayal.
 
   Not knowing what else to do, I follow her, hoping it’s not already too late . . . and knowing that it is.
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    About the Book


    


    I’ve ruined everything. I’ve broken the cardinal rule and fallen in love with my fake wife, and then I went and did the worst thing a husband can do.


    Winning her back will be nearly impossible, but I’ve never backed down from a challenge before and I’m sure as hell not about to start now. Olivia will be mine, and I can’t wait to put a bun in her oven.


    You won’t want to miss the final installment in Noah and Olivia’s love story, and especially the way this over-the-top alpha male wins over his bride once and for all.


    

  


  
    Praise for Hitched


    


    “I’m literally in love with Hitched. The irreverent humor, fun storyline and intriguing characters enchanted me immediately and I was hooked. I mean really, when a book has a chapter with only the two words being “Game on”(right after the chapter where Noah pulls his big boy parts out in a swanky bar) you know this is going to be a fun and funny read! And Ms. Ryan didn’tdisappoint ... she kept me cracking up the entire read! I’m salivating for the next installment!” —The Romance Reviews


    


    “Fun, flirty and steamy, Hitched will have you addicted from the first word! Kendall Ryan delivered big time, I’m practically salivating for more!” —Angie and Jessica’s Dreamy Reads


    


    “Kendall Ryan strikes gold in her latest super star, Hitched, a romantic comedy spiked with steam, anchored by angst, and flooded with feelings.” —Bookalicious Babes Blog


    


    “Charming, swoony and playful, Kendall Ryan’s Hitched left me salivating for more. More Noah, more Olivia, more of this series which already has my heart all aflutter, my smile perma-pinned to my face, and my mind aching for answers.” —Give Me Books


    


    “Hitched was a perfect non-stop read! I read it in one sitting, and laughed so many times my belly ached. It’s a fun, romantic read with a light-hearted story that made me ache for more when I finished.” —Jacqueline’s Reads


    


    “Hitched will grab you hook, line, and sinker from the very first page. Olivia is a little bratty and Noah is a whole lot cocky but that dynamic makes for a sexual tension that I can tell is going to explode in the next two installments. And while this isn’t your typical friends-to-lovers type of story, the shared history between the two adds a surprising depth. The steam level is heating up and once you pick it up, you won’t want to put it down.” —Love Between the Sheets


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    Olivia


    


    The feelings I’m developing for my new husband have startled me in their depth and intensity. Our marriage was only supposed to be a legal agreement—a business arrangement meant to appease the stakeholders. But we’ve quickly become something much more.


    I stretch my arms overhead and let out a soft sigh. His vacated side of the bed is still warm and I roll over, soaking up the remnants of his body heat.


    Sometimes I can still hardly believe it. I feel like a new Olivia, relaxed and fun and optimistic. The silly smile perma-fixed to my lips? It’s crazy. Of course, it could be because Noah is thoughtful and kind and generous in bed ... and hung like a damn elephant. That last part is just icing on the cake. I almost giggle.


    If I have to be fake-married to anyone, I’m glad it’s Noah. These last few weeks, we’ve really bonded, grown closer than I ever thought possible. I trust him, depend on him, and have finally started to let my icy exterior melt a little. And did I mention the great sex?


    Speaking of sex, though ... God, where is he? He was supposed to be getting a condom from the bathroom, but that should have taken about forty-five seconds, and I’ve been waiting forever for him to come back and ravish me.


    With an impatient huff, I swing my legs over the side of our enormous bed and pad barefoot and naked down the hall. The bathroom door is mostly closed, but I give it a gentle nudge and it swings open.


    Noah is standing in front of the sink, stark naked. A condom packet in one hand. A small but sharp-looking silver needle in the other.


    What the fuck?


    I don’t even notice I’ve gasped until his head jerks up.


    My heart plummets.


    Noah’s skin is pale and he stares at me with wide, almost wild eyes. Does his expression come from guilt, or is he just startled and confused? I don’t know which is worse.


    I recoil back into the hall, my hand pressed to my mouth. No, no, no ...


    He looks down blankly at what’s in his hands, as if he has no idea how those things got there, then hurls it all into the sink like it’s burned him. “Olivia ... w-wait, it’s not, I wasn’t ...” he calls.


    But I’m already running away, my breath tearing from my throat in sobs.


    Not even five minutes ago, he was talking about how good it would feel to fuck me bare. Trying to tempt me into going without a condom. I thought he just wanted the intimacy—to get closer to me, to join together without barriers, skin on skin. But he was after something else. And when he couldn’t convince me to give it to him ... he was going to take it.


    What in the ever-loving hell is going on?


    Everything has suddenly clicked into horrible clarity. This explains why he’s seemed subtly off—sometimes restless, sometimes a little too still—ever since we dealt with Brad. I sensed something but I couldn’t put my finger on the feeling, so I dismissed it as me being paranoid and reading too much into meaningless stuff. I figured he was probably just stressed from work and worried about the company’s future.


    Turns out my gut instincts were right all along. He was lying to me. And not just any old lie ... he was trying to put a baby in me whether I wanted one or not. I shudder, thinking how close I came to disaster. If I hadn’t barged into the bathroom just now, if I’d waited even one more minute ...


    But why in God’s name would he even do this? The Noah I know is hardly a family man, dying to settle down and have kids.


    Then again, I obviously don’t know him as well as I thought I did.


    I rush to the bedroom and yank on the first clothes I see—the sundress I wore to the spa today, the sundress Noah just peeled me out of. I need to cover myself up. My nudity suddenly isn’t sexy or intimate anymore. I’m just exposed, and I can’t be naked in front of a stranger.


    His footsteps come close behind me. “Snowflake, let me explain.”


    “Get away from me!” My voice cracks into a near shriek. I hate the sound of it, hate how upset I am, how much power Noah has over my emotions. I want to roar, not whimper. “What the hell is wrong with you? Are you out of your fucking mind? What explanation could you possibly have for ... for doing that?”


    “I wasn’t actually going to do it.” Noah grimaces as the words rush out, like they scrape his throat coming up.


    “Do what? Secretly poke a hole in your condom so you could sneak your fucking sperm into my uterus? Because that really seems like what you were doing!”


    “Will you just listen to me for a minute? I only considered it because I was desperate. And I hate that the thought even crossed my mind. I could never actually—”


    “Why were you desperate? What the hell are you talking about?”


    I need answers. All of them. Right the fuck now. And all he’s giving me is nonsense babbling.


    With a heavy sigh, Noah rakes his hand through his hair. He looks bitterly angry, but not at me—his expression is turned inward.


    “Come with me. You need to see something ... something I should have showed you a long time ago.” He pulls on a pair of drawstring pants, seemingly not wanting to be naked any more than I do.


    Noah offers his hand but I don’t take it. I don’t want to touch him right now. After waiting a moment, he lets his arm drop and turns away.


    I follow him to the living room, where he picks up his briefcase leaning by the armchair. As he flicks through its tabbed folders, he asks, “You’d do anything to save this company, right?”


    I furrow my brow in irritated confusion. “Of course I would. But what’s that got to do with you trying to knock me up?”


    He finds the file he wants, flips it to the second-to-last page, and thrusts it into my hands. “Here. Read this section.”


    I recognize this document. It’s the inheritance contract we signed on our wedding day. “Why are you showing me something I already read? I know what it says.”


    “No, you don’t, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.” Noah points again at the section he wants me to see.


    With a quiet huff, I start reading below his finger, skimming faster and faster and I grow more annoyed.


    And then I see what Noah is talking about.


    After being wed, Noah Tate and Olivia Cane agree to consummate their marriage and produce an heir. The resulting pregnancy should occur within ninety days of this executed agreement.


    My heart stops. “W-we have to produce an heir?” I yell.


    Noah nods grimly. “Our inheritance isn’t final until we have a baby, or at least until we show a positive pregnancy test as proof that one is on the way. And until then the company is in their hands.”


    “The board has absolute power,” I mumble in disbelief. “We just have a seat like any other board member, one vote among many. No special considerations for being owners.”


    “Exactly.” He slips the document from my trembling hands and turns it to the last page. The one that bears my name in my own curly handwriting.


    And that just adds insult to injury—knowing that I, of my own free will, signed this fucking thing. I bound myself to these ridiculous, awful terms without even knowing what I was doing.


    My stomach twists with the urge to be sick. Of all the legal documents that have ever passed through my hands, this is the one I sign without reading. Because I thought I knew what it meant. I trusted Dad and Prescott to give me all the information I needed. Hell, I trusted Dad and Bill Tate not to stipulate crazy shit in their wills in the first place. And I trusted Noah to bring any problems to my attention.


    Blood thunders in my ears and I sway a little on my feet. “So that’s what this is about? Trying to cement our control of the company?”


    “I thought our inheritance was only contingent upon marriage at first. Then I saw the heir clause on our wedding day—well, our first one—and that’s why I thought you ran off. But when you signed the contract, I figured you knew what you were doing. It took me about a week to realize you had no idea what you’d signed yourself up for. And then I just didn’t know how to bring it up. Everything was going so well ... with the company, and with us too. I didn’t want to ruin it by saying something carelessly. I was waiting for the right words, the right moment.”


    I can’t keep my mouth shut and listen to Noah defend himself any longer. I’m in no mood for excuses right now, and a million other more important questions are racing through my brain.


    “But how ... why? Why would our fathers do this?” My voice shakes with confusion, horror, and a fresh wave of outrage. I press my hands over my mouth again, as if that can stop my emotions from gushing out and splattering all over the snow-white carpet.


    “Because they knew just as well as I do that we’re meant to be together. And not in some fake marriage, some act that’s all about publicity and business, but the real thing. A relationship that will stand the test of time.”


    Are you shitting me? I shake my head in disbelief. “I can’t. You lied to me. Our fathers lied to me.” I can still hardly wrap my head around the truth. Their betrayal—there’s no other word for it—is just too staggering.


    “Technically, they didn’t. You just didn’t read the ...” Noah wisely trails off when I shoot him daggers with my eyes.


    I suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly. All of a sudden, I feel like I’m deflating. Everything that makes me Olivia Cane is draining away.


    “What should we do now?” Noah asks.


    “How the hell would I know? I’m done.” My voice is flat—too quiet, too steady.


    He blinks at me owlishly. “What?”


    “I said I’m done. I’ve had enough of all this shit. Close down the company, sell it off, do whatever you want. I don’t give a fuck anymore.”


    This heir clause is one sacrifice too many. I’ve worked so hard and given up so much for Tate & Cane Enterprises. I let everything else in my life come second. I spent so many hard years in school and at my father’s right hand. So many long days and late nights. I gave Tate & Cane my soul; I came close to giving Noah my heart. I can’t give them my body too. Not to mention the next eighteen years of my life, until the kid grows up.


    So my only option is just ... leaving. Leaving Tate & Cane, leaving Dad, leaving Noah. I’ve had enough of men’s control to last a lifetime. I’m sick of letting everyone except me dictate my destiny.


    Noah’s mouth drops open. “You can’t ... you don’t really mean that.”


    “Don’t you dare tell me what I mean. You don’t get to make any more decisions on my behalf.”


    That kind of paternalistic bullshit is exactly why I’m so pissed. Noah decided one thing after another about an issue that would totally change my life. He assumed how I’d react to the heir clause and decided that I couldn’t be trusted with the truth, so he decided to keep me in the dark, and he almost decided me right into an unplanned, unwanted pregnancy.


    And I had no fucking clue what was going on. I just went about my life, blissfully ignorant, thinking everything was fine, when all the while, Noah was hiding such a huge problem from me. Taking away my power to decide anything for myself. At best, he was a stupid, cowardly prick; at worst, he treated me like some kind of clueless pet, trapping me into a life I don’t even know if I want.


    Now he has the balls to stand here and look me in the eye and say a single solitary word about what’s best for me.


    Blinking back tears of rage, I whirl away from Noah and back to the bedroom. I start throwing clothes and toiletries into my suitcase, the same little maroon suitcase I brought to sleep over at our new penthouse. I still remember that first night. It wasn’t so long ago, but it feels like a different life. I had been on the edge, unsure of how I felt about Dad’s wedding gift, and Noah had calmed my nerves by welcoming me with sweet, hot kisses ...


    So stupid. I’m always so stupid. To think I was actually starting to hope. To get attached to Noah, to trust him, to think of myself as part of an us. I thought I’d learned something from the hell I went through with Brad, but I guess not.


    Fate really is a cruel bitch. What are the odds of being so unlucky? I’ve only had two relationships in my whole life and both of them were disasters. Have I been wearing a big neon Take Advantage of Me sign on my forehead or something?


    This time, at least, I nipped things in the bud before any real damage was done. I may have wasted a couple of months on Noah, but that’s a lot better than the two years Brad sucked out of my life. And it’s not like I’m in love with the dickhead, right? At least I’ll be able to cut him out of my life after a quickie divorce ... or so I tell myself.


    With my suitcase packed, I grab my purse and blow past a shocked Noah, leaving behind the place I was just starting to call home.


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Noah


    


    I’ve spent the last two days sitting in my dark apartment, drinking until I can’t feel anything anymore.


    But it hasn’t worked, because I still feel every emotion that was written on Olivia’s face when she found me in the bathroom with the condom and the needle. Betrayal, disgust, the ultimate pain. I hated myself for inflicting pain on her like that. I swore I’d never hurt her. I meant every word of those vows I said to her that day on the beach. But now those words mean something even more.


    Olivia isn’t just my crush anymore, the girl I wanted to play house with. She’s become my everything. She’s the woman who’s won me over against all odds ...


    And I’m just the douche who betrayed her.


    “You realize what this means, right?” Sterling asks.


    “What?” I snap. I’m not even sure why I invited him over. All he’s done so far is annoy me.


    Oh, that’s right. I didn’t invite him. After I’d gone AWOL from work for two days, he bullied his way inside the penthouse, saying he was staging an intervention.


    “The only reason you’re so upset over this is because you’re in love with her.”


    I measure his words, turning them over in my mind. I don’t want to even think the L-word. Not when she’s gone and I have no idea if I stand a chance at getting her back. Instead, I just insist, “I’m not upset.”


    He chuckles. “No, you’re right. You’re destroyed. Heartbroken. Utterly devastated.”


    Fuck. I let out a heavy sigh, unable to argue.


    “What the hell did you expect to happen?” he asks.


    I shrug, fed up with his brand of tough love.


    “Fine, then. You can give me the silent treatment all you want. But if you really love her, and I know you do, you know what you have to do, right?” When I don’t respond, he says impatiently, “Go get your girl, you stupid bloody wanker.”


    If only it were that easy. I don’t know where she went, and despite calling around, I haven’t turned up any leads. She won’t answer my calls. Fred is no use. And Camryn won’t give me any information either.


    “Believe me, I’ve tried.”


    “So you’re giving up? Then you’re in luck. This is nothing that a couple of strippers and a bottle of whiskey can’t solve.” Sterling grins.


    Even though I know he’s just trying to provoke me into action, I still make a sound of disgust. The old Noah would have handled everything in his life with debauchery, but lately, I have about as much interest in pussy that isn’t Olivia’s as I do in kissing Sterling.


    “Not happening,” I bark out.


    “Come off it, mate.” Sterling rolls his eyes and crosses one ankle over his knee, flashing me a bright paisley sock. “Noah fucking Tate went and got himself a wife. You wanted to pretend this wasn’t going to change anything, wanted me to believe everything would continue as before.”


    “And your point?” My tolerance for his fancy British ass in my apartment lessens by the second.


    “And the whole fucking world has changed, you included. You play to win, always have. As long as I’ve known you.”


    I nod, defeated. The bastard is right. I’ve always played for keeps when it came to Olivia. “So, what do I do now?”


    “You’re asking me? I already gave you my two cents.” He leans his lanky six-foot-something frame against the back of my couch and smirks. “And I take it you’ve already done the ol’ drag-the-beast-from-his-lair trick.”


    I scrub a hand over my face. That’s awkward. I laugh, despite my foul mood. “God, I can’t believe we actually used to do that.”


    “Hey, that trick won us the Murelli twins.” His tone is the definition of authority on the subject.


    “Still, don’t you think it was a little fucking juvenile that we used to pull out our cocks on a dare for girls to drool over?”


    Sterling’s boyish good looks and British accent, coupled with my charm and quick wit, used to gain us all the female company we could handle. But when we were feeling frisky and needed that extra push to close a deal, we were double trouble, whipping out the goods—each of us impressive in that department.


    He smirks. “So you’re telling me you never showed her your little buddy?”


    “Don’t be a dumb fuck. Of course I did.” At the bar, on our first date. Super classy of me.


    He laughs, the sound sharp and loud in the otherwise quiet apartment. “And she still left? Bloody hell, that’s just depressing.”


    I pinch the bridge of my nose. He’s like a fucking teenager sometimes. Never been in love. Never experienced anything like I had with Olivia.


    “Her leaving had nothing to do with not being satisfied physically.”


    His smile fades.


    “She left because I deceived her.” I drop my head into my hands. “I should have just told her from the start.”


    Sterling claps a hand against my back. “Chin up. Olivia’s a big girl; she should have read that contract. But yeah, you are kind of a cunt for not telling her.”


    Something I already knew. Thanks for twisting the knife, buddy.


    “If we’re done here, I’m going to go to the gym. I need to clear my head.”


    Sterling nods and rises to his feet. “We’re done. Just call me if you need me.”


    “Will do.”


    Sterling heads out while I grab my gym bag and slip into my running shoes. I need to blow off some steam before I go insane.


    Soon I’m at the gym, my feet pounding on the treadmill, sweat dripping down my back. Even if the workout is tough, I’m thankful not to be sitting within the four walls of our penthouse anymore. It’s too quiet and empty. Olivia only packed an overnight bag when she left, and her rows of clothes and sexy high heels still rest next to mine in the master closet.


    I crank up the speed on the machine and fight past the oxygen-starved pain in my lungs. My shallow breaths come too fast, but I don’t care. I push harder. Faster.


    Looking down at the clock on the machine, I see I’ve been at it for a mere six minutes. Seriously? Six fucking minutes? From the man who could easily run five miles through Central Park on the weekends?


    Why does every minute without her in my life feel like an eternity?


    Part of me doesn’t want to admit it, but ... maybe Sterling was on to something. What I’m feeling is heartbreak. Yes, my heart still beats, but it’s broken. I never knew a love like I’ve felt for Olivia. And I’ve also learned that neither the company nor my career is worth losing her. All the money in the world means nothing if I don’t have love in my life. My wife by my side.


    And Sterling was one hundred percent right. I’m in love with her.


    Slamming the heel of my hand against the red knob, I stop the belt and draw deep, cleansing breaths.


    I know I can’t outrun this problem. Being a man means facing it head on. I need to apologize to Olivia. Again. Make her listen this time.


    Unfortunately, since she won’t answer my calls, I’ll need to fight dirty.


    I shower and change in the men’s locker room, solidifying my plan. Once I set it in motion, it will work quickly.


    On the way home from the gym, I type out a text.


    


    Noah: Snowflake, it’s your dad. His health has taken a turn for the worse. Where are you?


    


    It takes only seconds for my phone to buzz in my hand. But rather than an answering text, she’s calling me.


    “Oh my God. What happened? Is he okay?” Her voice is panicked, and I hate that I have to do this. But I do. I need to see her. Need to win her back.


    “I know you’re pissed at me, but where are you? Let me come get you.”


    Olivia chokes on a sob. “I’m at David’s place in the mountains. Hours from New York. Noah, please just tell me, is he okay?”


    “He’ll be okay. Text me the address and I’ll plug it into the GPS. I’m on my way.”


    “Okay. Thank you.”


    I should be breathing a deep sigh of relief. Instead, I find jealousy clouding my judgment. “Just one more thing ... who the fuck is David?”


    Rather than answering, she lets out an exasperated huff and hangs up the phone. Well, then.


    My phone chimes with the address and I head off, with nothing to do with three hours except stew over who the fuck this guy is that she ran off to for comfort.


    After an hour on the road, I can’t take it anymore. I call Camryn.


    “Who the hell is David?” I snap once she answers.


    “Hello to you too, grouch,” Camryn says with a huff.


    “Tell me, Camryn.”


    She lets out a long sigh and I hear the TV switch off in the background. “So you got her to crack, huh?”


    “I’m on my way to pick her up at some guy’s house. I deserve to know what the hell is going on.”


    She barks out a humorless laugh. “Rrrright. Just like Olivia deserved to know you were plotting the entire time to knock her up.”


    I guess the cat’s out of the bag. But what did I expect? I went to my best friend for advice; it only makes sense that Olivia did too. I take a deep breath.


    “I wasn’t plotting, goddammit. I was torn up over the whole thing. It became obvious that Olivia never read the contract, and I was trying to figure out the right thing to do.”


    “In what world is ‘the right thing’ sabotaging a rubber so you get her pregnant?”


    “I love Olivia and wanted to make a life with her. A baby would have eventually been in the cards, right?” A little chubby thing with her blue eyes and a gummy smile. The thought makes me grin.


    “Except that you never even asked what Olivia wanted. You just assumed. And were going to bully your way into her uterus come hell or high water.”


    I grit my teeth. “It wasn’t like that.” Except, fuck, it was. I’m the world’s biggest asshole.


    “You’re in deep shit, Noah. Not even your magical nine-inch strawberry-flavored dick is going to save you this time.”


    “Yeah,” I mumble. “Got it.”


    “Good luck.”


    I end the call and double-check the directions. Camryn was no help, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll be there soon enough, and I will get my woman back.


    I hit the gas pedal and zip off down the road, that much closer to whatever the future holds.


    • • •


    When I pull into the circular driveway in front of a freaking mansion built into the side of a mountain, I do a double-take to make sure I have the right address. Sure as shit, whoever this David is, he lives in a fucking ski resort, by the looks of it. And based on the lack of cars in the drive, I’m wondering if he and Olivia have the place all to themselves ... and how they’ve been keeping busy.


    Climbing the front steps, I brace myself for what I might find inside. But before I can knock, the large glass door swings open and Olivia’s standing at the threshold with a pissed-off glare in her eyes.


    “I can’t believe you,” she barks and then storms away.


    I follow her inside, taking note of the cozy cabin-chic decor and the gourmet kitchen with a rustic barnwood table for ten. “Olivia, I—”


    She stops in front of a massive stone fireplace that rises to the beamed vaulted ceiling. “Using my father’s health as a bargaining chip,” she scoffs. “Is nothing off-limits with you?” Her posture is stiff, but I can see her hands trembling.


    “I’m sorry about that.”


    She rolls her eyes. “I called him the second we hung up. He was at home resting, said he was totally fine.” Her gaze drops for a second. “Well, not fine. But nothing’s changed.”


    I step closer to take her shaking hands in mine. “When shit hits the fan, you run. It’s what you do. It’s what you did when we were first presented with the contract. Then again at our wedding when Brad blackmailed you. And now, when I fucked up. Real couples don’t run from their problems. We have to work on this together, and that means talking it out.”


    She yanks her hands away. “Great, I’m all ears. I can’t wait to hear how you’re going to talk your way out of this one.”


    I hear footsteps behind us, and watch Olivia’s expression turn neutral as her eyes track who I assume must be David. Fighting off a smirk, I turn around.


    David looks to be our age, with shaggy brown hair and a pleasant grin on his face. “Hey. Sorry to interrupt.” He turns up his palms. “I’m David. Noah, I assume?”


    “The one and only. Did you enjoy my wife?”


    His grin vanishes as his eyes narrow. “I don’t know what you’re implying, but Olivia is an old friend from college. When she called needing a place to crash away from the city for a few days, I opened my door to her.”


    Olivia’s hand on my shoulder stops me. “Don’t be a dick, Noah. I don’t know if I’m even going to be your wife after this.”


    My gut twists and I swallow down a lump in my throat. “Fine. But it’s time to go.” I have zero interest in hanging around with her pal in his mansion.


    She crosses the room, without the argument I expected, and gives David a hug and a kiss on the cheek. They speak in hushed tones, and after he gives her a final hug, she heads for the front door, ignoring me completely.


    I follow behind her, giving David a curt nod.


    I’m afraid it’s going to be a long, silent drive back to the city.


    And for the first fifteen minutes, it is. We speed down the highway, the only sound the quiet hum of the air-conditioning. Miles tick past and Olivia sits motionless beside me, staring straight ahead at the taillights of the car in front of us, making a point of neither looking at me nor avoiding me. The subtle scent of her vanilla honeysuckle perfume teases me from the passenger seat.


    I’m still pissed off, still unsure how to proceed. There’s no manual for how to be a good husband, and I’ve fucked up plenty. But my heart is in the right place. Still, it hurts more than I thought possible that she ran off to some other guy for comfort.


    “Did you fuck him?” I finally blurt, cutting through the silence.


    She tenses. “What?” Then she turns toward the passenger window, not letting me see her face. “Don’t be an idiot.”


    “Did. You. Fuck. Him,” I repeat, my hands tightening on the wheel.


    “You have no right to that information.” Under her breath, she adds, “Just as you had no right to my uterus.”


    “Fucking hell I do.”


    Her head suddenly whips around. “What if I did? Would that piss you off? What if I said that he licked my pussy and fucked me until I screamed his name?”


    My foot jams the brake. I haul the car over to the side of the two-lane highway. I slam my fists against the steering wheel and inhale angry breaths, my nostrils flaring.


    “Goddammit, Olivia.”


    “Let me get this straight. You’re mad at me?” She scoffs aloud, crossing her arms over her chest. “You have some fucking nerve, you know that?”


    “You ran to another man for comfort, Snowflake. How am I supposed to feel? I’m your husband.”


    A bitter laugh that sounds more like a yelp bursts from her lips. “Some husband. Do I need to remind you of all the various ways you’ve fucked up within the past forty-eight hours?”


    I hold up one hand. “Please don’t. I’m miserable, Snowflake. You can’t possibly know how sorry I am.”


    Something flashes in her eyes and for just a second I see ... sympathy? But then it’s gone, replaced by her steely reserve. And that’s the precise moment I know I’m fucked. It’s one thing to imagine how she was feeling, but it’s quite another to see the hurt still burning in her eyes, to hear the venom in her voice. This isn’t going to be easy.


    “Were you really going to do it? Get me pregnant without including me in the decision?”


    I swallow and loosen my grip on the wheel. “I’m not going to lie to you. The thought crossed my mind. But then I knew I couldn’t. Wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did something like that.”


    “And when I caught you in the bathroom?”


    “It was a moment of confusion. Weakness. Desperation. I promise you, I wouldn’t have gone through with it.”


    She nods once, then looks down at her hands. “Just take me home.”


    “I have somewhere better in mind.”


    • • •


    When I roll to a stop in front of the Cane family estate outside the city, Olivia unbuckles her seat belt and climbs from the car without a word. I called Fred on my way here and asked him and Prescott for a quick meeting.


    Fred’s standing in the foyer. As we approach, he shifts nervously.


    “Hi, Dad,” Olivia says, giving him a brief hug. She might be pissed off at him too, but he’s a sick old man, and her father. Something tells me her forgiveness will come a lot quicker for him than for me.


    Fred tips his head toward the study. “Go have a seat. Prescott and I will be right there.”


    As we head toward his office, I swallow the last of my pride because I know this conversation is going to be a difficult one. I’ve taken advantage of Fred’s trust in me—tricked his little girl. I feel about two inches tall.


    We take our seats at opposing ends of the mahogany table and settle in to wait.


    Olivia’s gaze cuts over to mine. “Why in the world were you fucking me with condoms if you were supposed to get me pregnant?” she hisses.


    “Because it was what you wanted.” My voice is soft and Olivia’s eyes are wary, like she wants to understand my true motivations. I hate this part of our relationship. I hate that I lied to her, and that I don’t know how to fix it. “You asked to begin a physical relationship. Of course I wanted that too, but you were in the driver’s seat. I tried to give you what you wanted. And as far as getting you pregnant without your consent, I never could have gone through with it.”


    Her mouth turns down into a frown. Now she doesn’t look angry so much as confused. She stares at the platinum wedding band on her left hand, turning it over and over while we wait.


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Olivia


    


    Prescott arrives about ten minutes later and takes the seat next to Dad. We’re evenly spaced around the conference table, as if nobody wants to get too close to anyone else.


    I used to play in Dad’s study as a child, under this very table. Its familiar mahogany surface is smooth and cool beneath my clammy palms. With every slight move of my hand, my wedding band ticks against the polished hardwood like a clock. Counting up or counting down, I’m not sure. I’m even less sure about why I haven’t taken off that damn ring and thrown it in the Hudson River.


    With us four the only attendees, the atmosphere should be relaxed; we’re family, after all, with the exception of Prescott. But it’s even stiffer and stuffier than a typical business meeting. I can’t quite look any of these men in the eye—especially Noah. Every time I try, my emotions start roiling again, threatening to spill over, churning so ferociously that I can’t even tell what I’m feeling. I shouldn’t have sat across from him, but the alternative would be going near him.


    The way Noah finagled a chance to talk to me today, when I’d already made it clear I didn’t want to talk, I still can’t believe he had the balls to do that. I was already ultra-pissed at him for hiding the truth about the heir clause. Telling me that Dad was on death’s door was just piling lies upon lies. Did he really think that more deceit would help his case?


    I saw right through his plan, of course, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is how deep Noah seems determined to dig himself. (Although I couldn’t help but be a little insulted by the obviousness of his lie. How stupid does he think I am? I called my father the second we hung up.)


    And then to top it all off, he started interrogating me the instant he set foot in David’s place, accusing me of letting all sorts of strange penises into my vagina. What the fuck? He acted like I was the one who’d done something wrong and needed to account for my behavior. Even if I had screwed David, my sex life wasn’t Noah’s business anymore. He forfeited all husbandly rights the instant he chose to conceal my own inevitable pregnancy from me.


    He didn’t even tell me anything when he barged in. He just kept insisting that he’d never do anything to my body without my consent—totally contradicting the scene I stumbled into that night—and bitching about how much his regrets hurt. I could tell that he was genuinely sorry about damaging my trust, but that didn’t mean my trust wasn’t still damaged. I wasn’t going to forgive his stupid, selfish decisions just because they backfired on him. The asshole made his bed, and now he can lie in it ... far, far away from me.


    Although, speaking of bed, one thing he said did give me pause. When I asked him why we were using condoms if he was trying to knock me up, I was struck by the plain way he said, “Because that’s what you wanted.” As if the reason was obvious. As if my wishes, my desires, were his first priority. I’m still not sure what to make of that, in the context of everything else that’s happened lately.


    And somehow, despite all my anger and hurt and suspicion, I found myself agreeing to come back for an emergency meeting with him and Dad and Prescott. Temporarily, mind you, just to try putting this mess behind me ... but still. How does that man always persuade me? How does one look into his intense dark eyes always end with me believing in him?


    Maybe I was just sick of always running away from disasters. Noah had hit a nerve with that comment. One way or another, I wanted closure. A definite end to this story, leaving no room for regrets or second guesses later on down the road. Closure.


    Whatever my reason was, I got in Noah’s car. I let him drag me down from that Catskills retreat and back to civilization. And two hours of driving later, I’m sitting here in the house I grew up in—where I have no choice but to stare our problem in the face.


    I do my best to push down my feelings and find the cool, rational mindset I work best in. Now isn’t the time to wallow in negative emotions. I can’t let my confusion and anger and sadness run away with me ... yet again. Noah arranged this meeting to get everything out in the open and everyone on the same page. If all goes well, we might even be able to start straightening out this mess. I can wait until I’m back in my own private space to scream or cry or tear my hair out, or whatever the hell my wounded heart desires.


    Except I don’t have my own space anymore. Shit, I almost forgot. What are we going to do about that little issue? Unless I want to kick Noah out of the penthouse, or rent a hotel room for the foreseeable future, I’ll have to see him every night. I’ll have to deal with his puppy-dog eyes following me around the room, silently begging me to understand his side of the story and accept his apology. I’ll have to see his handsome face, feel the warmth of his toned body, when I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to let him touch me again. We’ll have to keep living together in our marital home ... when I’m feeling anything but wifely.


    Dad interrupts my dour thoughts by getting the ball rolling. “Noah filled me in on the phone about what’s happened the past couple days,” he begins.


    Oh, great. Even though this is what we’ve come here to discuss, I hope Noah didn’t provide too much detail. Tight-lipped, I nod at Dad to continue. “And your thoughts are?”


    His bushy, graying eyebrows fly up. “I’m appalled, of course! I’m so sorry things ended up like this. Neither Bill nor I ever meant to deceive you.”


    “Then how did this happen?” I ask. “Why was this weird pregnancy stuff even in his will in the first place? How did it end up in the inheritance contract?”


    Dad clasps his hands tightly together where they rest on the table, and gazes at me with an earnest, almost pleading look. “We added the heir clause into our wills on a whim. We both wanted grandchildren ... it was our fondest wish to see you two kids together, and the family you’d build for yourselves one day. We figured you’d fight us on that point and we’d just cross out the whole thing. It was wishful thinking.”


    “But Bill Tate died sooner than anyone expected,” Prescott explains, “so the heir clause slipped into his will unseen and unchallenged. And after that point, it had to be included in the inheritance contract.”


    “Jesus, this thing got passed around like a bad penny,” Noah murmurs.


    I make a point of ignoring him. “But surely we could have done something. Asked a judge if he could rule that clause unenforceable and declare a partial revocation ...” Or at least find some loophole or tricky way of fulfilling it that didn’t involve me actually getting pregnant.


    “Yes, we could have looked for other options,” Prescott says. “I would have worked with you to find an alternative solution if either of you had objected.”


    Dad leans forward. “But when you didn’t, I was a little surprised but I figured you must be okay with it since you’d signed the contract.”


    That was Noah’s argument too. I groan internally at the reminder that I signed without reading every last word.


    “And I thought, heck, maybe they’ll have fun trying to get pregnant. It would keep both your minds off the failing company.” Dad sighs heavily, the lines of age and fatigue and regret etched deep into his face. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I meant this inheritance to bring you together and make you happy, not tear you apart and make you miserable. I feel terrible, like Bill and I both failed our children.”


    I swallow around the sudden lump in my throat. “But how did you know? How were you so certain that pairing us off like this was the right thing to do?”


    “Because it’s always been obvious that you two were meant for each other. You’ve been in love all along. Ever since you first met, when you were three years old and he was five.” Dad’s expression lifts into a slight, fond smile. “And your mothers agreed. All four of us knew our children ... we could read the signs.”


    “Mom? She thought this was a good idea too?” I blurt.


    “If I remember correctly, she might have even been the one to suggest it.”


    Stunned, I blink. All along I assumed that this arranged marriage was only concocted by our fathers. Are our entire families just fucking nuts? Or ... were they on to something? Four people, two of whom ran a multibillion-dollar international company, couldn’t all be wrong ...


    Prescott looks almost as uncomfortable as I feel. He probably didn’t come here prepared to be drop-kicked into the middle of an emotional battleground.


    “Even as toddlers, you two were inseparable,” Dad continues. “Literally, on some occasions. You fought like cats and dogs, yet somehow ended up laughing and playing happily five minutes later. You always wanted to sit together whenever we sat down for a meal or a movie or anything like that. And if we tried to move you ...” Dad chuckles. “Oh, the tantrums we’d get! When we went to the water park for your fourth birthday, Olivia, Bill tried to take Noah to the men’s room and you both nearly had a conniption. Your mothers had to take you together to the women’s and you held hands under the wall between stalls.”


    What? How have I never heard this story before?


    And more importantly, how is this relevant?


    “That was over twenty years ago,” I protest. “I hardly see what it has to do with us now.”


    From the pinched expression on Prescott’s face, he agrees with me. Neither of us expected a trip down memory lane.


    But once Dad gets started rambling, he can’t be stopped. “Oh, but I’ve got dozens of great stories about you two. The first time our families vacationed at the beach together—all the summers before then, you were still too young to travel far from home—Noah accidentally sat on your sand castle and you started crying, so he built you a new one and found a starfish to decorate it.”


    “I think I actually remember that,” Noah muses. “And you gave me your ice cream when I dropped mine.”


    “Here’s one you might have been old enough to remember. Olivia, on your first day of elementary school, some boy was hassling you on the playground, and Noah punched him right in the kisser. Bought himself a one-way ticket straight to the principal’s office. And he marched the whole way there with a smile on his face, happy to take whatever punishment he was given. For you.”


    Now that Dad mentions it, I do remember this story. I guess some things never change. That exact same scenario—Noah rushing to my defense—has played out with Brad not once, but twice recently. And he’d do just about anything for Rosita too. Noah still has the same strong sense of justice, the same streak of protective compassion.


    He just cares so much about people. And he approaches life from his gut, not his head. That hot-blooded quality is something that I’ve come to appreciate, as a fresh perspective in the workplace, charm in an unconventional romance, and a sexy rush in bed. It’s not that I don’t care about people; it’s just easier for me to set aside my emotions in order to think clearly, whereas Noah feels so fiercely that he can never escape their pull.


    From the way he talked about our duty to Tate & Cane, it was clear that the thought of laying off our employees ate him up inside. Bad enough, I guess, to paralyze him, to bar him from telling me the truth until desperation broke him free.


    But that doesn’t change anything. Doesn’t erase his lies or heal my wounded trust. His general depth of feeling or capacity for caring isn’t the issue on the table here. If he really cared about me specifically, he wouldn’t have hidden the truth for so long and then scared the hell out of me that night. He could be the best man in the world to run this company and still be the wrong man for me.


    “Don’t forget what happened the next day,” Noah says, unaware of my racing thoughts. “That same kid made fun of me for getting in trouble—when he got off scot-free, the little shit—so Olivia kicked him in the giblets and went to the principal’s office too.”


    Dad bursts out laughing. “Really? I never heard that one. I guess Susie kept a few secrets from me after all.” He inclines his head at me. “But that only proves my point. At the first hint of someone messing with him, you came running, ready to teach them a lesson.”


    How weird. I must have cooled down with age ... because the only other explanation is that I’m more similar to Noah than I thought.


    “That’s hardly the only time she’s saved me.” Noah turns his affectionate smile to me, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners, and I just can’t look away. “I’d wait until the last minute to start school projects, then panic and beg you for help, and you’d roll your eyes and scold me, but you always gave me advice and checked my work. I don’t even know how many times—”


    “I can give you an estimate,” I remark dryly. “It was about fifteen, maybe twenty.”


    “I admit, I had my head up my ass until after I graduated from high school,” Noah says with a sigh.


    “Only until then? That’s not how it seemed to me.”


    Noah turns up his palms with a shrug. “Okay, fine, after college. But who doesn’t?”


    Dad interjects, “You had your silly moments too, sweetheart. When Noah first started dating—you were twelve, I think—you were so irritable for months. Out of nowhere, you would start ranting about how ‘I don’t care about that stupid jerk, he can do whatever he wants’ when no one in the room had suggested otherwise. Or even brought up the subject at all, for that matter.”


    My cheeks flame red as Noah starts laughing. “D-dad ...” I squawk.


    “Oh my God, that’s perfect.” Noah chuckles. “I can just picture it. It’s exactly what you would do.”


    I glare at him, still blushing. “Shut up.”


    “But he made up for it,” Dad says. “For your fifteenth birthday, he gave you a framed picture of the first hundred digits of pi, written in binary.”


    Now it’s Noah’s turn to go a little pink. “Jesus, that was so dumb. I just figured, hey, she likes numbers and math and stuff, right?”


    I shake my head. “No, I loved it. It’s still hanging in my room upstairs.”


    He blinks. “Really? You kept that stupid present? I’m surprised you even remember it.”


    “It wasn’t stupid. And of course I remember.” Realizing how mushy that sounds, I hurriedly add, “That was the night you totaled your first car on our way to the country club, and I offered to walk with you so you wouldn’t feel weird. But then we ended up waiting for a bus because I didn’t realize how hard it would be to walk five miles in high heels. I was an hour and a half late for my own birthday party.”


    “But do you regret spending that time?” Noah asks, his eyebrows raised playfully.


    “I sure as hell regret trying to dance the tango with you afterward. My feet hurt just thinking about it.”


    Although I also remember the breezy, full-moon summer night, Noah smiling at me, my friends being jealous that I’d made a dramatic entrance with such a handsome senior who didn’t even go to our school ...


    “Speaking of gifts,” Dad says, “what about the time when you were in third grade and Noah gave you a set of diamond-and-platinum earrings? You didn’t even have pierced ears yet. And then it turned out that Noah had ‘borrowed’ them from his mother’s jewelry box.”


    Prescott clears his throat impatiently. “Not to interrupt, but could we get back to discussing the contract?”


    Wait, he’s right. What the hell am I doing? We’re here to talk about the heir clause and how to salvage our inheritance. How did I get sucked into family-story hour? I’m reminiscing about my past relationship with Noah when what matters is our company’s future.


    I shake my head as if I can dislodge all this silly nostalgia. “I agree with Prescott. Why are we talking about this stuff? We’re not here to sing ‘Kumbaya’ and share cute anecdotes. We’re here to clean up a serious mess ... a mess that you had a lot to do with, in case you forgot.”


    And with that, the slowly lightening mood plunges back into grave silence.


    “I wouldn’t have phrased my objection in quite those words,” Prescott says after an awkward second, trying to be delicate.


    “You asked how Bill and I knew you two were meant for each other,” Dad says gently.


    Abruptly I stand up, pushing out my chair with a squeak of wheels. I can’t do this right now. I wanted to, but I just fucking can’t. My brain won’t work with Dad and Noah looking at me. I have to get out of here if I want any hope of sorting out my own feelings and figuring out what I want to do next ... assuming I can even do anything at all.


    I tamp down my instinct to apologize for making the atmosphere tense, for cutting our meeting short, for everything. I’m not the one who screwed up here—Noah is.


    Instead, I just mutter, “Excuse me. I have a lot to think about.”


    And with that, I turn and leave Dad’s study, my head buzzing so loudly I can’t hear whether anyone calls after me.


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Noah


    


    “Can you pass me the orange juice?”


    Those are the first words Olivia’s spoken to me in days. Ever since the confrontation in her father’s study, she’s been as cold and icy as ever. Not that I can blame her. I did try to conquer and pillage her uterus like it was my own private jungle gym.


    “Here you go.” I hand her the carton across the counter. She’s seated at the breakfast bar with her laptop and bagel while I’m at the stove frying an egg.


    It’s our first weekend back home together since everything went down, and I still have no idea where we stand or what to do to win her back.


    Instead of brainstorming about how to right this mess, the meeting with her father turned into a sweet reminiscing session, which Olivia promptly shut down.


    “The gala’s tonight,” I comment, sliding the lone egg onto a plate. Weeks ago when we RSVP’d, it was assumed that we were attending the charity banquet together—with Olivia as my plus one, my partner in crime. Sure, it was a work event, but there’d be dinner, champagne, and dancing. It was a date, for all intents and purposes.


    “Yup,” is all she says, her eyes still on her laptop screen.


    “Okay. I have a car coming at seven.”


    “I’ll be ready,” she says coolly.


    She’ll play the part well—doting wife, professional CEO, happy banquet-goer. Her mask will be firmly in place tonight. My goal will be to break through the facade.


    “See you then.”


    I grab my keys from the counter and head out. No way I’m sticking around in her deafening silence today. I’ve said my apologies, groveled to her, even included her father in the conversation, and she’s still holding on to anger.


    That’s her choice. From this point onward, we’ll either work this out and make it as a couple—or not. The ball’s in her court.


    • • •


    “So this is how one of Manhattan’s best attorneys lives? Nice place.” I stand in the center of Sterling’s newly renovated studio apartment in the heart of Manhattan, appraising the recent remodel.


    “It should be for what I paid, but thank you.”


    Sterling purchased the top floor of a historic building that was undergoing renovations more than six months ago. By the time he finished gutting the entire thing, it boasted a modern kitchen, brand-new bathroom, sleek polished wood floors, and cool neutral colors on the walls. It’s decorated well with pieces of art and stacks of coffee-table books and even some patterned throw pillows on the slate-gray sofa, but it’s not feminine. Just well put together, like it’s had a woman’s touch. It makes me miss home.


    “We’re not staying here. Come on.” Sterling grabs his wallet and cell phone and heads to the door.


    “Where to?”


    “We’re going out. To where I should have taken you in the first place.”


    Soon we’re at our favorite gentleman’s club, seated along the bar with a view of the stage, two pints of beer in front of us.


    “Now this is somewhere to drown your sorrows,” Sterling remarks coolly.


    My gaze drifts over to the center stage, where a petite blonde makes the stripper pole her bitch. But I think my cock must be broken, because despite the show she’s putting on, there’s not even the slightest bit of interest. Nada. Nothing. I look down at my lap. Urging my cock to do something. Waiting to see if it moves, if it twitches, anything to make me see that it’s not broken. She couldn’t have broken my cock when she broke my heart, could she?


    Sterling leans forward on his elbows to give me a pointed look. “You want to know my grand unified theory of life?”


    “I have a feeling you’re going to give it to me anyway, so sure.” I flash him a tight, fake grin and take another sip of my beer.


    “Why get yourself all spun up over one woman, one difficult woman, when there are so many flavors to sample?”


    He turns, gazing over at the action on the stage. All shapes and sizes of naked women shake their goods for us to enjoy. This is the biggest gentleman’s club in the city, and the choices are endless. From lean runner types with pert breasts and firm butts without dimples, to curvy goddesses whose huge breasts sway when they walk. From redheads that you instinctively know are trouble, to platinum blondes who are probably wild in bed, to demure brunettes who are every man’s perfect girl-next-door fantasy. But none of them appeal to me. Like, at all.


    “Not interested,” I choke out, my throat feeling tight. What the hell has happened to me? I was Noah fucking Tate—master of my own domain, professional charmer and booty-call provocateur.


    “Come fucking on,” Sterling says on a groan. “Not a one?”


    I shake my head. “Nope.” None of these women hold a candle to the classy, sophisticated woman who used to warm my bed at night and keeps me on my toes all day. She makes me work for every inch of ground I gain with her. The feeling is addicting. Any of these woman would happily go home with me if I asked. Where’s the fun in that?


    Sterling makes a low, tortured growl of frustration. “You’re impossible.”


    I cut my gaze over to his. “Right, because your life is so perfect and full. If it was, you wouldn’t be at a place like this.”


    I know I’m on to something. Sterling doesn’t open up much, but from what he has shared, I know his job makes him miserable much of the time, and living here while his entire family is still back in Great Britain is hard.


    But he holds up his hands, taking no offense. “I was only trying to help. Chill.”


    There is no helping me. There’s only an unmet need raging through my body and soul. I need to get Olivia back. I need to be inside her. To claim her. To make her see that she is my wife. Till death do us part.


    I take another sip of my beer, knowing I’ll get my chance tonight.


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Olivia


    


    The charity gala is beautiful. The finest, most mouthwatering cuisine is laid out on long tables along one wall of the opulent banquet hall. A tailcoated band plays lively smooth jazz on the stage set up at the other end.


    Throughout the rest of the huge room, hundreds of upper-crust guests mingle and laugh and dance. White-shirted waiters slip fluidly through the crowd with silver trays of hors d’oeuvres and champagne flutes. The high bay windows stand open, letting a crisp breeze ruffle my chiffon evening gown and play over my bared shoulders and back.


    And I can’t enjoy any of it, because the heir clause is still hanging over my head, casting a dark shadow over everything.


    Even just a week ago, I would have been proud to stroll in here on Noah’s arm. And unfortunately he does look devastatingly handsome in his tuxedo. But after what he did, I don’t want him near me. I don’t want to pretend to be the lovey-dovey young couple, all picture-perfect smiles. Because I can’t simply erase what I saw from my brain.


    That one tiny moment in the bathroom threw our whole relationship into question. It’s almost like we’re back to square one. Before I got to know him, before I saw him as anything more than an annoying, lazy playboy. Before I (almost) fell in love. I have to decide all over again whether I can trust him.


    And even if I do trust him ... what then? Let him put a baby in me? Sacrifice my body, my future, in exchange for a company that might end up drowning no matter what we do? I won’t be forced into having a child. If and when I have a baby, it will be because I’m ready to parent. And I’m a long way from believing that the person beside me in those fantasies is Noah.


    My grim thoughts derail when Noah rests his arm around my waist, his hand on my opposite hip. I stiffen at his touch. The line between his brows deepens; he definitely noticed my flinch.


    “Christ, Snowflake, try to loosen up,” he mutters under his breath.


    “I’m still angry with you,” I say out of the corner of my mouth, still smiling brightly. The strain of keeping up our happy facade is already taking its toll on my nerves.


    Noah’s expression darkens despite his trying to repress his frown. “Be angry all you want, just don’t act like it. We have to make this look good. The last thing the company needs is the media starting rumors that our relationship is on the rocks.”


    “I know that, I just—”


    Noah cuts me off. “Don’t look now, it’s the CEO of Acentix Telecom.” He inclines his head toward a silver-haired gentleman walking our way. “Act natural. Touch my arm or something.”


    “I’ll pass,” I hiss just as the man claps Noah on the shoulder.


    “Noah Tate, you son of a gun.” He laughs, louder than necessary—the room isn’t that noisy. “How’ve you been lately? Is this lovely creature your wife?”


    Noah’s gaze flicks toward me, too fast for anyone else to see. I know what he’s thinking: For now, anyway. But he responds smoothly, “I’m proud to say she is. Olivia, have you met Caleb Tyrell?”


    I nod at Mr. Tyrell. “Yes, at all of our client meetings with Acentix.” And yet this idiot still managed to forget me.


    “Ah yes, of course. How could I forget such a pretty face?” Caleb winks at me.


    Normally I would play along with his corny old-fart flirting. But I have no patience left for putting up with men tonight. I just nod and smile, more stiffly than before.


    “Sweetheart, your hand is empty. Let’s go get you a glass of prosecco.” Noah steers me away from Mr. Tyrell under the pretext of us going to the bar.


    I set my jaw. Why did he have to jump in like that? Intervening so obviously only makes the situation more awkward than it already is.


    Fortunately, Mr. Tyrell doesn’t seem to notice anything wrong. “As much as I’d love to shoot the breeze, I should get back to my own wife before she gets jealous.” With another obnoxious wink in my direction, he ambles away and disappears into the crowd.


    “What the hell is your problem tonight?” Noah growls under his breath as soon as the client is out of earshot.


    “You just have to be in control of everything, don’t you?” I snap right back. I could have handled myself smoothly in that situation, if he’d only given me a chance. Just because I needed his help with Brad doesn’t mean Noah has to be my white knight all the time.


    “Okay, that’s it. If you want to fight, let’s at least take this somewhere private. Then you can make as big a scene as you fucking want.”


    I match his dark glare. “Great idea.”


    Noah stalks through the banquet hall’s entrance. I follow him as he turns down a seemingly random narrow hallway. Even from behind, he looks almost as pissed as I feel—his shoulders are tense and his stride is even longer than usual, forcing me to hurry after him.


    Gradually the buzz of chatter from the banquet hall fades, leaving only the clack of our shoes on the marble floors. When we reach a coat closet, he yanks the door open. “After you.” He follows me inside and shuts the door behind us, plunging us into shadows.


    I launch into my tirade as if there had been no interruption. “What the fuck do you think my problem is? I can manage faking a happy relationship for the press, but don’t expect me to enjoy it.”


    I can just barely make out Noah shaking his head. “We both know that’s not the whole story. You’ve been freezing me out for days now. If you’ve got something to say, say it. I’m listening.”


    What is it with men and not understanding basic communication? “I’ve already made my feelings very clear. You just don’t like the messages you got.”


    “Oh, come on.” He sighs. “Throw me a bone here. I know I fucked up royally, and I’m sorry, but things between us have been going nowhere lately. Can I at least get a hint about where I stand? Am I going to stay in the doghouse forever? Just let me know what I should do, how I can fix this.”


    “It’s not that easy. Do you think you can just buy me some flowers and I’ll forget all about what I saw that night? The heir clause will disappear out of the contract, we’ll inherit the company, and live happily ever after?”


    “You said you were giving up. Quitting the company, or quitting our marriage, or maybe both—I couldn’t exactly ask for clarification while you were tearing ass out the door. But then why are you still here?” Noah’s silhouette throws its hands up. “If you hate me so much, why haven’t we gotten a divorce yet? Are you giving this another chance or not? I’ll stay by your side, or I’ll leave if there’s really no hope left, but I won’t hang around just to be your punching bag.”


    I swallow past the knot in my throat, fighting the urge to cry from sheer anxiety and frustration. “I don’t know, okay? Even if I believed everything you said—about how you’d never get me pregnant without my consent—what’s next? What are we going to do? No baby means no inheritance.”


    “If you believed me?” He releases an exasperated scoffing sound. “You don’t even know that for sure? Wow, I guess I really am on your shit list.”


    I doubt he can see me roll my eyes, but I do it anyway. “Gee, I wonder why. There’s no reason on earth why a woman should distrust a man who lied his ass off about things that could make or break her whole future.”


    “I said I was sorry. I made a big fucking stupid mistake, okay? I didn’t speak up when I should have, because I was so scared of losing you and ruining the company and—”


    “The company is going to be ruined anyway!” I explain for what feels like the hundredth time. “If you had said something earlier, we could have figured this out together. Instead you waited until the last possible second.”


    “Is saving Tate & Cane the real reason why you’re so tense? Because I’m here to help with that.”


    “Please don’t tell me you’re hitting on me,” I reply in my driest, coldest tone.


    “No, that’s not where I was going.” His voice drops slightly, taking on a silky note. “Although if you want me to ...” He leans against the wall, trapping me between his arms.


    I turn my face away from his. Having him this close makes it hard to think. “Ugh. No thanks.”


    “Fair enough. All I meant is that we’re partners—we can think of a way out of this problem, if you’ll just let me help you.”


    Why hasn’t he backed off yet? His spicy cologne is slowly filling my head with fog. “I think I have the right to be a little skeptical of a man who I caught with a fucking needle.”


    Noah makes a quiet growling huff. “See what I mean? You bring that up again, and I already apologized and explained what happened. We’re just going in circles.” His voice smooths out again into an imploring, seductive tone. “Please, Snowflake. Don’t shut me out. I’ll do anything. Just tell me. Say the word and I’ll be on my knees—begging forgiveness, at your service, ready and willing to make it up to you.”


    His warm breath fans ticklishly over my cheek as he speaks. That voice is pure sin, licking at my self-control like flames.


    I try to retort, “Y-you’re ready and willing for that anytime. With just about any woman too.”


    “You know that’s not true. Maybe I was that way once, but now ... I’m a one-woman man. You’ve caught me for good. I’ll never be satisfied with anyone but you ever again.”


    And suddenly, his hands clasp my bare shoulders and his lips press hot against mine.


    I gasp into his mouth. My eyes slide shut helplessly. I didn’t realize how much I needed this contact, this closeness, until Noah’s touch lit my nerves on fire. But now I’m painfully aware of every minute it’s been since he last made love to me.


    I’m still pissed at him. Damn his sexy smirk, damn his wickedly skilled kiss, more intoxicating than anything I’ve drunk tonight ... I don’t want to want him. But I do want this. Dear God, I might even need it.


    And so I let myself give in.


    It’s okay as long as he doesn’t talk. As long as he doesn’t remind me that we’re Noah Tate and Olivia Cane, heirs to a failing company, with the board’s impending decision hanging over our heads like a guillotine blade.


    Right now, under cover of darkness, we’re anonymous. Just a man and a woman, a pair of animals who are starving for each other. I can pretend that this is only sex, only blowing off some steam, and it’s not because I’m still addicted to Noah despite everything that’s happened between us. I can come back to my senses—to my waking life, my anger and hurt and worry, all the crushing responsibilities of my family name—after my body is satisfied.


    At the exploring swipe of Noah’s tongue, I open up and return his kiss savagely. He gives a little surprised noise, then a growl of satisfaction. His lips curve against mine in a smug smile.


    Does he think he’s won me over? Then he’d better fucking think again, because I’m going to make him fight for every inch of ground. I crush my mouth against his, and when he gently nips my lower lip, I answer with a harsh bite. He moans and matches my intensity right back. Soon our kiss is little more than a dance of dueling tongues and soft murmurs of pleasure.


    Still devouring my mouth, he leans into me, walking me backward until my lower back hits a shelf. I jolt at the brush of cold metal on bare skin. Then he pushes a little more for good measure, forcing me to arch my spine and raise my chin, exposing my neck. The shelf’s chill soaks through the thin fabric of my dress and spreads goosebumps over my arms. But I’m already so hot, I barely notice any of it. My senses are too completely consumed by Noah’s touch and taste and smell.


    He hikes up my evening gown’s skirt and gropes me, his fingertips tracing up my bare thighs until I can’t stand it. I know exactly where his destination is, and I want him there now.


    Lifting the elastic edge of my panties, his fingers glide over my center in one easy stroke. “No matter what, Snowflake, you’re always wet for me.” His voice is rough with need, but his movements are controlled.


    “Sh-shut up and do something about it,” I gasp.


    “As you wish.”


    He gently pets my clit, my blood racing, heart pounding as I rock my hips forward. It’s too slow. Torturous.


    Finally, need wins out over pride, and I beg. “More.”


    “I hope you’re ready.” And with that, Noah’s control snaps. He yanks down my damp panties and shoves three fingers inside me.


    My head almost hits the wall as it falls back. I dig my nails into his shoulders, urging him harder, harder. He plunges his fingers in and out with rough jerks of his arm. It’s still not quite enough; I want his cock, long and thick. But I’m not so far gone as to forget that we’re in public. So I make do.


    And in a way, this rough fingering is better than fucking. It’s all for me, all about my pleasure. I can feel his steely erection against my inner thigh, twitching with eagerness, but he doesn’t get jack shit until I decide he deserves it. I reach under his moving arm and grab his crotch through his pants, just to feel how hard he is and to hear him groan in frustrated need.


    And he does. The sound is harsh and needy. It makes my pussy grip his fingers hard, quivering as his desperate growl washes through me.


    His hand is a surprisingly decent substitute for his cock. Every thrust rubs the ball of his thumb against my clit and strikes the spot inside me that shoots hot lightning through my veins, making my toes curl in my Manolo Blahniks. All the bare hangers on the shelves around us rattle with his force.


    “Faster, dammit,” I grunt out between thrusts. He’s pounding the breath out of me in sharp, guttural bursts—stifled growls reminding us both that I’m still angry as hell.


    “You asked for it.” His arm pistons faster and I bite my lower lip hard enough to bruise.


    He suddenly breaks our kiss, leaving me with nothing to stifle my whimpers, and his mouth descends to suck and bite at my neck. I want to tell him that he’s a dead man if he leaves a hickey, but I can’t form words anymore. All I can do is cling to him, clawing at his shoulders. I arch my hips up and spread my knees to urge him even deeper inside me. He fucks me as hard as he can into the wall while I hang on for dear life, gasping and trembling as the pleasure rises higher.


    My thighs clamp around his forearm as I finally tip over the edge. No longer able to thrust with his arm’s full strength, Noah crooks his fingers to massage my G-spot and grinds the heel of his hand into my clit. I shudder violently, my mouth opening in a silent scream, wave after wave of white heat pulsing through my entire body. Noah keeps working his hand to let me ride out my climax to the end.


    Floating slowly down from my high, I can feel myself still spasming around his fingers, my inner walls gripping tight and relaxing and then gripping again, weaker and weaker each time. I flush deep red at the thought of just how much Noah can feel. He could tell the moment I started to come and the moment my orgasm finally faded away. There’s nothing I can hide from him when I’m like this.


    His fingers slide free with a faint slick noise. His eyes are dark with lust as he brings his fingers to his mouth and sucks them clean. My knees tremble a little. God, he’s infuriatingly sexy.


    He steps closer to loop an arm around my bare back and he kisses me, tenderly now. I can taste myself on his lips. I’m feeling so languorous that I relax into his embrace without thinking. His cock is still rock hard in my hand. Instinctively, I reach out to unzip his pants and reciprocate the pleasure he just gave me. Even through his tuxedo, his body is so warm against the breeze trickling down from the ceiling vents, the chill I somehow never noticed before ...


    It suddenly seeps into my spine and I shiver, blinking like I’ve just woken up from a dream. Wait ... what am I doing? Why did we just ... ? My jaw tightens. The fog of lust is clearing fast and goddammit, I’ve made a huge mistake. I’m supposed to still be pissed at him, but yet again, I let my libido take the reins. How does this always happen?


    I yank my hands off Noah’s crotch like I’ve been burned. Giving in to pleasure was bad enough, but giving in to the desire to please him ... I’m acting like we’re making love. And as much as I try to tell myself it was just force of habit, I know it wasn’t. I wanted to get him off almost as badly as I wanted to come myself.


    “What’s wrong?”


    Noah’s voice is still husky, so ready for my touch, and I shake my head like I can dislodge the seductive sound.


    “You already know.”


    My cheeks burn with embarrassment as I hike my panties back up and smooth my skirt. I let him get so far. He still has so much sexual power over me. He can play my body like a violin, and the rest of me is helpless to follow.


    “Hey, where are you going? What about me?”


    Ignoring Noah’s protests, I charge out of the closet like something is chasing me. As if I can outrun my own feelings. I fling open the door ... just in time to lock eyes with Mr. Tyrell, walking down the hall. His eyes widen in confusion.


    “Got lost looking for the bathroom,” I blurt, and stomp back to the main room as fast as my high heels will let me.


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Noah


    


    If Olivia is going to stay mad, fine. So be it. But if last night is any indication, we still have chemistry. With my fingers buried deep inside her, she came apart, clawing at my suit jacket, devouring my mouth, gasping for air. She can pretend to be unaffected all she wants, but I know the truth.


    And she’s still here, sharing our apartment. She hasn’t filed for divorce or started looking for a new place or anything like that. So I have to believe that, deep down, she does still have feelings for me. Her father was right—growing up, we were so in sync, right there for each other through every rite of passage. Granted, I’m sleeping on the couch, but at least she hasn’t left.


    I’ll just have to find a way to make her believe those feelings, show her that we belong together. Convince her that the happily-ever-after she’s always wanted isn’t just a fantasy—it’s something we can have together, for real. But it’s become obvious that I’ll have to fight dirty. And that’s why I’ve enlisted the help of our friends. This is gonna take a village.


    “Where’s Olivia today?” Camryn asks, surveying our empty apartment as she enters.


    “At the spa.” I usher her over toward the dining room where I have everything set up. I booked Olivia for the works today—European facial, hot stone massage, manicure, pedicure, and something called a blow-out, which I’m told is for her hair. “We have at least four hours,” I add.


    Olivia thinks the appointment is just my latest attempt to apologize for everything, but really, it’s because I needed her out of the house so I could hold this brainstorming session.


    Camryn nods. “I’ll help however I can.”


    I appraise her as though I’m looking at her for the first time. Her mischievous green eyes have a sparkle to them and her expression is open and curious. “Why the change in attitude?” I ask. She once told me she wasn’t Team Noah, after all.


    Camryn helps herself to one of the bar stools at the breakfast bar. “Because.” She flips her long chestnut-colored hair over one shoulder. “I’ve seen how good you guys can be together. In just a couple short months, you were the cause of so many positive changes in her. She worked less, she laughed more. She wasn’t just all about the grind.”


    I nod, hanging on her every word.


    “She had pleasure in her life too—something that put a smile on her face, and that something was you.”


    A smug grin uncurls on my mouth. “I couldn’t agree more.”


    “But.” She purses her lips like she’s tasted a lemon. “You did fuck up royally.”


    My grin fades to nothing. “I did.”


    “Epically. Like, completely fucked up beyond anything that’s normal.”


    Okay, Jesus, I get it. I interrupt her before she can rub any more salt in the wound. “And that’s why I’ve invited you guys here today. We’ll start as soon as Sterling gets here.”


    The buzzer sounds, signaling his arrival.


    “Speak of the devil,” I mutter and head to the intercom to buzz him in.


    Sterling grins and claps his hand on my shoulder when he arrives. “Ready to get your girl back?”


    “Hell yes.”


    My posture relaxes, and I lead him into the dining room. Having the support of my best friend means the world to me, and gives me the tiniest bit of hope that maybe this is possible. Sterling’s always been the voice of reason, after all. If he believes in me, maybe I really can pull this off.


    I gesture for Sterling to take a seat. He does, next to Camryn at the counter. They watch me with wary expressions. I stand next to the easel with the new flip charts and markers I purchased just for the occasion. The dining table is scattered with poster board, sticky notes, and extra markers. I only hope we’ll be able to figure out a workable plan today. Never in my life have I wanted something as badly as I want to fix my relationship with Olivia. To bring us back to the happy place we used to be.


    Growing up, I always envied what my parents had. Sure, I’ve spent years playing the field and indulging in meaningless conquests, but I’ve always known deep down that I was a one-woman kind of guy and I’d eventually want to settle down. To attain that kind of comfortable familiarity that comes with monogamy and commitment. And now, just when I’ve gotten a taste of how good that can be—it’s been savagely ripped away from me by my own stupid actions.


    I clear my throat. “First, thank you both for being here today. It means a lot.”


    Sterling nods for me to go on. Camryn looks a little skeptical but stays quiet, waiting for me to continue.


    “As Camryn pointed out earlier, yes, I have fucked up royally. And I don’t intend to make any excuses for my behavior. I only want to tell you that I was a desperate man, at the end of my rope. And that I love Olivia ... and probably always have.”


    Camryn’s expression softens and she leans back in her seat, placing her hands in her lap.


    “I’ve brought you both here today to help me create a strategy for winning back my wife.”


    I repeat the words I practiced in the shower this morning, pausing to write Operation: Get Olivia Back on the flip-chart paper taped to the easel.


    I hear Camryn snicker and look over at my captive audience. Sterling is gazing at me, his mouth open like I’ve lost my damn mind.


    “What?” I ask, feeling defensive. I’ve barely begun, and they’re giggling at me behind their hands like children.


    “Olivia has rubbed off on you.” Camryn chuckles. “The old Noah would have winged it.”


    I consider her words for a moment. Just as I open my mouth to ask if that’s such a terrible thing, Sterling interrupts.


    “And the old Noah would have had pizza and beer.”


    At that, Camryn perks up. “Oh, pizza sounds great. I haven’t had lunch yet.”


    I fish my cell phone from my pocket and toss it to Sterling. “Fine, order pizza. And there’s beer in the fridge. But we’re going to work through this, and you’re going to help me figure it out.”


    Camryn salutes me while Sterling presses the phone to his ear to order two large pies.


    It’s been five minutes and my strategy meeting is already fucking derailed.


    • • •


    Paper plates with pizza crusts litter the coffee table, along with a few half-empty bottles of beer. The poster board I bought has turned into a mess of scribbles, after Sterling challenged Camryn to a game of hangman and then tic-tac-toe.


    The easel holds a large drawing of a penis, which Camryn assured me with a sober expression was the key to getting Olivia back. Right now, they’re laughing and adding words like vulva and scrotum to the mess.


    I want to slap both of them.


    All their suggestions were silly and unhelpful. This entire afternoon has been a huge waste of time, and now I only have an hour before Olivia’s due to arrive home.


    “Okay. That’s enough.” I grab the Sharpies from their hands. “If you’re not going to take this seriously, then get out. Both of you.”


    Camryn rises to her feet and yawns. “Sounds fine to me. I’m going home ... I need a nap.”


    Sterling pats me on the back—in sympathy or to mock my efforts today, I’m not sure. “You’ll think of something, buddy. I know it.”


    “Thanks,” I reply, unconvinced.


    I usher them out the door, then systematically make my way through the apartment, wadding up the used papers and collecting the markers. I stuff the remnants of our lunch into the trash and then collapse on our bed, grabbing her pillow and holding on to it, her scent all around me. I stare blankly up at the ceiling.


    I glance at the clock. I now have forty minutes before I can expect Olivia home, and I still have no idea what I’m going to say to her when she gets here. How the hell am I going to convince her about us? It’s been days and I haven’t come up with jack shit.


    Rising to my feet again, I begin pacing the room. When I see the black lacquered box that sits atop my dresser, I stop and go to it. Cradling the box in my hands, I sit back down on the bed. I don’t often take trips down memory lane; just keeping the mementos safe in my home is usually enough. But today, I need some guidance.


    I take each item out, holding it and inspecting it before setting it down one by one on the bed beside me. One of my mother’s lockets. A leather bookmark from her favorite dog-eared romance. The token my father received from the New York Stock Exchange the day his company went public. A water-stained coaster from the seafood restaurant where he proposed to Mum. A friendship bracelet Olivia gave me in the sixth grade, its braided thread fraying and dull. I smile and set it aside as I look through the rest of the treasures I saw fit to save.


    After inspecting all the various small tokens that hold meaning in my life, I come to the last thing, buried in the bottom of the box. The folded square of newspaper that contains my mother’s obituary.


    Just the feel of the soft, worn paper in my hands makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. What would she think of me?


    I’m forced to take deep stock of my life. It’s unraveled to the point that I can barely recognize it. Where did I go wrong? I put trivial things that don’t matter before love. If the company goes down ... so what? We have to look for new jobs? Big fucking deal.


    Of course, I don’t want to lose the company and watch my friends and employees struggle to piece their lives back together. But as far as my own life goes, my marriage is so much more important than the company name printed on my paycheck. To save those jobs, to save myself from loss of face, I put everything above my wife. If Olivia grants me a second chance, I won’t do that again.


    I unfold the newspaper, delicate with age, and gaze upon the words I’ve read many times before:


    Dahlia Emerson Tate was taken from this world too soon. Having moved to the United States as a teenager, she later attended Smith College and then married William Tate of Briar Grove, New York. She is survived by her husband and a bright, caring, and inquisitive son, Noah. She firmly believed that her son was her biggest achievement, and raising him was her greatest pleasure in life.


    Mum sure as hell knew the importance of love and family. She would probably be so disappointed in me right now.


    The lump in my throat grows, and I force a deep breath into my lungs. I haven’t cried over my mother’s passing in many years, but something about her loss feels fresher than ever. Maybe it’s because I’ve destroyed the only good thing in my life, and I don’t have her here to dole out advice, or pat my head, or hug me close.


    “I’m sorry, Mum,” I murmur. “I’ll fix this somehow. I will make you proud. I promise.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Olivia


    


    I check in at the spa to discover that Noah has booked me for the works. I’m being treated to a European facial, a French mani/pedi, a hot stone massage, and finally a blow-out. I’m briefly annoyed that Noah booked my appointment under “Mrs. Tate” instead of “Miss Cane.” But I shrug it off. Whatever ... it’s a free spa day, and after everything that’s happened in the past week, I badly need some downtime. If this is his way of groveling, I’ll take it.


    But I’m so tense that I don’t even begin to relax until the massage, over an hour into my appointment. Even while I’m lying on my front, my eyes closed, the tiny blond masseuse rubbing my sore, knotted muscles, my mind can’t help wandering back to the same dismal ground I’ve been mentally pacing for days now.


    All along, I was operating under the assumption that once we got married, Noah and I would have ownership on our side. Those extra rights and responsibilities would both force the board to listen to us and make them more willing to take risks, since we’d assume more of the burden in case their gamble went sideways. But the fucking heir clause means that inheriting Tate & Cane isn’t an option anymore.


    Is that really the end of the world, though? Is there still another way out?


    In a matter of weeks, the board members will meet to cast their votes and decide our company’s fate. But the question isn’t settled yet. They still have a choice to make—either retain Tate & Cane or sell it off. And they’ll approach that choice like businessmen.


    It all comes down to which option will make them more money. How much value we’re likely to create in the future compared to how much they can convince another company to buy us for. Long-term versus short-term profit. Risk and reward.


    Even as things stand now, it’s not like the company is a terrible bet. It’s performed pretty well under its new management; our profits have definitely started climbing toward the black over the past couple months. But our gradual turnaround hasn’t quite been the jaw-dropping comeback that would banish the board’s doubts. We’re still more of a gamble than they would like.


    If we can’t use our ownership privileges for extra clout ... well, that definitely still handicaps us, but our defeat isn’t assured yet. We’ll just have to make ourselves indispensable in other ways. We need to demonstrate two things: Tate & Cane is worth more alive than dead. And it’s worth more with Noah and me at the helm than with anyone else they can dig up.


    Okay, so we show them some new numbers. Some flashy, sexy predictions they haven’t seen before. But based on what? We can’t just pull a bunch of graphs out of our ass. I know enough finance to massage the statistics a bit, but there’s got to be something to massage in the first place. Optimistic projections are one thing; bald-faced lies are quite another. Even if we can fool the board in the short term, we’ll just be left holding the bag later, and begging for another chance won’t go nearly so well the second time around.


    Releasing a heavy sigh, I try to loosen my stiff shoulders so the masseuse can do her job. It’s damn near impossible to relax with all this on my mind.


    There’s no way around it—we need solid evidence to back up our fairy-dust forecast. We need an assload of new clients, or at least some promising prospects, and we need them ASAP. But already we’ve been hustling like crazy for months. We’ve tried everything. We’ve tapped everyone. At this point, we’d just be pestering the same people and annoying the hell out of them in the process. How pathetic would that be? Nobody enjoys a hard sell. And I don’t even know if I have the energy for that anymore.


    Unless ... we can encourage them to come to us, instead of us chasing them. Can we create a scenario where corporate bigwigs actually want to hear our pitches? Or at least something to make them receptive, relaxed, willing to listen, willing to take a chance on new deals.


    A fun, laid-back atmosphere ...


    Free food and drinks are always a guaranteed hit, even with billionaires who can damn well afford their own. Ideally, in the interest of time, we would gather as many prospects in one room as possible so we can woo them all at once instead of scheduling a zillion individual meetings over the course of several weeks.


    But we’d need it to be more than that, it would have to be the best damn party this city’s ever seen.


    Inspiration strikes like lightning. I bolt up from the massage table with a gasp.


    “Mrs. Tate? Is something wrong?” the masseuse asks, startled.


    “No, it’s okay.” Something is very right, in fact. I can’t stop myself from grinning with excitement; she probably thinks I’ve gone crazy. “Sorry to be so abrupt, but I have to leave. Please go ahead and charge me for the full hour.”


    Without waiting for her response, I dash behind the curtain and throw on my clothes while texting Noah.


    


    Olivia: Meet me in my office. I have a plan.


    


    And if my instincts are on the mark, it’ll turn this company around for good.


    • • •


    After dark like this, especially on a Sunday night, the building is deserted. I’ve been here before at odd hours, and such deep stillness always gives me an eerie feeling, like I’m the only person left on the planet. But I’m on a mission now, so I hardly notice. The silence gives way before the quick, steady tapping of my footsteps as I walk to my office.


    By the time I hear Noah coming down the hall, I’ve already typed out a press release and fired it off to the New York Times. Boom! I pump my fist in the air, feeling giddy with the surprise attack I’m about to unleash on the business world.


    Noah steps inside my office without knocking. “What the hell is going on? You said you had an idea?” He doesn’t need to add, It better be a fucking fantastic one to drag me into work on a Sunday evening. He must have dropped everything to hurry straight here—he’s wearing jeans and an old T-shirt, his hair disheveled.


    “I do. I’ve already sent out a press release.” I take a deep breath to ease the fluttering in my stomach. “Picture it—we’re going to throw the biggest, best gala New York City has ever seen. We’ll invite all the corporate bigwigs from firms we’ve wanted to woo, but didn’t know how to snag meetings with. We’ll show a brief presentation at the start—no more than ten minutes—just a few bold, hard-hitting, buzz-worthy clips of our company in action, the results we’ve achieved for our clients ...” I wave my hand. “And then we mingle.”


    Noah is still standing in the doorway, squinting at me like he can’t quite parse my words. “So you’re saying ... we’re going to throw a party?” he asks skeptically. “This is the grand plan I put on pants and hauled ass halfway across the city for?” His tone is serious, but his smirk tells me he’s not actually mad. I’ve found there’s very little he wouldn’t do for me.


    I nod eagerly. “Exactly. It’ll solve everything.”


    “You’re going to have to convince me.”


    Unable to sit still any longer, I jump up and start pacing the narrow space between the wall and my desk. “How many times have you been to a conference or whatever, and by the end, you’ve seen so many presentations you can’t even remember who was promoting what, because they were all abstract and boring and nearly identical? If we want people to remember us, we have to be memorable. Which means being fresh and different—and being fun. This party will make Tate & Cane stand out in their minds and will create a psychological association between us and all sorts of positive feelings.”


    Noah sits down in the chair in front of my desk, as if he’s a client I’m pitching to—which I guess he kind of is. “I get what you’re saying, but it still seems all very fuzzy and touchy-feely. It’s hardly a guaranteed solution.”


    “I know this party idea isn’t money in the bank, but I’m not just spitballing here, either. Storytelling is a well-proven branding strategy.”


    “For content marketing, yeah, but—”


    “When clients contract with us, they’re not just purchasing our services—they’re buying into the idea of us as people, on a personal level. Our charisma or our character or whatever. It’s not necessarily wise or rational, but it’s human nature. We’re social, emotional creatures ... we value relationships and narratives and ‘gut feelings’ very highly, even when we don’t consciously know we’re doing it.”


    And I learned the importance of this idea from Noah himself. I almost have to laugh when the irony of my words hits me. We’ve had so many arguments about business just like this, but on opposite sides of the table. If only briefly, I’ve turned into Noah, the optimistic, intuitive social butterfly, and he’s turned into me, the practical, analytical worrywart.


    “Instead of just drowning people in dry numbers,” I say, “which is hard to pay attention to and even harder to remember, we give Tate & Cane a face they can identify with. We show off our business by showing off ourselves. The two new young CEOs who are ready to think outside the box and push boundaries. People eat up that kind of story with a spoon!”


    As I grin at Noah, his own lips start to quirk up. “Okay, okay ... maybe you’re on to something here.”


    I cross my arms and cock my head, pretending to be insulted. “Just maybe? Please, do try to curb your enthusiasm.”


    He chuckles. “Fine, Snowflake, it’s a fucking fantastic idea. When did you tell the press this party was going to be?”


    “Next Saturday night.”


    “That soon? Damn, we’ve got our work cut out for us.” But Noah is still smiling. Evidently my excitement is contagious. “I guess we should get started.” He rubs his hands together and gives me the broad grin I’ve been waiting for since he arrived.


    “Right now?” I assumed he’d want to get back to whatever he was doing at home.


    “What better time?” He pauses to look at his watch. “Actually, let’s get some dinner first.”


    My stomach growls in agreement and we both laugh. I forgot that I haven’t eaten since breakfast, before I left for the spa. Speaking of which ...


    “Thank you for the spa package. It was perfect. Really, thank you.”


    He nods. “Glad you enjoyed it.”


    We debate between ordering pizza or Chinese, call the latter, and break into our delivery boxes at the long oak table in one of the conference rooms. As we wolf down our egg rolls and chow mein noodles, Noah asks, “Does your dad still keep a bottle of Scotch in his desk drawer for clients?”


    I swallow my mouthful of rice. “Yeah. Why?” At Noah’s smirk, I shake my head. “Oh, hell no. We’re not getting drunk ...” But then I stop. Because, really, why not? I’m in a celebratory mood, and one drink with dinner won’t kill me.


    “Come on, one drink. Two tops,” Noah says with an airy wave of his hand. “We’ll buy him a replacement bottle. He probably won’t even notice anything different.”


    “We’re breaking into Dad’s liquor stash like a couple of teenagers.”


    “Yeah, isn’t it nostalgic? I don’t think we’ve done that since I was ... a junior?”


    I chuckle even as I roll my eyes. “Sure, let’s have a toast. I think we’ve earned it.”


    “Hell yes, that’s the spirit.” Noah gets up. “I’ll be right back.”


    A few minutes later, he returns with a squat crystal bottle of honey-colored whiskey, about half full, and two tumblers.


    “Sorry there’s no ice,” he says as he pours our drinks. “We’ll just have to take them neat, I guess.”


    I’m not much of a hard-liquor drinker, but I shrug. “Whatever. I’m sure I’ll survive.”


    I scoot my brimming glass closer, bend low to the table to take a sip—then immediately start coughing. Oh God, I spoke too soon about the “surviving” part. It’s like inhaling fresh hot smoke, with the way it burns on the way down. Ugh ... people drink this stuff willingly?


    Noah laughs at me and I give him the evil eye, but soon I’m giggling too.


    He tastes his own and gives a little lip-smacking sigh of satisfaction. “Damn, that’s good.”


    “How can you drink that?” I say with a grimace.


    “It’s an acquired taste ... just like you.” He dodges my playful swat.


    As we polish off our Chinese dinner, we toss around party plans including theme, catering, decorations, and guests. One shot of Scotch somehow becomes two, then three. Turns out it goes down easier the more you have.


    Even though we both still don’t know where we stand with each other, the mood is jubilant. My flash of inspiration, and the optimism it brings, is too strong to be undercut by any relationship awkwardness. I’m even more drunk on hope than I am on Dad’s whiskey.


    I stand up to throw away my empty takeout box and the room sways a little. Okay, maybe hope and whiskey are about equal by now.


    “Whoa, there,” Noah says, rising to his feet. He reaches out to steady me with a hand on my hip.


    I turn ... and find myself far closer than I expected. If I took even one step forward, I would be in his arms. The mood changes from one of business to a sultry encounter between two old lovers swamped by sexual attraction and history.


    “You okay?” His voice is low and smooth, just as intoxicating as the liquor.


    “Y-yeah,” I reply, suddenly even more light-headed. “You?”


    Why did I say that last thing? I must be a lot more drunk than I thought. But Noah answers with a serious tone and only a slight smile, as if my question made perfect sense.


    “I’m feeling pretty good right now.” He pauses, then adds, “But I could be better.”


    Somehow, without noticing, I’ve leaned closer. Or was I always this close, and just never noticed the tickle of his breath on my lips? I inhale his familiar spicy scent and feel my knees weaken again.


    “H-how do you mean?” I ask.


    “That depends on you,” he replies. Then he hesitates again. He traces his thumb over my lower lip. “It’s nice to see you smiling. I ... missed you.”


    Closer again. The atmosphere in the conference room, once happy and uncomplicated, holds its breath as we gaze at each other. Noah’s dark eyes are solemn. But if I look deep into them, I can see something smoldering. For me.


    I can’t tell who moves first, me or him. Closing the distance feels as natural and inevitable as falling. All I know is that his lips feel warm and soft and so good, so right against mine. I open up and hear him sigh as our tongues tangle together.


    “Missed you,” I hear him murmur again against my mouth. “So much, Snowflake.”


    Our kiss soon deepens, urgent and wild. The heat of his hands all over me—my breasts, my ass, my thighs, seemingly everywhere at once—burns right through the fabric of my clothes. I’m softening like taffy, melting and melding into him. I suddenly realize that the longer I avoided this, the more explosive it was bound to be when we rekindled.


    The back of my legs hit the conference table. I lose my balance and sit down with an ungraceful thump. Without breaking our kiss, Noah slides between my parted knees, pushing my cotton skirt up to press his whole body against me hungrily, as if he can’t get enough contact. We fit together perfectly, chest to chest, the hard length of his cock insistent on my belly. When he lifts my legs to haul me even closer, my calves wrap around his angular hips automatically, even before my squeak of surprise escapes my lips.


    His mouth descends again, coaxing my lips to part as he strokes his tongue so skillfully against mine. His warm palms massage my breasts and I reach down between us, flicking open the button on his jeans. And then he’s in my hands, and I take pleasure in each stroke, every labored breath, every moan I draw from this big, sexy man—evidence that he’s mine and mine alone. Nobody else can make him react like this. His cock is warm, steely, and I massage every inch of it, delicately rubbing the hot drop of fluid that’s leaked out over the tip.


    “Snowflake, I ...” Noah’s voice is tight with need. But he doesn’t have to ask, doesn’t have to say anything else. I need this too.


    I wriggle back, just far enough away to snag my purse with one hand and drag it over the table to me. I take out the foil packet hidden in my wallet. His eyes widen at the sight. But neither of us speaks; the silence is deafening as I tear open the condom.


    He pushes his jeans and boxers the rest of the way down his hips. I roll the condom over his cock. We barely dare to look at each other. This moment floats as light and as fragile as a soap bubble; the touch of reality would burst it instantly. One careless comment, one reminder of our unpleasant situation, and we’ll come crashing back down to earth.


    But it’s obvious that we’re both thinking about the condom. Such a small thing, so heavy with significance now. A minefield of uncomfortable, unresolved questions still stretches between us, my own emotions reflected in Noah’s hesitant expression. What does this mean in the long run? Are we okay again? Am I okay? Or will tonight be the last time we ever touch?


    I can’t bear to answer those questions yet. I just want Noah. I don’t want to think about why I want him, or whether I trust him, or what the future holds. In this moment, I know he’s my everything.


    I pull aside the dampened crotch of my silk panties. Unprompted, he guides himself into me, pausing when I hiss through my teeth, and slowly pushes forward when I roll my hips in impatience. Inch by hot, thick inch, he fills me, taking away the empty space between us. And then his mouth descends on mine, our kiss hungrier and fierier than ever before.


    Words are too heavy and too light, too sharp and too blunt, all at the same time. The low, breathy sounds of pleasure are all the communication we need, anyway. So I push all other unpleasant thoughts away and enjoy this, enjoy him. The sensation of skin on skin dissolves the past and future, leaving only the present. My whole world shrinks down to the sensation of his thick length parting me, of hot breath and hotter friction.


    “Noah.” I gasp when he reaches between us to rub my exposed clit in gentle circles.


    “I know.” He grunts, still buried to the hilt. “So perfect. Me and you.”


    And he’s right. It is.


    I flex my inner muscles around him and he groans.


    Our gasps and moans wordlessly guide us toward bliss as we writhe together. Soon Noah is slamming into me, giving me every hard inch of himself, the soft sounds of wet flesh slapping so erotic and forbidden in the dim, silent office.


    My toes curl and I clench around his girth with every thrust. I abandon everything and let myself fall into him—Noah Tate, my husband, my rival, my betrayer, my partner. This walking contradiction, the one man I can’t seem to stay away from, who makes my emotions simultaneously so confusing and so clear.


    Tomorrow morning, I should come back to this hot, tender memory and try to figure out what it means. Maybe I will. Or maybe I’ll tell myself it was all a dream.


    For now, though, I don’t ask questions. I just feel.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Noah


    


    Watching Olivia work the room is incredible. Everything we’ve worked so hard for over the last few months has led us to this very moment.


    “Hanging in there?” she asks, stealing a moment away from the crowd trying to garner her attention. Lifting onto her tiptoes in her already sky-high heels, she presses a quick peck to my cheek.


    Ever since our erotic encounter in the conference room last weekend, things have been good. Not great, but good. She’s been polite and chatty at home, and while we haven’t totally made up—or had sex again, for that matter—things have felt okay. Like we’re moving in a positive direction, even if it’s only by an inch at a time.


    It’s safe to say that the party Olivia dreamed up is a smashing success. Tate & Cane has delivered—big fucking time. We’re winning over everyone from the tired old CEOs to the young, hungry marketing execs ready for the next big thing. I’m practically beaming with pride for my gorgeous wife. I’m trying to keep my optimism cautious, but damn, it’s impossible not to get caught up in the moment.


    “This is amazing, baby.” Giving her waist a squeeze, I return her chaste kiss on the cheek. I won’t cross the line and show her too much affection, because I know this isn’t the time or place and it would only make her uncomfortable, but I can’t resist taking a moment to let her know how much her sweet gesture means. We’ve worked hard to get here, and while I’m still not sure what the future holds for us, this is a huge step in the right direction.


    The look in her eyes is tender, and there’s a small smile on her lips. “I’ll check in with you again later.”


    For the most part, we’ve divided and conquered. I’ve hardly spoken three words to her all evening, but I’ve kept her in my line of vision, and she’s never been far from my thoughts. I watch her blend back into the crowd. With her simple black slacks and emerald-green silk blouse, she looks stunning. Professional, but more casual than usual, which fits the mood perfectly.


    This is no boring business meeting, nor is it the politically correct, awkward, boring “work outing” that everyone silently dreads. We have fucking Beyoncé performing. Okay, so she’s not Beyoncé, but the girl is gorgeous and fiery and she can sing her ass off. The atmosphere is casual and chill. And the waiters aren’t serving chilled champagne, they’re serving cucumber cocktails strong enough to put a smile on the lips of even the stuffiest company leaders.


    Hell, most everyone else is in bare feet on the sod floor we had brought in. Beach balls are being kicked around. Hammocks where Fortune 500 leaders lounge with a cocktail. These people don’t ever get time off, so Olivia’s ingenious idea tapped into the one thing that they truly needed—to chill.


    Maybe I really have rubbed off on her. A smile pulls on my lips.


    I head toward the buffet line, scoping out who else I might talk with tonight.


    The food isn’t pretentious. It’s accessible and reminiscent of childhood. Simple finger foods. S’mores over a fire pit. The smell of grilled hot dogs in the air. It’s friendly and easy. And since I haven’t eaten since lunch, I stop in line next to a gray-haired man I recognize as the chairman of a major tech firm.


    When I meet his eyes, his gaze skitters away, and a look I recognize flashes across his features. The guy is overworked, tired, and probably has another four or five hours of crap to do tonight once he gets home. He just wants to be left alone. The last thing he wants to do is talk shop. Which is fine by me. I remember my own dad sitting at the dining table with his laptop long after Mum and I went to bed at night.


    “Hi, I’m Noah.” I offer him my hand and he shakes it. No last name, no title, because I can read his hesitation like it’s a flashing neon sign.


    “I’m Howard Dillon of Spherion, but before you begin ...”


    “Have you ever had a walking taco?” I ask him, grinning like I know the world’s best secret. Because I do.


    His mouth closes, then opens, then he shakes his head. “As a matter of fact, I haven’t,” he says finally.


    My smile grows wider. “Dude, let me hook you up.”


    Howard chuckles and follows me up to the front of the buffet line.


    And soon, we’re seated cross-legged on a blow-up couch overlooking a water balloon fight, bonding over corn chips and seasoned ground beef.


    Howard kicks off his shoes and wiggles his toes encased in black silk socks. “So this is a walking taco, eh?”


    I help myself to another bite and nod. “Strangely good, isn’t it?” It’s all the standard taco ingredients mixed into an individual-sized bag of corn chips, which can be eaten with a fork. I had a roommate in college who once introduced me to the idea.


    “You guys at Tate & Cane seem to have it all figured out.” He takes another bite. We haven’t even talked business, but I already know I have him right where I want him.


    “We work hard, we play hard, and most of all, we get it. You’re a busy man with a lot on your plate. If we can make your job a little bit easier, that’s what we’re here for.”


    He makes a sound that sounds a lot like approval.


    My gaze swings over to find Olivia again and she gives me a quick thumbs-up. She’s bounced from table to table, doing her best to show each guest the same level of personalized treatment and respect. She approaches every conversation like it’s the only one that matters, like the person in front of her is the most important, interesting thing in the world. It’s a major talent, that’s for sure.


    I don’t have to tally tonight’s numbers to know we’ve been more than successful at winning over new clients and striking new deals with existing clients. And best of all, it’s been easy, casual, and fun. I’m in awe. My wife is one amazing creature.


    Later, I throw Howard’s trash away along with mine, and get us each a fresh beer. “Thanks for being here tonight.”


    He rises to his feet. “Hey, no problem.” His right hand disappears into his pocket, and a second later he hands me his business card. “Here’s my direct cell. Let’s talk late next week when I’m back from China. I’d love to see what we could do with some fresh talent helping us.”


    I nod. “I’d like that.” My pocket is full of business cards and promises for follow-up meetings. I can’t recall the last time business has been so good.


    Toward the end of the evening, I’m itching to send everyone off with their parting gifts—goodie bags filled with fine French chocolates and a gift card for a massage on us—and get Olivia alone. But there are still at least a dozen people here, along with a couple of corporate bigwigs jumping in a bouncy house.


    I chuckle and head over to sit with Olivia. She’s abandoned her heels and is perched on a bar stool deep in conversation with Estelle from Parrish Footwear, the woman who, when we were first dating, Olivia thought I was flirting with at a business dinner. It’s good to see them getting along like old friends. Laughing and smiling as they talk.


    Just before I reach them, Olivia rises from her stool, excusing herself to take a phone call. I’m not sure what could be so important that she’d cut a client meeting short, so I watch her from the corner of my eye. Her brow furrows and she paces back and forth as she listens to the caller on the other end.


    If this is Bradford fucking Daniels again, so help me God ...


    “Babe?” I place my hand on her wrist.


    “I’ll be right there. Thanks.” She hangs up and swallows hard.


    “Snowflake?”


    “It’s my dad.” Her voice cracks ever so slightly. But that small loss of control tells me everything. If she can’t keep her cool in public, in front of so many guests ... whatever she just heard must be devastating.


    I know that she’d never be able to live with herself if she broke down within earshot of our guests. With my hand on her lower back, I quickly usher her from the banquet room and out the front doors.


    Once we’re outside, she inhales a huge breath and tears spill from her eyes.


    “What is it?”


    “His nurse called. He’s being rushed to the ER. He fell and hit his head.”


    Shit. Ever since Fred’s final treatment failed a few weeks ago, his health has been getting progressively worse. So much so that he rarely comes into the office anymore, and he hired a nurse to watch over him at home.


    “You need to go,” I say. “Go to the hospital and be with him.”


    “Are you sure? What about ...” Her gaze drifts back to the party, where we can still hear the band playing and the guests’ happy chatter.


    I grip her shoulders and lean in to press a kiss to her lips. “I’ve got this. We’re wrapping up anyway.”


    She nods and wipes away the tears that keep escaping despite her bravery.


    “Do you want me to come with you?” I offer.


    She shakes her head. “No. Make sure you see everyone out and follow up on every deal.”


    A smile crosses my lips. “Of course I will. I’ll see you at home later?”


    “Yes, I think so.”


    We share a small, meaningful kiss, and then she’s gone.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Olivia


    


    Two weeks and what feels like fifty gallons of coffee later, Noah and I have closed all the deals we started at our big beach bash.


    It seems like half of New York City is still buzzing about that party. Our company’s financial future is about as secure as it’s going to get—we’ve got a dozen fat new contracts and three times as many promising network contacts to tap into for years to come. Tate & Cane Enterprises is doing amazing. I should be on top of the world ...


    Except this morning, I woke up to a voice mail from the hospital. Dad’s health has taken a sudden turn for the worse.


    Two weeks ago, on the evening of the big networking gala, Dad was apparently working late in his study—which he shouldn’t have been doing, damn it, but I’ve never been able to keep him away from his job. He fell down in the hallway somehow, probably on the way to the bathroom. He either stumbled or just plain passed out. His night nurse found him lying unconscious and called 911.


    That night, it was all I could do to keep from bursting into terrified, angry tears as I drove at top speed toward the hospital. Every horrible thing that might have happened to Dad flashed through my brain in a gruesome slide show. God only knew how long he was lying there on the carpet. He could have died right then.


    Screw the party—I should have been there. I should have checked in on him more often. Hell, I should have found a way to keep his stubborn ass in bed in the first place. If I’d just tried harder, looked after him more closely, been a better daughter ...


    A blaring honk jerks my attention back to the road. I try to concentrate on getting to the hospital again without adding another family casualty to the mix. Those self-blaming thoughts were unproductive two weeks ago, and brooding over them now is no better. But they still gnaw at the back of my mind.


    After what feels like hours but is probably only twenty minutes, I reach the hospital. I park in the rear lot, shove a handful of quarters into the meter, and rush inside. I check in with the front desk nurse, but I don’t need her to direct me to Dad’s room in the oncology wing anymore. I know its location by heart now: third floor, turn right twice, last door on the left, number 302. Too impatient to wait for the elevator, I take the stairs two at a time.


    As I open the door, I suck in a breath when I catch sight of Dad. Even after visiting him half a dozen times in the past two weeks, it’s still scary to see him in such grave condition. The friendly giant of my childhood, the wise, gentle god who always knew exactly what to do, now lies pale and haggard in a hospital bed with a dizzying array of tubes and wires and beeping machines all around him. His mortality stalks closer and closer, slow but inexorable—it doesn’t need to hurry, because it knows it will catch its prey in the end—and I have no choice but to stare the beast right in its bloodshot, jaundiced eye.


    I hate this.


    I want to fix every single thing, make all his pain and sickness go away.


    But I’m powerless.


    When I sit in the single chair at his bedside, Dad stirs and his eyes drift open. He sits up with a slight effort. “Olivia ... how are you, sweetheart?” Maybe it’s just my imagination, but his voice sounds a little hoarse.


    A gloomy laugh vomits up my throat. He’s lying here looking so weak, and he’s asking me how I am? “Never mind, that’s not important. Are you okay? What happened? How long do they think you’re going to be here?”


    The spot where he split his head and needed stitches is now just a faint line above his eyebrow. It’s healed nicely. But it’s the stuff inside that counts. That’s where the sickness I can’t see or fight lurks.


    “Slow down, sweetie, one question at a time. I just had another little dizzy spell. Probably from the chemotherapy more than the cancer itself. And they don’t know yet; they’re still running tests. I swear those vampires have sucked out half my blood. But the doctor said it could be anywhere from a couple more weeks all the way to ...”


    I swallow past the lump in my throat. Dad lets his sentence trail off, but I know what he would have said. All the way to the end.


    Dad shifts a little to lay his clammy hand over mine. “Now, tell me how things are going with you.”


    Stubborn old man. But if he wants a distraction, I guess I can’t blame him. And it’ll probably ease his mind to hear about our good fortune. I tug my cardigan over my shoulders since the air-conditioning in this place is always set to frigid, and I lean in closer to Dad.


    “I’m not quite done running the numbers yet ...” Before everything went totally off the rails today, my plan was to finalize everything by lunchtime. “But I think we’re pretty much back on track. My projections have been looking better than ever. I’d say things are in the bag.”


    The board meeting isn’t for another few days, so their decision still remains to be seen, but barring any random disasters, Tate & Cane will almost certainly be safe from their swinging ax.


    Dad interrupts my thoughts with a gravelly chuckle. “That’s not what I meant, sweetheart. I wanted to know how you are.”


    Oh. It takes me a moment to process the question. “I’m fine,” I say with a confused shrug. Exhausted from pulling two weeks of crazy overtime and weak from panic over Dad’s health, sure ... but a good night’s sleep can take care of that. Or the former problem, at least. “Why do you ask?” Surely he has more important things to worry about.


    “Because you’re my daughter, and no matter what happens, you’ll always be my baby girl. And because you don’t sound so sure. Are you happy? How are things with Noah?”


    Oh fuck. I have no idea. Where do I even begin?


    “I guess ... I don’t know,” I admit.


    “Still?” His eyebrow raises.


    “What with your health and all the craziness at work lately, I haven’t exactly had much time to focus on my own life,” I say, defending myself. And Dad’s latest episode has driven everything else straight out of my head.


    “That’s no reason to put yourself last, sweetheart. Someday I’ll be gone, and success comes and goes on its own schedule, but you’re the only you you’ve got. And love ... if you nurture it well, love will always be there to keep you strong. So it’s important to take time to put your own house in order.”


    His words hit me square in the chest. Helpless to disagree, I nod. “Okay, Dad. I promise I’ll work on it.”


    Not to mention the fact that he’s right, of course. I can’t avoid it any longer. This uncertainty about our relationship has been eating me up inside. And no amount of throwing myself into work has helped.


    “That’s my smart girl. Now, go ahead and get on with your day. I’ll be all right without you hovering over me.” He winks at me and I smile despite myself.


    With another squeeze of his hand, I kiss him on the cheek and shake my head. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll stay for a couple hours, Dad. Work can wait.”


    The need to be in his presence, to hear his soft breathing, to smell his musky soap smell is almost a physical ache. I don’t even want to think about the fact that there will come a time when I can no longer have those things.


    He nods. “Fine by me, sweetie.”


    • • •


    Later, on my way back from the hospital to the office building, orange construction signs block the road I normally take. I haul the steering wheel over with a growl to find another route. Today, of all possible days, is when the city finally gets off its ass and fixes potholes? Sweet Jesus, I don’t have time for this crap—


    Well, really, I have plenty of time. It’s just the patience I don’t have. One more thing and my hair might catch fire from stress.


    Manhattan’s maze of one-way streets forces me to take a wide detour. Waiting at a red light that’s so long I swear it must be broken, I drum my fingers on the steering wheel, looking around the street just to pass the time. I don’t often come to this precise part of town. Although ...


    Huh, that tea shop looks familiar.


    A slow smile uncurls on my lips. It’s the place where I bought Noah our Japanese teapot as a housewarming gift. I still remember that night, the first in our new shared penthouse. The teapot was a peace offering. An acknowledgment that we weren’t in harmony yet, but we could get there if we tried—and I was willing to try.


    God, and I’d been so nervous that night. Moving into a shiny new penthouse apartment with a man as gorgeous and sexy and bold as Noah. When I remember the careful way he agreed to go slow and nurtured a tender make-out session between us, it seems almost comical.


    Warmth floods my chest and I have to laugh out loud. I kept totally missing the picture, so fate had to smack me in the face with it. It’s almost ironic that such a simple coincidence tells me what I should have realized so long ago.


    I’m in love with Noah.


    Somewhere between our shared childhoods and the first time we slept together, I fell hard for that wonderful, maddening, passionate man, with no hope of ever coming back. And even when I was so angry at Noah I could spit, I was still in love with him. I guess Dad was right about love always being there ... although that’s probably not the way he meant it.


    But my euphoria soon deflates. No matter what I feel, I still don’t know where we stand. No matter how generously I try to see things from his perspective, no matter how many times he says he made a horrible mistake and he’ll never, ever do it again, nothing can erase the fact that he lied to me. He withheld vital information from me in order to control how I feel about him.


    I didn’t tell you something awkward because I was afraid to lose you is an understandable human weakness, but it’s still manipulative. And the memory of seeing him in our bathroom with that needle still gives me goosebumps.


    So even if I do love him, I have no idea what to do with this information. Or even what I want to do. My heart is still split between hating Noah and missing him, so badly it feels like a piece of me has been torn out.


    I let out a huff of frustration. Whenever we’re together, I immediately find myself gravitating toward him as if nothing bad ever happened between us. Our attraction is a force of nature. Opposite magnetic poles that have always been, and will always be, drawn together.


    And it’s not just my body—although God knows I can’t keep my hands off him, no matter how hard I try. Our minds and personalities fit into each other’s gaps. Our business strategies weren’t quite enough on their own, but when united, they pulled the company out of the red. And when I was suddenly called away from the party, I automatically trusted Noah to handle everything. Me, the control freak who took forever to learn how to unclench and delegate to her own best friend.


    We complete each other. So perfectly, I can’t help but wonder ...


    Maybe there’s a way we can make this work after all.


    For the past several weeks, I’ve been doing what I always do in hairy social situations—repressing the hell out of my emotions by immersing myself in work, like an ostrich burying her head in the sand. I had hoped that, with enough time and space, my feelings would naturally settle enough to let me articulate and sort through them.


    But that tactic clearly hasn’t worked. Putting my emotions on ice was just a poor excuse for procrastination—it wasn’t a real problem-solving strategy. I just didn’t want to deal with the problem at all. A relationship isn’t the kind of thing that can solve itself with a little percolating. Geez, this marriage thing is hard.


    And my other favorite strategies won’t work, either. I can be hyper-logical and organized, I can list pros and cons all day, and it still won’t help me get to the heart of the matter. Everything ultimately boils down to my choice. My messy, scary, no-safety-net choice.


    If I love him ... will I wind up hurt one day?


    I hate how vague and painful everything feels. I’m so used to cold, hard numbers, to having something objective to grasp onto, to letting facts and figures and statistics point me toward the right answer, or at least help guide me part of the way. Now, I’m all on my own.


    Well, actually, I’m not. I have a partner in all of this. Which is part of the problem, but also part of the solution.


    Complete forgiveness is one thing; I still don’t know if I’m ready for that. But right this moment, all I really need is closure. I need some sense of where we’re headed, because I can’t stand living in this awkward limbo any longer. I can’t go about my daily life, trying not to look at or touch the man whose workplace I share all day and whose bed I share all night. Sleeping curled up tight, facing opposite directions, the few feet between us feeling like a frigid mile.


    We can’t keep drifting through this uncomfortable space, peering nervously over the edge of the rift between us, waiting for something to either drag us away or tip us into the abyss. We need to take a step under our own power. We need to hash things out and make a well-considered decision that we can stick to.


    As for what that decision might be ...


    I don’t want to end our relationship. The only alternative is to continue it, and that will take a leap of faith. Would it really be the end of the world if I gave Noah another chance?


    I almost have to smile. Yet another trial period—our relationship seems to have a pattern going here. Although this one might be the most important of all. Can Noah transition from my crush to my frenemy to my happily-ever-after?


    No, I’m getting ahead of myself. All I know for sure is that we need to have a long conversation tonight.


    I turn my car toward home, intent on doing just that. But part of me still hopes that maybe, just maybe ... some things really are that simple. Or at least, simpler than they’ve seemed lately.


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Noah


    


    Olivia’s been under an enormous amount of stress lately, even more so than normal. In addition to running a business, and tiptoeing around our fragile, still-healing relationship, she’s been faced with her father’s fading health.


    For a long time, we’ve all pretended he could plug on forever. But the truth is, he’s not fine. His prognosis is grim, and it’s possible he won’t leave the hospital this time. I wish more than anything that I could fix this, that I could steal Olivia away and shield her from all the pain to come.


    Between us, we’ve already lost three parents; this shouldn’t be new territory. But the thing is, you never get used to it. You can never truly prepare your heart for that empty space that will ache without any cure.


    I sigh and rise from the couch. Olivia will be home soon, and I plan to have dinner waiting for her. If there’s even a small way I can improve her day, of course I’m going to do it.


    I sauté tomatoes and garlic with white wine and have a pot of linguine boiling away when I hear the door open.


    “Hello?” Olivia calls.


    “In the kitchen.” I finish slicing a loaf of crusty bread and turn off the burners just as Olivia enters the room.


    She offers me a sad smile. I know that visiting her dad takes a toll on her. In that moment, I decide she won’t go see him again without me by her side. Even though she’s never admitted it, maybe being alone at the hospital isn’t so good for her. I should be there when she needs someone to lean on, someone to vent to.


    Her feet are bare, which means she’s a good seven inches shorter than me, and I pull her in close for a hug. After living together for the past couple of months, I’ve learned that she always immediately deposits those torture devices she calls shoes by the front door, to be carried lovingly to her closet later. She looks great in heels, but I make a mental note to give her a foot massage later.


    Olivia rests her head against my chest. “I was thinking ... we should talk.”


    I nod. “Yes, but first, carbs.”


    She chuckles. “You know me too well.”


    Olivia grabs plates and napkins and sets the table while I drain the pasta and toss it in the homemade sauce, adding plenty of grated parmesan cheese.


    We enjoy dinner with a glass each of chilled white wine on the couch, while the TV plays softly in the background. It feels so domestic and normal.


    After we finish up, I watch Olivia carry the plates to the kitchen. She’s tossed her hair up into a messy bun atop her head, and though she’s still in her work clothes—a sleek black pencil skirt and cream-colored silk blouse with little buttons at the neckline—she looks casual and relaxed.


    As I watch her pour us each another glass of wine, two things hit me simultaneously—I’m in love with her, and I can’t continue like this. I can’t have her in bits and pieces, groveling for her attention, living and working beside her like I’m unaffected, and then fucking her in a frenzy when she deems it okay. I don’t want her scraps; I want her everything.


    When she sits back down beside me, I’m prepared to lay it all out on the line. To tell her that we’ve reached the end of the road, and it’s time for her to decide—all or nothing, winner take all. But Olivia beats me to the punch.


    “I’ve been thinking a lot about us lately,” she says, her voice unsure. She swallows and sets her wineglass down on the coffee table beside mine.


    “And what have you been thinking?” I turn toward her on the sofa, encouraging her to continue.


    “I can’t do this anymore.” She shakes her head as if she’s clearing an unpleasant thought.


    My stomach drops. Like I’m free-falling, plummeting toward disaster with no way to stop it.


    “I hate not knowing where we stand, what might happen next.” She twists her hands in her lap, looking uncomfortable.


    “And what do you want to happen next?” I almost hold my breath as I wait for her answer.


    “I just want ... things to be better. Like they were before. I ... I was falling in love with you, Noah,” she stammers.


    Love. My heart leaps. Not so long ago, it was a four-letter word that would have sent me running. But here and now, falling from Olivia’s perfect lips ... I’ve never heard a sweeter sound. I want to seize her in my arms, kiss her hard, pleasure her right here on the sofa. Show her just how badly I’ve missed her.


    But I tamp down my excitement and force myself to tread carefully. We’re not out of the woods quite yet.


    I interlace our fingers and tug her closer. “Then don’t stop.”


    Olivia’s gaze lifts to mine. “I’m scared.”


    “I am too,” I admit. We both understand that whatever happens next, we’re in this together. And it will be with two hearts fully on the line, instead of just our jobs. That seems so much more fragile and real that I imagined it would.


    “What does this mean?” she asks.


    I pull her even closer, so she’s practically in my lap. Stroking her cheek with my fingertips, I press a soft, chaste kiss to her mouth. “It means that we’re in this together, for real this time, as husband and wife. No do-overs, no matter what. I don’t care what happens to the company ... all I want is you. I want your days and your nights and everything in between. I can’t bear the thought of not having you. I want to be the man to hold you through all of life’s ups and downs.”


    And there will be plenty, make no mistake. We’ve weathered a lot of storms together already, but we’re both mature enough to know we’re probably not through the worst of it yet. But that’s exactly why I want to be her safe and steady place.


    A sad smile forms on her lips. “I want that too.”


    “And I’m so fucking sorry about not telling you about the heir clause. I swear I never—”


    She holds up her hand, waving off my umpteenth apology. “I know, Noah. Please don’t. We don’t need to rehash it. If we do this, if we move forward, I want you to know I promise not to bring up your mistakes and hold them over your head.”


    I nod. “Thank you. That’s more than I deserve.” And just one more reason why she’s the perfect woman, though I don’t like that she said the word if. For me, there are no ifs. I’m already too deep in love to hold anything back. She cradles my heart in her hands, and all I can do is wait for her decision.


    “But this baby business ...” She chews on her lower lip, her eyes searching mine. “A baby is something we’ll have to talk about. It’s something that won’t come until later. Much later ... if at all. I’m still processing that.”


    My heart jumps into my throat. The thought of Olivia round with my child makes me feel almost dizzy. Knowing that there’s a possibility down the road, that it’s a choice we might make together ... that’s everything to me.


    “That’s fine,” I say, trying to keep cool. “I just want us to be a couple. It’s all I’ve ever wanted—a real shot with you. I know we entered into this marriage under unusual circumstances, but to me, it’s not a fake marriage. It never was.” I lean in and give her another kiss, tender and soft.


    “What are you saying?” She pulls back to gaze at me quizzically.


    I shrug. “When Sterling expected me to be freaked out about getting hitched, I wasn’t. And when everyone thought I’d get cold feet, I didn’t. You’re all I’ve ever wanted. The one girl who seemed to be immune to my charms, the one person who could keep me on my toes, debating with me for hours. The most beautiful woman who I always desired, yet never got a shot with. You’re mine now, and now that I’ve got you, I won’t mess this up. I promise you.”


    “Noah ...” She makes a soft sound of approval.


    “From now on, everything is going to be fifty-fifty. I promise to communicate with you openly and honestly. I promise to include you, no matter how unpleasant the situation. We’re partners in crime. Till the end. Please, you can’t go. I love you.”


    She chews on her lip, keeping me in agony. Then she smiles. “I’m not going anywhere. I love you too.”


    My lips crash down onto hers. I’m so full of every emotion all at once—love, lust, happiness—I feel like I could burst. I lift her from the couch and carry her to our bedroom.


    The room we’ve shared in stony silence for the past three weeks is silent no more, because the moment Olivia’s placed in the center of the bed, I pull her skirt and panties down in one quick tug, and a surprised gasp pushes past her lips. Next comes her shirt, followed by her lacy bra.


    “Hey there, tiger.” She grins at me with a hunger that makes my cock twitch. “Let’s even things up.”


    I strip my shirt off over my head while Olivia’s deft fingers go to work on my belt. And then I’m lying beside my wife, her warm skin on mine, her kisses on my throat, and everything is right with the world.


    We kiss for a long time. I feel like I can’t get enough of her, enough of her honeysuckle scent, her soft breathy moans. But the need to be closer to her—to be inside her, to possess her—wins out.


    “Need to make love to you,” I murmur against her lips. It’s the first time I’ve spoken those words to a woman. Make love. But, I realize, that’s exactly what this is.


    “Yes,” she whispers.


    Reaching over toward the nightstand, I grab a condom from the drawer. Then, upon further consideration, I go back and grab a second one and toss them on the bed beside us.


    Olivia chuckles. “Someone’s ambitious tonight.”


    Damn straight I am. I’ve waited too long to have her. If I’ve done my job properly, she’ll be sore and tired come morning.


    I rip open the package but Olivia takes over the task of sheathing me, her hands gentle and much softer than mine would have been. My need to be closer to her overtakes every other instinct, as if this union is more significant than all the other times she’s given herself to me combined.


    Our previous intimate encounters were all born out of deceit. Yes, she was willing, but tonight she’s committed. She’s given me her heart, forgiven all my transgressions, and the desire to show her just what that means to me is an unmistakable need. She’s not my girlfriend or fake fiancée or the other half of my arranged marriage. She’s my wife. And I have a feeling that getting her to understand that fact is going to take more work, but in this moment, all I’m interested in is making her feel good.


    I pull Olivia up so she’s straddling my hips. And then I guide her up, aligning myself with her. When she sinks down, it’s heaven. Heaven. Her head drops back and she releases a slow, low moan.


    “Forever.” I groan, gripping her hips tight as I control our pace. Nice and slow, so I can savor every breath, every moan, every squeeze of her inner muscles.


    “Noah,” she whispers, placing her hands on my abs as she urges me to pick up the pace. “Faster. More.”


    “Give it to me.” I thrust up, claiming her.


    “It’s yours.” She presses back down on me, so deep.


    My chest fills with love for this amazing woman, and I’m overcome by emotion. Burying myself in her over and over again affirms everything that is right about our union.


    “Mine,” I growl out.


    “Always.” She sobs, already breathless from pleasure.


    Always.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Olivia


    


    “In summation, it would be in the best financial interests of the board to retain Tate & Cane Enterprises,” I finish breathlessly, glancing at Noah. “How was that?”


    “Great. I think we’ve got this.” He gives me a weary smile. “Like I said after our last two practice runs.”


    I chew my lip, which I’ve already bitten raw over the course of the night. “Should we rehearse one more time? I don’t know if my delivery is as convincing as it could be. And maybe I should make those extra slides I was talking about earlier. Our argument could always stand to be stronger—”


    Noah reaches out to squeeze my shoulder, both to interrupt me and to reassure me. “Snowflake. Calm down. Our presentation is fine. And it’s one in the morning—I’m exhausted and I’m sure you are too. At this point, getting a good night’s sleep will do more to help our argument than a hundred graphs.”


    “Okay, okay.” I sigh in defeat. Just the mention of the word sleep triggers a yawn.


    “See? Let me take you to bed.”


    My lips quirk and I raise my eyebrow at him slightly. “What’s with that tone? I thought you wanted sleep.”


    He smiles back. “Don’t worry; I do. Sex can wait until tomorrow night, after we’ve kicked ass with our presentation and saved the world.”


    Another yawn interrupts my chuckle as Noah leads me to bed.


    • • •


    That night, still laughing in triumph, we pile through our penthouse’s front door like a couple of college kids who just graduated.


    “We did it! We saved our whole fucking company!” I whoop aloud, kicking off my heels. Even after all our hard work, I can still barely believe we convinced the board to let Tate & Cane live. Although the unfulfilled heir clause lost us our shares, we still have our jobs as the head of the company. We can still live our legacy, and really that’s all we ever wanted.


    “Damn right we did. We were unstoppable in there.” Noah lifts me by the waist and spins me around the entry hall, making me squeal in surprise and delight. “And it was your brilliant party idea that saved our asses, Snowflake.”


    “Don’t even try to act so modest. I couldn’t have managed that horrible mountain of work without you.” I playfully slap at his shoulders—the only part of him I can reach in this position. “Now, put me down so you can pour us some drinks.”


    “Another great idea. I’ll crack open a nice cold bottle of champagne.” Noah sets me back on my feet, shucks his suit jacket, and tosses it over the back of a chair.


    “You already have one chilled?” I ask, following him into the kitchen.


    “Last night I figured if we won, we’d want to celebrate, and if we lost, we’d want to drown our sorrows.”


    “What a vote of confidence. You should have told me that you were sure we’d win.”


    He shrugs, giving me a crooked smile. “Yeah, but we did win, right?”


    I take two flutes down from the cupboard while Noah gets the champagne from the fridge and uncorks it. There’s something magical about the sound of a champagne bottle popping—it feels like a mini celebration in and of itself. Noah pours both our flutes full to the brim.


    “To success in business, to victories hard won ... and to unstoppable couples,” he says, raising his glass into the air.


    “To all that stuff.” I pick up my flute, clink it against his, and take a long sip, relishing the sweet bubbles bursting over my tongue.


    “Now, where’s my congratulatory kiss?”


    Rolling my eyes, I lean in and give him a peck on the lips. He lets out a low murmur of appreciation and tries to pull me in closer, but I draw back.


    “That was it?” he protests.


    “Let me at least get through a single glass of champagne first. I’m not done savoring our triumph yet.”


    When we polish off our first glasses, Noah pours us both another round. “What should we toast to this time?”


    “Hmm,” I say thoughtfully. “You covered a lot in our first toast. How about ... to marrying well?”


    Noah blinks at me, then nods, a grin slowly spreading over his face. “I like that one.”


    I clink glasses with a smile of my own. I guess I surprised him. But he, and all the joy he brings me, surprised me first.


    Noah ends his drink by heaving a satisfied sigh. “This is great.”


    I nod emphatically. “I know. God, it feels so amazing not to have the board’s decision hanging over our head anymore.”


    “Well, that too.” He beams at me. “But I was also talking about spending time at home with you. I can’t think of the last time we just hung out and had fun like this.”


    Our separation wasn’t only because we’ve been so busy with work. I also wasn’t sure quite where we stood, and struggled to get my footing under me with this relationship. But all that pain is in the past—we talked over our feelings, we said all the things we needed to say, and now we’re trying to leave the whole ugly episode behind us.


    Sensing my hesitation, Noah reaches out to lace his fingers through mine. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be a buzzkill there. I just meant that ... well, I’m glad to see you happy again.”


    Holding my gaze, he raises my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles with a smile, just like he did on the day I first agreed to date him. That fateful meeting wasn’t even three months ago, but it feels like a lifetime—maybe because I’ve become a different person. Whoever could have thought that our relationship would blossom like this? If someone had told me then that I’d fall ass over teakettle in love with Noah Tate, I might have slapped them. I’d have been scandalized.


    In a huskier tone, Noah adds, “Speaking of having fun ... Come here, beautiful.”


    The heat in his dark eyes chases all other thoughts out of my head. “Okay, but I want to try something new tonight.”


    His interest deepens. “Oh?”


    I reach out to grasp his necktie. His breathing quickens as I undo the knot and slip the long ribbon of wine-red silk from his shirt collar.


    “I want you to blindfold me,” I say, feeling my cheeks turn a little pink despite myself. I’ll have to get used to talking about stuff like this if I’m going to be married to a sex god.


    His eyes widen, in disbelief as well as excitement. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. I trust you.”


    And I want to show him that I trust him. I’m not nearly as good with words as he is, but with this act—putting my body and my pleasure squarely into his hands—I know my meaning will come through, more strongly than just telling him that I forgive him.


    When Noah kisses me, hard and deep and so heartfelt, it makes my eyes sting with happy tears. It’s clear that he understands.


    We’re both a little breathless by the time he pulls back. Without a word, he takes my hand and leads me down the hallway. Once we’re in the bedroom, he turns again to face me, still holding my hand.


    “Let me undress you,” he says, his voice already a little husky.


    Swallowing hard, I nod.


    With a slowness that seems part reverence and part just teasing me with anticipation, he strips me out of my office clothes. First my blouse, button by button, then my skirt, unzipped and slid down my legs. He kisses me as he reaches around my back to unclasp my bra. My panties are the last to go.


    Finally, I stand naked before him. Tonight, with Noah, I can take a break from being a high-powered executive. Right now I’m just Olivia—a woman ready and waiting for her husband’s touch.


    He nudges me back to lie down on the bed, then sits beside me and knots his necktie around my head to cover my eyes. All I can see is a thin sliver of light at the bottom of my makeshift blindfold. I feel the bed dip as he kneels over me, bracing himself on his hands so that our only point of contact is the occasional brush of his cotton dress slacks on my legs.


    For a moment, there’s only the faint hush of our breathing. Then Noah’s mouth ghosts over the shell of my ear and I sigh aloud.


    He starts kissing down my body, taking his time with every sensitive area as if he’s savoring my taste. Not being able to predict his movements makes every touch a delightful surprise. Not being able to watch him work is a different kind of sweet torture—I wish I could see his full lips on my skin, his eyes lit up with fiery desire.


    I make up for it with my hands. I bury my fingers in his messy hair, enjoying its texture and the way his breath hitches whenever I tug a little too hard in my excitement. I stroke his shoulders and back just to feel his skin and the firm muscles moving under it. I want to learn every inch of him. Maybe we should do this again sometime, but with him wearing the blindfold ...


    Teeth scrape gently over the spot on my neck that always turns my knees to jelly. Soft, full lips brush my collarbone, my upper chest, then the very top of my breast, inching lower, lower. My stomach flutters with eagerness. His touch is traveling down so slowly, I feel like I might explode from sheer anticipation. Jesus, is he planning on keeping up this pace all night?


    Heat throbs straight to my clit when he finally seals his mouth over one nipple, licking and sucking hard, pinching and rolling my other nipple between his thumb and finger.


    “Noah,” I say on a moan, pleading. My hips lift in rhythm with the writhing of his tongue. I’m so wet already; I can feel the slickness between my legs every time I squirm. And if I raise my knee, I can feel him too, a steel bar straining against the zipper of his dress slacks. I rub my knee against his hardness and smirk when I hear a groan.


    “Tonight’s supposed to be about you.” He sounds a lot more turned on than annoyed.


    I reach out and hear him suck in his breath when my fingers close around his erection. “But this is for me, isn’t it? So, what’s the problem?”


    “Naughty girl,” he growls. “Do I have to stop and tie you up? Or can you be good?”


    I shake my head. “I don’t know about good, but I’ll be patient, if that’s what you want.” For at least a little longer, anyway. I don’t know how much more of this teasing I can take.


    “But I’m not going to stop touching my husband’s big, sexy cock, so don’t even ask.” I grin, unable to help myself.


    He kisses the smile right off my lips. “You can touch me anywhere you want, after you come for me.”


    After? I like the sound of that ... but damn, how long will I have to wait?


    Without more dialogue on the subject, he switches breasts—his fingers slipping and sliding over the nipple he was licking before, his lips and tongue and teeth almost too intense on the one that his fingers pinched into turgid stiffness. Then he resumes his journey south. My belly jumps ticklishly with every kiss.


    I gasp and twitch in anticipation at a sudden puff of air on my center. Fabric rasps quietly—he’s scooting down over the sheets. Then I feel his lips brush my ankle.


    “Y-you suck.” I giggle helplessly. He’s really skipping over the main attraction? After starting at my ears and working all the way down, he’s going to start over again at my feet and work up too? Geez ...


    “It’ll all be worth it, I promise,” he purrs, his hot breath fanning over my calf.


    I try to force myself to hold still as his mouth travels slowly up my legs. But a ragged moan bursts from my throat when he starts sucking and biting at my inner thighs. I’d never let Noah hear the end of it if he ever left a hickey on my neck, but nobody else will ever see these marks. They’re private, intimate, their sensual meaning reserved for us and us alone. And the idea that Noah is claiming me as his own ... it makes me shiver almost as much as the sensation of his love bites themselves.


    His large, warm hands grip my thighs and spread them. I shudder at the feel of his breath ghosting over my wet pussy again. Why isn’t he moving?


    “W-what are you doing?” I groan.


    “Just pausing to admire you.”


    My cheeks heat up. I’m not ashamed of my body, but he’s talking about my lady parts like he’s looking at a work of art or something.


    “Is it really that—?”


    “Beautiful, yes.”


    The urge to clamp my thighs together flares up, but I fight internally with myself to let him admire me.


    “Hot.” He kisses the very top of my mound once. “Tight.” His mouth moves lower, an innocent kiss placed a fraction lower. “Sweet.” Another kiss, another tiny, maddening step closer to where I want him. “Wet.”


    I almost scream when his tongue finally, finally slides over my clit.


    “Mine,” he growls.


    Noah licks and sucks with the same maddening leisure as when he worshiped my body. He doggedly ignores my fingers tangling in his hair and yanking his face into my core, trying to get him to hurry the fuck up already. But he’s in no hurry to make me come. It’s as if he has all day.


    His hot, wet, agile tongue keeps flicking from side to side like a lazy swish of a cat’s tail. It’s exactly the sensation that gets me off best—if it were only a little bit faster. The blissful heat builds steadily, but goddammit, so slowly. I can feel the edge approaching, yet I can’t quite reach it. All I can do is be patient and wait for Noah to take me there. This snail’s pace is driving me crazy. Closer, closer, inch by inch ...


    Until he groans against my wet flesh and pushes a rigid finger into me. My climax finally breaks, flooding my body like an ocean of warm light, and it goes on and on and on, fuck ...


    I hear whimpering and realize it’s me. His tongue keeps lashing over my clit, letting me ride out my orgasm to the very end, through the very last drops of pleasure.


    I melt bonelessly into the sheets. As I drift down from my high, still loopy from the intensity, I let out a giggle. Everything about this day—triumph for our families’ company, peace and love in our marriage—has been such a long time coming. I guess it’s only fitting that my orgasm would be an exercise in patience too.


    The bed dips again as his weight and body heat leave me for a moment. The rattle of a drawer sliding open, followed by a crinkle of plastic, tells me he’s putting on a condom.


    I want to rip off the blindfold, see his dilated pupils, his swollen lips, his rock-hard, dripping cock. But then he moves over me and kisses me hard as the blunt head of his cock nudges my pussy lips.


    I suck in my breath when he begins to enter me—so slowly, pulls out, and pushes back in, letting me adjust to his size again. Even though I’m slick from my orgasm, it’s still a tight fit. It probably always will be. To marrying well, indeed.


    With everything that’s been on my plate lately, we haven’t had sex in almost a week—and that’s a week too long, as far as I’m concerned. I’m so damn ready for this.


    I rock my hips up, panting, “Please, Noah, fuck me.”


    He makes a quiet, rough noise of desire. “Jesus, Snowflake, how could any man say no to that?”


    A deep moan of relief escapes me as he starts thrusting in earnest. Every stroke pounds straight into my G-spot, sending shock waves of pleasure through my entire body, still oversensitive from my last orgasm. Sex while blindfolded is a totally different experience. I’m hyper-attuned to his every rough breath, every thrust of his hips, every rigid vein and ridge in his large cock.


    I grope around the sheets for Noah’s hand, find it, and squeeze tight after he laces our fingers together—an anchor in the sea of sensation that rocks me. His lips press against mine and I open hungrily to his kiss. My tongue reaches out for his and intertwines, a sweet, hot dance that echoes the movements of our bodies. We only break apart to gasp for breath, dizzy with exertion and each other.


    “I thought I was going to lose you,” Noah groans into my ear.


    I arch my hips up and tighten my legs around his waist, needing him deeper, needing to hold him close. “You’ve got me now,” I pant. “I love you, Noah ... so much.”


    And I want more. We move together almost frantically, rushing to meet each other, pleasure building with every rocking thrust.


    When it comes, my second orgasm doesn’t wash over me like a gentle sea. It shudders through me as violently as an earthquake, a lightning strike, locking my muscles and pulling a tight cry from my throat. Somewhere in the maelstrom of pleasure, I feel Noah shudder around me, inside me, moaning my name like a prayer.


    I fall limp, my legs still draped around his waist. Our harsh panting and the smell of sweat and sex hang heavy in the air. When he eases out of me, I feel a little empty, but mostly just exhausted and satisfied. I hear the sound of latex unpeeling from skin, followed by the rustle of a plastic trash bag as Noah throws away the condom.


    His muscled arms reach out and pull me against his hot chest, still damp with sweat. With a quiet murmur, I turn on my side to pillow my head on his firm bicep. Gingerly, I stretch out my tired legs. My muscles will definitely be sore tomorrow, but damn, this is so worth it.


    Light floods back into my world as Noah removes my blindfold. I squeeze my eyes shut, both because the sudden brightness stings and because I want to hold on to this moment for just a little longer.


    “How was that?” he asks. “From all the noise you made, it sounded like it felt good.”


    “Amazing.” I sigh, already slipping into drowsiness. I’m too wiped out to worry about my honesty overinflating his ego.


    But Noah doesn’t brag or tease me. He just kisses my forehead in soft affection. “I’m glad you liked it. And by the way, I love you more.”


    I curve my arm around his trim waist. Cuddled close, we rest in each other’s embrace, bathed in a warm glow of contentment.


    I can hardly believe things are going so well. Just a few weeks ago, our relationship teetered on the brink. Now we’re stronger than ever. A real couple. I couldn’t be happier, and if tonight was any indication, he feels the same way.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Noah


    


    At the flurry of noise and people rushing past my office door, I stand up to peek out into the hall. I’ve had my head down most of the morning, reviewing the pitch campaigns created by the marketing team for all our new accounts. It’s good to be busy again with the influx of so many new clients.


    I stop at my assistant’s desk. “What’s going on?”


    Her gaze follows the crowd to where they stand, necks craned, watching the flat-screen perched on the wall in the break room just down the hall. “Have you seen the news?” she asks.


    I give my head a shake, and she taps her computer monitor with one long, lacquered fingernail. “It’s Daniels Multimedia, one of the companies who wanted to buy us out. The heir to the company, Bradford Daniels ... he’s all they’re talking about today.”


    “That pencil dick,” I utter under my breath. “What’s he done now?”


    Margot blushes at my vulgar language. She’s sixty-eight and retiring in two weeks. I don’t know what I’m going to do without her. I’ve brought in dozens of applicants, and so far there hasn’t been even one I’d consider.


    I need someone capable, trustworthy, and according to my wife, someone who isn’t interested in fucking me. Olivia’s vetoed nearly every candidate.


    Margot opens her browser and the CNN headline reads Junior Executive Exposed in Sex, Money Scandal!


    I lean over her shoulder, skimming the article to discover that mega-douche Brad got caught with his pants down. He was blackmailing his assistant, a single mom and longtime faithful employee. When she discovered he was embezzling funds and hiding the money in an offshore account, he made her an offer. He promised her a promotion as long as she didn’t say anything. But she couldn’t live with that and told his father what he was doing. Apparently, the stolen money was used to pay for his Internet porn addiction, among other things. The assistant reported that she’d walked in on him masturbating in his office several times.


    Hallelujah. I love it when bad things happen to bad people. Especially since any lawyer worth their salt will find a way to tack on sexual harassment and creating a hostile work environment in addition to blackmail and embezzlement. The bastard will be looking at serious jail time.


    Grabbing my phone, I dial Olivia.


    But I can’t even get past hello before she blurts, “Did you hear?” Her voice is almost giddy with disbelief.


    “Yeah. This is just not his month.”


    “Oh, trust me, he deserves every bit of this.”


    Nodding, I head toward her office. When I arrive in front of her door, she looks up and stifles a giggle before hanging up the phone.


    “Lunch?” I ask.


    Her gaze lowers to the clock. It’s before noon, but now that I’ve taken a break, I don’t want to go back to my desk.


    “Sure.” She smiles at me again and rises from her desk.


    I love that Brad has fallen from grace, but even more, I love how it’s merely a blip on our radar. We’ve moved on, as individuals and as a couple, and his presence in our lives is insignificant. That’s not to say we won’t enjoy hearing the news once in a while, but it won’t absorb us. This is our story, and it’s one he has no part in anymore.


    “Let’s order in,” I suggest, sinking into the plush seat across from her. “I’ve got another interview coming in at one today.”


    Olivia rolls her eyes. “I don’t want to talk about that right now. I don’t want to fight.”


    It’s becoming a sore subject between us, which is unexpected. My wife is usually so self-confident; it’s taken me by surprise that she has such an interest in who I hire to be my right hand.


    My lips quirk. Maybe nobody will ever be good enough for her. Maybe this is how she shows her love—by splashing her control-freakery all over me.


    She cocks her head. “Something funny?”


    I quickly school my features. “Just some dumb joke Sterling forwarded me this morning. I agree; let’s have a nice lunch and not talk about business.”


    “What are you in the mood for?” she asks, pulling out a file folder containing paper menus from all the local eateries. Her dedication to organization no longer surprises me.


    “You choose,” I say with the wave of a hand. “Surprise me.”


    A surprise. That’s it.


    As Olivia pores over the various menus, I slide my phone out of my pocket and send a text to Camryn.


    


    Noah: Meet me for an early happy hour today. I need your help.


    


    Camryn responds almost immediately.


    


    Camryn: You buying?


    Noah: Sure. 4 p.m. at Woody’s Stiff Pickle.


    Camryn: Sure thing, boss man.


    


    Her message ends with a thumbs-up emoji.


    I put my phone away again, hiding my smirk. I know just what I need to do tonight to make sure Olivia never has to worry about this assistant business ever again.


    • • •


    “What’s going on?” Camryn asks, taking a sip from her strawberry margarita.


    We’re seated at the bar. Woody’s is a casual place, a sports bar with little ambience. But it’s close to work, and more importantly, it’s not somewhere Olivia would ever willingly set foot. So we’re safe from being discovered.


    “I need your help.”


    “Trouble in paradise? Again?” Camryn smirks at me. “You’re pretty efficient at fucking up; I’ll give you that.”


    “Eh ...” I tilt my hand from side to side. “It’s not like that. Everything’s actually going pretty well.”


    For a certain definition of the word, anyway. In itself, the assistant thing isn’t a big deal; I know I’ll figure it out eventually. But there’s a lot going on in our world. Olivia’s father’s failing health, the idea of us maybe, someday having a baby, and of course, our new commitment to each other in this marriage.


    “Everything’s actually going well. I just ... I want a do-over with Olivia.”


    “A do-over?” She drums her fingers on the bar. “What does that mean, exactly?”


    “You’re the one who told me Olivia was a closet romantic who’d always dreamed of a big, beautiful wedding.”


    “Well, yes.” Camryn nods, her brunette waves bouncing. “That’s true.”


    I almost cringe, thinking back on our wedding. If you can even call that half-assed, clinical meeting a “wedding.” We need a fresh start. I need to show Olivia everything she means to me. And a real wedding is going to be the first step toward doing that.


    “So I need to plan one of those. A blow-out wedding like she’s always wanted.”


    Camryn’s lips quirk up. “Since you’re already married, I’m guessing you mean a vow renewal.”


    “Sure. Doesn’t matter what it’s called. I need Olivia in a big poofy dress, a massive cake, our friends and families, great food, a band, and dancing under the stars.”


    Camryn’s smile has bloomed into a full-on grin. “That’s cute. You should totally do that. Can I be a bridesmaid?”


    Now I’m the one smirking at her. “You said it’s not a wedding. Do vow renewals even have a wedding party?”


    “They do when you plan them.”


    I chuckle and take a sip of my beer. “I’m going to need some help here. What did Olivia’s dream wedding consist of? Can you remember anything from that scrapbook you mentioned?”


    Camryn looks out over the bar, taking a moment to think. “You know what? No.”


    “Excuse me?” I’m taken aback.


    She gives a flick of her wrist. “Those were her childhood dreams, the ramblings of an adolescent girl. Olivia’s a woman now. And you know her better than anyone. You’ve got this.”


    How did I not know this was coming? Every time I’ve asked Camryn for help, she finds a way to make sure I’m forced to figure it out on my own.


    “And besides, this ...” She waves her hand in my direction. “This is amazing.”


    “What are you talking about?” I squint at her.


    “A groom planning a vow renewal is about the sweetest, nicest thing ever. Go with it, trust your gut, and I’m sure Olivia will love it. It’s inherently romantic because you’re the one making an effort for her. That’s what true love is all about, selflessly doing for another.”


    Before we get all mushy, I mutter a solemn, “Thanks.”


    Camryn just grins and takes another gulp of her drink.


    “Check, please,” I call to the bartender.


    “Happy hour’s over already?” she asks, pouting.


    “Sorry to cut it short, but apparently I have an entire wedding to plan.” I take the last swig from my beer bottle and rise to my feet.


    “It’s not a wedding. It’s a vow renewal.”


    I roll my eyes. “Semantics.” If it includes the wedding-night sex I never got, I’ll be a happy man.


    Plus I have another idea—a surprise for Olivia tonight that will prove to her she’s the only woman in my life.


    I slap down a couple of bills and tip my chin at Camryn. “Thanks for the chat.”


    She gives me a little wave as she polishes off her margarita. “Anytime. Good luck.”


    • • •


    Once Olivia gets home, it’s our standard evening fare. Relaxing small talk, a light dinner enjoyed together at the table, and now, savoring a glass of wine in the living room. She’s flipping through a stack of catalogs that came in the mail today. I shift on the couch, more nervous and excited than I realized I’d be.


    “So, what were you up to this afternoon?” she asks.


    I’d skipped out of work early to take care of a couple of things, telling Olivia I’d meet her at home.


    “I had some business to take care of. I actually met Camryn for happy hour.”


    “Camryn? What for? Work stuff?”


    I shake my head. “Personal stuff. I’ve been thinking about planning a do-over for our wedding. A real reception, all of it. Wanted to get her perspective on some things you might like.”


    She smiles tenderly, her gaze meeting mine. “That’s awfully sweet of you, Mr. Tate.”


    “So you’d be game?” I trace my thumb over her jawline, and Olivia leans in to my touch.


    “Of course.” She presses a small kiss to my lips. “Did Camryn give you any ideas?”


    I smirk. “Nope. She basically said I needed to figure it out on my own.”


    She chuckles. “That sounds like Camryn.”


    I pull Olivia closer on the couch. Lately every evening has ended with us making love, but for the last several nights, she’s been distracted by thoughts of her dad and work, not one hundred percent in the mood. Tonight, I need to show her what a good stress relief fucking can bring.


    “I’ve been thinking,” she says, curling against my side.


    “About?”


    “I have an idea for replacement assistant.”


    “You do?”


    I’m surprised to hear that Olivia’s put more thought into it. The control freak in her has been busy turning down every applicant who’s walked through the door. Not that I’ve minded too much ... it’s cute to see her territorial side come out.


    She lifts her head from my chest and nods. “Rosita would be perfect, Noah.”


    “Rosie?” My eyebrows dart up. “I love Rosie, but I doubt she’s qualified.” I reach across the table and take her hand. “Babe, you honestly have nothing to worry about. Even if I hired the world’s hottest supermodel as my assistant, I’d still only have eyes for you.”


    “A supermodel wouldn’t be qualified, either,” she jokes. Then her smile softens, genuinely soothing. “I know. I mean, deep down, I do know that. And I trust you. It’s just, I don’t know ... it’s annoying to think that there are women out there who are only interested in sleeping their way to the top, who seduce the men they work for to get ahead.”


    I get what she’s saying. Olivia has worked her ass off for every promotion she was awarded. It was due to skill and merit, not because of how short her skirt was or how low-cut her blouse. I can see that her anti-bimbo hiring practices have nothing to do with not trusting me and everything to do with her own personal code of ethics.


    The significance of this conversation has taken a turn. I hadn’t planned on showing her now, but what the hell—I need to prove to her that she owns me in every way possible. I start to unbutton my pants.


    “I guess I shouldn’t have gotten this, then ...” I pull down the zipper and push down my boxers.


    “Oh, for fuck’s sake. What is with you and whipping out your ... whoa!” Olivia slides from the couch and drops to her knees in front of me, inspecting my crotch with wide eyes. “What in the hell is that?”


    The warning of the tattoo artist, the gun already buzzing in her hand, rings through my head. Are you sure about this, buddy? You realize it’s permanent. Shit, maybe I have made a mistake ...


    Olivia plants her hands on my thighs and leans closer.


    With her head practically in my lap, my dick starts to appreciate the attention, hardening and readying himself for action.


    “What did you do?” she repeats.


    The ink is still tender on my skin, and I probably shouldn’t have removed that bandage, but I wanted her to be able to see.


    Low on my groin, just above my junk, is written Olivia Quinn Cane.


    I got it to cement my love for my wife, but since she’s looking at me like I’m crazy, I’m not sure she appreciates the gesture. I scratch my head sheepishly.


    “I know that was one of the things that bothered you when we first got together. You said I’d slept with half of Manhattan.”


    Olivia’s eyes dart up to mine. “The female half, yes.”


    “And while that’s not true, I got something today that I hope will show you I’m yours now. In every sense of the word.”


    She traces the gracefully lettered script. I bite my lip at her feather-light caress—the tattoo is still fresh enough to sting like a mofo, but my flesh also tingles at the gentle touch, so near my dick ...


    “I can’t believe you put my name here,” she murmurs.


    I swallow hard, my voice husky with emotion as well as desire. “It’s yours. I’m yours.”


    She climbs into my lap and kisses me deeply. “You’re incredible. Crazy ...” She chuckles. “But incredible.”


    “I love you.”


    “Love you more,” she murmurs against my lips.


    “Not possible.”


    I rise to my feet and carry her to the bedroom.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Olivia


    


    We waited to schedule our vow renewal until after Dad was released from the hospital into home hospice care. We also decided to hold it at the Cane family estate, where I grew up, so that he wouldn’t have to travel anywhere. But Noah wouldn’t let me do any of the planning beyond that, because he wanted everything to be a surprise.


    Whatever he’s concocting, I’m sure it’ll be a far cry from the day we were legally married. That barely qualified as a wedding ceremony; it was only a legal union, just signing some papers. There was certainly nothing romantic about it. Today we’ll be surrounded by a crowd of family and friends, all laughing, congratulating us, and toasting our happiness.


    More importantly, I’ve come to grips with my feelings. I can look Noah in the eye and tell him I love him. I know exactly what my future holds, and I’m eager for every minute of it.


    Well, the future in a general sense, anyway. Right now, I don’t know anything, because Camryn is covering my closed eyes with her hands as she guides me through the house. She put on my makeup and helped me zip up my dress—a gorgeous pale pink princess-cut gown, boat neck with lacy cap sleeves—but she refused to breathe a single word about Noah’s plans. I haven’t even seen what she’s wearing yet.


    “Almost there,” she says.


    “I can tell.”


    I’m pretty sure where we are. The floor beneath my high heels has changed from the hardwood of the hallway into plush carpet, and I hear the buzzing murmur of our many guests talking, muffled by thick glass. We must be in the den, near the French doors that lead out onto the patio and rear garden.


    “Don’t open your eyes yet.” Camryn’s hands leave my face. A door handle clicks and the noise from the backyard abruptly becomes louder. “Okay, open them!”


    The entire garden, already lovely in the golden light of late afternoon, is festooned with paper lanterns and garlands of fluffy peonies in every color of the rainbow. Each table holds its own small bouquet of peonies as a centerpiece. A bar and a long buffet table piled with what looks like tapas occupy the far right corner of the garden. On the opposite side, the same band we booked for Tate & Cane’s big beach party provides a mellow instrumental backdrop.


    And through the middle of the lawn, a snow-white runner marks the path to a tall, arched floral bower. Beneath it is an altar where we’ll recite our renewed vows—and where Noah already stands, devastatingly handsome in his tuxedo, his glowing smile directed at me like I’m the only woman in the world.


    My sister, Rachel, and a gaggle of my other female relatives encircle the patio. While I stand gawking at everything, they cheer at my approach, turning heads throughout the larger crowd and sparking off a round of applause. All the women are wearing identical tea-length tulle gowns in an airy shade of seafoam green, as if they were bridesmaids. And when I turn around in astonishment, I see that Camryn is dressed the same way too.


    “You like it?” She laughs, pulling me into a hug. “Noah picked my brains about your perfect wedding. He must have sent me a million e-mails confirming everything.”


    Then the band starts playing the opening bars of the wedding march. The bridesmaids scatter to take their places along the aisle, and Camryn shoos me off, insisting, “Go on, you’ve got a husband to smooch!”


    Blinking back tears of joy, I walk through my bridesmaids toward Noah. The man who so quickly became my friend, my groom, and finally my lover. Not the order that most people do romance in ... but I wouldn’t have things any other way, because this is our story.


    As I reach the altar to stand at Noah’s side, I spot Dad in his wheelchair at the very front of the audience, with an attending health aide sitting next to him. Of course I know that he’s not well, but he’s beaming like this is the best day of his life.


    “You look stunning,” Noah whispers to me, taking my hand and stroking the back of it. His eyes are shining like I’ve never seen.


    The depth of emotion reflected back at me takes my breath away. I don’t think his expression in this moment is something I’ll ever forget for as long as I live. I feel like his entire world, his most important treasure, his everything. And I love it.


    Noah turns to address our audience directly. “Three months ago, Olivia became my wife. But as many of you may know, our union was not a typical one. We married in stressful times; our families’ company was facing the end of an era. And our relationship itself has had its share of rough spots. But we overcame every obstacle, and our love bloomed despite the circumstances.”


    Taking my hand, he turns to face me, still speaking clearly enough to let our guests hear. “You’ve made me a better man, Olivia. I believe in this marriage more than ever. I am so grateful that I get to spend the rest of my life at your side, and I eagerly await whatever that life may bring us.”


    My breath catches in my throat, but he’s not done yet.


    “On our wedding day, I pledged my commitment to you. I promised to honor, cherish, and comfort you, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, for better or for worse. Now I want to add true love to that list. I am honored to stand here today, in front of these witnesses”—with his free hand, Noah makes a sweeping gesture that encompasses our entire audience—“not only to reaffirm all my wedding promises, but to announce that I love you. I always have and I always will, for as long as we both shall live.”


    Noah suddenly drops to one knee. “Will you take me as your husband again, Olivia?”


    Blinking back tears, I take his hand and encourage him to his feet. I lift up on my toes and press a kiss to his lips.


    “I do,” I whisper against his mouth.


    The crowd surrounding us bursts into a chorus of whoops, whistles, and applause. I glimpse Dad and several of the bridesmaids dabbing at their eyes.


    Just as the sun touches the horizon, the paper lanterns blink to life, one by one, transforming the garden into an enchanting dance floor. The band eases down into a languid, soulful tune and the singer starts crooning “At Last” by Etta James.


    Noah stands up, still holding my hand. “May I have this dance, Mrs. Tate?”


    Our first wedding dance ... it might not be our first dance as a married couple, but it means the same thing.


    I step close to Noah and loop my arms around his neck. “Of course. Lead the way.”


    Gently rocking, wrapped warm in each other’s embrace, we sway in slow circles around the dance floor. I rest my head on Noah’s shoulder and enjoy the feeling of moving together with him, our rhythms united. We’ve spent our whole lives so close, but just barely out of step. Now we’re finally in tune, in sync, in love.


    When the song ends, it feels like waking up from a dream. Our guests applaud as we step off the dance floor and others step onto it, letting the reception officially begin.


    A white-coated waiter serves us chilled glasses of champagne, each topped with a slice of floating strawberry.


    We take a sip, and as the bubbles dance on my tongue, I find myself blinking back tears once again. The scene before me is almost too much. Every inch of this reception is beautiful. And all of it was planned for me by my husband. Seriously, what guy does that?


    “What do you think?” Noah asks, dropping a tender kiss onto the back of my neck. “Is it everything you hoped it might be?”


    “No.” I shake my head. “It’s more.” My throat is tight, and I know he can see my eyes brimming with tears. I blink them away, refusing to ruin my makeup that Camryn spent an hour applying.


    “I love you,” he says simply.


    We walk over toward our head table that faces out on the garden and all the guests.


    “Why did you say no to me all those years ago?” I ask.


    He looks at me quizzically. “When?”


    “That summer at Puget Sound. I was ready to hand you my virginity on a silver platter.”


    He laces his fingers with mine. “Because I knew back then I wasn’t ready for a woman like you. You weren’t the casual type. You were the marrying type. And I was still just a dumb kid—all I wanted to do was sow my wild oats. I didn’t deserve the greatest gift you could offer.”


    His answer is so honest, so sweet, that all I can do is merely nod.


    He helps me into my seat, then inclines his head at the buffet table. “Do you want me to get you something?”


    “Yes, please.” Lunch was more than a few hours ago.


    I smooth my skirts out around me and settle in to wait, watching the laughing guests as they mill and mingle. Soon Noah returns with two glasses of red wine and two heaping plates of tapas.


    “This looks great.” Noah sets a plate down in front of me but before I can dig in, I hear him chuckle.


    Following his gaze, I spot Rosita on the dance floor and smile, watching as she dances with her thirteen-year-old son who’s taller than she is.


    “What did she think about her promotion?” I ask, helping myself to a bite of grilled prawn.


    With the same fondness in his eyes that a son has for a mother, Noah smiles. “She hugged me. And then when I told her the pay increase, she cried.”


    I place my hand over his. My sweet, loving husband is a good man underneath it all, and I know I’m blessed beyond measure.


    “Looks like everyone’s having a good time,” I say as I raise my glass to my lips. The reception party for our not-a-wedding is in full swing.


    Noah chuckles. “That’s for sure. I can already tell who’s going to hook up later.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Oh, come on, Snowflake. You can’t tell me you’ve never played that guessing game at weddings before.”


    It does sound kind of fun, but I still roll my eyes at him. Just to tease him, I point to Sterling and Camryn, standing near the bar.


    “Okay then, how much do you want to bet on them?” I ask sarcastically. No way would those two ever hook up.


    Noah squints in their direction—then bursts out laughing.


    “What? Are you okay?” I ask, bewildered.


    “So that’s why Sterling has seemed so restless lately. Damn, how did I not see it before? He was getting laid just like usual, but the difference was, there was a specific girl he wanted who he couldn’t get. All the signs were there; I was just too wrapped up in my own shit to notice. I’ll have to bring him a beer later ... and tease him about his little crush until he punches me.”


    Now I’m staring toward the bar too. “Sterling and Camryn? Really?” My brain is still hung up on that part. But when my gaze falls back to Noah, I shrug, smiling. Then again, I guess stranger stars have aligned.


    “Hey, Noah,” I say softly. “I’ve been thinking about something. Specifically, about us ... having a baby.”


    He whips around to gape at me. “What do you mean?”


    I take his hand in mine. “I’ve thought a lot about this. Everyone said your life will change. Well, just like I always do, I had to break that down into pros versus cons. I wasn’t sure I wanted our life to change. But ever since the whole heir clause thing, it’s been on my mind, and after I had some time to think about it, I realized ... I like the sound of starting a family with you.” I rest my forehead against his, looking deep into the dark eyes I hold so dear. “It’s more than worth it to me. And I’m not saying right away, but maybe we just see. So if you’re okay with it too, I wanted you to know ... I’m open to the possibility.”


    For a second, he just stares, his mouth slightly open. Then he crushes our lips together, fiery and joyful. “Are you kidding?” He gasps. “I’m crazy about you. I’m more than okay with this—I’m over the fucking moon.” Another hard kiss. “I love you so much. You make me so happy.” The words pour out between hot, sweet kisses, as if he can’t stand to keep his emotions inside but he also can’t stand to stop touching me, our guests be dammed.


    I love being the center of this man’s world. And even though I can’t imagine that anything could top this moment, somehow I know that our wedding night will.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Olivia


    


    The dreamy little smile on my lips refuses to fade. The night has been magical. Enchanted. I felt like a princess. But instead of being rescued from a dark castle, my prince rescued me from a loveless life of monotony and work. With Noah by my side, everything is brighter.


    The limousine drops us off at home. Rather than being tired from the late hour, I’m energized. As Noah unlocks our front door, I’m struck by how the meaning of this penthouse apartment has changed for me. Dad gave it to us as an early wedding gift, but we were only getting married in the legal sense, and at the time, I hadn’t even come around to that idea yet. Noah and I could barely call each other friends. The gift was an awkward shock. I was angry, scared, resentful at being forced out of my own space.


    For the first couple of weeks, Noah and I tiptoed around each other like houseguests. But eventually, as we grew closer, it became a comfortable refuge where we reunited at the end of a long day and restored each other’s spirits. Now it’s our true marital home—a place where love sprouted and took root. It’s truly ours, truly shared, not just a lease that happens to have two names on it.


    I’m startled out of my thoughts when Noah bends low and sweeps me off my feet—literally, with one strong arm under my knees and the other under my shoulders.


    “W-what are you doing?” I squeak, throwing my arms around his neck.


    He chuckles, and I can feel the vibration in his chest even through his tuxedo jacket. “Carrying you across the threshold. What does it look like, Snowflake?”


    I relax slightly, no longer nervous about falling. “That was supposed to happen when we were first married.”


    “Yeah, but I didn’t do it at the time. All of today is my big do-over.” His voice lowers to a sultry hum. “And that includes the wedding night we never got.”


    Damn, I like the sound of that. I let him know by stretching up to kiss his stubbled jaw.


    Cradling me bridal-style, Noah steps easily through the doorway as if I weigh nothing. “Anywhere else you want to go while your chariot is still at your service? Like the bedroom?”


    “I thought you were always at my service,” I tease as I glance around. “Hmm, how about the couch first? We should relax a little before just jumping into things.”


    Noah carries me into the living room and sets me on the couch. But before he can straighten up again, I grip his lapels and tug him down with me, into a tangle of limbs and a deep kiss that leaves us both flushed.


    “What happened to taking tonight slow?” His voice is noticeably huskier.


    With the mischievous grin that I learned from him, I reply, “I lied.” Then I push Noah back to sit up and swing my leg over his lap, straddling him.


    He gives a quiet murmur of approval and kisses me. I return it, and our tongues dance hard and deep. I hike up the skirt of my dress so that I can grind my hips down against his growing erection. He rewards me with another rougher growl that demands more. Without breaking our kiss, I unbutton his tuxedo jacket. He shrugs it off and tosses it toward the far end of the couch, letting it land in a heap. But when I reach down to unzip his pants, Noah catches my hand.


    “Wait, babe,” he says, sounding like it pains him to stop me. “Slow down; let me get a condom.” He reaches for his discarded suit jacket to grab his wallet.


    Now it’s my turn to cover his hand with mine. “Actually, I was thinking we’d go without one tonight.”


    I bite my lip, grinning, when he stares at me with an earnest expression in his eyes.


    “Don’t fucking tease me like that, baby.” He lets out a low groan. “Did you start taking the pill or something?”


    “No, I’m not on any birth control.” I know the words I spoke to him earlier tonight must be flashing through his mind with even greater clarity. “Tonight I’m ready to feel you, all of you. Just us ... together.”


    “Fuck yes, baby, that sounds so fucking perfect.”


    I need him now. Working my hand into the front of his pants, I pull his cock out and stroke it while he releases a satisfied sigh.


    Noah’s hands go to work, unzipping the back of my dress, and I rise to my feet and watch it puddle on the floor. As soon as I step out of the dress, I plant myself back in Noah’s warm lap, not wanting to stay away for even a second.


    I trace the lettering I’m still getting used to, loving it more than I ever thought possible, and he inhales sharply at my touch.


    “I can’t believe you put my name here. It’s permanent, you know?”


    “So are we,” he murmurs, kissing my throat.


    His fingertips trace my curves, the white silky lace of my lingerie. But I can’t wait any longer. I yank aside my panties and impale myself on him, sinking down onto his steely length with a satisfied sigh.


    Noah bites his lip and moans deep in his chest, an animal sound of pure pleasure. “Holy fuck, that feels amazing.”


    I have to agree with him. Something about the sensation of his hot flesh directly against mine is so gratifying, so intimate and primal. I can feel every detail of his cock inside me—the ridge where head becomes shaft, the way it twitches when I clench my inner muscles. And even if it didn’t feel any different for me, just the knowledge that his pleasure has intensified so much would be fucking hot.


    He grips my ass cheeks in his palms, lifting and lowering me slowly. His biceps flex with each movement, and I feel like a goddess perched on her throne with the way he’s worshiping my skin, nibbling my throat.


    Time to test his stamina. I set a fast pace, riding him hard, my breath coming fast from my throat every time I plunge down and thrust his cock straight into my G-spot. Neither of us gives a shit that Noah is still mostly dressed and we haven’t made it to the bedroom. This is the honeymoon we never got to have, and we’re damn well going to enjoy it.


    “Olivia . . .” Noah moans, as if just saying my name gives him pleasure. “I love you. You’re my ... whole world.”


    Words fail me. The devotion shining in his eyes is too much—I can barely breathe, let alone speak. I crush our mouths together, trying to pour all my happiness into my kiss, knowing he’ll understand. This man is all mine. He chased me, caught me, tattooed my name on his skin, and now I’m never letting go.


    The sounds of panting and the smack of skin on skin fill the air. I gasp when Noah’s hand pushes between our sweaty, writhing bodies to start working my clit. He bucks his hips to meet me with every thrust, his other arm locked tight around my waist to keep up the demanding rhythm. He alternately cranes his head up to kiss me or down to bury his face in my breasts, licking and sucking my nipples.


    “Come for me,” Noah growls, rubbing my clit harder. “You’re so beautiful. Let me make you come, let me watch you ...”


    I’ve never wanted anything so bad. Feverishly I grind down on him, needing more, faster. I’ve been waiting all day to touch him like this. The heat between my legs coils tight—


    Then finally snaps, flooding white sparks of pleasure throughout my body. My arms tighten around him, every muscle quivering in ecstasy as I fall into his dark, adoring eyes.


    “So perfect,” Noah pants. “I can feel you coming, pulsing around me ...” His words dissolve into a loud groan and his cock throbs inside me.


    It feels like forever until the tremors fade. With his cock still softening in me, I rest my sweaty forehead against Noah’s. He kisses me softly, just the barest brush of lips.


    When I’ve caught my breath, I lean back to brush a stray curl of damp hair out of his eyes, smiling down at him fondly. Noah has spiced up my life in ways I never could have anticipated. I’m happier, calmer, more carefree and adventurous. And not just because of the increase in orgasms, either ... although that certainly doesn’t hurt.


    I feel a dripping sensation between my thighs. My smile falters and my cheeks flush when I realize it’s Noah’s come. I’ve never had condom-less sex with a man before. Obviously, I knew it would involve him coming inside me, but actually feeling the evidence is a totally different matter. It’s both embarrassing and strangely, unexpectedly hot.


    Noah reads my mind. “Want me to clean you up?”


    That sounds nice ... also really hot, actually. “You got me all messy, so it only seems fair,” I tease my sweet husband.


    Noah rises, lifting me into his arms, and carries me toward the bedroom. I bury my face in the crook of his neck, a sigh of love on my lips.


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    Olivia


    


    Three Months Later


    I close my laptop with a sigh. It’s five o’clock on the dot. Normally, I might be tempted to work overtime, but not today. My Monday, Wednesday, and Friday evenings are reserved for visiting Dad. My younger sister, Rachel, visits him on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, since her classes end early on those days, and she often spends weekends with him too.


    Dad’s health has declined steadily ever since he fell the night of Tate & Cane’s gala. Our Hail Mary pass, the night that saved our company, also spelled the beginning of his end. Three months ago, Dad was given only one more month to live. His doctors aren’t really sure how he exceeded that prognosis by such a huge margin—although Dad himself always says, “It’s because my two wonderful daughters visit so often and keep my spirits up.”


    But it’s clear that his journey will come to an end soon; we just don’t know exactly when. He’s confined to his bed much of the time, but he has a helpful staff to look after him in his own home, rather than in a hospital.


    Not too long ago, I thought I’d be sobbing nonstop. And sometimes I do still find myself choking up. But Dad is so positive about everything that I can’t help being soothed. His lack of fear and his acceptance of his death has helped me accept it too. I try to cherish the present moment instead of mourning the inevitable and letting it spoil what little time we have left. Whenever the tears come, I let myself feel them, but with hope that the grief doesn’t pull me under completely.


    My car purrs as I leave New York City behind, away from its noisy, smoggy hustle into the slower quiet of the suburbs. Instead of pulling my car into his garage when I arrive, I park on the street outside the front gate and walk up the winding driveway, enjoying the crisp air of the last days of autumn. The garden’s flowers have faded and fallen, but their leaves are still green, the rosebushes are still pregnant with plump red blooms. The oak tree sheltering the house is a blaze of orange and yellow.


    I let myself in the front door. A woman in scrubs bustles past me down the main hall. I recognize her as the registered nurse who comes once a day to monitor Dad’s condition. I walk to the master bedroom, which has been transformed into a makeshift hospital room: a mechanized bed, a wheelchair, an IV stand, an oxygen tank, a host of gently beeping monitors. Another younger woman in plainclothes—his overnight aide who sleeps in the guest bedroom—peers at me over the top of the book she’s reading. The sight of all this medical equipment is still a little intimidating, but it reassures me to know that someone is here to help him at all hours.


    “Hi, Dad. How are you feeling?” I say as I cross the room. Dad is sitting up in bed. Today must be a relatively pain-free day.


    He raises his hand in a weak wave, a cluster of tubes and wires trailing from his arm. “Good afternoon, sweetheart. Tell me how you are first.”


    I smile at him. He always insists upon that, no matter what. I lean down to kiss his cheek and sit in the armchair by his side.


    “Well, Tate & Cane is doing great. Our stock prices are higher than they’ve been in ten years. We’ve been getting so many work offers, we’ve actually had to hire a few freelance subcontractors to pick up the slack.”


    “Excellent news,” he says. “I’m so proud of you and Noah. You two kids have done more for this company than I ever dreamed. I only wish Bill had lived to see this day, but I suppose I’ll just have to tell him all about it when I get to heaven.” Then he gives me a pointed look, his thinning eyebrows slightly raised. “Do you enjoy being a CEO? I hope you’ve been taking enough time for yourself too.”


    “Yes, I love it. And we try to reserve weekends for relaxing together.”


    “Sounds like things are pleasant at home.”


    I nod, grinning. Sometimes I still get giddy over the fact that I’m married to Noah—happily now, not just legally. “And I have a big announcement.”


    “Oh?”


    I lean over to take Dad’s hand and look him in the eye. “I’m pregnant.”


    Joy dawns gradually over his face as the good news sinks in. “Really? You’re sure?”


    “I just went to the doctor yesterday for an official test.” Usually, it’s not a great idea to announce a pregnancy so early, but a grandchild is my father’s dying wish. I can jump the gun a little bit.


    “Oh, how wonderful.” He heaves a blissful sigh and there are tears shimmering in his eyes.


    It’s a moment I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to have with my father, and it’s every bit as sweet and heartfelt as I imagined it would be.


    “How are you feeling? And have you thought about names yet?” he asks.


    “I’m feeling great; don’t worry. We figured William or Frederick for a boy, Dahlia or Susan for a girl.” It only seems right to name our baby after one of its grandparents.


    Dad blinks, then laughs until a coughing fit cuts him off. “I appreciate the thought, sweetheart, but for God’s sake, don’t name the poor thing Fred. Or at least use it for the middle, not the first. That name is getting to be on the old-fashioned side these days.”


    I give him a look. “And Dahlia isn’t?”


    “Perhaps, but you’ll have to take that up with Noah.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I say with a chuckle. Without letting go of Dad’s hand, I pull a small, folded square of cloth from my purse. “But I’m not sure he’ll be able to think straight for a few days. He was so excited yesterday, he ran right out of the doctor’s office and bought this.”


    Dad unfolds the present. It’s an infant onesie made of butter-soft, pale yellow cotton. Beaming at me, he hugs the tiny piece of clothing to his heart.


    I gently squeeze his free hand. “Okay, Dad, I told you how I’ve been. Now you tell me how you are.”


    “Do you even need to ask, sweetheart? I couldn’t be happier.”


    Blinking back tears, I reply simply, “Me too.”


    

  


  
    Epilogue Two


    Noah


    


    I did it. I totally put a bun in her oven. I am so the fucking man. My wife is incredible, and I can’t wait to see her as a mother. Because this baby? This will make us a true family, and one I’m honored to be part of.


    Even sweeter news? In an unexpected twist, we learned from Prescott that the estate attorney over my father’s will had been instructed not to tell us that the will had stipulated our shares of the company be placed in a trust if the heir clause wasn’t met within ninety days, but if we did marry and produce an heir at a later date, the shares would revert to our child. It’s an even happier happy ending. We’ve got this.


    Game on.


    

  


  
    Coming Soon


    The Fix Up


    


    British bad boy Sterling Quinn needs a wife.


    After his great-grandfather, the former prince something or another, passes and leaves him millions, Sterling is shocked to discover the massive inheritance has a clause—he needs to clean up his image and be married in order to receive his millions.


    When word gets out that this hottie has royal blood running through his veins and is on the prowl for Mrs. Right, crazy ex-girlfriends, schoolyard crushes, and thousands of other hopeful women flock to his doorstep. What he needs is a manager to help him sort through the clutter.


    Enter Camryn Palmer, PR executive.


    Camryn has had a front-row seat to her friend Sterling’s revolving door of a love life for years. But when she’s hired to clean up his image, and manage the hordes of women cruising through his bedroom door, she’s stuck between a rock and a hard place.


    Literally.


    Yes, she has secret fantasies about being the one to keep his bed warm, but what woman doesn’t? He’s sinfully attractive and she wants to kiss that cocky English accent right off his lips, but she’s got a job to do. She’s a professional through and through, and besides, an arranged marriage could never be a happy one. Right?


    


    Filled with hot and humorous moments, you won’t want to miss The Fix Up!


    

  


  
    Stay Connected


    


    Sign up for my private mailing list to be updated when I have a new release or a sale.


    Click here to get started: http://goo.gl/ZSbyUE.
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