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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      I dodged a tourist on the busy sidewalk in downtown San Francisco. After stepping around another, I pushed through the glass door into the café before someone could bulldoze into me. The chill of the October day turned into lovely warmth as I did a quick sweep with my gaze. I noticed my friend immediately, sitting at the counter in the back with a book and a cup of coffee. It was hard to miss her. She had a shock of perfectly coiffured red hair falling in a loose curl to her mid-back. Her stylish clothes fit her body perfectly, accentuating her trim waist and natural curve. The latest in fashion, the knee-high boot on her left leg bounced slightly where it was gracefully draped over her right knee.

      I threaded through the bustling space, dodging a chair that unexpectedly jutted toward me as someone tried to get up. “Oh, sorry!” I said as I turned sideways to squeeze by.

      Kimberly looked up at the sound of my voice. She greeted me with a flawless smile and moved her Louis Vuitton handbag off the chair beside her.

      I’d met Kimberly during my freshman year in college. She had been a senior at the time and in the university’s program to get promising freshmen on the right track. Most freshmen met their assigned senior once or twice, and then continued on with their lives. I would’ve done the same, not wanting to bother her, but week after week she’d checked in. As the year passed by, she was always there, supporting me and giving advice. And she still was. Nothing changed when she graduated. We weren’t in the same social class and came from different backgrounds, but still she called me every week. She was sweet as well as beautiful, and I was thankful for her friendship.

      I pulled out the high seat and hoisted myself up into it. “Hi,” I said, laying the newspaper I was carrying on the counter and dropping my bag to the floor.

      “Don’t put it down there, it’ll get dirty!” Kimberly started to bend for my bag.

      I put my hand on her arm to stop her. “Kimberly, the thing is eight hundred years old, five shades lighter than when it was new, and probably dirtying the floor. It’s fine.”

      She crinkled her nose at me but didn’t argue. Instead, she glanced at the counter next to me. “Olivia, is that a newspaper?” Her incredulous gaze colored with humor. “Nineteen-eighty called—they want their communication device back.”

      I smiled as a server stopped by. The woman braced a pen to her green notepad. “Hi, what can I get for you?”

      My mind went to the bills sitting on my bookshelf. If the stack were any taller, Godzilla would try climbing it. “Just a coffee, please.”

      “Do you want something to eat?” Kimberly asked me.

      “Nah. I’m not hungry.” To punctuate my lie, my stomach rumbled.

      Kimberly looked at the server. “A turkey sandwich, no pickles, with a side of potato chips.”

      “You got it,” the woman said as she scribbled down the order and moved away.

      “When did you start eating meat?” I drummed my fingers on the counter to offset the sound of my stomach trying to tattle on me again.

      She dropped the menu behind a napkin dispenser, where it flopped against the salt and pepper shakers. “I don’t. But you’re hungry, and you hate asking for handouts. It’ll come, you’ll bitch, and then I’ll get to treat you to lunch. Just call me mastermind.”

      “Kimmy,” I whined, picking at the edge of the newspaper. I could feel the heat saturate my cheeks. Pale skin and easy embarrassment were a couple of life’s really cruel jokes. “You don’t need to buy me lunch!”

      “Oh, posh!” She snatched her phone off the counter, checked the screen, found no one had called or texted in the thirty seconds since she’d probably checked it last, and dropped it back down to the counter. “I got lucky and graduated when there were still jobs. I figure my luck will run out soon, and I’ll get laid off. By then, you should be working, and you better expect to buy me lunch. See? Just planning ahead. So…”

      She reached around me and grabbed the newspaper. “What are you doing with a newspaper? Old school. Why not look at Craigslist like everyone else?”

      I blew out a breath. “My computer died. Actually, not true—it comes on. I can hear it buzzing, but the screen stays black. The tech guy I know said it’d be about four hundred dollars to fix, and that I should just buy a new one. Which is a great idea—I’d love to have a new computer. I’d also love to have four hundred bucks.”

      Kimberly tsked. “I have a computer you could borrow—it’s old but it works. Robby bought me a new Mac.”

      Robby was Kimberly’s rich, handsome boyfriend who was about five seconds away from slapping a ring on her finger. She was a great catch, and he was smart enough to realize it.

      “Thanks! That’d be great. The library is fun and all, but my bedroom doesn’t have stinky people leaning against the back of my chair.”

      Kimberly grimaced and ruffled the newspaper open like a father in a 1950s sitcom. The smile dripped off her face as her brow crinkled. “Admin assistant?” She glanced up at me.

      I shrugged as my coffee arrived. I immediately reached for the creamer.

      “But you got a degree in computer science…” Kimberly looked down at the listing again. “Computer science pays well. This… The salary isn’t listed, but it can’t be much.”

      I dumped two packets of sugar into my coffee. My spoon clinked as it whirled around the cup. I took a sip. The scalding brew raked down my throat and set my esophagus on fire. I coughed and beat at my chest. It didn’t help. Eyes watering, I braced the counter until the heat dwindled.

      “You should blow on it,” Kimberly said.

      “Mastermind, indeed,” I wheezed. After the burn died away, I said, “I’ve been job hunting for six months, Kimberly. I started applying a month before I graduated, remember? A solid six months, too. No slacking. Out of applying for hundreds of positions, I’ve only gotten a handful of interviews. Then I always hear the same thing—the school I went to is impressive, my list of achievements are even more so, but I have no practical experience. Then I never hear from them again.”

      A surge of hopelessness welled up inside of me. Soon I’d have to start applying to fast food chains just to get some money coming in. The problem with that was it wouldn’t be enough to keep a roof over my head. Not in this city, not even in the surrounding areas. Moving was inevitable, but I needed money for that, too.

      Life was sure kicking me in the lady balls.

      “I’m just looking for anything that pays at the moment,” I said before chancing another sip. “I even applied to be a dog walker—turns out, there are more dog walkers around here than dogs.”

      “What about your mom?”

      I scoffed. “On a safari with someone else’s husband. She’s never been much into the mothering game.”

      I shook my head and traced the cup’s handle. “If I could just get something—literally anything that paid decently—I could keep afloat until the economy improves.”

      The sandwich arrived. With a busy smile, the waitress lowered the plate in front of Kimberly. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, thank you. We’re good.” Kimberly pushed the plate in front of me as the waitress moved way. “Eat. This place does the best sandwiches.”

      I gave Kimberly a grateful smile. “I don’t deserve you.”

      She laughed and picked up her phone. “I know of something…” she said slowly, cutting into the fog of a truly delicious sandwich. She chewed her lip, hesitating. Leaning forward elegantly on the counter, she lowered her voice to a soft whisper. “You’re single, right?”

      “Huh?” I asked, chewing.

      “You’re single?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Kimberly, I love you, but for the love of God, don’t try to set me up anymore. Either the guys take one look at me and make an excuse to get out of the date, or they just use me and dump me when they get bored. No thanks.”

      She flushed. “Sorry. I really thought Jonathan would’ve been a good match.”

      I waved it away, ignoring the little twinge in my gut from the handsome man who had taken my heart on the third date. He’d been charming and affectionate, and I was so blindly in love that when he broke it off, I laughed. I’d thought he was joking. He wasn’t. Apparently I didn’t fit in his world. He’d said, “You’d do better with someone more…your level.”

      “My level?” I’d screeched. “My level of awesome, you mean? Because yeah, I would!” And then I’d just started yelling nonsense and crying. It wasn’t my finest moment.

      “No big deal,” I said to Kimberly. “Par for the course in my love life.”

      Kimberly gave me a beautiful pout before ducking her head. “Well…I do know of something—work related. It’s kind of hush-hush, but…” She smiled in a dreamy way, and then flushed. “Hunter Carlisle is looking for a new assistant!”

      “Hunter Carlisle?”

      Her jaw dropped. “What rock have you been hiding under? He’s the CEO of Primner and Locke! The youngest CEO they’ve ever had. And incredibly gorgeous.” She paused and leveled me with a stare. “Incredibly.”

      The reference dawned as I sipped my coffee. From the little I’d heard, he was in his late twenties but had the business sense of someone far more experienced. He was shrewd and serious and in charge of a giant company with an equally large payroll. Getting my foot in there, in any capacity, would be a godsend.

      A grin hijacked my confused expression. “I’m listening.”

      “So…I can get you an interview. He looks for intelligent women with raw talent, so your lack of experience won’t be a problem as long as you tell him why you’re looking for admin work when you are obviously way overqualified.”

      My heart sank, dwindling my smile. “Yes, but then he’ll tell me that I’ll get bored since I am overqualified. Either that, or he’ll suspect that I’ll try to transfer as soon as I can. I’ve been down this road before.”

      She shook her head adamantly. “No. He won’t. He challenges his admins. He delegates work. He’s really smart. I bet you’d learn a lot from him.”

      “Sounds too good to be true…”

      “Well…” She hesitated. “There’s a catch. He…um. Well, he kind of has a…strange contract. He requires long hours. As in…like, really long.”

      I shrugged and bit into my sandwich. Kimberly stared at me until I swallowed and finally said, “I don’t mind long hours. For experience and a paycheck, I’ll do just about anything.”

      Her stare intensified. “Well, that’s just the thing. See, his life is the business, right? He’s got a fiancée, but that’s an arrangement to keep his family happy. He’s not into her, and she doesn’t bother with him. They don’t get it on.”

      “I don’t know what getting it on has to do with anything, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t care about long hours. I have no life.”

      Kimberly rolled her eyes. “Well, he’s always working, and he’s not into her, so he kind of has it set up where his admin fulfills all roles, you know?”

      “What do you mean, all roles?”

      “He…sorta…has his admin do work stuff, right? But then, when the mood strikes, she’s like the girlfriend, too…”

      I frowned as my brain slowly made sense of her words. I paused halfway to biting my sandwich when the full meaning hit me. Shivers worked up my body. “She does sexual stuff for him?” I whispered incredulously.

      Kimberly flushed again, but this time, it was teamed with a light sheen of sweat. I realized something that made my heart beat faster and a strange tingle work through my core. She was aroused! The prospect of being an admin for a guy like Hunter Carlisle had her pupils dilating and her nostrils flaring. She was even breathing faster, as though she’d just finished running a mile. Or having sex.

      I leaned in, suddenly feeling like two naughty schoolgirls in detention. “Why don’t you apply?”

      A sly smile crept up her face. She glanced around before lowering her voice to match mine. “I did. Last time he was looking. I got to the second round, but he chose someone else.”

      “Are you serious? You’re not that kinda girl!”

      She giggled, hiding her face in her hands. “I know! But the pay—” She dropped her hands and leaned back, rolling her eyes in delight. “The man.” She inhaled and fanned her face. “I had just that one time with him in the second interview. Oh my God, the way he—”

      “Wait.” I held my hand up to stop the words. Strange quivers filled my body. “Are you telling me he tries people out? Like…has sex with them?”

      “Yes, and it was the absolute best sex of my entire life. I am not kidding. Women try to get interviews just for some time with him. But he is exclusive. He chooses his admin with care, and generally doesn’t stray from her. Monogamous.” Kimberly’s voice dropped lower. She was fanning herself freely now. “It was so hot, Olivia. So, so hot. He was totally in control, and I swear it was just one big, long orgasm. Oh holy moly…”

      She reached across me to grab my napkin and then dabbed her face.

      “So…” My mind raced, not really believing my ears, and definitely not believing that Miss Goodie-Goodie Kimberly, who had never done anything crazy in college, was capable of something like this. Of doing something like this. And then passing it on to a friend!

      I wanted to giggle, or squeal. My reaction to this revelation was as strange as the information itself. “How can that be legal?”

      “Each person goes through a serious vetting process, with background checks and…other tests, and you get this lengthy contract going over all the working conditions just to be an admin. His office obviously has very sensitive information. And then there is this other contract for the more…personal side. And that protects him, lays out various stipulations, etc. You can say no at any time, but if you say no too often, he views it as a breach of contract. He needs the whole package.”

      “Do many girls say no?”

      “No! Are you kidding? Just one time with him, and I’m addicted. I wouldn’t say no.”

      “Then why does anyone leave?”

      “For the same reason I’m not interviewing again—I have a steady boyfriend whom I love. Whom I might marry. I couldn’t do that to him.”

      All I could do was blink. This should’ve been so far out of my comfort level that I shut the idea down immediately. This should’ve been so far out of Kimberly’s! But something strange had taken over my body. Some wild streak that was tired of being stepped on. That was tired of being dragged through love only to realize I was being used. For once, I almost wanted to do something where the boundaries were clearly set, where there was no emotion, and both parties got what they wanted. Business. Blessed, unfeeling business.

      “I cannot believe I am actually entertaining this,” I said into my coffee.

      “I know.” Kimberly turned back to her nearly empty cup and stared down into its depths. “I couldn’t believe I’d considered it, either. And then I couldn’t believe I…you know. And here I am, totally wishing I could go for that interview. It’s crazy. The whole setup is absolutely crazy, and you would not believe the high-powered professionals interviewing for it.”

      “And no one reports him?”

      Kimberly waved her hand through the air, unconcerned. “The interviews are by invitation only. People know what they’re getting into when they show up.”

      “And the other applicants…they’re high-powered?”

      “Oh yeah.” Kimberly huffed. “And beautiful. I don’t usually feel insecure, but…”

      My mouth dried up. I had to swallow a few times just to croak out, “Why did you tell me? If you were insecure, I’ll be the ugly girl in the corner.”

      Kimberly gave her customary sweet smile. “You will not! And why not you? You’re really smart, really driven, and you have a bright future. I would’ve mentioned it sooner—even though it is a little…risqué—but I didn’t know you’d be interested in admin work.”

      I gawked at her. “You thought I’d be fine with the…extra stuff, but didn’t think the work was up my alley?”

      Kimberly giggled. “It sounds ridiculous when you spell it out, but…yes. Totally.” She giggled again. “Anyway, you’re young, you have nothing going on, and you need the money—you owe it to yourself to meet him. That’s probably all it’ll take. And besides, I hear he treats his admins really well. No one has ever complained about any part of the job…”

      I took another bite of my sandwich with butterflies in my belly and confusion racing through my mind. I shook my head.

      “I’ll just text you the info…” Kimberly snatched her phone off the counter.

      “Better write it down on the newspaper—my phone was cut off about an hour ago…”

      

      Later that night I walked into the apartment I shared with a roommate with Kimberly’s laptop under my arm. She’d said it was her old one. It was at least two years newer than mine.

      Her note with a date, time, address, and contact name of the interview with Hunter Carlisle burned in my pocket. I’d be crazy to go. Getting hired for admin work was one thing, but answering to a boss sexually as well?

      Despite the insane tingles that blasted through me every time I thought about it, I just wasn’t the type of girl that said yes to things like that. And if I was honest with myself—really, truly honest—I was confident with my shortcomings. I was a bit too curvy, a little too plain, and my overall vibe definitely too average. If Hunter Carlisle didn’t hire a girl like Kimberly, there was no way I would even get in the door. I was okay with all that. The world needed plain, smart girls, too. I wasn’t in a hurry to break my natural levelheadedness just to be turned down. Leave the fast lane for those seeking a thrill.

      I dropped my stuff in my small bedroom and made my way to the kitchen to make some tea. I wanted to look at the latest job postings before bed.

      “Oh. You’re home.”

      I winced as Jane, my roommate, slouched into the kitchen in holey sweats with stains down the front. Half of her hair had escaped her ponytail and now frizzed around her head. She leaned against the counter with a scowl.

      “Rent is due in five days,” she said in a dry voice.

      I filled the kettle with water and switched it on. “I know, Jane. I’ll have it.”

      “Well, you better, because I have someone interested in your room. No more late rent. You’re late, and you get a notice. End of story.”

      Panic welled in my chest as I thought of my empty bank account. I had enough for one more month of rent. Just one.

      “I’ll have it,” I said with a tight throat, feeling prickles in the back of my eyes. As Jane moved away with a huff, tears welled up. One overflowed and ran down my cheek, immediately leading to more. My situation was desperate. Graduating from a prestigious college was supposed to give a person a leg up, but all I got was a bunch of debt and shoved into the poor house.

      I slunk back into my room with my cup of tea and drowning in tears. I set my cup down and fell into my bed. My blurry gaze drifted to the stack of bills that wouldn’t be paid this month. Then down to my pocket where that strip of newspaper with Kimberly’s writing burned against my hip.
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      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      Five days after meeting Kimberly, I stood on the sidewalk downtown, looking up at a building reaching for the sky. Wide, tinted glass doors stood in front of me, stately and foreboding. A man exited the building, dressed in a crisp business suit. His gold cufflinks caught and threw the sun.

      I didn’t belong here.

      I smoothed my slightly faded pinstripe skirt over my thighs. The black had turned a murky gray after too many washes. My pink blouse hung off my breasts in a shapeless avalanche. I’d changed my handbag to one of my better ones, but it definitely wasn’t designer. And here I was, interviewing to be the assistant to the CEO.

      I definitely did not belong here.

      Summoning my courage, I strode forward. Belonging or not, questionable job description or not, I was broke and this was my only hope. Literally. I had actually been turned down from two fast food chains. I’d been informed they weren’t hiring for managers and I was overqualified for the lower-level positions.

      It was either this, or begging on the street.

      This paid better.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I entered the large lobby with a tight hold on my handbag. Marble and elegance stretched to either side, but I stayed focused on the man in uniform behind the large desk to the left. As I approached him, he looked up and lifted his brow. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Carlisle. I have an appointment.” I cleared my throat, hoping the action would scare away the tremor. It was a long shot, granted.

      The man touched his computer monitor. After scanning the screen for a moment, he said, “Just go ahead and sign in here, if you would.”

      He touched the monitor facing me at the end of the counter.

      “Oh, sure.” I shook out my hands. It was also ineffective in chasing away the tremor.

      The keyboard was right below the monitor, and I quickly filled in the needed information. The man consulted his own screen before hitting a few buttons and printing out a badge. He handed it over then pointed toward the back of the lobby. “Just take elevator thirteen all the way up to level fifty-three.”

      I smiled and thanked him as I moved woodenly to the elevators. I exited at the appropriate floor and saw three women waiting in leather chairs. Opposite them were three more chairs, with a shiny coffee table sitting between them. To the left, an older women with half-moon reading glasses stared at a computer monitor at the side of her desk. Next to her, an identical desk stood currently bare.

      I approached her slowly, fist squeezing the handle of my bag. I wanted to exude confidence, but with nervousness eating away at my insides, I was more concerned about not getting sick.

      She gazed at me over the rim of her glasses.

      “Hi,” I croaked. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Hi. I’m here to apply? For the position?”

      “Your name, please.” The woman’s expression remained bland, unperturbed by my faulty start.

      “Olivia Jonston.”

      She glanced at her computer, clicked the mouse a few times, and nodded. “Please have a seat until I call your name.”

      I nodded and started over, knowing my face was glistening with nervous perspiration. I rounded one of the empty chairs and sat slowly, getting a good look at my competition. Then I had the urge to laugh hysterically.

      The three women in front of me were drop-dead gorgeous. Absolutely beautiful. Blond hair, one and all, was either done up perfectly with no flyaways, or hanging in a loose tumble over slim shoulders. Their clothes were professional and pristine, suits tailored to fit dynamite bodies. Pearls or gold necklaces adorned thin necks, and flawless makeup enhanced jaw-dropping faces.

      I needed more makeup than any of these, and I was wearing the least. Just call me Underdog.

      “Ginger Stevens,” the woman behind the desk called.

      Beauty number one bent to the side and picked up a designer handbag of some sort—I vaguely recognized the symbol from a red carpet picture. With the other hand, she picked up a leather folder and gracefully rose from her seat.

      With horror I realized everyone had folders, leather-bound and expensive. These women were bringing portfolios rather than their meager résumés.

      I glanced down at the piece of paper resting in my lap. I didn’t even have enough experience to take up two sheets, let alone fill a portfolio.

      Seriously, what was I doing here?

      I inched up my chin. Getting down on myself wouldn’t help. I wasn’t pretty, fine, but I had great work ethic. I also had a reputable school under my belt. And I’d done a bunch of activities in school that taught me leadership and organization and…other important things.

      I rummaged around in my brain for more great qualities as the next woman was called. She elegantly brushed a loose curl over her shoulder as she rose.

      My gaze slid down her shapely legs and stuck to her fabulous red heels. I noticed the same emblem on those as she had on her handbag.

      So…designer, then. Her suit surely was, too. She was wearing money. It was probably stitched into her seams and stuffed in her pockets.

      I shook my head a fraction and looked away at the window, calling up my selling points and things I might say. I’d been through an interview or two; I had experience with most of the questions. Not that it had helped in the past, but maybe this time would be different.

      You said that last time.

      I curled my fists in exasperation at myself as the next woman was called. Not able to help it, I thought about who else might be hiring. Fast food was out, but what about Starbucks? I heard they were a cool company—I could give them a try.

      Was there a Target nearby?

      It took me a moment to recognize my name hovering in the air.

      It dawned on me that the third woman had disappeared. I’d been completely lost in my own world.

      I peeked my head around the chair back. The woman at the desk was staring at me over her half-moon glasses, waiting for me to get in gear.

      I popped up and straightened my clothes before grabbing my handbag. I smiled at the woman as I approached, hoping the sentiment reached my eyes.

      “Go on in,” she said, not smiling back.

      I passed her desk and turned toward the partially open door. Taking a deep breath, I laid my hand on the cool handle and gently pushed. The large room spread out before me. Huge windows filled the wall at the far end of the room, showing the clear blue sky beyond. A round table surrounded by four chairs crouched off to my left. A couch lay ten feet beyond that, with a coffee table in front of it, and two large chairs to the other side. And in front of me, only slightly removed to the side, was a giant desk with two chairs in front.

      A man stood as I entered. My jaw went slack and my mouth fell open. Like that first plunge on a roller coaster, my stomach flipped, and then dropped with the free fall.

      Kimberly had mentioned Hunter Carlisle was attractive. Incredibly gorgeous, she had said.

      She had grossly understated his appearance.

      He had a strong jaw, high cheekbones, and straight nose. A top-dollar tailored suit swathed the muscular vee of his torso, leading down to trim hips and solid thighs. His delicious bedroom eyes, hooded as though in the throes of ecstasy, were a deep, bottomless brown, entrancing. Confidence and charisma oozed from his powerful body, melting my bones. His masculinity did not ask me to yield, but demanded it.

      On shaking legs threatening to buckle, I walked closer with a lump in my throat. I didn’t dare speak. It would only come out in a warbled mess.

      “Olivia?” he asked, his keen gaze rooting me to the floor.

      I struggled to take a breath.

      “Olivia Jonston, correct?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I whispered, something hot and fiery settling deep into my core.

      “Take a seat.” He moved around his desk with the grace of a dancer and stood behind one of the large chairs, as though pulling it out for me.

      Walking like the Tin Man with rusty hinges, I crossed the distance and took the proffered seat, getting a whiff of his aftershave. I closed my eyes, savoring the mouthwatering elixir. Unbidden, wetness blossomed between my thighs.

      Suddenly I knew exactly what Kimberly had been talking about; exactly why she’d flushed every time she mentioned his name. I knew why gorgeous, high-powered women lined up for a job probably way under their pay grade and professional level.

      It was to be close to Hunter Carlisle.

      I glanced up into those sexy, smoldering eyes, and just stared. I didn’t know what came next, but I was pretty sure I needed a moment to get ready for it.

      “Did you bring your résumé?” Mr. Carlisle asked.

      “Y-yes, of course,” I stammered, picking it off the ground where it had fluttered after my fingers lost their grip. The sheet trembled as I handed it across the desk.

      He stared at me quietly for a moment before his gaze dipped to the page. He dropped the page to his desktop and resumed his scrutiny of me.

      “Tell me,” he started in a deep voice that vibrated down my spine and tickled parts of me that were distinctly feminine. “Why would a Stanford grad in a sought-after field turn up in my office applying for an admin role?”

      I willed saliva into my mouth to cure the sudden dryness. “As you see—” I pointed a shaky finger at his desktop where my résumé lay “—I graduated five months ago. I’ve been diligently searching for work, but at the moment, there aren’t opportunities for those without experience, however great the school I graduated from.”

      The words sounded professional, but my tone was much too wispy. The sheen of sweat on my face screamed uncomfortable. Or, more correctly, turned on. I was out of control without a clue how to fix matters.

      His gaze traveled my face, and then grazed my body. When he was once again looking into my eyes, he said, “The economy is lagging at present. You’re unlucky in your timing.”

      “I’ve come to that realization,” I heard myself say. The words were like an echo from someone else. Wobbly and distorted. I was not in charge of my linguistics. I only hoped he attributed it to nervousness.

      “Olivia?”

      “What was that?” I blurted.

      Humor sparked in his eyes. “I said, would you be open to tasks outside of that strictly administrative? I have a variety of projects that come through this office, or that need overseeing.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “And hours? Do you have a preference?”

      A blush crept up my face as heat saturated my body. “No. I’m always available,” I said in a breathy voice I did not recognize. Get a grip!

      He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his desk. “Tell me about your hobbies. Your usual day.”

      Caught off guard with a non-interview question, and with my mind on complete hiatus in his company, I just blurted out what came to mind. Unfortunately, that turned out to be the minute details of my life. I told him everything, from my morning walk, to getting inventive with what was in the fridge. When he asked about my job search, I stupidly told all, one rejection to the next. I didn’t add flourishes or hold anything back. All my faults I laid bare, and all the things I excelled at I bluntly offered up. I just opened my mouth and purged.

      He sat and watched me, gaining all my life’s secrets with a focused, almost predatory gaze. Only when shadows started crawling across the floor from the neighboring high rises did the question and answer segment slow, and finally stop. Silence descended as he sat and stared at me. My heart thumped under that handsome gaze.

      The swish of expensive fabric was the only sound as he rose. “I think that’ll be all for today. Check in with my assistant on your way out. You’ll hear from my office either way.”

      “Oh.” I painfully uncrossed my right leg from my left before I stood. My skin peeled away, leaving a red mark. Ouch.

      I stood, a little lopsided, and tried to get my bearings. I should’ve switched positions at least once during the interview to prevent my leg from falling asleep.

      After shaking it out, aware that I was the subject of scrutiny, I stepped forward to leave. My numb leg gave out. My knee knocked into the back of the desk with a loud thud. I fell forward, ungracefully sprawling across his desktop.

      In a panic, I tried to right myself, but my leg was mostly useless. It stayed limp as my left leg pushed upward. My body swung toward the right.

      I grunted, scrabbling my fingers across his desk, trying to find purchase and stop the slide. My elbow smashed into his phone, knocking it to the floor. Pens became airborne, launching across the desk. I grabbed the edge of his desk pad, dragging it with me as I tipped over the side. Gravity pulled at me greedily. My face rushed toward the ground.

      Before I hit, strong hands grabbed me around the middle and hoisted me up. The desk pad crashed down. My résumé fluttered after it.

      I knew a moment of confusion before I was righted, my body pulled into a chest so hard it could’ve been stone, flexed from picking me up in a dead weight. I clutched his shoulders, feeling the bulge of muscle through his suit jacket.

      A sigh escaped my mouth. My lady parts tightened and then swelled, aching with the proximity of a man this divine. I melted against his body.

      “Are you okay?” That deep bass tickled me in exquisite ways.

      “Sorry.” The word floated on another sigh before reality smashed into my consciousness.

      I was draping myself on the CEO of a huge, worldwide company. In an interview!

      “Oh my God,” I said, panicking again. “I am so sorry!”

      I struggled out of his grasp. Pins and needles accosted my leg. Each movement vibrated up my bones painfully, but I ignored it. I reached down for my handbag. My leg wobbled, making me stagger into the chair. Righting myself, I brushed the hair from my face before avoiding his outstretched hands, like a star quarterback with the ball. I hobbled out into the open space, humiliation at my loss of control spurring me on. “I’m so sorry about that! Really!”

      I said the last over my shoulder as I limped out of the door and shut it behind me. In a daze of mortification, I used the empty desk as support to get over to the older assistant. She’d been looking at me already, so I just threw it out there: “I’m supposed to check in with you?”

      Her eyebrows pinched together as humor danced in her eyes. She glanced down at my hands gripping the desk. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh. Yeah. My leg fell asleep. I kind of stumbled out of there.” A grin tickled her lips, so I finished up with, “It was embarrassing.”

      The grin widened into a smile. “At least you’ll be hard to forget.” She held up a piece of paper. I limped over, trying to shake my leg out as I reached her desk. “Please make sure I have the correct contact info.” She tapped the paper after she laid it near my hands at the edge of her desk.

      As I studied the page, she continued, “Haven’t interviewed in a while, I take it?”

      “Oh.” I wiped my forehead of moisture as I straightened up. “I have, actually. A lot. But not for a CEO. Or, you know, someone that…intense.”

      “Ah.” The woman continued to survey me. I had a feeling there was a joke hovering in the air, and the fact that I wasn’t in on it meant I was probably the punch line.

      Time to go.

      I pointed at my number on the piece of paper. “That’s correct, but, unfortunately, it isn’t turned on at the moment. Email would be the best way to reach me. Or Skype. I have Wi-Fi in the apartment.”

      “Yes, of course.” She turned to her monitor. Her fingers flew over her keyboard, making a note. “We’ll let you know within three business days.”

      “Oh, great. Thanks,” I mumbled. I gave her a departing smile and walked from the area, my limp now decidedly less noticeable. It wasn’t until I was walking through the building’s lobby that I realized I hadn’t even offered to help clean up Mr. Carlisle’s desk. I’d spilled half the contents to the ground, and then run from the room.

      I closed my eyes and moaned at my stupidity. It was, quite possibly, the worst interview I’d ever had. I’d gone on a tirade about my situation and my constant rejections from other employers, something a person should never do with a prospective boss, and then told him about the stupid details of my daily life—I even told him about my money problems! That was something I hadn’t told anyone.

      “What is wrong with me?” I mumbled, having a passerby glance at me in confusion.

      It was safe to say that even if I had been on an even playing field with the other candidates, I was not getting a red carpet to that position.

      I immediately went in search of a Starbucks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      My phone rang.

      In confusion, I glanced over to where it lay at the edge of my bed.

      It rang again.

      I pushed the computer out of my way and leaned over, seeing “Blocked” on the screen.

      It rang a third time.

      I hadn’t paid my bill. So why was my phone ringing?

      I picked it up and swiped the screen. Putting it to my ear like it might explode, I gave a hesitant, “Hello?”

      “Miss Olivia Jonston?” came a woman’s voice.

      “Yes?”

      “This is Brenda Jones of Mr. Carlisle’s office…”

      It had been two days since the interview and I’d tried to clear the whole scene from my head. His face had swum up periodically, as had the feel of his hard body against mine, but other than that, it was a life lesson in how not to interview.

      I knew I would be getting this call, though—rejection number eight hundred billion and eleven.

      “Yes, hello,” I said pleasantly, wanting to get this over with. Closure was always good, after all. It helped a person progress to better things.

      At least, that was what I had been telling myself these last two days.

      “Hi,” Brenda said. “I wanted to inform you that Mr. Carlisle would like to invite you to a follow-up interview in four days.”

      It felt like champagne bubbles worked up the center of my body. A ringing sounded in my head.

      “I have just emailed you the particulars,” she continued. “Please read over the materials and get back to me with any questions. Congratulations and good luck.”

      I barely got out a “thanks” before the emptiness of a disconnected line descended. I pulled the phone away from my head and stared at it dumbly.

      I got a follow-up interview? How did I get a follow-up interview?

      “And why is my phone activated?” I said.

      My gaze shifted to my computer. A number one in a red oval hovered over my mailbox icon. With shaking hands I clicked on it. The email from Brenda Jones popped up with a list of expectations. I was to report to a different office in the building to take some software tests, which would probably be various Microsoft Office products. When finished, I was to report to Mr. Carlisle’s office with my signed contracts in hand for the follow-up interview. She judged it would take two hours from start to finish.

      Butterflies raging through my ribcage, I opened the attachments. The first was a standard contract of employment, binding the signer to remain silent with the sensitive materials when in the company’s employ. The contract seemed general, in that it was for anyone entering employment within the company.

      Hardly breathing, I opened the other contract. This was shorter, and infinitely more personal. Mr. Carlisle was named here specifically. In addition, my name appeared instead of “employee.” My “uniform,” such as it was, was a skirt and a blouse, or a dress. No slacks, unless specifically requested. High heels and tights or nylons were optional unless specifically requested. Makeup was optional as well. Again, unless specifically requested.

      

      * Miss Olivia Jonston shall have the right to say “no” or “stop” at any time, and in any situation. She is never to be harmed, bound, muffled, gagged, or given to another, unless expressly desired. In that situation, an amendment must be signed.

      * It is mutually agreed that if Miss Olivia Jonston uses her freedom of will to deny Mr. Hunter Carlisle more than five times per month, or for more than three times per month for three consecutive months, possible termination will result.

      * Mr. Carlisle may request attendance with Miss Olivia Jonston at any time during work hours, or during a work function, and in any location. However, visibility of nudity by others will be minimized at all times.

      

      The list went on. It was clear Mr. Carlisle had his admin’s comfort in mind within this setup, making sure she was at ease and looked after, but it was equally clear that he was in charge. He called the shots: he said when, how and how much, and he controlled each situation.

      Shivers racked my body. I’d never completely given in to anyone. I’d come close with Jonathan, but there was always that element of myself that I’d held back. That I protected. I’d always maintained that little bit of control over my desires, my situation, and my body.

      Hunter Carlisle was asking me to give that up.

      No, not that I give it up, but that I give it to him.

      Fighting the fear and strange shivers, I quickly tapped Kimberly’s name in my phone. It was answered on the second ring. “Oh my God, I’ve been trying to get hold of you!”

      “Hi.” I settled back on my bed, away from the contract pulled up on my screen.

      “Did you go?” Kimberly asked in a hush.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Kimberly squealed, a distinctly preteen sound. “I knew you would. Although, to be honest, I half thought you wouldn’t, too. If anyone could deny him, it would be you. But I definitely thought you going was a possibility.”

      “I got a call back—I’m staring at the personal contract right now.”

      “Oh my God,” she said again, the words low and drawn out. “I knew he’d see your potential! I talked to a friend of mine, and Mr. Carlisle interviewed about thirty people over a few days. He only chose three people to bring back. Usually he chooses five.” She squealed. “Sorry,” she said, out of breath. “I feel like I’m twenty-two again.”

      I didn’t mention that she wasn’t much older than that now. “Okay, but the personal contract…”

      “What about it?” she asked, calming down.

      “I mean…he’s totally in charge. It’s a bit…daunting.”

      “The man is always in charge. He rules any room he’s in. And trust me, you want him in that role.” She sighed into the phone. “He’s good at it.”

      I stared at the computer screen in uncertainty. I didn’t know if I could give someone else complete control over my body, regardless of his ability to take the lead. It was a lot of liberty to hand over to a complete stranger. Especially a man, and especially when that man was thinking strictly with his anatomy.

      “I don’t know,” I whined, closing the laptop. “I need the job, but I’m just… This just isn’t me, you know?”

      “Trust me, it isn’t any of us. Not strictly speaking, anyway. You think a bunch of high-powered, smart, educated women would give up their careers to be an assistant? No way. The business experience his admins get is priceless. He’s a great employer, he pays well, and his name opens doors. Yes, there is this little issue of…naughtiness, we’ll say, but trust me, the way he treats the situation is so calm and run of the mill, and the way he just…is. Is he a man you want to say no to? Even in a personal situation?”

      I thought back to his commanding presence; to his aura of power and dominance; to his appearance and body. Fire licked at my core.

      No, he wasn’t a man I would walk away from. That was part of the problem. I didn’t trust that I could stick to my guns with him. I feared I would lose myself to his desires and demands, and with it, lose all the confidence I’d worked so hard to gain.

      “I don’t know…”

      “It’s your choice. Think about it. My advice? Meet him again. See what he’s about on the personal side of things. If you aren’t interested, you aren’t interested. No big deal. In the meantime, Daddy has an opening in the IT department. It’s still beneath your education level, but it’s a start.”

      A huge surge of hope filled me. Gratitude welled up next. “You begged him, didn’t you?”

      The line was silent for a moment before she said, “Well? Your talent is just going to waste with no job. You’d be a valuable asset.”

      Kimberly had seen me at my wits’ end and tried to help. She was the best sort of person. “I should say no.”

      “You can’t say no!” She laughed. “I had to beg him. I told him you might have something else, so I gave you the out, just in case. But he’s a good fallback. The boss of the department is a bit stupid, but he works hard and he’s fair.”

      “Sounds like a dream,” I said through my smile. “I owe you one. I owe you a million, what am I saying?” Tears of gratitude came to my eyes. Suddenly, the situation with Hunter Carlisle wasn’t as big a deal. I had a fallback. A legitimate fallback that would at least pay me enough to keep me afloat, if I knew Kimberly.

      She laughed into the phone. “You are my project, and I will not rest until everyone sees how beautiful and intelligent you are!”

      “I don’t even care that I’m your charity case,” I said with glee.

      “Okay, stop by my place tomorrow and we’ll set you up with some clothes for both interviews. Because those are the terms—I will only help you if you promise to at least hear Mr. Carlisle out. He would be insanely good for both your career and sex drive. If anything, he’ll help you get back on the horse and stop dwelling on that jerk Jonathan!”

      I just smiled. I didn’t know how, but some day, I would repay her!

      

      Four days later I entered the huge building downtown in a suit and heels. True to form, Kimberly had set me up with the best her closet had to offer. Even if the outfit was a bit snug in places, and the heels insanely hard to walk in for someone with very little practice, it still looked much better than anything I had.

      I’d interviewed with her father’s company the day before, a mid-level organization that did pretty well for itself. The boss seemed to like me, and the green light had already been given, so he’d extended me an offer right there. I would’ve taken it right there, too, so desperate for a steady income I was salivating over it, but I had promised Kimberly. Plus, the offer was for a minuscule salary that would barely cover all my bills. I could survive on it, but it would be a lean couple of years.

      I reported to the front desk as before, and signed in. Instead of the top floor, this time I was directed to the thirty-second floor. Once there, I checked in with a clerk and was immediately led into a small room where I was given four tests to complete—three Microsoft Office products and a proofreading test. The proofreading was by far the hardest for me, being from a computers background and heavily using code and spell-check.

      When I’d finished, I stuck my head outside the room and caught the clerk’s attention. She glanced up. “Did you have a question?”

      “No, I’m finished,” I answered.

      With a startled expression, she glanced at the clock on her desk. “Already? You did all four?”

      I nodded. “Yes, all four.”

      “My goodness.” She smiled as she took my proofreading sheet. “Great. You’re all set. Report to your hiring manager.”

      “Thanks,” I said, trying to ignore the butterflies filling my stomach at the prospect of seeing Mr. Carlisle again.

      I took the elevator and once again appeared in front of Brenda, but this time, there was no one else waiting.

      “Have a seat. He’ll be with you in a moment,” Brenda said as she glanced up.

      My breathing became labored and my stomach started to roll again. I’d be confronted with those eyes. I’d see that body, so tall and hard, imagining that it was cut with muscle and defined within an inch of perfection.

      I shivered as I clutched my borrowed leather binder, wiping those thoughts from my mind. I had an agenda here today. This was a possible business deal. I needed salary numbers, information on the benefit plan, possible hours I would be working, and other relevant information to the position. I would ignore his good looks and deep, sexy voice, and I would definitely ignore any sexual advances unless I was positive this job was better than my other offer.

      I glanced at my phone, peeking out of my purse. My brow furrowed.

      I will also ignore that the name on the credit card used to pay my phone bill was Hunter Carlisle.

      That was just another controlling tactic, I was sure. I was in charge here.

      I nodded with a firm expression, responding to my inner pep talk.

      “Miss Jonston, he’ll see you now,” came Brenda’s voice.

      My stomach jumped into my throat, then plummeted as though I had just stepped off a cliff. I croaked out a barely intelligible response before moving on stiff legs into the battle room.

      So much for that inner pep talk…

      Bright light streamed in through the windows and flowed across the wide shoulders of Hunter Carlisle as he sat at his desk, watching me enter.

      Clutching my binder just a little tighter, I took a seat in front of him. The cush of my leather chair broke the silence.

      He leaned back, surveying me. “You’re all business today. And you’ve come better prepared. Gearing up for battle?”

      I gulped. In addition to being gorgeous and powerful, was he also a mind reader? Because that was exactly what I had been thinking…

      “What’s in the folder?” he prompted.

      I opened the leather folder on my lap. On one side was my résumé with the contracts tucked behind, one signed, one not. On the other was a notepad with my scrawled questions. Having it typed would’ve looked nicer, but without a printer, there wasn’t much I could do.

      “I just have a few questions reserved for the end of the interview, if I may. Along with the various requested documentation,” I answered professionally.

      His gaze turned amused. “Is that so? Well, then, let’s start the interview. You don’t mind if I go first?”

      “No. Please.” I gave a stiff nod to match my tight voice, trying to remind myself that he wasn’t in charge of me. Not yet, and probably not ever. Even if I was offered this job, over the other two, no doubt beautiful, women in the running, I would be hard-pressed to take it over my other, safer offer. This was a meeting of minds, nothing more.

      “You’ve talked to Kimberly Feely about this position?” he began.

      “Yes. She invited me to interview after having ascertained that I was looking for positions outside of my specific skill set.”

      His amused eyes began to sparkle. “Eloquent. And she filled you in on the various duties of this position, including those only spoken about in select circles?”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied, fighting the breathiness of my voice.

      “And you’ve read and reviewed both contracts regarding this position?”

      “Yes, sir.” I patted my binder.

      “Give them to me.”

      “Sure,” I said softly as I pulled them out and handed them across the desk. My cheeks heated in embarrassment as the personal contract was exposed, lacking the signature required at the bottom of each page.

      His gaze left me briefly to glance down at the documents lying on his desk, before returning to analyze me. He didn’t reach for either packets of paper. Instead, he rolled to his computer and clicked his mouse a few times. A low hum sounded beneath him. He resumed his stare at me until the machine stopped, and then he reached down. He handed a sheet of paper across the desk.

      With a furrowed brow, I took it, recognizing it as my test scores from a few minutes before.

      “Impressive,” he said, clasping his hands in his lap. “You’ve set a record in this office. Not even Brenda, who I employ solely for general administrative duties, has scored higher. One hundred percent on Excel and Word, ninety-nine on PowerPoint, and ninety-five on proofreading. Your average typing speed is incredibly fast while still being accurate.”

      “That test wasn’t really geared for advanced users…” I picked at the corner of the binder, knowing I should be affirming the scores in confidence, rather than being defensive about them. But his gaze had turned so piercing that I felt pinned down. I felt like the battle for control had begun, and I was already two breaths from losing.

      “No. Even so, you have set a record I doubt will be broken for some time. I’ve spoken to some of your professors—they gave nothing but glowing reviews for you.”

      Surprise flitted through me, but I didn’t speak. I didn’t even know what I’d say if he’d asked me to speak. No other interviewer had ever called a teacher—at least, not that I knew of.

      “Your roommate doesn’t like you much,” he continued. “But after speaking to her, that only works in your favor.”

      Surprise turned to shock. “You talked to my roommate?”

      “Yes.” He leaned forward, studying me again. “I tried to contact your mother as well. She was unavailable. I should note that I know her current…travel partner professionally. I have also met her travel partner’s wife. Say the word, and that affair will be ended. I do not like sneaking behind the backs of people we have pledged our honesty and trust to.”

      I felt my face color in disbelief. When I applied for the job, I’d had no idea he would research me this thoroughly. I hadn’t even given him this information—he had gone about hound-dogging me on his own. And now he was asking me to interfere in my mother’s twisted relationship, something I hadn’t done since her and my dad’s divorce.

      “I stay out of my mother’s business,” I managed, trying not to splutter.

      He nodded as if he thought that was the case. “Then I’ll deal with it as I deem necessary.”

      “Do you…” I cleared my throat to put a little strength in my voice. “Do you do such thorough research on all your interviewees?”

      “Of those who advance to the next level, yes. This job is about two people working cohesively. I have no doubt you can do the day-to-day duties. All of the applicants could handle those. What I need to know is how you work under pressure, what your background is, your work ethic, things like that. I need to know the type of person I’m bringing with me into the trenches, so to speak.

      “I’ll also need to know that the person can operate on a personal level. My admin and I will be obligated to attend dinners, conferences, and other events. I need to know that my chosen partner can carry on conversations, can handle details, and can stay by my side for fifteen hours without each of us growing tired or angry with the other. This job is as much about personality as it is about ability. My admin and I form a tight bond for as long as she is in my employ, and I protect that bond with everything in my power.”

      Shivers traveled my body, turning into the heat I was starting to grow accustomed to. I nodded, still not knowing what to say.

      After analyzing me for a moment, he continued, “You’ve had a series of shallow boyfriends, starting with your first love in your senior year of high school.”

      My jaw went slack. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “He cheated on you, correct? And from there you dated similar types of men that all let you down one way or another, ending with Jonathan Banks.”

      My mouth snapped shut as pain consumed me. That breakup still hurt. All those breakups hurt, in one way or another. I’d been cheated on, lied to, ignored—I’d had a terrible track record with men. Something I didn’t like to tell others, for fear of being pitied. I didn’t want people to wonder what was wrong with me that I couldn’t hold on to a guy.

      And now, here I was, sitting in an interview for a job I didn’t really want, getting grilled about these horrible love lessons. If Hunter Carlisle was trying to knock me off balance, he was doing a damned fine job.

      “Why would any of this matter?” I asked, blinking away the sudden rise of emotion.

      “I am counting on you being jaded with love.”

      What the hell did me being jaded with love have to do with…

      And then I knew why. Before he even spoke again, I knew exactly what was coming next.

      “I’m going to be frank, Miss Jonston,” he said in a level tone. “Everything about this position hinges on the ability to remain emotionally detached. I’m not a hearts and flowers kind of guy. I’m an employer. My assistant and I will be physically intimate, but not emotionally so. To help maintain the boundary, I never kiss her lips, I don’t hold her hand, or do anything else that might confuse the circumstances. I won’t serenade you, Olivia, I’ll fuck you. And you’ll like it.”

      Fireworks went off in my body. I couldn’t tell if the thrill was from fear or arousal.

      I should’ve gotten up and walked out right then. I should’ve flipped him the bird and left. But the fire consuming me wouldn’t let me move. Despite my reservations, of which there were plenty, I knew he was right. If he was even half as good as Kimberly said, I would like it. A lot. And that terrified me.

      Breathing heavily, the pounding in my core matching the rush in my ears, I barely heard him continue. “You might be wondering what you’d get out of this situation?”

      I didn’t answer. I was trapped in his predatory gaze.

      “I have excellent connections, Olivia, not to mention that this position would open the door to departmental transfer. My assistants aren’t forever, and I wouldn’t expect you to stay past the two years necessary to transfer. I have all kinds of work crossing my desk. I would challenge you. I’d give you an education in business to rival that of computer sciences. You’d be better prepared for the work force after our time together.”

      He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the desk. “I want you, Olivia. Don’t think of this arrangement as a woman might traditionally think of sex—don’t think with your heart. Marry the job, like I have. Get intimate with your business partner, take what you need from me—use me—and then move on. Glorious, unfeeling business. It is the cure-all in situations like yours. And has always been in situations like mine.”

      I stared into that commanding gaze. I didn’t know what to say. How to act. He’d laid it all out for me, not bashful in the least. Not apologetic about what he was asking of me. In fact, he put the advantages in my hands, inviting me to use him. Suggesting I put myself into his employ with the understanding I would benefit the most from it.

      “Why me?” I couldn’t help but ask. “I don’t have half of what those other women do. Look at me.”

      His gaze bored into mine, unflinching. “I am looking at you.”

      I smoothed out my skirt, turning away.

      “I want you, Olivia,” he said softly, standing. “You would be perfect in this role. I’ve met with the two other candidates, and they’re not as smart as you, as driven, nor as malleable. I can shape you into excellence. You have the fundamentals, and I have the business experience. You could be great. In time you could lead a company like this one.”

      He came around the desk. Standing over me, his power shocked into my being. His command, and strength, his confidence, had my heart hammering as I looked up at that godlike face.

      His eyes smoldered. “I want to fuck you, Olivia, whenever I want, however I want. And I want you to beg me for it.” He took the binder out of my limp hands. “Stand up.”

      I stood before I knew what I was doing. He threw the binder to the side as those intense, lust-darkened eyes stared down into mine. He tilted my chin up and then bent, running his lips against the fevered skin of my neck.

      “I want to make you scream my name,” he murmured as his lips reached my jaw line. His hand dropped slowly, traveling down my chest and then over the swell of my breast.

      “Tell me you want to fuck me.” His voice was soft, but the command underneath was undeniable.

      I moaned, words unintelligible as that firm hand worked down my stomach. It left my body, then returned to my inner thigh. I closed my eyes, feeling his soft lips gently sucking at my neck. My body leaned into him, wanting this. Wanting him like I’d never wanted anyone’s touch in my life.

      “Tell me you want to fuck me. That you want to become mine,” he urged in that deceptively soft voice.

      His hand slowly worked up my inner thigh. My body trembled under his touch. My sex swelled with a need I couldn’t even begin to describe or understand. I couldn’t think. I could barely stand.

      “Say it, Olivia. Say you’re mine.”

      His hand reached my apex and moved over my panty-covered sex. I knew he could feel my wetness through the material. I whimpered as he rubbed softly. His digits moved to the edge before dipping under the lace lining and touching me, skin on skin.

      “Ohhh,” I sighed, my core winding up. My breath coming in fast pants.

      “Tell me, Olivia,” he repeated. His words were nothing more than breath on my ear. His fingers traced along my slit before firmly pushing inside of me, angled just right.

      “Oh God,” I moaned, my eyes fluttering, my hands gripping his shoulders. “Please.”

      “Please what, Olivia?” he asked, moving two fingers in and out. He worked a thumb to the top, circling my nub with firm pressure.

      “Oh please,” I begged. I wanted to bring his face closer to mine for a deep, sensuous kiss. To explore his mouth as he explored my body.

      His fingers sped up as dawning fought my desire-soaked thoughts. I recalled what he’d said about kissing. The words he had used, and was using. Fuck me. Make me his.

      He wanted to consume me. To strip me out of my body and mold me in a way he thought best.

      The pleasure climbed, but so did the fear. The fear of letting go. The fear of losing control. The fear of someone taking from me the only thing I could truly call my own—free will.

      I pushed away, fighting my desire. Fighting my impulses. His hands fell away immediately. I staggered backward, not able to look up into his eyes. Afraid I’d give in totally if I did.

      Instead, I reached down and snatched up my handbag. I turned and walked for the door with a shaky step. The other job might not pay well, but it was purely professional, rather than having strings attached. I just didn’t trust myself with Hunter Carlisle. I didn’t trust that once I started saying yes, I could ever again say no.
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      Two days later, the cool air hit my face as I walked down the street. I glanced at the paltry trees spaced along the edge of the sidewalk, their leaves turning a rustic orange and yellow with the waning season, and recalled the fire in Hunter Carlisle’s hooded eyes. Bedroom eyes. Sexy and intelligent, his gaze had stripped away my layers and rendered me a throbbing, pulsing mess.

      It was two long days since I’d run out of his office like a scared fawn. Since the hottest man I’d ever met had tempted me with coarse words, and then made me go hazy with a deft hand.

      I’d never experienced a man like him. The things he said should’ve made me want to slap him. Instead, I wanted to see him again. The effect he had on me made no sense. I wasn’t a prude or anything, but “fuck me” and “tell me you’re mine” weren’t usually up my alley. Yet here I was, walking down the street, daydreaming about the feel of his hard chest under my palms. Or his soft lips grazing my skin. Or his voice, telling me to give in.

      I shivered.

      Maybe it was a good thing I’d fled like a vampire from sunlight. My poor attempt at professionalism and self-control ended with his fingers tracing my panty line. I was no match for someone like him. If I gave him control, it would end in my getting attached, and him ripping my heart out like all the others.

      No dice.

      I took a deep breath as I made my way to a café where Kimberly waited for me, desperate to hear all the details. I’d talked to her on the phone, but something about my high-pitched, frenzied account of the hours I’d lost to his office left her unsatisfied.

      I wrestled my thoughts away from the dominating and confident man as I approached the few tables set up on the sidewalk of North Beach, an area known as the Italian District of San Francisco. Kimberly awaited me at a table closest to the street, looking out at the passersby while sipping a sparkling water. When she noticed me, she smiled in expectation.

      “Hi,” I said, taking the chair opposite her. I handed over the plastic bag filled with her neatly folded suit. I took her small designer handbag out of my big blue bag and gave her a pout. “I hate having to give this back.”

      Her smile took on an edge of seriousness. “You can use it for a while longer. I don’t need it right now.”

      “No, here.” I shook the bag. “Take it. It’s too small to fit all my stuff, anyway. It’s just the idea of the thing.”

      She laughed and took it, stowing it carefully before leaning on the table and looking at me. “So…?”

      The waiter bustled up, stopping any words from leaving my mouth. He delivered two menus and asked if I wanted a water or drink to start.

      “Just a water is fine, thanks,” I said.

      He gave me a nod and bustled away.

      “You turned down Mr. Carlisle.” Kimberly gave me a poignant gaze.

      “It’s for the best. I’m not the type of girl he’s looking for.”

      “And what about the job with Daddy? Did you call?”

      “I got home after five on Friday. I’ll call first thing tomorrow morning.”

      She nodded as she sipped her water and opened her menu. “At least you have a job to go to. That’s the main thing.”

      I opened my own menu, looking at the appetizers.

      In a nonchalant voice, Kimberly asked, “Did you…?”

      “No!” The word was trapped in a hasty release of breath. Heat warmed my cheeks and my body started to tingle, as it always did whenever I thought of his firm and delicious touch.

      I wiped my forehead, noticing a sly grin as Kimberly stared at me. I brought my menu up to cover my face. “Somehow, I didn’t, no.”

      I barely saw the top of her red hair shaking slowly. “How you said no is beyond me, Olivia Jonston. You are probably the only one. Ever.”

      I laid the menu down as the waiter came over. Realizing I hadn’t actually read the thing, I snatched it back up.

      “We need another minute,” Kimberly said to the man. Her scrutiny came back to me. “So what happened, exactly. Because no way was I saying no when he tried me out.”

      “How did he…initiate with you?” I asked in a low voice, rubbing my nose with my finger and half covering my face with my hand at the same time.

      Kimberly glanced around, and then lowered her voice. “We went through the interview questions, he brought up some personal items in my life that would fit, and some that might hinder us, and then told me he needed to see if we were physically compatible.”

      I waited for more.

      Kimberly stared for a moment before her brow crumpled. “Isn’t that what he said to you? I heard that’s his usual way of going about things.”

      Confused, I sat back. “That’s all he said? Because he was pretty…potty-mouthed with me.”

      An evil glint came to her eyes. “What did he say?”

      “I can’t believe I am talking about this. Or that I actually— Oh heavens, this is so not my usual…”

      “Spill, Olivia! I’ve always heard he initiates with what he said to me. I’m curious now.”

      “How do you know…all this when it’s supposed to be secret?” I asked to stall her.

      “I was asked to interview, just like you. Friends talk…”

      I looked at the sky. With a loud exhale to show her I was put out, I gave in. Leaning forward, so no one would hear, I said, “He said he wanted to…F me.” Her eyes widened. I filled her in with a detailed account of what happened, including how he wanted me to give myself to him.

      “Wow,” Kimberly breathed, fanning herself like she had in the café the other day. “And you said no?”

      “It was the mine comment.” I looked at my menu. “It kind of…crossed a line. I just remember fear coming over me. Then I was running.”

      Kimberly held her cool glass to her face. “This sounds pervy, but wow, Livy. It also sounds hot. I’d throw myself at him.”

      “I almost did. He had this soft, commanding voice when he was saying it. It turned my bones to liquid. I can’t believe I am telling you this.”

      “It helps to talk about it. An acquaintance of mine had actually been his admin; she’s always said he was…like…matter-of-fact about everything. He just took what he needed.”

      I crinkled my nose. “And she didn’t feel used?”

      “She got money and connections and everything out of it. And anyway—” Kimberly waved her hand, as if the conversation was off track “—it sounds bad, but he’s so good that it doesn’t seem robotic at all. My friend definitely wasn’t complaining. She told me she wished he wanted it more often.”

      I blew out a breath and stared, unfocused, at my menu. “I don’t know that I’d be okay with that. I’ve been dumped and cheated on enough that a guy just using me for sex like that, without feeling, would probably make me feel…bad. Worthless, kinda.”

      Kimberly made a sound, like meh. “It sounds worse than it is. I mean, when you explained the things he said to you, it sounded way different than how it felt when he said them, right?”

      I thought back to the aching in my body, and the fire consuming me. Heat coursed through my limbs before pooling in my core, as I remembered the desire in his eyes. The passion.

      I noticed a knowing expression. Her lips curled up into a grin.

      “Fair enough,” I conceded.

      With a smug smile, she pushed the menu away. “Plus, you’re—” Kimberly’s eyes widened, looking over my shoulder. Her mouth rounded into an O.

      Wondering if I was about to be mowed down by a runaway bus or something, I glanced over my shoulder.

      My stomach rolled.

      Hunter Carlisle was striding up the street, his broad shoulders swinging with each step. His button-down shirt didn’t have a crease on it. It molded perfectly to those shoulders and hugged his well-defined chest. While he was wearing jeans, they weren’t worn like mere jeans; they were more stylish, somehow, fitting his contour and showing off powerful legs.

      He came to a stop right next to us. “Hello, ladies.”

      His deep baritone gave me a delicious shiver.

      “Hi…” I said. It sounded more like a balloon deflating than a greeting.

      His gaze swung to Kimberly. He extended an arm. The leather binder I’d borrowed reached toward her. “I believe this is yours.”

      “Oh…yes.” Kimberly’s face was a deep crimson. She gave him a beautiful smile.

      Without pausing to gawk at her beauty, like I was doing, he looked back at me. “I wondered if I might have a word?”

      My attention was caught in those burning, deep brown eyes, hinting at tousled hair and sex-slicked bodies. It was a very bad idea to be alone with this man. “I was just about to have lunch with Kimberly…”

      “Oh, I don’t mind. Seriously. At all.” Kimberly stood in a rush. Her wood chair squealed behind her as the legs scraped against the ground. “I have somewhere to be, anyway. Livy, honey, call me, okay?” She gave me a poignant look before turning to Hunter, standing much too close for a woman with a boyfriend. She held out her hand and slowed her movements, smiling up at him. “It was a pleasure seeing you again.”

      I would have to talk to Kimberly about her stance on leaving fallen soldiers behind. She’d abandoned me here with a colossal melter of panties.

      I made my way out of the table area and to the sidewalk next to the café.

      “Olivia, I would like to have a word with you.” I felt Hunter’s large, warm hand on my shoulder.

      Everything in me sighed. My desire to run away, like a zombie was chasing me, turned into letting him direct me wherever he wanted. My resolve derailed, just like that. How annoying.

      We stopped in an alcove beside the restaurant. His intense gaze bored down into me, making it hard to breathe. “Would you have lunch with me?”

      I should say no. I really should. I tended to do embarrassing things in his presence, not to mention I completely let down my guard and allowed myself to act in ways I wouldn’t normally. But it was Hunter Carlisle. The hottest man alive. Saying no to more time with him seemed ludicrous.

      My indecision must’ve shown on my face, because he said, “I’m not working right now and we’ll be in public. You’ll be perfectly safe.”

      Yeah, right. There were many kinds of danger…

      “Come with me,” he said smoothly. Before I could protest, he led me out of the alcove and to a black luxury car waiting, illegally, by the curb. A large man, who could’ve played for the NFL based on sheer size alone, got out of the driver’s seat and opened the rear door. Hunter handed me into the car. The door closed with the soft plunk of luxury.

      And just like that, I’d allowed myself to be kidnapped. Good work resisting…

      I pulled the seatbelt around me as the other rear door opened, admitting Hunter. Only after the car pulled away from the curb did he say, “I wanted to discuss your reservations about working for me.”

      “How did you find me?”

      He stared for a moment, a small crease forming between his eyebrows. He probably realized I was trying to derail that conversation. “I have ways of staying informed.”

      His tone was serious and self-important, as though he had gone to some extreme measure to track me down. All he’d had to do was check my Facebook page. I’d checked in with Kimberly.

      “Okay, then, how did you know that binder was Kimberly’s?” I asked.

      “You appeared for the second interview dressed like someone with a higher income. While those clothes were pristine, they weren’t new. Same with that folder. You have one friend with money, that I’ve previously met, and were wearing her style. That was purely logic.”

      A laugh escaped me. “Pure logic, huh? Mr. Private Eye.”

      The crease in his brow grew larger.

      I couldn’t help it—I had to poke a little fun. “So your elusive ways to stay informed include social media and label spotting, hmm? I hardly think that makes you a candidate for Mission: Impossible. The best you can hope for is Pink Panther with this level of intel.” I winked.

      Fire glimmered in his eyes. “You’re challenging me.” He leaned toward me, reducing the space between our bodies. “You have no STDs, which was a chief concern of mine initially, are in excellent health, are using birth control, and run often. Your diet could be better, however.”

      The smile drained from my face.

      “Information—all information—is for sale, Olivia. I deal in information as much as I make deals. A sharpshooter has a gun, an arsonist has fire, and I have information. As I said, I research all my second-level applicants. I need to know if there is anything that could damage me in any way. I am a private person, and my admin has the most access. I have to be careful.”

      I blinked at him, stunned mute.

      “You are also nurturing, kind, and levelheaded. Kimberly has the utmost respect for you.”

      “She talked to you about me?” I blurted. She hadn’t said a word about it.

      “She had to get permission to recommend you. I admit, I nearly refused, hearing she told you about the position without speaking to my secretary first. But her description intrigued me, especially since people who move in her circles don’t generally spend time with those below their tax bracket.”

      “And that’s how you knew about my first boyfriend…” I looked out the window as we crossed the Golden Gate Bridge.

      I was leaving the city in the backseat of a car with a man who dealt in secrets. Worse, the driver was a giant, and fighting for my life would be futile. Normally, this would strike me as an appallingly bad idea. In my present state of shock, however, reeling over the extreme breach in privacy, I figured I’d just go with it. If he was ferrying me away to kill me, I’d give him a thumbs-up for preparedness. It would be easier in the long run.

      “This comes as a shock to you,” he said softly.

      I snorted at the gross understatement.

      “I forget you aren’t accustomed to how I do business. All of the other interviewees keep tabs on me. They expect me to check up on them, and attempt to hide bits of information they’d rather me not discover. I’ve gotten very good at sussing out the problem areas. With you, however…” He paused for a moment as we turned off the freeway. “Everything was completely in the open. It was refreshing. So honest.”

      “Well, not exactly out in the open, since I assumed the law prevents medical records from wandering out of doctors’ offices…”

      We turned onto a two-lane road. Trees loomed to either side, the car nearing the national state park. We slowed to a crawl as we turned into a mostly empty parking lot. The driver slid the gear to park and hefted himself from the vehicle. My door opened a moment later.

      After we exited the car, Hunter glanced at the bag draped over my shoulder. “You can leave your bag—you won’t need it.”

      I clutched my bag for a moment, deciding. He just wanted to talk, sure, but the last time we’d met, he’d just wanted to interview me. It ended with his hands in a place they didn’t belong, and then me sprinting from the room.

      I didn’t have high hopes this meeting would go any better.

      “I’m fine.” I hitched the strap a bit higher on my shoulder.

      Hunter’s gaze intensified, burning into me. Power emanated from him, the command in his bearing pressuring me. My bones vibrated, wanting to comply. But I knew, without knowing how, that all it would take would be that one yes. Just the one, however trivial, would crush any future resistance. I had to hold out until we finished this meeting and I could get on my way.

      My grip tightened and my chin rose. My voice trembled as I repeated, “I’m fine.”
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      Hunter glanced at the large man who was standing by my door. Without a word, the man shut the door and moved to the trunk. He removed a large, wheeled suitcase with pockets on the side and front. An extendable handle pulled up from the back. Another piece of luggage came out, this one smaller and with a strap. The man looped it over his shoulder before shutting the trunk.

      “We’ll be there momentarily,” Hunter told his employee.

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Carlisle.” The man started forward.

      “You had questions.” Hunter motioned for me to walk, striking up a casual pace in the direction his man had trudged.

      “Look, Mr. Carlisle—”

      “Hunter, please, when I’m off work.”

      Was this man ever off work?

      “Fine. Hunter. I really appreciate the offer, and I realize it’s a highly coveted position, but I think you’re wasting your time with me.”

      “I know exactly what I am doing with you, Olivia.”

      Excitement bubbled up my insides. My knuckles were white where they gripped my bag. I didn’t dare respond—not after the fiasco from the car ride here. I didn’t want to know what else he knew.

      A few quiet minutes later, we happened upon Hunter’s meaty helper placing the last of the food items in an elaborate picnic setup. A white cloth draped across the table. An array of cold cuts spread across what looked like a silver tray. Real silver, too—the kind that needed polishing. And in this case, often got it. Various types of breads adorned another silver tray. A porcelain bowl held a fruit salad, another had potato salad, and a last tray beckoned me closer with chocolate items. A bottle of white wine chilled in a silver canister, and two places were set with finery that might appear on a fancy dinner table.

      “How did you fit all this in the suitcase?” I asked in wonder.

      “The suitcase looks smaller when Mr. Ramous carries it.” His eyes sparkled, but the smile didn’t reach his lips.

      “I’d wager someone is an excellent packer, too. You’re obviously a pro. Do you use this setup to snag love interests, or something?” I belatedly realized how that sounded. “Not that I’m…you know. I didn’t mean—”

      Hunter’s firm touch found the small of my back, directing me forward. “I don’t have love interests, Olivia.”

      He deposited me in front of one of the place settings as the large man, Mr. Ramous, poured me a glass of wine. The liquid glittered in the afternoon sun.

      Hunter sat opposite me, focused and intent. “I’d like to hear your questions.”

      “I don’t know that it really matters at this point…”

      He continued to stare, waiting.

      I sighed in resignation. “Okay, well, Kimberly hadn’t mentioned a starting salary. I realize that isn’t something an applicant usually asks in an interview, but this isn’t a traditional position, so…”

      Without balking at the sometimes touchy subject, he answered, “Starting salary is a hundred and thirty thousand a year. You’d start fully vested, which means you have some stock options and the possibility of a bonus at the end of the year.”

      My heart clattered against my ribcage. Oh what I could do with that much money, living as frugally as I lived. A lot, that was what I could do. I could do an awful lot.

      “Benefits would be one of your questions, I am assuming?” Hunter asked. Humor lightened his tone. My glee at that much money probably showed on my face.

      “Miss Jonston,” Mr. Ramous cut in politely. He stood beside me. “Would you like me to make you a sandwich?”

      I blinked at the large man. My mind was still whirling on figures, and new handbags, and a new wardrobe. Oh, and paying school loans—I shouldn’t forget that…

      “Yes, go ahead, Mr. Ramous,” Hunter answered. “Best stick with turkey.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Benefits, yes,” I said in a dream as I imagined telling Jane I was moving to a nicer place. That’d shock her. She thought I was a few weeks away from living on the streets.

      Maybe even a designer handbag just so I can fit in with Kimberly’s friends once in a while. Those things can’t be too expensive, can they? If I just bought one, it wouldn’t be terrible…

      “We have excellent benefits with very little copay,” Hunter said. “Lunch is catered every Friday for office associates, and breakfast every Wednesday. We were voted number three for Best Places to Work in the Bay Area this year, and number five last year. Positions within my company are highly sought after, and our turnover rate is low.”

      He didn’t have to manipulate me; he was showering me in perks and greenbacks. The other job didn’t come close to any of this. I’d hardly be able to live on its salary, the benefits weren’t super, and the lunchroom was barely stocked with coffee…

      Mr. Ramous put a sandwich on my plate. Without asking, he spooned a heap of potato salad next to it. I let him, desperately trying to remember those hard-hitting questions I’d prepared for the interview.

      “Work hours?” I asked hesitantly.

      “I work long hours, as you probably know. I require my admin to start at nine, sharp. Sometimes she’s able to leave at six, and often she can leave for a lunch break. It’s more usual, however, that she leave closer to eight. She might work one of the weekend days, but get at least one day off unless in dire circumstances.” Hunter stopped talking and glanced at Mr. Ramous. “That’ll be all, Mr. Ramous. I’ll text you when we’re through.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Ramous started walking toward the car. When he was out of sight, Hunter’s deep brown eyes came back to me. “In a usual situation, I would generally require one day a week, approximately a half-hour to one hour, for sexual activity. I rarely demand more, and I ensure pleasure is both given and received. I don’t respond to sexual advances from my admins, and would consider it a breach of contract if she continued to give them after a light warning. If I don’t satisfy her sex drive, I ask that she fulfill it elsewhere. When I cannot deny my own urges, I seek her out.”

      The buzz of a bee floated by. Leaves rattled, disturbed by the light breeze.

      The man had given me a staring problem.

      “But your fiancée…” I said, trying to ignore the heat in my body.

      “Has also signed a contract. Our situation is a truce with my father and an alliance with her family. We lead entirely separate lives.”

      I shook myself out of my stupor before leaning back. This was all just nuts. He was doing a great job of selling his proposed situation like it was completely normal—like everyone had contracts allowing their boss to get grabby—but I wasn’t buying it. He was bat-shit crazy. No two ways about it.

      I glanced away to the side, pulling my attention away from him. It was time for the eject button. “While the money does sound great, and I wouldn’t care about the hours, I do care about other things. I’ll be taking another job, but thank you for going through all the trouble to answer my questions.”

      “If you’re talking about the IT position in McCannon Industries, that position has been put on hold for the foreseeable future. There is no other job, Olivia. I’m what you’ve got.”

      My world bled of color for a moment as what he said sank in. “What do you mean, it’s on hold?”

      He took a sip of his wine before answering. “We both know that that position would neither challenge you, nor pay you fairly. It’s a waste of your talent. Please listen to my offer. If you then decide it isn’t for you, I can place you in a position elsewhere in my company. There’s no reason to waste your time with companies like McCannon.”

      I pushed my plate away, bracing my hands against the table. “First of all, that’s none of your business. You don’t get to decide how I spend my time. And second, I’ve heard your offer, Hunter. I heard it, I felt it, and I rejected it.”

      Those smoldering eyes hardened. “That was a standard offer. I’m prepared to offer you a trial period. One month, Olivia. One month with no personal contract whatsoever, except for the secrecy clause. I will ask the usual hours, but I will not touch you. This will be purely professional, like my relationship with Brenda. At the end of that month, you can decide if the benefits will be worth that personal contract. If not, then we’ll discuss where else in the company you’d rather be placed. You’ll receive pay as though my admin for that month, but if you choose to go elsewhere, we can talk about pay scales and benefits at that time for the various positions that interest you.

      “I consider this an extremely generous offer, one that I’ve never made to anyone else. I want you, Olivia. And yes, part of me wants to touch you. I want to hear you whisper my name when you give in to your desires. But I can ignore that if it means you’ll give this job a try. Just a try. It isn’t so much to ask.”

      He paused, heat and determination in his eyes. He leaned toward me possessively. “Will you work for me?”

      My heart thumped, begging me to give in. Desire warred with logic. Lust overshadowed coherent thought.

      The tug of his charisma couldn’t be ignored. It sucked me in. I was lost.

      “Yes,” I heard myself whisper.
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      On Monday I walked into that large, stately high rise for the third time. This time when I checked in, it was as an employee. Hunter Carlisle’s employee.

      I didn’t know if this was a good idea, but it was done now. I didn’t have any other options—he’d made sure of that. And while in personal life, I might’ve been angry, in business, I wasn’t surprised. He’d outmaneuvered me, plain and simple. He probably did it all the time in his profession, and if I ever wanted to climb the ladder, or get back at him, I’d have to start paying attention.

      I approached Brenda with a hesitant step and a tight hold on my trusty blue bag. She glanced up when I got close, looked back at her computer, clicked the mouse a few times, then stood. “Welcome, Miss Jonston—may I call you Olivia?”

      “Yes, of course. Or Livy.”

      She nodded and swung her hand toward the desk next to hers. “Have a seat. And congratulations. You’ve landed a highly sought after position. I expect great things from you.” She stepped around her desk and shooed me into mine.

      I put my bag down as I sat into my new seat. Waiting until I was comfortable, she continued, “Mr. Carlisle mentioned you’d probably want two monitors?”

      “Oh.” I looked at the moderate-sized screen in front of me. I’d never had a real job before, so in truth, I had no idea what I needed.

      Brenda must’ve noticed my blank look, because her lips pursed. “We’ll get you two.” She pointed at the sleek, brand-new laptop sitting in the middle of the desk. “That is set up with your user ID and password. The computer bag is behind you—Mr. Carlisle said you might like to work remotely on occasion, or take your work home. I’d have to advise you to be careful with that. He’s demanding, and he’ll ask for everything you have. If you don’t learn the word ‘no,’ he’ll work you into the ground.”

      She was a little too late with that advice. “Got it.” I gave her a thumbs-up.

      She returned the sentiment with a tight smile. Possibly the thumbs-up was a little weird. “Get yourself settled, and then report to Mr. Carlisle.”

      I wished, just once, the butterflies, tingles, or shivers wouldn’t overrun me when I heard Hunter’s name. Just one time.

      I busied myself setting up my computer. That done, I checked over the pens, which I hoped I wouldn’t have to use very often, and took a quick glance at the company intranet. Hunter’s flawless face popped up immediately with the title “A Note from the CEO.” Unlike most CEO portraits, he wasn’t smiling. He didn’t need to. It seemed like he was staring out of the picture, directly at me. He was as photogenic as he was charismatic. I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      Some things just weren’t fair.

      I was just about to lock my screen and search for a notepad when an instant message popped up.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Good morning.

      

      “Good God!” I yanked my hands away from the keyboard as though his head had popped out of the screen like a poltergeist.

      “You okay?” Brenda asked, walking toward my desk with two coffee mugs. I hadn’t even noticed that she’d left.

      “Oh yeah. Sure. Ha.” I leaned toward the computer. Hopefully she’d lose interest in my ridiculousness if she thought I was working. Regardless that I had nothing to work on.

      

      Olivia Jonston: Hi.

      Olivia Jonston: Good morning.

      Hunter Carlisle: When you have a chance, come in here.

      Olivia Jonston: Yes, sir.

      

      “Here you go.” Brenda set a full cup of coffee down in front of me.

      “Oh. Thanks.”

      She gave me another tight smile. “That’s for Mr. Carlisle. One of your duties is to take him coffee. I get him a cup when I refill mine, and his assistant takes it in.”

      “Oh.” I wanted to ask why we needed an assembly line for a cup of coffee, but thought better of it. I didn’t need to get fired on my first day.

      I grabbed a notepad and pen, and then the cup. “Great.”

      Walking into his office, nervousness ate away my insides. My new boss sat behind his desk, broad and handsome. His face was set in a stern mask as he typed, completely focused on his task.

      I stopped at the edge of his desk and held out his coffee. “Brenda wanted me to give you this…”

      He glanced up. Those sexy eyes took me in for a brief moment before noticing the mug. “Just put it down and have a seat.”

      His desk had three neat piles of paper, a few items that I’d previously knocked to the ground, and his computer stuff.

      I eyed the legs of the visitor chairs. Knowing me, I’d be distracted by something, trip on one of those chair legs, and dowse his desk with coffee. Bad idea. Taking the safe way out, I put his mug on the corner where it was likely to do the least amount of damage. Then I sat down.

      “I wanted to explain the loose structure of this office,” he started, clicking his mouse before turning to me. “You, as the administrative assistant, report to me. I will give you instruction directly, or I will pass you off to Brenda, who is my executive assistant, for instruction. At the moment, you two are not equal. She has years of experience working with me, and knows her job inside and out. In the future, if you get to grips with your job, and take on more, I’m sure you two will level out. That’s my hope, anyway. Regardless, you’re both integral to this operation, and you are both—or will be—on an equal footing as far as I am concerned. Is that clear?”

      I tapped my notebook with the tip of my pen and frowned. “Yes.” Seemed pretty logical so far.

      “What’s the problem?”

      My brows shot up and my eyes widened. I stammered, “N-nothing.”

      “Did your frown mean you have a problem with answering to Brenda?”

      I felt like I’d been caught stealing. “Not at all, no! The delivery was just so heavy-handed. She has a higher title, so the fact that we’d eventually be equal was unexpected.”

      His shoulders relaxed just a little. “I’ve had problems with admins treating Brenda as a subservient member of my staff. I don’t want that to happen with you.”

      I bobbed my head in understanding.

      “Today you’ll be doing menial tasks—copying, filing, getting coffee.”

      “Great.” I quietly tapped my pen. I was getting a huge paycheck—I’d shine Brenda’s boots if he wanted me to.

      “Brenda has a list for you to do, and you can address any questions to her. When you’re finished, check in here again. I’ll have something for you.”

      “Okey-dokey.”

      “Questions?”

      “Nope. I think I got it.”

      He looked at me silently. I felt the heat rush to my face before spreading through my body, basking in that sexy look of hooded, smoldering eyes. If I’d signed that contract, he could ask me to stand right now, lean over the desk, and—

      “Are you okay?”

      “What?” I stood in a rush, clutching the notepad to my chest. “Sorry. Is that all?”

      He continued to stare. Apparently his “you’re excused” was a silent one.

      “So…no, then.” I paused in a half-turn to indicate I was leaving, just to be sure. His face didn’t so much as twitch.

      “Right,” I mumbled as I finished the turn with a hot face. A “goodbye,” or even “get out,” wouldn’t go amiss. It would cut down on the time I spent remembering his hard body pressed against mine. Or my crazy yet insistent desire to have him take me right there.

      What have I done taking this job?

      

      It turned out Brenda’s “list” was three sheets of paper filled with menial tasks. She showed me where the copy machine was, pointed out the conference room, and then gave me a quick tour of the kitchen. Being at the top of the building, the floor was more a suite than anything, and we were the only people in it. It made things a lot quieter than I expected.

      After I finished the first task of making copies, I carried the stack of desecrated trees to Brenda. I couldn’t help an offhanded comment about digital files. It would save so much time.

      I could tell her first impulse was to ignore me. I wouldn’t have minded—my mother had made an art out of ignoring me, so I was used to it. As she took the gigantic stack, though, she slowed. Thoughtfully, she looked at me over her glasses. “Digital files, huh? What would be involved in that?”

      My confusion was probably written all over my face. “You mean… Like… Sorry, what do you mean? Like how do you do it?”

      Brenda dropped the stack next to the file cabinets and straightened up, surveying me. “You said it would save time…?”

      “Well…yeah.” I cocked a hip. I felt like we were speaking a different language. My education had led me to believe this was common knowledge. “I mean, you have to scan it if it isn’t already a digital file, which is largely the same as copying it, but you can do that right to the file, right? And then, after that, you just…have it in a file.”

      “But we’d both need access…” She let her words linger.

      “So, yeah, you just label it, put it in a file we both have access to on the public drive so the company has a backup, and Bob’s your uncle. No more filing by hand.”

      “Hmm.” Brenda wrote something down on a Post-it. “You just gave yourself something to do.”

      I nearly sighed. I should’ve expected that. Talk about menial, mind-numbing tasks…

      

      At five o’clock, after I’d crossed off the last of Brenda’s wish list, I dragged myself into Hunter’s office. My mind was numb, it felt like drool coated the side of my face, and my eyes were sandy with fatigue. As I approached Hunter’s desk, I noticed the last cup of coffee I had brought him sat untouched at the corner of his desk.

      A slight frown creased Hunter’s features as he absently chewed on the end of a pen. My gaze dipped to those lush lips, parted slightly to allow in the black plastic.

      “Sir,” I said softly, my gaze moving to the light stubble on his chin.

      His face shifted, drawing my stare to his eyes. His frown cleared and fatigue took its place. “Yes. Olivia.”

      I continued to stare, hypnotized by those entrancing, smoldering eyes. They looked like he’d just walked out of a bedroom where a satisfied woman lay dozing.

      “Olivia?”

      “Oh.” I shook myself out of my stupor. “Sorry. I haven’t used my brain much today. It hasn’t come back online yet.”

      He fell back into his seat. The dwindling light glowed through the windows behind him. He glanced at his computer. Light surprise lit up his features. “It’s late—you took much longer than I expected to get through Brenda’s list…”

      I scoffed. “I added work without meaning to.”

      His brows climbed in a question. I elaborated: “I recommended a couple things that would save time in the long run. Unfortunately, it also wasted—um, took my time today to set up.”

      “Such as?”

      “Electronic filing, rearranging some spreadsheets, a more effective mailing list—rudimentary things like that.”

      “Did you eat lunch?”

      “Huh?” I couldn’t keep up with the quick change in topic.

      “Did you eat lunch?” he asked again, rising.

      “No?”

      “You’re not sure?” There was a smile in his voice as he shrugged into his jacket.

      I watched the play of muscle across his shoulders. If I signed that contract I’d be able to see those without his shirt, I’d bet…

      “C’mon. I’ll buy you dinner,” he said, hopefully not noticing the hunger in my eyes. His hand found the small of my back as he guided me out of the office.

      Without thinking, I leaned into the touch. Into his heat. His delicious smell, of expensive cologne mixed with masculinity, wound around my senses. His muscle moved against my side, so hard.

      My body lit up. My core pooled fire. I wanted to stop and turn to him. To run my hands up his chest before stripping away his shirt.

      Get a grip!

      In desperation, I peeled myself from his side. “Excuse me,” I said in a breathy voice. “My brain is on hiatus.”

      “It’s no problem.” His voice sounded husky. Deeper. I took his hand away.

      I wiped my forehead as we entered the elevator, willing my soggy brain to get in gear and stop letting my libido have control. At this rate, I’d commit a cardinal sin by the end of the week!

      When we emerged into the encroaching night outside the building, his hand found the small of my back again. Strangely, his firm touch felt comfortable. Safe and reassuring. It felt the exact opposite of what he really was. I couldn’t move away.

      He steered me across the street and down the block to a busy Italian eatery. We stopped in front of the opened door. A small crowd of people waited just inside at the hostess desk. A couple of groups lined the front of the building, no doubt waiting for their table.

      “Looks packed,” I said.

      Hunter didn’t acknowledge my words. Instead, he steered me through the door and stepped around the small hostess podium into the space of the young woman. Her eyes flashed and a smile curled her lips when she saw him. After saying a few words, which were lost to the buzz of the restaurant, he stepped back.

      “Five minutes,” he said when he rejoined me. The hostess’ gaze had followed him, the smile being replaced with a scowl as his hand resumed its position on my back. “Would you like to wait outside?”

      “But what about everyone else?” I asked quietly.

      He barely glanced around as he steered me outside. He loosened his tie, not hiding a tired sigh.

      “Long day?” I asked, once again standing too close. I couldn’t help it.

      “We have a possible merger on the table. There are a lot of moving parts and long-term effects.”

      “Not buying a company, but a merger?” I crossed my arms, aware that a group of three women were sending us furtive glances. My faded black skirt and out-of-style blouse didn’t fit with this upscale crowd.

      “Yes, exactly. I have an eye on a buyout that would negate the merger, and be better for the company long-term, but my competition is…steep. The board is less than thrilled.”

      “Oh. Mhm.” I didn’t have the brainpower for business-speak. I needed a sandwich.

      “Mr. Carlisle?” The hostess stepped out of the restaurant and flashed Hunter a stunning smile. “We’re ready for you.”

      The hostess gave us menus as we sat down, flashed another winning smile that Hunter ignored, and moved away.

      Hunter pushed his menu to the side. “How was your first day?”

      “Good. Okay.” I glanced down at the menu and tried not to show my shock that a ravioli dish went for thirty-five dollars. No way was it worth that much.

      I pushed the menu to the side, only then noticing Hunter staring at me. “A little boring,” I finally admitted.

      “Tomorrow we’ll get you started on some other things,” he said in an easy tone.

      The waiter showed up to take our orders. When he was gone, Hunter’s fixed look traveled over my face. Uneasiness crossed his visage before he looked away to the side, seemingly at the window across the restaurant.

      Not wanting to sit in silence, I reached for small talk. “How long have you been CEO?”

      “Two years.”

      “And before that?”

      “I graduated at twenty and was placed in a junior vice president position by my father.” His tone grew hard. He looked away to the distant window again. “In my situation, you would’ve rejected his handout, I’m sure, but I knew he was the fastest way to the top. From there, I leveraged various achievements and positions until I fought for the job I have. They worried about placing someone so young—for good reason, of course. And my decisions, which are generally thought extremely progressive, are constantly questioned.”

      “You graduated college early.”

      Hunter’s head snapped back as his look colored with confusion and humor both. He gave a light snort as the waiter delivered two glasses of wine. I had no idea what was funny. “Yes. I was homeschooled through high school and entered college a couple years early.”

      “Wow. Smart.” I bobbed my head. “If my mom had turned up a week ago offering me a job or money, I would’ve had my hand out so fast it’d fly off my wrist.”

      I took a sip of my wine. “Oh, that’s good.” I swirled the liquid in my glass as he tasted his. I searched my brain for something to talk about. I knew absolutely nothing about this guy. I didn’t even know where to start. “So, how about those Niners, huh? New stadium. You been?”

      His lips tweaked upward. “I have, yes, but they are on a losing streak.”

      “Oh.” I took another sip of my wine, unperturbed. “That’s a waste of a new stadium, then.”

      “So it would seem.”

      I mimicked a stuffy English accent. “Yes, yes. Quite.” I did a little facial gymnastics for no real reason other than he wouldn’t stop staring. It seemed no one had informed him how rude that was. “You a big sports buff?”

      “Not really. I catch the important games, but don’t have a vested interest in who wins.”

      “Business related, huh? Have to schmooze with the execs?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      I nodded, glancing around. “You come here often?”

      Before he could answer, the food showed up, carried by a bustling waiter.

      “Oh. That was fast,” I mumbled, leaning back so my plate could be placed in front of me.

      “This establishment is known for their speedy turnaround time. With a mostly business clientele, they need to keep things moving.”

      I sampled my ravioli, and then moaned as the interesting and distinct flavors rolled around in my mouth. I ate another, sitting back in my chair and savoring the delicious dish. I’d been as good as dieting for the last four months, eating cheap and light, trying to save money. This was a treat I didn’t want to ruin with social etiquette.

      Only after I was halfway through did I come out of my food fog.

      “Wow.” I landed a direct stare at Hunter. He had been watching me with that crease between his eyebrows. It seemed my level of crazy didn’t turn up in his background checks. “This is something special.”

      “Yes.” A smile threatened his shapely lips. He looked down at his dish. “They are consistently above par.”

      “You can say that again.” I watched him cut a piece of steak. “Bite?”

      His fork paused next to his mouth.

      I continued to stare expectantly.

      “Of my…” His hand jerked and the cutest expression came over his face. He looked like a young boy who’d been bedazzled by a strange neighborhood girl—off-kilter and a little terrified.

      The bite on the end of his fork hovered for a moment before drifting across the table. His eyes were sparkling and the edge of his lips quirked, threatening a smile. Apparently not many people forced him to share.

      I reached for the fork, but he pulled back a little, clearly staking his claim on the utensil. He probably thought I would refuse to give it back until I’d eaten all his dinner. He was probably right.

      I leaned forward with my mouth open, letting him deposit the morsel on my tongue. The sauce flirted with my taste buds immediately, and then exploded in my mouth as I chewed the steak.

      “Ooo mmm guud,” I said with a mouthful. I rolled my eyes and leaned back, chewing with delight. After I swallowed, I smiled at him. “So good.”

      He dropped his hand to the table. “Do you want another?”

      I gave him a sheepish smile. “No, I have mine. Want a bite?”

      His immediate reaction was to shake his head, but he hadn’t looked away. That indicated curiosity. Cue food pushing.

      I speared a ravioli and shoved it through the air. “Try it. Seriously. You won’t regret it.”

      He glanced around the restaurant before looking back at me. His brows settled low over his eyes. He didn’t lean forward.

      “Have you had this dish before?” I asked, pushing the fork forward just a bit farther.

      His look intensified, uncomfortable and wary at the same time. I almost relented, but something made me keep my hand out. Made me keep pushing. He always seemed so controlled. So boxed in. I wanted him to be unsettled like he always made me, and I knew I could because I wasn’t under his control like all the other admins. I was the wild card.

      “C’mon, live a little.” I wiggled my fork.

      Without breaking eye contact, he leaned forward and closed his mouth over the bite. His lips slid along the fork slowly, drawing my eyes. My mind started buzzing as I homed in on the little bit of orange at the corner of his mouth. Everything in my person wanted to lick it off before fastening my lips to his in a needy taste.

      One of my shoulders ticked upward. I had no idea why, other than my body was uncomfortably tight. I felt another hot flash coming on.

      “So anyway, uh…how many days do you work?” I asked. I needed to change the subject. To dislodge his intent, focused stare.

      “Seven.”

      “Yikes. No breaks, huh? All work and no play makes Jack a very dull boy.” I speared another piece of ravioli.

      “Sometimes that’s best. Being dull.” Finally his gaze dipped, leaving me.

      I sucked in a deep breath. I kind of wanted to comment, or ask why he needed to work so much, but I no longer wanted to try and get to know him. The man was gorgeous, and he had a hold on me. I didn’t want to learn he was also interesting. That way led to signing a contract, or worse, losing my heart. The last person on earth I should lose my heart to was this man. I didn’t need his warning to know that, either. I just needed to watch the female eyes in the room. They always found him.

      Yes, Hunter Carlisle was very dangerous. Best to steer clear.

      We finished our meal fairly quickly. Afterward, Hunter walked me to the corner and stopped. He faced me. “How will you get home?”

      “Bus.” I glanced down the street. “They come pretty regularly.”

      “I’ll have my driver take you.”

      “No, I’m okay.” I waved away the offer and stepped in the direction of the bus stop. “I’ve been living in the city for four months—I’m well familiar with the bus system.”

      His tone deepened. “It’s late and the streets are dangerous.” He stepped closer, his body looming over me, his physical presence dominating my space. I felt the electric buzz of his proximity. “I’ll have you taken home.”

      I stared up into those deep brown eyes and felt my resolve weaken. His arm came around me, possessive and commanding. His hand settled on the familiar place on my back. Not able to help myself, I leaned into him, my hand bracing on his hard chest.

      “Yes, okay,” I said quietly. He’d won another battle. If I didn’t stop saying yes, he’d win the war and make me his. I couldn’t let that happen.
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      Brenda was ready for me with another piece of paper when I arrived at work the next day. I had barely settled into my chair before she was laying it on my desk along with the cup of coffee for Hunter.

      “You can’t possibly have more filing,” I pleaded, picking up the paper.

      She snorted as she moved back to her seat. “No, no more filing. I let Mr. Carlisle know that you didn’t complain once yesterday—I think that’s a record.”

      I glanced over the lengthy list. It seemed mostly composed of various articles of clothing.

      “I think you gave me the wrong thing,” I said, glancing at my email as soon as my computer booted up. I had one item of company propaganda and a lot of blank space.

      My instant messenger pinged.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Good morning. Come to my office.

      

      “Please,” I muttered under my breath to finish his sentence for him. The man could do with some lessons on etiquette.

      “That’s the right one,” Brenda said, settling into her chair. “You’ll see.”

      Frowning at her, because I didn’t like that last comment, I dropped the paper, picked up the coffee and a notepad, and made my way into Hunter’s office. When I got about halfway, he glanced up from his desk, clean-shaven and bright eyed. He held up something as I neared.

      “What’s that?” I asked, placing his coffee at the corner of his desk before bending forward to take the piece of plastic I recognized as a credit card.

      “My company card. When you sign on—”

      “If,” I interrupted absently.

      His eyes turned sharp. “When you sign on, you’ll get a permanent one.”

      My mouth turned into a duckbill as I held the card, thinking of what he’d need that I’d have to run out for. He continued, “You are to take the day to find suitable attire for someone working in my office.”

      Insecurity created a tightness in my chest. I glanced down at my unflattering pink blouse and gray skirt.

      Hunter must’ve seen my reaction, because he said, “This is a perk of the job. This is not specific to you, though I’m sure you’ll appreciate it the most. Brenda will give you a list of items I usually ask that my admins wear. Some of those items…will not be necessary with our current arrangement. However, if you want to update your lingerie, you may take advantage of it.”

      I flushed, but remained silent.

      “There is a list of retailers I prefer you use. If you choose to shop outside of those retailers, please make sure the quality is comparable. After today, any time you feel you need work clothes, feel free to use that card. Likewise, any time you need transportation, which does not include the bus, use that card. Save your receipts and turn them into Brenda. She will not review your purchases unless she thinks you’re abusing the privilege, so don’t feel embarrassed about whatever items of clothing you might need. Questions?”

      I shook my head dumbly, half excited to go on a shopping spree, and half self-conscious of my current wardrobe.

      “And buy yourself a new handbag—I can’t bear to look at that blue monstrosity.” He glanced away toward his computer, but before I lost sight of his face, I saw the small smile curving his lips.

      “It’s a very handy bag,” I said with faux disdain as I turned for the door.

      “And Olivia…” I looked back. “Go wild. I can afford it.”

      With my seemingly constant red face, I walked out to my desk and picked up the piece of paper. To Brenda I said, “Do you get to buy clothes on the company dime?”

      “On Mr. Carlisle’s dime, yes. He’s picky. Works for me. I’ll take free clothes any day.”

      “He said company card,” I muttered as I noticed his name across the plastic.

      “I’m sure he finds a way to write it off, but that’s his personal account. He has others, of course—this is the one he uses for us. Take it, darling. He can afford it.”

      I shut down my computer and grabbed my blue monstrosity. With a sly grin, I said, “Who am I to argue?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” I gave her a small wave as I walked by her desk.

      “Yep. And good work yesterday. You really helped me out. I hate doing that stuff.”

      Her laughter followed me down the hall toward the elevator. I couldn’t help but chuckle along with her.

      

      The day passed in a whir of extravagance. The list of retailers was all top of the line and extremely expensive. I would never, and I mean never, shop at those places with my own money, even if this was my job forever and I was making a ton of money. Five hundred dollars for a shirt? A thousand for slacks? Outrageous. But Hunter said spend, and Brenda said I had better shut up and just do it, so here I was, charging two grand for the first store alone.

      First I bought just the plain essentials—skirts, pants (which was okay, since I hadn’t signed that personal contract), and blouses. But as the day wore on, I thought more and more of my appearance and my situation, and the fact that I never really let go. I didn’t hide within my clothes, but I didn’t flaunt it, either. My body wasn’t rock star, but I did have some curve, and I did have some cleavage. With my cheap-food diet these last four months, I was also smaller than I’d been in a few years. Why not let loose a little?

      “You know what, do you have anything…a little sexier?” I asked the overanxious saleslady with my customary red face.

      She gave me a sly smile. “Absolutely.”

      After we roamed the store a second time while I blushed so often the red probably looked painted on, I paid the bill and decided to head for home. Only…I didn’t really have any good lingerie. Most of my panties were cotton and boring. My bras supported me fine, but were drab.

      I bit my lip and thought about what Hunter had said. I didn’t need to buy them for him, but I could still buy them for me. And I needed some new stuff—wearing cute and sexy lingerie every once in a while made a girl feel special. Made her feel as sexy as the black lace hugging her body. I hadn’t had that feeling in a very long time.

      Why not? He can afford it.

      Without another thought, I took off to the final store, intending to buy all the things I’d looked at over the years but backed away from because they were too expensive.

      Watch out world, Olivia has someone else’s credit card!

      

      The next day I showed up wearing one of the plainer outfits, a silk blouse in mauve with a pinstriped skirt. I came around my desk as Brenda walked into the area with two cups of coffee.

      “Oh, you’re here. Great. Here you go.” She set the coffee cup on my desk.

      I dropped my stuff, including an extremely cute, and seriously expensive, new handbag, and held my breath as I reached for the coffee. As expected, Brenda glanced at my outfit.

      “You look nice.” She sipped her coffee as she made her way to her chair.

      I felt my brow climb toward my hairline as I waited for more. Maybe a comment on the quality. Or the cost.

      When she ignored me so she could check her email, I figured that was it. Hopefully, that also meant I was in the clear.

      So far, so good.

      I turned on my computer and picked up the cup of coffee. I pushed open the door and walked into the room with an even step, trying to act like I dressed in thousands of dollars worth of clothing every day.

      Hunter sat at his desk, handsome as ever. He glanced up when I neared, gave me a brief once-over, and said, “How did you get to work today?”

      I stuttered in my step with the unexpected question and nearly sloshed the coffee all over his desk. I jerked the cup away from important papers, and then to the side, worried there’d be backsplash and I’d get some on my new clothes. The scorching liquid splashed over the side of the cup and dripped down my hand.

      “Ow!” I set the cup on the floor before shaking out my hand.

      “Here.” Hunter jumped up, ripped off his jacket, and held it out to my hand.

      “No!” I screeched, yanking my hand away as the burning subsided into red, inflamed skin. “You probably paid thirty grand for that jacket!”

      “It’s just money, Olivia,” he said, reaching. “Give me your hand.”

      The deep-toned command dripped down my back pleasantly. I slowed in my movements, allowing him to take my arm. The silk of the inside of his jacket came around my hand and wrist to wipe off the moisture.

      I closed my eyes at his touch. Felt his fingers curled around my upper arm and the warmth from his nearness seeping through my blouse and lacy white bra. My nipples constricted as he pulled away his jacket to look at the damage.

      A soft tug on my arm had me willingly following him around his desk. He yanked open his top drawer. A couple squares of foil caught the sun.

      Condoms.

      My sex swelled and my breathing turned heavy. I willed him to grab one of those. I wanted him to bend me over the desk, my flaming skin be damned. But his hand reached over and pulled out a package of wet wipes instead.

      Items used for cleanup.

      I wanted him to fuck me.

      “Oh God,” I breathed, squeezing my eyes shut as my fierce desire warred with logic.

      Please initiate something, Hunter. I’ll say yes right here, consequences be damned.

      “This’ll make it feel better.” His deep tone rumbled through my body. His touch danced across the skin on my arm. The wipe cooled my burning skin.

      My sex pounded, craving attention.

      “Hunter,” I whispered.

      His movements slowed. His fingers, checking my wound, stilled.

      I looked up and met those deep brown eyes, intent. His gaze roamed my face before resting on my lips. I thought he might bend down and kiss me. Just to see what I tasted like. But his brow furrowed and wariness crossed his features.

      He stepped back. “I think you’re okay now.”

      I breathed out as cold washed over me, replacing his warmth. I blinked into his withdrawal, feeling the pain crawl back into my arm. The light from the window made me squint as my brain floated back into control.

      “Oy,” I said as I took a deep breath. “Okay.” Still dazed, I turned to go.

      “Olivia?”

      “Yeah?”

      He flung his jacket across one of the visitor chairs before rolling up his sleeves past his muscular forearms. “I assume you took the bus this morning…”

      I blinked, willing my brain to shake off the desire turning my thoughts to molasses. “Yes?”

      “I have a car service. Use it or take a cab. There is no need for you to be taking the filthy bus.”

      “Sure.” I didn’t bother arguing that cabs were as filthy as any bus. Billionaires didn’t really understand the lives of the average city-dweller. “Is that all, sir?”

      My hand was starting to throb now that I didn’t have the distraction of Hunter beating down on me. It was good. Pain helped the brain focus.

      “I like the new look. It suits you.”

      He didn’t bother looking up to deliver the compliment, but it was a compliment all the same. I beamed, thankful I hadn’t gotten the wrong thing. “Thank you.”

      “Bring me another cup of coffee in a few minutes.”

      My beam turned into a frown. My tone hinted at the expression as I said, “Anything else, sir?”

      “No, you can go.”

      My frown deepened. “A thank you wouldn’t kill you,” I muttered under my breath as I walked back out to my desk. Once there, I said to Brenda, “Do we have anything for burns? I spilled coffee.”

      “There’s a medicine cabinet in the kitchen. Make some coffee while you’re there.”

      “Does no one know the power of thank you in this place?” I trudged off to the kitchen.

      

      The next couple of days passed by in a blur. I had my nose in spreadsheets, looking over Hunter’s schedules so I knew what was going on, and learning the ropes. I had to learn more about the company, the product, the people who came to see him often—lots of things to get familiar with. Brenda was super helpful and patient, and Hunter ignored me most of the time, just like he did her, so things were starting to be like a normal, highly stressful, but well-paying job. I was actually liking it.

      I only had the month, though. Hunter had made that clear. At the end of the month, regardless of if I liked this setup, my time would run out. I’d either need to dive into the naughty pool to keep the job I liked, or step away from the ledge and try to find something else. Only time would tell.

      When Saturday rolled around, I was standing in front of my closet biting my lip in indecision. I’d worn three black skirts in a row, with conservative, airy blouses. I’d really love to wear some jeans, and thought really hard about wearing pants, but one was forbidden and the others were also black.

      “No more black,” I murmured at my closet.

      I pushed aside yet another black skirt, wondering if I’d been thinking of death when I was shopping, and walked my fingers over pink fabric. Then white. And finally hovered on red. Easily the shortest skirt, it hugged my butt and thighs just right. I had a tightfitting, cleavage-showing white shirt to go with it. The saleslady had raved about how fabulous I looked in the outfit. She was just gaga over it.

      I glanced at the pink skirt, something a bit longer and not so…red as the other selection. But that brazen fabric kept drawing my eye. And it was Saturday—Brenda wouldn’t be there… I could totally get away with something a bit wilder. Plus, since Hunter barely glanced up at me anymore, and I’d probably just be at my desk on the computer the whole day, no one would really see…

      With an evil smile, I took the skirt down and then the shirt. I tossed them on my bed and opened my underwear drawer. The black lacy bra and panty set nearly jumped into my hand, since black and red so obviously went together, but I grabbed the white set instead. I was breaking from the norm in dress, so why not in what I would usually put together, too?

      Then, because I absolutely couldn’t help myself, I pulled out the white garter.

      “I cannot believe I am doing this!” It felt like Halloween.

      I put the garter on first before realizing I needed the panties. I was definitely a novice at this. The stockings were a pain, especially with my nails, but I got them hooked in and all set. I stepped into the skirt, and finally put on my shirt. After I was set, I stepped in front of the full-length mirror.

      My stomach squirmed in unease as I looked over my curves, on display for the world to see. My breasts and hips waved hello. Even my legs drew notice, the gloss of the stockings—or were they nylons?—showing their shape.

      I blew out a breath as I turned to survey the back. A black line crawled up the center of each leg until it ducked under my skirt.

      Frowning, I ran my finger along it. Sewn into the tights, it was a style that should’ve probably been worn with another piece of black in the attire. I wore red and white. So…no longer matching.

      I thought about the effort to change into another pair of tights. Nope. Not going to happen. Way too much work. I’d just make sure to keep my front to Hunter while speaking, and walk away quickly. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice.

      I faced front again and smoothed my hands over the skirt.

      I felt completely exposed. Completely. I should take this off and wear the pants…

      I stopped myself from acting. I was doing this. I was going to wear this in public, and then hide in the office before wearing it in public again on the way home. People would look, and I knew that, but I was going to hold my head high, and not be so self-conscious about showing the outline of my body. After all, this was short and tight for me, but girls my age wore things that showed their butt cheeks. I was still in the respectable zone. Mostly.

      Sticking to my guns, I grabbed some heels—black, both because they matched that weird seam, and also because that was all I had—and headed to the bathroom. After hair and makeup, I walked out the front door with a light coat, belatedly realizing I was supposed to call that danged car service Brenda kept on at me about. It was too late now, though, and there wasn’t a cab in sight.

      The bus it was.

      I got to the office amid a few stares and only one catcall. It was actually way less than I anticipated, which meant this outfit was nowhere near the scandal I had expected. The guard barely glanced up as I stalked through, and no one was there to witness me in the elevator.

      Anticlimactic.

      I booted up my computer at 9:01 a.m. and glanced beside me. Hunter’s door was slightly ajar, which meant he was inside. I checked my emails, saw a few from him with tasks for the day, and was about to respond to a question about a spreadsheet when the instant message pinged.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Good morning. Bring in coffee.

      

      The man was busy, sure, but also a touch lazy. It had to be acknowledged.

      

      Olivia Jonston: Sure thing. Be there in a sec.

      

      I stared at the screen for a moment. And nope, just as I expected—no thank you.

      “Lazy and rude,” I muttered, trudging off to the kitchen.

      That was another thing I needed to learn—walking properly in a skirt and heels. Trudging was for hoodies and jeans. You didn’t trudge through the office in a position of power. You stalked. Or marched. Or…walked. I’d settle for walking, which was not easy to do gracefully in three-inch heels, no matter what the fashion models and Kimberly might ask me to believe.

      After I got the coffee and slowed to a trudging sort of lurch so I didn’t spill, I set my cup down and went in to deliver his. I put it down in the usual spot before straightening up.

      He was staring at me.

      Giving him a slight scowl, I waited to hear what the problem was. When nothing came, I raised my brow in expectation. Usually he just came out and told me what he wanted—this silent staring thing wasn’t helpful. I would think it was my outfit, or the way I was walking, but his gaze didn’t leave my eyes.

      Finally, unimpressed he couldn’t read my facial sign language, I asked, “What?”

      “You have your instructions for today?”

      “I saw you emailed, yes.”

      “And do you have any questions?”

      I swiped my hair out of my face, wishing I’d brought a clip. “I haven’t reviewed it yet.”

      “Let me know.” He turned back to his computer.

      “Yes, sir,” I said automatically as I turned. I practiced my walk, confident in his focus on his work and therefore not looking. The heels gave me a lot of hip movement, which was probably fine—my booty wasn’t big enough to take out small children as I walked by—but I still walked too much on my toes.

      At the door, I snapped as I remembered lunch and turned back around. Hunter was staring at me.

      I flushed so hard my face probably bled through my makeup to match my skirt. He’d caught me practicing.

      “I was just…” I whirled my finger in the air, vaguely pointing at my shoes. “I’m not used to heels. So I was just… Never mind. Did you want me to have lunch delivered?”

      “No. We’ll go out.”

      “We will? Since when do you go out for lunch?” I swiped at my hair again.

      “We don’t have that much on our plate today. It’s the calm before the storm. We’ll go out.”

      I shrugged and headed back to my desk, knowing he’d also caught that weird seam on my legs that didn’t match my outfit. He was the type of guy to notice. My plan to dress to impress swerved a little toward “trying too hard.”

      I put the thought out of my head. If he hadn’t said anything yet, he didn’t plan to. And he couldn’t get me on the wearing tights thing, because I didn’t have a contract on that. Technically, I was in the clear.

      The morning passed quickly, as the last two mornings had. It didn’t help that Hunter kept interrupting me with his coffee needs, or like last time, his water need. Without Brenda, I forgot all about it. Even still, it felt like he was pinging me every ten minutes.

      Or maybe he was, just to see the circus coming through on her new stilts. Doing it with an audience was even worse. If the man ever laughed, or even smiled, I was sure he’d be cracking up at my entrances.

      Close to lunchtime, I received an email from the VP of marketing needing a signature. Knowing it needed a quick turnaround, I printed it off immediately and walked it into Hunter’s office. He glanced up at my approach, as he normally did today, and then looked at the clock.

      “Lunch in about twenty?” I asked as I neared him.

      “Yes, that’s fine.” His gaze hit the paper in my hand.

      “This is that document you’ve been waiting for,” I explained as I stopped at the side of his desk and handed it to him.

      He dropped it to the surface in front of him and studied its contents, making me realize there was a page number at the bottom, indicating there was more than one page.

      “Oh wait,” I said quickly, stepping around the desk and leaning over.

      He backed up, rolling his chair out of my way as if I had rabies.

      “Jeez, not into my perfume?” I muttered absently as I studied the page and then flipped it over. I knew very well I hadn’t printed two-sided, and was pretty sure there weren’t two pages in the document. I turned it back over, only belatedly realizing it wasn’t a one, but a smudge of ink.

      “Oh, it’s—” I cut off as a warm hand touched my thigh.

      My breath hitched as electricity rolled through me.

      Frozen, unsure, I waited for what came next. Maybe he was about to move me to the side.

      His soft touch traveled up the inside of my leg.

      My eyes fluttered closed, and I felt the heat as that palm slid upward. His thumb traced the seam in the tights.

      “Oh,” I breathed. My sex started to pound. My nipples contracted.

      I was in big trouble.

      His hand paused for a moment. The roll of his chair filled the space. Another hand, applying firm pressure, touched my other leg.

      Walk away, Olivia! Walk away right now!

      My fingers dug into the leather of his desk pad. My breath came in fast pants. His hands didn’t move as he waited for me to do the right thing. I had the power to enforce our deal. And I should’ve. I should’ve straightened up and walked away right then.

      But I wanted him so bad.

      I could hear his breathing, deep and even. It contrasted mine, fast and shallow.

      The pressure of his palms increased, branding my skin with his touch. His thumb stroked, sending ripples of pleasure up my body. I dropped my head, not able to get enough breath. Those condoms were so close. I wanted to feel him push into my body so bad.

      “Hunter,” I whispered, not knowing what else to say. Losing my grip, and only able to think of his touch. I needed him in a way I couldn’t remember needing anyone.

      I leaned forward, further onto the desk. I bent, exposing more of myself.

      Giving him the permission he was looking for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      His hands began to climb, slowly at first, inching along my stockings until he pushed up, under the skirt. His fingers moved over the edges of the garter. The heat of his touch seared my inner thighs.

      “More,” I begged, tingling all over.

      His hands glided up and over my bare butt cheeks. He lifted the skirt, bunching it at my waist. His palms slid back down to my skin, kneading as his thumbs slipped into my recess. A shift of his position, and suddenly one of those thumbs moved over my swollen sex, covered with the moist lace of my thong.

      “Hmm,” I said, drooping over the desk with closed eyes.

      The chair rolled again as that thumb rubbed. I felt hot lips grace the inside of my thigh right above the tights. His tongue licked up until it traced my panty line. I moaned as he sucked in skin.

      His thumb left my skin. I waited, feeling the cool air on the line of moisture from his mouth, so close to where I needed it. Fingers appeared then, tracing along the edge before dipping under my panties. Material slid aside, exposing my center.

      His hands moved my legs further apart before his mouth, hot and wet, covered my folds. The suction coaxed a deep and sultry moan from my throat.

      “Oh,” I sighed, melting toward the desk.

      His tongue tickled my nub in lazy circles, parting my folds and dipping in. He sucked again, running back down my center before landing on, and sucking in, my nub. I rocked into his mouth, feeling his rhythmic suction. Feeling his tongue working me in tandem with his mouth. My panting increased in strength. A long, low moan ripped from my throat.

      “Please, Hunter,” I begged. My body started to fracture. Cracks started to form. “Please,” I whispered, licking my lips.

      His rhythmic suction sped up. I gyrated in small movements. My moans grew louder. The pressure in my body so extreme it was almost painful.

      The sensations exploded into an orgasm that jolted me forward. I shook against his desk, consumed with the waves of pleasure crashing over me. My body drooped even more as my chest heaved from my labored breathing.

      I heard his drawer open. Foil crinkled.

      My heart was already beating fast, but now it started to hammer wildly. My body wound up again as I worried about the line I just crossed, and knowing I was about to tap dance over an even bigger one. Expectation shortened my breath, though. Chased away logic once again. I was swollen and tender, sensitive to the touch. I wanted to feel him inside of me.

      A belt jingled. The whisper of pants falling filled the air, followed by the fabric slide of boxers or boxer briefs moving down his muscular legs.

      Oh God, this is it. Am I really going to do this?

      I knew my answer.

      My chest tightened up. I felt like this was my first time: half afraid, half excited. My fingers clutched the desk in anticipation. My breath caught in my throat, waiting.

      His blunt tip touched my wetness and slid from one end to the other, and then back again, parting my folds and bracing at my entrance.

      I was about to let Hunter Carlisle take what he wanted. I was about to let him win. He would finally get the girl who said no.

      I had no idea if he’d want me on the other side of this. I had no idea if my job would still stand.

      He paused just at that moment, probably seeing me tense up. Probably wondering if I wanted to rip away and run for the door again.

      I wondered the same thing.

      “Tell me,” he commanded, his thighs pushed up against mine. “Tell me to fuck you.”

      I wanted to rock backward, to get some movement, but his hands held my hips possessively. He held the reins of control. He pushed for my submission.

      “Tell me,” he said again, using that soft command that weakened my resolve.

      “Fuck me, Hunter,” I whispered.

      “That’s my girl.”

      His large manhood pushed into me, stretching me to the point of pain. All the air blasted out of my lungs as sweet glory coursed through my body. The world stopped spinning as he filled me completely and lighted me on fire.

      “Yes,” I sighed.

      He started moving, slowly at first, getting my body used to his size. It didn’t take him long to speed up, clearly feeling my urgency. Matching it with his own.

      “Yes,” I said again.

      He jerked my hips back as he bore down. He pulled out almost completely before rocking forward again, knocking me against the desk. Again. My body thudded against the wood. His skin clashed against mine. He pushed faster and harder, hitting all the right places. Dominating me with his powerful thrusts.

      “Harder,” I begged, wanting him to pound away my presence of mind. Needing him to take me out of myself, like the dress and the lingerie did.

      “Do you like it when I fuck you, Olivia?” His voice was deep and velvety. So intense. So consuming.

      Pleasure caressed me as he pushed harder. The harsh language contrasted with the silky tone sparked my heat higher. A palm in the middle of my back pushed me down, flat to the desk. He was in complete control.

      “Yes,” I breathed, the sparks of pleasure turning into scorching bursts in my core.

      He hammered into me, rocking the desk. Pounding my body against it. Pinning me with his strength. Working me with his size.

      The heat pulsed hotter still, throbbing. “Oh God,” I moaned, the tightness unbearable. I couldn’t quite get there, though. I was right on the edge, but I couldn’t hit that last hurdle. I needed something to push me over. “More,” I moaned, straining. Tightening up all over. My toes curled. My hands clutched the desk.

      “Hunter,” I begged, “Please.”

      His upper body lowered over mine. His thrusts grew deep and intense. The desk thudded under us, rocking forward on the floor. With his mouth close to my ear, he commanded, “Come with me.”

      Like flicking a light switch, a wave of raw pleasure hit me. I screamed his name, then God’s, then lost the ability to speak altogether, lost in wave after wave of world-ending sensation. I shivered and quaked and moaned under him as he shuddered above me. He moaned in my ear before bending down to lightly kiss my neck.

      When I stopped climaxing, he straightened up, pulling me with him. His arms wrapped around me, holding me close for a moment as he trailed light kisses up my neck to just below my ear. Then he whispered, “Always remember, the material things enhanced your beauty, they didn’t create it.”

      He stepped away, and I knew a moment of regret as his body left mine. Taking a slow, quiet moment, only our combined breath ringing in the room, he adjusted my panties and pulled down my skirt. Once done, he put himself to rights, smoothing away all signs of what we’d just done.

      He picked up the paper. “Let me check over this document before we go to lunch.”

      He nudged me to the side with his chair as he sat in it. Then turned away, cutting me off.

      I was excused. I could see my way out.

      Wow.

      If there was a way to feel more cheap and forgettable, I didn’t know what it was.

      I pulled at the hem of my blouse, then smoothed it out. “I’ll just…wait at my desk…”

      He didn’t acknowledge the sound of my voice.

      Wow.

      I couldn’t help my stiff back as I left the room. Nor could I help the hollow feeling in my gut. I’d been screwed over a time or two in my life, but I’d never felt this…small.

      I sat slowly in my chair, staring at nothing. The pleasant ache of my sex reminded me of what I’d just done.

      I’d let Hunter Carlisle win.

      He’d taken what he wanted, and then he’d dismissed me. I’d let him assume control, and dominance, trusting that he’d take care of me in the process, and he’d done what he always did—fuck and then move on. I had just become like every other admin, contract or not. I let myself be used.

      I rubbed at my chest absently. This hurts.

      As a surge of tears overcame my eyes, I stood and quickly made my way to the bathroom.

      This is how he operates, I tried to remind myself. A man who worked with a personal contract didn’t put his heart out there. He’d said it wasn’t personal. It was business.

      It didn’t feel like business.

      As I stood in front of the mirror, I wiped angrily at my face. Those other women might’ve been able to do this—they might’ve been able to shut off, and use him how he was using them—but I couldn’t work like that.

      I let the pain consume me a moment longer, let two more tears fall, and then tucked it all away and lifted my chin. I took deep, cleansing breaths to calm the sobs.

      I had known what might happen with that first touch. I knew when I should’ve said no, and I’d still said yes. Shame on me. Now I knew what waited through the rabbit hole, and that the best sex of my life wasn’t worth the pain and degradation I felt afterward.

      The solution was simple: stop giving myself away. If he wouldn’t be a decent human being, then he would remain my boss until the month was up, and then he would be the CEO of the company I worked for. The End. Someone else could play the power and dominance games—I was checking out.

      

      Hunter emerged from his office a half-hour later with the cloak of business wrapped tightly around him. He walked with his shoulders straight and square, braced to the world. His face, so incredibly handsome, had set in a stone mask with hard eyes.

      His bearing, and his movements, suddenly seemed so severe. The cold reserve with which he used to amplify his powerful persona contrasted heavily with the soft touches and passionate embrace from earlier.

      And then I saw it. Like standing on the street and looking up at a light flicking on in a dark room, I saw past his harsh exterior to what lay beneath. Finally, I understood. Hunter Carlisle kept the world at arm’s reach to safeguard himself. He didn’t love, because he didn’t want people getting close. He enforced contracts and used harsh language to keep it physical. He was trying to protect himself at the expense of others.

      Well bully for him. Whatever his reasons, it didn’t make it right.

      I assumed my own professional mask. I raised my eyebrows as he approached in a silent question. What do you want?

      He frowned slightly as he laid the document on my desk. “This looks fine. Go ahead and send it back and then we’ll go.” He slipped his hands into his pockets.

      Hiding the evidence of those digits, eh, bub?

      Without a word, I took the page and headed to the copier to use its scanning feature. When back, and loading it to email, I said, “Brenda put a scanner on order, by the way, so we don’t have to waste time walking back and forth from the copier.”

      “Whatever you need.”

      I snorted. If a scanner could fix all my problems, I’d be a merry woman, indeed.

      Email sent, I reached down for my handbag and moved around the desk to him. I paused, eyebrows raised again, wondering why he wasn’t walking forward.

      “Have everything?” he asked as he glanced at my computer.

      “Yes.”

      “You won’t be coming back. Do you need your computer?”

      Startled, I asked, “Am I fired?”

      His hard stare blasted into me, his handsome face more severe than I’d ever seen it. “Of course not. But you can finish up Monday. The document I just handed back will give us a couple days of idle time, then I might need you more often. I’d rather give you a break now so you’re fresh when I need the longer hours.”

      “Oh,” I said in relief. He was a dick, but I needed the paycheck. “Well, if I don’t have to work, then I don’t need my laptop. Although…I suppose getting online would still be nice.” My phone’s screen was cracked and I’d given back Kimberly’s computer. I was really glad Hunter had chosen a laptop instead of a desktop for my work computer.

      I moved around the desk to close everything up.

      “Why don’t you have a personal computer?” Hunter asked.

      Apparently everyone had wads of cash to buy electronics in his opinion. “It broke.” A thought occurred to me. I paused with my laptop half in my computer bag. “This’ll work outside of the network, right? It doesn’t have any special encryption or anything like that?”

      “We’re not the CIA, Olivia,” Hunter said in a dour voice.

      “You think you’re important enough to be,” I muttered as I returned to my computer. His fabric made a silky sound, indicating he’d shifted. Which also probably meant he’d heard that.

      Oops.

      I looped the computer case over my shoulder and slung my handbag over my forearm. He started moving as I came around the desk. No words marred the silence. We rode the elevator in silence, too. And then crossed the lobby and walked out onto the sidewalk, all without saying a syllable.

      His body moved with a rigidity that implied he realized I wasn’t acting with my normal gabby candor. He made no move to question the difference, though. He didn’t even glance my way, other than to make sure I was moving through whatever door he was holding open for me.

      He either knew our earlier situation bothered me, and didn’t care, or just generically knew something was wrong, and didn’t care. Either scenario amounted to the same thing. He was an ass. If I had better balance in these heels, I’d be tempted to give him a kick.

      We exited the building into the October sunshine with silence pressing against us. One thing was for certain—if we went to lunch like this, I would break down in tears. I needed some time to rebuild my armor.

      “I think I’ll just head home, if that’s okay?” I said as his hand reached out to guide me to the right.

      He paused. I angled my face to the ground, unwilling to meet his hard stare.

      He said, “I’ll have the car brought around.”

      “No, it’s fine.” I took a step away. “It’s the middle of the day—I can handle it.”

      “Olivia.” The power in his voice dribbled down my spine and sent tingles working back up. Heat spread through my middle and pooled low. I stepped closer to him without meaning to, wanting that heat. Needing his touch again. Wanting his protection even though there was nothing to protect me from except himself.

      My biggest mistake had been that first “yes.”

      “You will take a car home,” he continued in a voice that brooked no argument. “There is no need to brave public transportation when you don’t have to.”

      I closed my eyes, hating myself as I nodded. A tear leaked out, making me turn away to hide my face.

      “Mr. Ramous—I need the car brought around front. You’ll be taking Miss Jonston home,” he said into what I presumed was his phone. I couldn’t be sure, however, since I was blinking profusely up at the sky in the other direction, letting the crisp air dry my eyes.

      A moment later, his voice softened as he said, “Olivia, look at me.”

      I felt the pull to turn, but resisted. The last thing I needed was for him to see how he’d affected me.

      “Olivia—” He cut off as the sleek black car drifted down the street. It stopped in front of us with hazards flashing as Mr. Ramous stepped out in all his bulk.

      “I was just down in the alley waitin’, sir,” Mr. Ramous said as he opened the back door and stood to the side. “Thought you might want a ride to lunch.”

      Hunter’s touch on the small of my back shocked me with electricity, making me jump. I stepped away quickly before walking to the car. Once seated, I took time to carefully stow my bags on the seat next to me so as not to have to look up at those sexy brown eyes. The door closed a moment later, but only when Mr. Ramous sank into his seat and pulled away from the curb did I chance a look out the window.

      Hunter stood on the sidewalk, watching the car pull away with his hands in his pockets, a consternated look on his face.

      “He can be a hard man to work for,” Mr. Ramous said in his barrel-chested rasp. “You never really know what he’s thinkin’, and he’s almost always strait-laced, but once you get used to him, it works out. Some men are all words, making promises and whatnot, but they don’t deliver. Mr. Carlisle doesn’t do a whole lot of promising. Or talking, even. But he shows you the money. He remembers you on Christmas, and he’s generous with buyin’ the clothes and things like that. He got my wife a set of earrings last year for our wedding anniversary. He’s a good man; you just wouldn’t know it unless you hung around a while.”

      “I don’t know how long I’ll be hanging around,” I said as I watched the city crawl by. Traffic didn’t allow cars to get places that much faster than buses. Although the leather seats sure beat plastic, and Mr. Ramous’ conversation was much better than that of a stinky man mostly talking to imaginary people.

      “Yeah, I was that way in the beginning, too. I mean, the man doesn’t even say please, you know what I’m sayin’? Just orders you around. Even the assholes—excuse my language—say please. They don’t mean it, but they say it. But like I said, I got used to it.”

      I could deal with the no “please” or “thank you” situation. I just couldn’t deal with the “fuck me, now leave” mentality.

      “Well, I’ll see out the month and then probably move somewhere else in the company,” I said.

      “Gotta do what’s best for you, that’s true.” Mr. Ramous’ big hands feathered the wheel through his hands as he turned. After a moment, the car slowed to a stop in front of my apartment complex. He slapped the hazard button before rolling out of his seat. This man did not care about parking places—he just stopped where he pleased.

      Not that the motorists behind him would say boo once they saw his size…

      My door opened. “Okay, Miss Jonston.” Mr. Ramous held out a hand for the computer bag.

      “Oh, no, I’m fine,” I said, climbing out of the car.

      “Are you sure, Miss Jonston? Wearing high heels is work enough—no sense in carrying things, too. I can take it up for you.”

      I laughed as tears came to my eyes again, his unexpected kindness contrasting wickedly with Hunter’s unfeeling dismissal. Then, once started, I couldn’t stop. The pain welled up as I thought of Hunter’s disinterested look as he pulled down my skirt. His cold precision as he buckled his pants. And then just turning away, as if I had disappeared from the room. As if I’d just brought him coffee.

      I wiped at the tears furiously as a giant arm came around my shoulders. “Ah, don’t cry, Miss Jonston.” Mr. Ramous pulled me into a bear hug that cracked my back. “Whatever he did, he didn’t mean it that way. Trust me, there’s been times when I wanted to crack his skull. But he’s just closed off—he doesn’t know he’s doing it. I really believe that. He was raised a certain way. You know those filthy rich types—they are bred without feelings.”

      My watery laugh muffled into Mr. Ramous’ huge chest. “Thanks.”

      “Nothin’ to it.” He released me and looked down into my face, concern stealing his expression. “Just gotta get used to him.”

      “Okay.” I sniffed with a smile. “A work in progress. And call me Livy.”

      He grinned and nodded. “Sure, Livy, but only when the boss isn’t around. He has certain ideas about protocol—hence this expensive suit. I sure don’t need a suit this expensive, not to drive a car. But hey, he’s paying.”

      “That’s what I thought when I bought these clothes.” I walked toward the doors of my apartment complex.

      “I’m Bert, by the way. Since we’re using first names.” Bert hurried in front of me and held open the door. “I have your number, so I’ll just text you with my driver’s line. When you need a ride to work or to get home, you just call me. Mr. Carlisle said I was to watch out for you.”

      “Thank you.” I wiped away another tear at his continued kindness and escaped inside. I needed to come up with a game plan where Hunter was concerned, or I’d never make out the month.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      “Kimberly?” I held my phone to my ear as I sat on my bed, my work computer out but closed in front of me. Distant voices echoed from Kimberly’s phone, as if I was listening to a conversation on the other side of a door.

      A moment later, I heard, “Hi, Olivia. Sorry—I was just getting a cup of coffee. So I hear you took the job!”

      “Did you hear that from Hunter?” I couldn’t keep the accusation from infusing my words.

      “No. I heard that from Margaret. She was one of the girls that made it to round two. She works in the company and knows someone in human resources. She doesn’t know who you are, or anything, but said the girl Hunter was after ended up signing the contract.”

      “The standard one,” I clarified with a firm voice. “The contract just to be in the company.”

      “You didn’t sign the other one?”

      “You can’t say anything…”

      The phone shifted. “You know I won’t! I don’t want Hunter Carlisle as an enemy.”

      “Well, I have a month to decide about the other one. And that’s kind of the reason—”

      “Are you serious?” she screeched. I flinched, yanking the phone away from my ear. When the high-pitched squeal was gone, I chanced listening in again. “I have never heard of him making an exception on that part. Not since he started it. He’s really private—I’m blown away. He really wants you. See? Didn’t I tell you? You’re a diamond in the rough, girl. I can’t wait to tell that jerk Jonathan who you’re working for now. He’ll flip. He put in his résumé at that company and didn’t hear squat.”

      “Don’t tell Jonathan.” I rubbed my eyes. All the emotional stress of the day had me exhausted.

      “You’re right. It’ll be better if he hears from someone else. That’ll teach him to just go by appearances. I mean—you know, dress and whatever.”

      “The reason I called, though,” I said hesitantly, “is because I…” I took a deep breath. “I sorta gave in. With the personal thing. Not the contract, but… I just couldn’t say no…”

      “Oh Lord,” she said softly. “He finally got you. Took him long enough. How was it? Was it great?”

      My face burned. “Yes,” I admitted. “But…after…” Insecurity ate away at me. What if he usually took more time with other girls?

      Summoning my courage, because knowledge was important, I hedged. “He was really distant after.”

      “Oh. Don’t worry about that. And don’t feel embarrassed, because I talked to a few other girls who made it to round two when I did, and he does that to everyone. He is basically still climaxing when he walks away. I mean, I hardly noticed, because I was still…you know. But he was dressed and back on his computer before I even got off the desk. He was looking over one of my legs to see the screen! Ordinarily that would be really embarrassing to admit, I know, but he does it to everyone. Especially the admin. He never lingers.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t just me. It didn’t forgive his treatment, but it helped with my confidence issues. “He fixed my clothes, but yeah, then he just shut off.”

      “He fixed your clothes?” Kimberly asked in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “You know…like…put my underwear right and pulled down my skirt. We didn’t remove any clothes.” I covered my face with my hand. “How are you not embarrassed by this stuff?”

      “Huh.” Kimberly went quiet for a moment. “He’s acting really strange with you. I wonder if he’s going through a midlife crisis or something. Or maybe he’s worried you’ll sue or something. Because, no, he never usually bothers with the other party. His last admin, Jacinta, always said she had to hurry and get out of his way. That’s the gig.”

      I flicked a piece of fluff off my bed. “I’m not into that gig. I wasn’t…into that treatment.” I hated the tremor in my voice.

      Kimberly tsked into the phone. “Oh, sweetie.” I could imagine her pouting in response to my distress. “He doesn’t mean it. He’s just a lone wolf type of guy. A lot of the business guys are like that. He focuses on business, and forgets that people have more emotion than computers. It has nothing to do with you personally.”

      “It sure felt like it did.” I wiped my cheek again and stared at the ceiling. “I think I’m too sensitive for these shenanigans.”

      “Hmmm,” she said, and I knew it was filled with support and commiseration. “It’s probably because Jonathan treated you so poorly. I mean, you’ve had one-night stands, haven’t you?”

      “Two, and both as a result of crazy parties.”

      “Well, then?”

      “Yeah, but…the mistake was mutual on those. I was sprinting for the door a moment after the guy tried to gnaw his arm off to get it out from under me.”

      “So what are you going to do?” Kimberly asked softly. “He’d understand if you left, I know he would.”

      “The money is too good. And plus, I need to do the month to get a job in his company.”

      “Yeah, my dad was shocked to hear Mr. Carlisle wanted you that bad. He reamed out the head of IT for lowballing you. So, what do you think? Just wear a thick chastity belt for three weeks?”

      “Probably.” I wiped away more moisture and fell back on my pillow. “I don’t really have any other choice.”

      “Don’t look him in the eyes—he can’t hypnotize you that way. In fact, just don’t look at any part of him. There isn’t one thing on that man that isn’t geared toward hypnosis.”

      I laughed despite myself. “I know, he’s too gorgeous for real life. Being rich, too—it just isn’t fair.”

      “You’ll make it through this, like you do with everything else. And you’ll come out on top. You just have to stay the course.”

      “Yeah.” My phone buzzed in my ear. I pulled it away from my face and saw a text from an unknown number that said, “This is Bert. Here is my driver #.”

      I put the phone back to my ear. “Well, I should go. I have to go grocery shopping if I want to eat tonight.”

      “A few people are meeting for drinks tomorrow night if you want to go?”

      “Jonathan’s not going to be there, is he?”

      “No. I told Jen not to invite him, since I figured you’d want to get out.”

      I braced the phone between my shoulder and cheek as I opened up the laptop. “Now that I have a little money to blow?”

      “Exactly!”

      I laughed as I signed on. “Okay, but just for a little while. I also have a job to get up for, whether I want to or not.”

      “Yay! Okay, talk tomorrow. And don’t stress about this Carlisle thing—you’ll get used to him. And when you do, make use of him, because someone that good with his hands shouldn’t go to waste.”

      I scoffed in surprise. “Dark horse!” I accused.

      She giggled. “The man brings it out in me, what can I say. Just don’t tell Robby.”

      “As if. Okay, bye.”

      “Bye.”

      I dropped the phone to the side as I pulled up my email. I couldn’t help myself. I had three, one from the marketing guy blessing me for my promptness, one from the entertainment team talking about a walk-a-thon, and finally one from Hunter I hadn’t opened yet.

      I let the little white arrow hover over his name, debating whether I would open it. Then, not able to let an email sit idle, I clicked.

      

      From: Hunter Carlisle

      To: Olivia Jonston

      Subject: Charity Dinner

      ________________________

      

      Olivia-

      

      I’ve been scheduled for a charity dinner in three weeks’ time. You are my plus one. Brenda will add the event to your calendar.

      

      Your dress should be formal and tasteful, but not too conservative. Please choose three contenders and bring them to my office on Monday. Brenda will organize the necessary fittings.

      

      We’ll speak more about this next week. Make sure the date and time is open.

      

      H.C.

      

      I hit “reply” and whipped off a quick acknowledgement of having received the email.

      Dresses. I didn’t get any formal dresses; I’d just bought work attire. I’d have to hit the stores tomorrow, since who knew what time I’d start getting out of work now that I was doing some real tasks.

      And those real tasks would not include more sex.

      As I was clicking on social media, my instant messenger flashed.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Why are you working?

      

      “Why don’t you mind your own business?” I asked the message.

      

      Olivia Jonston: I’m not. Just saw that email and thought I would reply.

      Hunter Carlisle is typing…

      

      I waited, staring at the blue font. The message disappeared, only to flash back up again. Only to disappear again. I rolled my eyes. He was probably doing something else and hadn’t realized he was typing in the IM still. I clicked over to the internet, only belatedly realizing I hadn’t signed into a VPN, which was what usually allowed someone to get into a secure server.

      

      Olivia Jonston: Do I not need a VPN?

      Hunter Carlisle: No. One password signs you in to everything.

      Hunter Carlisle: Wouldn’t someone as technologically proficient as yourself figure that out?

      

      “You got what you wanted so now you can be a dick, is that it?” I muttered at his name.

      

      Olivia Jonston: Sorry about that. That software isn’t widely used due to security issues.

      Hunter Carlisle: I was joking, Olivia.

      

      “Oh.” I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, wishing I had the courage to type: “I wasn’t aware you had a sense of humor.”

      

      Olivia Jonston: Ah. My bad. Kay, I’m going to go.

      Hunter Carlisle: Will you be home in about an hour?

      

      My hands hovered over the keys. I stared at the message suspiciously. Before I could reply, Hunter pinged me again.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Mr. Ramous will be dropping something off.

      Olivia Jonston: I should be. I can go grocery shopping later.

      Hunter Carlisle: I will let him know to make it his priority. He’ll text or call when he gets there. Have a nice afternoon.

      

      My hands continued to hover. Two things seemed strange. One, why did Bert have a package for me? What had I forgotten? And two, why was Hunter being cordial over IM when he’d been so standoffish in person?

      I wondered if he felt bad. That maybe my reaction had shocked some feelings into him.

      “Fat chance.” I signed off IM and out of email. I didn’t want any more communication from him. Not for the rest of the weekend. My crazy didn’t play well with his.

      

      In an hour I was engrossed in a book on the couch when the door buzzed. Knowing it was Bert, because Jane wasn’t home, I bounced off the couch and pushed the intercom button. “Hello?”

      “It’s me, Bert. I have something for ya.”

      “I’ll be right down.”

      “I’ll bring it up—it’s too much for you to carry.”

      I smiled. “Okay. Level two. I’ll wait by the stairs.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I pushed the button to admit him. Walking out to the landing, I heard the door close a level down and heard the heavy footsteps of what must be Bert’s giant girth plodding up the stairs. I backed up as he reached the top. In his hand was a huge bag with the Apple logo.

      “Whatcha got there?” I asked, leading him to the door and then clearing out of the way so he could enter my small apartment.

      “I told ya Mr. Carlisle looks after his employees. It appears you need a computer.” Bert put the bag on the coffee table. “Mr. Carlisle called in the order. I just picked it up. Open it up, let’s see what he got ya.”

      With a furrowed brow, I walked around him and pulled open the bag. A box displaying the same insignia as the bag looked up at me. Beside it were other, smaller boxes.

      I pulled out the large box and gasped at a brand-new MacBook Pro. “He bought me a computer?”

      “And what’s this?” Bert pulled out a smaller box with a big crater of a smile on his face.

      The image of an iPad graced the front of the box.

      “And this.” Bert pulled out a mouse and additional keyboard next, both Bluetooth, and studied them with a shaking head. “I don’t know why he got you another keyboard. You have one with the laptop.”

      “If I set it up with a monitor, probably,” I said as my eyes rounded. “He went crazy.”

      Bert showed me a new phone, then a pair of headphones before setting everything down with a smirk. “Mr. Carlisle shows you your value, he doesn’t tell you. See what I mean? He’s a good guy if you don’t let the rudeness bother you.”

      “In other words, he’s a dick, but a generous one.”

      Bert laughed as he backed toward the door. “You said it, not me.” Still chuckling, he kept backing up until he was in the hallway. “Do you need anything else?”

      “Like what, a desk to go with all this?”

      Bert bowed his head. “Maybe ask him for that next week, Livy. My back is killing me and he’d probably get a solid wood one. I don’t fancy carrying it up the stairs.”

      I laughed and bounded toward the door. “I don’t have anywhere to put a desk, don’t worry.”

      “Probably for the best.” He started off down the hallway. “See ya Monday.”

      “Bye.”

      I shut the door and just leaned against it for a second, staring at the array of equipment littering my coffee table. I could not believe he’d bought all that for me. Without asking, or making a big show of it, he just got everything he thought I would possibly need, and left it at that. If I never said thank you, he probably wouldn’t even notice.

      “Unreal,” I said, starting back over. It didn’t heal us, this unexpected generosity, but it certainly made me feel a little less low. A little less insecure. Because no way would any of my ex-boyfriends ever do it, and the last couple had the money to.

      I packed it all up with care and moved back to my room like a rat with a rare morsel of fresh cheese. Before I ripped into all the packaging and started playing, I logged on to the work computer and the instant message.

      

      Olivia Jonston: *speechless* Thank you so much!!! I shouldn’t accept it.

      

      I waited, staring at the computer. There was no sign he was typing.

      I glanced at the clock—a little past four. He’d still be there, I had no doubt. Maybe getting coffee.

      I tapped my fingers, glancing over at the big, pretty white bag. I took out the computer again, and then the iPad. I gazed at them with hungry eyes, but didn’t open the boxes. I really shouldn’t accept them—that had been a true statement. He didn’t owe me any of this—he was paying me a wage to work; that was enough. Plus, I had my work computer; I had all I needed.

      I pulled my lips to the side as I debated, hearing the familiar ping.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: I got top of the line—I didn’t know what you were into. You can exchange what you don’t want/need. If you want another brand, let me know and I can get a refund.

      Hunter Carlisle: And you will accept it. I bet you are staring at it right now, waiting for my go-ahead. Enjoy. I would’ve gotten you a monitor, but I didn’t know your size constraints.

      

      I squealed in delight.

      

      Olivia Jonston: This is perfect. Too much. And I don’t have anywhere to put a monitor. (I don’t have a desk)

      Hunter Carlisle: We’ll amend that when you have more space. Have a good evening.

      Olivia Jonston: Thank you again!!!

      

      I didn’t wait to see if he was typing. I turned with ravenous fingers and tore into the packaging on everything. I wanted to feel it. I lost the rest of the day to my new devices, and eventually ordered in pizza. Grocery shopping could wait.

      

      

      “Yay, you came!” Kimberly sauntered toward me in a cute little red dress with black stockings. Her hair bounced over her shoulder in a tumble of curls. She gave me a firm hug and then dragged me toward everyone else.

      They’d chosen an upscale tavern that served oysters and clever creations for nibbles. The floor and tabletops weren’t just clean, they were shining in the mid-level light from recessed bulbs. Prices were high, though Kimberly’s friends probably didn’t notice, and drinks were decent.

      Four people congregated in the back around a large, round table. Each already had a drink in front of them with two spots empty. What must’ve been Kimberly’s drink waited in front of one.

      “Hi, Livy!” one of the girls, Tera, said with a big grin as I walked up. Her curly hair was pulled back from her face with barrettes. She wasn’t usually this excited to see me. Or anyone.

      “Hi.” I hesitated before sitting down. “Do I need to order a drink at the bar?”

      “No, someone comes around.” A guy named Jett absently waved toward the bar. The shock of freckles across his nose and cheeks stood out against the pale of his skin.

      I sat at the same time Kimberly did. She plunked her phone on the table and sipped her drink.

      “I’ll just say it—how did you get a job with Hunter Carlisle?” Jen, a girl in her early thirties, asked with shock on her face. She was the oldest in the group, but had graduated at the same time as Kimberly and Jett, having spent some time after high school abroad with various charities.

      I glanced at Kimberly and got a slight shake of the head. These people weren’t in the know about the personal side of things, thank God.

      I shrugged as all eyes found their way to me. “I applied, like I have to a million places, and he didn’t kick me out simply because I have zero experience. I’m just an admin, though. I’m not in my field.”

      “So?” Tera exclaimed, leaning forward on the table. “It’s Hunter Carlisle! The man is a god in business. I’d do anything to get that position.”

      “Including him. He is h-o-t!” Jen fanned herself.

      Rick, a man with messy brown hair, a full beard, and far more money than sense, rolled his eyes. “Is that why you dumped me? You like pretty guys half your age?”

      “He’s a couple of years older than you,” Jen said. “And I dumped you because you were afraid of the shower.”

      Rick’s even white teeth showed through his mat of beard. “Touché.”

      The waitress stopped by with a smile and looked at me with eyebrows raised. “Can I get you something?”

      “Yes, could I have a mojito, please?” I asked.

      “Get her two, and another round for all of us—she’s behind,” Rick said, making a circle in the air with his pointer finger.

      “And a round of tequila!” Tera exclaimed. “Olivia finally has a job—we have to celebrate.”

      “No way.” I waved my hands at the waitress. “No shots.”

      “Shots.” Tera overrode my complaint with an exaggerated head bob.

      “Definitely shots,” Kimberly added.

      “Whose side are you on?” I demanded of Kimberly.

      “Yup, shots.” Rick gave a thumbs-up as the waitress moved away.

      “It’s early, you’ll be fine,” Kimberly said with an evil grin.

      “Now.” Tera stared at me across the table. “Tell me everything about Hunter Carlisle. I have been stalking that man forever.”

      “No, don’t, Livy,” Jett said as he grabbed a cracker and loaded it with cheese. “Make her sweat.”

      “It’s not like more information would help,” Jen said. “Carlisle doesn’t make friends.”

      “I don’t need to be his friend, but I’d love to see the inside of his bedroom.” Tera’s eyes sparkled.

      “Can we change the subject, please?” Rick asked with a groan. “This is really putting me off.”

      

      My drink came and went. The shots came and went. More drinks filled their place. Usually I was able to control my alcohol intake by ordering for myself. Not so this time. When the waitress came around, Rick or Tera took over ordering for everyone, Tera because she thought I should be celebrating the job of the century, and Rick because he didn’t do any sort of meaningful job for his father, and mostly just partied. He was ecstatic for any excuse to go wild.

      A few times I tried to decline the next round, not because I was concerned about money as I usually was, but because I was on a short ride to Drunk-ville. I didn’t drink as often as the others, and didn’t have their tolerance. The thing that made me complacent, though, was that for the first time, I was included. I was treated as an insider. I was no longer Kimberly’s unfortunate friend that also graduated from their school—I was one of the crowd. It felt good to be accepted for once.

      Toward the end of the night, when I should’ve been sober and asleep, my phone swam into my vision. I blinked one eye closed so I could properly see the numbers, and groaned. After ten o’clock. “I gotta go.”

      I stepped away from the bar and bumped into Kimberly. She giggled.

      “I gotta go,” I repeated. “Isss ten o’clock. Too late.”

      “Oh my God, Livia!” Kimberly clamped a hand down on my arm and leaned closer. Her face glanced off my ear. “Ow!” She stumbled backward, rubbing her nose. “Oliv-a.” She pointed toward the door.

      I swayed as I swung my head too fast. “Why did you make me do shots?” I asked the room in general.

      Blurred people, fuzzy and multicolored, tilted in my line of sight. I blinked a couple times and then widened my eyes, hoping that might help my sight.

      It didn’t.

      “What?” I asked, leaning heavily against the bar.

      “That asshole is here,” Kimberly spat, looking around wildly. “Where’s Rick? Rick’ll get rid of him.” Kimberly staggered away, leaving me blinking down at my glass of water. I upended the glass in my mouth, belatedly feeling the cold liquid dribble down my chin and onto my chest, soaking one of the blouses I was supposed to reserve for work.

      “Least it’s just water,” I said, swaying backward as I tried to look down at my chest. I groped for the bar and pulled myself back in. “I gotta go. Bad idea. This was a bad idea.”

      “Olivia.” The voice tickled me in places I remembered vividly.
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      I swayed toward him, quickly caught in his arms. I glanced up into the face of Jonathan, the ex who tore my heart out and broke it apart like a wishbone.

      “What’re you doing here?” With water dribbled all down my front, and my makeup probably all over my face, I wasn’t showing him what he was missing.

      He showered me with that smile I remembered so fondly, fluttering a deep well of emotion.

      “I loved you,” I blurted, falling into his embrace. “Why did you do…that-to-me.” With my finger I made a motion like a spinning turbine. “Pre-tend I…am talking-at-normal speed.”

      His carefree laugh made me sigh. Those handsome features captured me. I’d stared at his face for hours, making love, cuddling, and laughing. We had our hard times, but on average, he’d made me happy.

      “Why’re you here?” I leaned forward and braced my forehead on his chest.

      “Because I heard you were here, and thought you needed a ride home. Or would you rather go to my place?” He tilted my face up and leaned down until his lips glanced off mine. “I thought maybe we could start things up again. I shouldn’t have let you go.”

      “Oh no, bro?” Rick stepped up beside us. I felt his hand grab my upper arm and pull me away. “What happened to Crystal?”

      “This doesn’t concern you, bro,” Jonathan said in icy tones.

      Kimberly put an arm around my shoulders, staring at Jonathan. “You didn’t give a shit before she got a job with Carlisle.” Kimberly jabbed a finger at him. “You’re just trying to use her, you heartless bastard.”

      “Oh, spare me.” Jonathan’s gaze came to rest on mine. “Why don’t I take you home. We can talk.”

      “I gotta go,” I muttered, shrugging out of Kimberly’s grip and ambling away.

      “Wait—” Jonathan started.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Rick said.

      “What are you going to do, bro?” I heard, but I wasn’t turning around to watch a male pissing contest. I had to get out of there.

      I stumbled outside. The chill of the night draped around me. The temperature revived me a little, but soon it would make me shiver.

      I lurched to a stop and made a U-turn. The closed door stared at me. If it could, it would’ve quirked an eyebrow, I was sure. “Are you sure you want to go through here?” it would ask.

      And it had a point. Jonathan was through there. “He’ll seduce me.” That was bad.

      I brought up my phone, which had stayed clutched in my hand somehow, and felt the weight of my handbag on my other arm. I glanced down to make sure, staggering forward with the shift in weight.

      Yes, that was my handbag.

      “Lucky,” I announced. A couple passing by glanced at me. I staggered backward to get out of the way.

      The bus was out of the question. I was in bad shape. Very dangerous.

      “Cab.” Stop announcing things out loud!

      I brought my phone up again and closed an eye, willing the image to solidify into one object. The glow of the screen made me squint as I brought up my contacts list and tried to scroll with a clumsy finger.

      I hated this, being drunk. Buzzed was one thing. Even bent toward inebriated I could handle. But full-blown incoherence was no fun.

      Too late now.

      The screen lit up with a name. “Oh shit.” I stabbed at the red rectangle and missed. The image changed again—call connected. I couldn’t hang up now or I’d be a crank caller.

      “Hello?” I asked as the phone neared my ear.

      “Olivia?”

      I leaned against the wall. “Yeah—sorry. Didn’t mean call you.” I pulled the phone away and squinted at the screen again, making out a blurry “Bert” as the title name.

      “Oh shit—sorry, Bert! You don’t even know me and I’m an asshole. Sorry! Accident.” Someone else came out of the bar. I shuffled further over, regardless if it was helpful or not. “’Kay, bye.”

      “Do you need a ride?” I heard.

      “No, ’m good. Under control, Bert my man. Under control. See ya!” I pulled the phone away and stabbed again, this time ending the call.

      “Well, that was embarrassing.” I winced again. “Shhh! God, I am drunk.”

      “Let me take you home.”

      I meant to groan, but I think I moaned instead. I closed my eyes as the familiar hand wrapped around my middle. Familiar lips, warm and soft, tickled my neck before landing on my lips. I fell into the kiss—literally. Off balance and out of my head, I threw an arm around his shoulders and face-dived into him. His tongue entered my mouth and I let it, wanting to feel how I had felt with him in the height of my happiness. Wanting that safety and comfort again, especially with all the turmoil I was going through at work.

      “I’ll take you home, Livy.” I let him half lead, half carry me down the sidewalk. My phone vibrated in my hand. I tried to see who it was, but it was trapped in the hand around Jonathan’s shoulders. He looked at the screen as it neared his eyes before I gave up trying to see and slumped back against him.

      “Is that Hunter Carlisle? Do you know any other Hunters?” Jonathan asked as he slowed. He stepped to the right and braced me against the wall with his shoulder as he tugged the phone out of my hand.

      “No! I need to hold on to that, or I will lose it.”

      “Hello, sir, this is—”

      I bent forward to see that Jonathan had taken the call.

      “No, hang up, that’s my boss!” I reached for the phone, but Jonathan pushed my hand away and half turned to cut me off.

      “No, sir, she’s right here. I was just going to take her home—she’s had a bit too much to drink.”

      “Way too much,” I groaned. “Tell him non’t worry. Don’t worry—I’m taking a cab.”

      “Jonathan Banks, sir. I recently graduated from… Hello?” Jonathan pulled the phone away from his head. The wallpaper showed, which meant Hunter had hung up on him.

      I chuckled. “He doesn’t like it when you kiss his butt.”

      “He has your direct line, huh?” Jonathan asked, looping a hand around my waist and helping me up.

      “Obviously.” I leaned on Jonathan. “Phone, please.”

      Jonathan must not have heard me, because he continued to hold the device as we ambled down the street.

      “Are we close?” I was regretting not getting that cab. I wasn’t up for the long walk in the cold with these heels. Quality heels were still heels, and there was a breaking-in period that wasn’t kind on my feet.

      “Just up—”

      A motor revved in the street. The glare of red signaled a stopping car. Bright yellow hazards flashed before Jonathan stopped, turning us toward the street. A man approached, wide shoulders decked in an expensive suit. He didn’t stop in front of us. Instead, he stepped to my side, put an arm around my back and one under my legs, before sweeping me up.

      “Whoa,” I said as his strong arms squeezed me into his chest.

      “Is that her phone?” Hunter asked, staring down at a wide-eyed Jonathan.

      “Yes,” I answered as my head lolled against Hunter’s shoulder. “’S okay. He was taking me home. Put me down, Hunter.”

      Hunter’s hold didn’t relent.

      “I was just giving her a ride, sir. You didn’t need to—”

      “Did you not think to offer her your jacket?” Hunter demanded. “She’s freezing.”

      “S’okay,” I murmured, my face comfortably nestled against the heat of his neck.

      “Well, sir, we were almost to my car, so—”

      “Give me the phone,” Hunter interrupted in that commanding voice.

      “Of course, sir.”

      Hunter shifted and we were moving, walking between two parked cars and to the side of a sleek gray sports car. I had no idea what kind. Nor did I care. It was a ride, and right now, that was all I really wanted.

      “Can you stand?” Hunter spoke quietly in my ear. His voice was soft, reminiscent of the time we were intimate.

      “Mhm,” I said against his skin with my eyes closed, relishing his warmth.

      I felt movement until my feet gently bumped concrete. I let him straighten me up, keeping a hand on me while he shrugged out of his suit jacket.

      “It’s fine. I don’t need it, Hunter, honest.” The chattering of my teeth gave me away, though.

      “Here.” His jacket draped over my shoulders, wrapping me in his delicious scent. I snuggled in, handing him my handbag so I could put it on properly. He opened the door and handed me inside then shut it behind me.

      The heater blasted my face and the warmth of his jacket radiated around me. I sighed in contentment as I leaned into the luxurious leather, realizing belatedly that Hunter was taking a long time to get in. Glancing around, I noticed him back on the sidewalk, talking to Jonathan. With his straight posture, I couldn’t tell what message he was delivering, but with Jonathan hunching within Hunter’s stare, it couldn’t be good. After a moment, Jonathan nodded adamantly. Hunter stalked toward the car and then sat in the driver’s side.

      “What’re you doing here?” I sounded like a broken record, despite the fact that he was not the person I had originally asked that question to.

      “Mr. Ramous had some concerns about your well-being.”

      “Why’d he call you?”

      “He wanted to know if he was overstepping his bounds to go get you. I said yes, since you weren’t on company time.”

      “Yet here you are.”

      “I don’t have the same constraints.”

      I closed my eyes as his expensive machine purred to life. “I was trying to call a cab. Don’t know how Bert came up.”

      “And your ex-boyfriend?”

      I furrowed my brow at the vicious tone in his voice. When I glanced at his face, though, illuminated by the red of the dash, it was completely impassive. I closed my eyes again. “He offered me a ride. I really did love him, once.”

      “Not now?”

      I directed my gaze out the window. “I dunno. A little, I guess. When he kissed me I remembered the happiness. But I’m hurt, too. And I know better. Usually.”

      “Dare I ask why the copious amounts of alcohol?”

      “Do you ever just do stupid things to feel included for once?” I chuckled to myself. “Pro’bly not. You show up and you’re the hit of the show. And look, you were my ticket in. ’Cause of you, they like me. Go figure.”

      “They like your connections. Now you’re connected to money, status, and power. They were raised to think that is important above all else.”

      “Not Kimmy! She’s not like all that.”

      Hunter clicked a button on his dash. “No, she is mostly good stock. Her father is a good man, if a bit eccentric. But she keeps those friends all the same. You are a beloved pet project—at least you started that way. I have no doubt she’s seen you as a friend for a while, but she just hasn’t matured enough to realize that your type of friendship is much more genuine than those around her.”

      “Says the man who’s the same age as she is. So what makes you an expert? You live in the same social circles.”

      He was quiet for a moment as he pulled to a stop in front of my apartment complex. “I belong to a similar social class, but I don’t exist in the same circles. My life is work. Business is cold and unfeeling and it always makes sense. It always has made sense. That’s enough for me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The question lingered in the silence. After a while, I peeked an eye open. He sat back in his seat with his gaze rooted to my face. His clenched jaw and hard eyes gave him that severe look. I recognized that look as trying to push distance between himself and others. Me, in this instance.

      “Is this the part where I assume your silence means get outta here?” I fumbled with the seatbelt.

      A blast of cold indicated Hunter exiting the car. I hit the button. The seatbelt whizzed from around me as my door opened. I took his hand, feeling the electricity crawl up my arm and heat my body before settling deep into my core.

      “Oh no, not now.” I squeezed my eyes shut as he pulled me from the car. I didn’t want to see what was in those sexy bedroom eyes, nor did I want to look on that impeccably handsome face. Both of those things would add fuel to the already blazing arousal coursing through my body.

      “Jacket.” I started to pull off the jacket when my legs were swept out from under me. I squealed, clutching muscular shoulders as Hunter clasped me to his chest.

      “Bring it to me tomorrow.”

      “I can make it from here.”

      I know he heard me, because I said it right next to his ear, but he didn’t slow. Neither did I. I slid my arms around his neck as I licked the edge of his earlobe. Warnings were absent, hidden in the alcoholic numbness. Bad decision-making was a green light, despite what I’d been thinking not ten seconds before.

      I sucked on his neck below his ear, giving him a small bite. I heard his hard exhale in the silence of the stairwell.

      “Put me down here, Hunter, and kiss me.”

      The man was good at ignoring me.

      Undeterred, I sucked harder, knowing I’d leave a mark, wondering if he would stop me. Or speak. He did neither. Instead, he stopped by my door and said, “This one, right?”

      “Yes, stalker.”

      He set me down in front of the door and leaned his body into me. I felt his hard bulge in my stomach, and for a moment, when he bent, I thought he would take me. His hands reached low. I hooked a leg around his to give him more access.

      Instead, my keys jingled as he took them out of my purse.

      “Seriously?” I flung an arm around his shoulders as he bent to pick me up again. “You’ll seduce me in your office, but not in a fun place like a stairwell?”

      “Where’s your room?” he asked in a strained voice.

      I pointed before my lips went back to nibbling his hot skin. My fingers trailed down the middle of his chest, popping buttons as I did so. By the time he closed my door, I had the button against his belt line undone and my hand pulling out the bottom of his undershirt.

      “Stop,” he whispered.

      I didn’t.

      My feet lightly bumped the floor as my hand ducked into his shirt and met bumpy muscle. I straightened up as he did, so I could reach up higher, feeling over a rock-hard pec. “When do you find time to work out?” I murmured, exploring with my palm.

      “Where are your pajamas?”

      “Don’t need them.” I pulled out the rest of his shirt as he stripped the jacket from me. He tossed it on the end of the bed before pulling my blouse over my head. I leaned my head back, pulling on the back of his neck.

      “I can’t, Olivia.” The words came out strangled.

      “Yes. You can. You do it all the time.” I undid his belt, pulled down his zipper, and then reached in and grabbed the velvety skin of his shaft.

      His hands covered mine and gently removed them before re-securing his pants. I stared up at him in hurt confusion. “You were fine with this yesterday, but now, suddenly you don’t want it? It’s because I do, right? You don’t like not calling the shots?”

      He turned to my bed and pulled back the sheets. “You don’t want this, Olivia. It’s the alcohol talking. To give in would make you hate me for it in the morning. I don’t want to see the expression tomorrow that I saw yesterday.”

      I shifted, resting a hand against his perfectly sculpted six-pack to show I was still brazen, but my eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t have an expression,” I lied.

      “You think I don’t know what glassy eyes and a dejected look mean? It’s been a long time since I was involved with someone, but I remember what it looks like when I trample on a trusting soul. I should give you up, I know I should. That’s the right thing to do. But I can’t. I want you, but not like this. Not when you aren’t in control. Only cowards and hustlers prey upon the weak and confused.”

      I dropped my hand and head at the same time. “I just can’t win with you.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t try.”

      “Please, Hunter.” A tear dripped down my face as I looked up. “I don’t want to be rejected. I don’t want to be cast aside, not tonight. Jonathan made me feel… I just don’t want to be alone. I’ll remember I pushed myself on you, and while I might regret it, at least it was my choice.”

      His thumb came up and wiped my tear away. “And when you wake up alone tomorrow, after we…have sex? Then how will you feel? I can’t stay, so even if I give in, you’ll wake up alone and know that I left shortly after. It’ll be worse than me leaving now.”

      Another tear rolled down my cheek, but this time an angry one. “Fine. Leave, then.”

      I pushed him out of the way, discarded the rest of my clothes, and slipped into bed. I tried to suppress a sob as my face dripped with tears. I heard a sigh before the bed compressed next to me. A hand settled on my upper arm. “Look, I’ll compromise, okay?”

      I didn’t respond. I didn’t see how we could compromise—not with his track record. Nor with mine.

      I heard fabric rustling before pressure on my arm had me rolling to my back. He sat without his shirt, exposing the most glorious chest and arms I’d ever seen. Cut pecs led down to deliciously bumpy abs. His arms bulged and his lats were cut from stone. My mouth dried up with need so great I couldn’t think straight.

      “I’ll pleasure you until you say when. Then I’ll leave.” His fingertips traced a line of fire down my chest. “You call the shots this time. And when you’re sated and asleep, I’ll go.”

      “Your car?”

      “I doubt anyone is going to call me in at this time of night on a Sunday, but I can easily get a ride from the car service you never use.”

      “Must be nice to have money out your ears.”

      “Not always.” He bent down to my nipple. A hot dart of pleasure shot down to my core as he took it into his mouth. I moaned as his other hand traced my other nipple.

      “Take your clothes off,” I said, running my hands up and over his shoulders. The suction increased, rolling my eyes into the back of my head. “Please.”

      His mouth lifted right before the jingle of a belt sounded. Fabric slid on skin. He crawled onto the bed, pushing my knees apart with his hands. A warm, wet tongue started at my clit and moved in lazy circles before dipping into my folds. He tickled me at first, light and teasing, making me squirm. His mouth went back, sucking while his fingers dipped into my body.

      “Hmmm.” I ran my fingers through his hair as I arched back, jutting my breasts into the air with the sensation. He sucked harder, his fingers moving in and out in rhythmic thrusts. Cold shivers raked me, flowing down my skin. Bursts of heat fired within my core. Hot and cold, shivering and tingling, his fingers worked, faster and faster. His mouth sucked and his tongue swirled, playing me like an instrument.

      I moaned loudly, straining into his mouth. Yanking his hair. Feeling my body start to vibrate.

      “Hmm, Hunter,” I moaned, thrusting my hips.

      He worked faster, plunging his digits as his mouth never let up. My body wound tight. My breath came in hoarse pants. And then I blasted apart, moaning with the release as I quivered.

      His mouth dipped lower, lightly sucking at my inner thighs before moving back up and barely glancing across my hips. He sat up for a moment, looking down on me. With the light from the window, I could see his gaze linger on my breasts, travel down my stomach before lingering on the vee of my legs, before connecting with my eyes. “You’re beautiful.”

      I sat up slowly, wanting to kiss him so badly it hurt. As I wrapped my fingers around his neck and pulled him toward me gently, angling my mouth up to him, I saw a flash of fear in his eyes. Wariness took over, and I knew he wouldn’t. Whatever the reason, it was internal, and kissing was a no-fly zone.

      Instead, I bent to his neck before kissing down his chest. His breathing became louder, less controlled. I circled his navel with my tongue before grabbing his hips and pulling upward. He rose up to a kneeling position. As he did so, his large cock, fully erect, came closer.

      This was supposed to be about me. But I wanted to taste him. I wanted to hear his release of breath as he gave in to the feeling.

      I licked the tip, hearing him suck in a breath. Gently, teasing him as he had me, I lightly skimmed the surface with my tongue. His hands came away from his sides. I grabbed the base and sucked in as much as I could handle, gagging with its length.

      “Ohhh.” His fingers worked through my hair. “You shouldn’t, Olivia—”

      I backed off as I stroked with my hand, hearing that exhale. I sucked in again, massaging his balls, before starting a slow rhythm.

      “That’s not part of the deal,” he whispered in a voice filled with pleasure. “Ohhh,” he sighed again, his hand tightening in my hair.

      Excited shivers started in my gut as he started to direct my effort, taking control. I sucked greedily as I stroked, working in harmony, building him higher.

      “Oh God, Olivia, you should stop.”

      His face tilted down toward me. His gaze connected with mine, and I saw a new spark of pleasure. He watched me as I worked, moaning softly as I took him deeper than I ever had any other man. His thrusts got bigger and his moans more pronounced.

      “Ohhh, Olivia,” he whispered. “I’m going to come.”

      I didn’t pull away, letting him empty into my mouth as he flexed his body over me. I stared up at him, at his magnificence, strong and powerful. I ran my hands up his sides as I straightened back up. His palm came to my jaw and his other hand lightly cupped a breast. For a moment, all he did was look into my eyes, quietly. Softly.

      This was the Hunter from the day before. The man under the armor.

      Unable to help myself, I traced the edges of his lips with my fingertips. I leaned forward slowly, seeing that fear resurface. It immediately subsided as he realized where my lips were aimed. I kissed his cheek softly, pulling him close until he put his arms around me. My lips traveled up his jaw line until I was simply hugging him, feeling his body against mine.

      In his velvety voice, with the command riding the words, he said, “Lie down. I want to feel your body.”

      I fell back into the sheets. His palm ran from my knee up, over my breast and to the base of my neck. He lay down next to me. His face was inches from mine. Our breath mingled. His hand kneaded my breast as he leaned forward and kissed my chin. Softly, his kisses worked up my jaw. I ran my leg up the outside of his thigh, sighing when he rolled a bit, covering part of me with his warm body.

      His kneading became more intense as my swollen sex started to throb. His knee came up, moving my thigh high on his hip. His lips dragged across my jaw to the edge of my lips. They touched down as his hips swung upward. I felt his blunt tip poke my wetness.

      I gave a soft moan. My hand slipped to his chin, lining up his face with mine. I looked into his eyes, feeling the tension mount. Feeling that tip right at my entrance. Wanting him with everything I had.

      “Do you want me to fuck you, Olivia?” he said in his deceptively soft voice.

      I moaned as his power licked up my body. In a breathy whisper, I replied, “Yes.”

      He rolled onto me. His tip prodded, pressure right at my opening. His eyes scanned my face as he made soft thrusts. His tip pushed, widening me. Preparing me for entry, but not engaging.

      I dug my fingers into his back as I arched, needing more. Needing him to fill me up. “I have a condom in my drawer,” I whispered.

      “I want to feel you. You’re still on the pill?”

      “Yes.”

      His palms slid along my arms and pushed my hands above my head. I could feel him shaking over me. “Lord help me, I can’t say no to this, Olivia.”

      He gave one hard thrust. I moaned, falling into that exquisite pleasure. As my hips rose, trying to get him deeper, my body tightened up, nothing in the world better than his hard length searing inside me. There was just him and me and the friction between us.

      His eyes hit my lips. A flash of longing stole his features as he picked up the pace, pushing into me with heady thrusts. He lowered, kissing my cheek and my jaw, my neck—everything but my lips.

      The pace picked up. My legs and arms tightened around him, the sensations overwhelming me. “Yes, Hunter!” My eyes fluttered as my body wound up, his ends hitting off mine.

      I turned my face until my lips glanced off his. I gave a light kiss to the corner of his mouth.

      He groaned. His thrusts became manic. Desperate. He entwined his fingers within mine. “Give in to me, Olivia. I need you.”

      “Yes, Hunter,” I moaned, letting go just that little bit more. Opening up to the sensations.

      He labored, pounding into me, forcing out moan after endless moan as my core tightened. “Please, Hunter,” I said, unable to take the sharp pleasure any longer. Needing release. Striving for the end.

      “I need more of you, Olivia,” he said in a low voice, rising up so he could work harder. He pulled my knees higher, at his waist now, and bore down. His large cock dove deeper, hitting new sensations. Driving me higher.

      “No,” I said, fingers digging into his shoulders. Nails bit flesh. “No, please,” I begged, feeling the tension tug at me. The emotion he was pulling out sucking from deep inside of me.

      He pushed harder, his delicious body shiny with moisture. Mine sleek and slippery. My legs wrapped around his middle as my body hit a new high. I gasped in ecstasy.

      He ran his hand down my chest, stopping on my breast. He pinched a nipple, making me moan in delight.

      The bed was squeaking now, keeping our pace. I groaned with each thrust at my end. My core was so tight. My body so sensitive.

      “God, you feel so good. I don’t want this to end.” Hunter laid his whole body on me, his movements deep and forceful. The demand in his movements unmistakable.

      I felt a little more of me erode away. I gave just that bit more, unable to help it. Wanting him to take me all the way.

      And then he said, “Come with me, baby.”

      With two last, hard thrusts, I screamed out my orgasm. My whole body quaked with the exquisite release. Hunter shook over me, groaning into my neck. My body convulsed, milking his release.

      As we calmed down, he rose up on his elbows and looked down on me. His eyes were so open. He bent and softly kissed the middle of my forehead.

      “That felt good,” I said as my eyes drifted closed.

      He chuckled softly. “I have a suspicion my car has gone.”

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “I’d offer to pay, but you have more money than me.”

      He rolled me to my side and snuggled in behind me. “I took advantage after my big speech about being better than that. And in your room, no less.”

      “Better than the stairwell—we would’ve had peepers with how loud you made me scream.”

      I felt his light kiss on my neck. “I’ll stay for a while longer, but then I have to go.”

      “I know,” I said softly, sleep tugging on me. “This was my doing. I’ll deal with it in the morning. You’re blameless. I pulled out the tears. That’s never fair.”

      “Listen, Olivia, tomorrow, when you wake, remember that I’m as screwed up as they come. I’m incapable of things normal people find so easy. These faults are mine—they have no bearing on you. If I was a better man, I wouldn’t chase you. I would accept ‘no’ and leave you to your life in peace. But something in you calls me, and I can’t walk away. I want you too much. There is a special place in hell for people like me. You’ll move on from this one day, and you’ll see that nothing I did was a reflection on you, except for my inability to walk away. I’m sorry—for this…for everything. Please remember all that tomorrow.”

      My eyes drifted closed as the words filtered in, but I didn’t take much meaning in them. Before I knew it, I let sleep tug me down into the abyss with his heat wrapped around me.
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      I walked in to work the next day not knowing what to think. Hunter had saved me from a bit of a pickle. He’d stopped whatever he was doing to rip me out of Jonathan’s greedy clutches. Jonathan was a mistake I did not need to make. Thanks to Hunter, I hadn’t.

      Cue next mistake—I’d all but forced myself on Hunter. He hadn’t wanted to have sex with me, but I’d pushed him into it. By crying. To a man, that was like slipping him a drug.

      I ran my hand across my face as I waited for the elevator. I had wanted to stay away from Hunter sexually. Instead, I had pounced on the guy.

      I jabbed the “up” button a few more times. What is taking this thing so long?

      The man waiting beside me took a step away.

      Hunter was being a good guy last night. He’d not only felt bad for Saturday, something he probably wasn’t used to doing, he then tried to make it up to me by doing the right thing. That failing, since I was hanging off him like a groupie, he’d tried to compromise. The man was a saint last night, no two ways about it.

      I marched into the elevator in a cloud of frustration. There were so many facets to this issue.

      My mind recalled his look of raw fear every time he thought I might kiss him. It wasn’t my breath—something had happened to him once upon a time, and he had an issue with that form of intimacy. Real intimacy. He could shut off with the physical stuff, like a hooker, but with kissing, something tugged at him.

      I slammed my index finger into the floor button. The person who’d gotten in behind me shifted uncomfortably.

      Why had I gone and confused this situation even more?

      I felt the ghost of his body moving against me, entering me in a haze of passion. My body heated up and a wave of perspiration broke out across my forehead. I started fanning myself in the elevator.

      Ah, yes. That was why. The man was a god in bed. A. God! The way he touched me, and how he moved—there wasn’t one in a million like him.

      I wanted to do it again. Right or wrong, I wanted him with a fervor I didn’t understand and couldn’t control. Right now, next to a nerdy man with a comb-over, I was having an arousal hot flash to rival all hot flashes across the globe. My sex was swollen and my nipples were so hard they threatened to cut through my bra. I wanted to march into Hunter’s office and rip his clothes off.

      “Oh Lord, I’m in trouble.” I started fanning myself harder.

      “What was that?” the man asked. I could hear the uncomfortable tremor in his voice. He thought I was crazy.

      He was right. Hunter made me this way.

      The memory of Hunter’s words as I was drifting to sleep resurfaced. My chest tightened up with emotion.

      He thought he was fucked up. He knew what he had done to me Saturday, he was worried he’d do it again, and he hated it. He hadn’t rejected me that first time, he’d protected himself. Like he always did. He shut off and dove back into business. The two were incredibly different.

      I’d landed myself in some mess. I really had. Because I didn’t want just sex from Hunter, and I definitely didn’t want to walk away. I wanted to get to know him. I wanted to know why he thought he was fucked up, why he was afraid of intimacy, and the big one…if he could love. Because I could love. I knew I could. And I worried with all that was in me that I could very easily love him. Last night had clenched it.

      I turned to the man in the elevator. “I am in a world of trouble, my friend. Bear witness.”

      His eyes widened. He clutched his lunch bag to his chest but didn’t speak. A moment later, the elevator chimed and he hustled from the confined space.

      Hunter really was making me crazy.

      When I hit my floor, I slunk into my desk area, looking around with shifty eyes. I wasn’t sure how I would handle Hunter yet. He’d be shut off, and I was worried it would hurt me. In this case, logic and emotion were completely at war.

      “Olivia, are we going to have a problem?”

      I froze with my handbag halfway to the drawer.

      Brenda stalked toward me with a scowl and two cups of coffee. She put one cup on the desk and then balled her fist and jammed it into her hip.

      I stopped my hand from jerking toward the red welts Hunter had left on my neck last night. My high-necked sweater should’ve been covering them. Calling attention to his love bites would announce my guilty conscience.

      I continued lowering my bag into the drawer, nice and slow. As I straightened, I used a light, musical voice as I said, “What’s that, now?”

      It was clear that espionage would not be a career option for me.

      “You know that I review the credit card transactions, right?” she asked.

      “Yes…”

      Brenda pursed her lips. “And are you not under strict orders to take the car service, or a cab, instead of the bus?”

      The exhale left my lungs in a whoosh. Thank God—she wasn’t onto me. “Yes, but I was running late today and didn’t have time to wait for the car.”

      “Mr. Ramous was waiting for your call. When he didn’t get it, he called Mr. Carlisle. Mr. Carlisle then had to call me and ask that I check up on your spending habits. I do not like getting a call from Mr. Carlisle on my personal line. It really ruins my morning. I swear, Olivia, you are the only person I have to scold for not spending.”

      “It’s so stupid. Cabs are way more dangerous—I mean, I’d essentially be alone with a strange man. The bus has crazies, yes, but there are always plenty of witnesses.”

      Brenda smirked and moved toward her desk. “Just…make him happy, would you? Then he won’t have to hound me and cause a panic attack that I killed a multimillion-dollar deal by not seeing an email or something.”

      “Okay, okay.” I pushed the power button on my computer as I remembered his coffee. A wave of butterflies rolled through my stomach as I started toward his office. Despite myself, I really wanted to see him. In fact, I kind of wanted to sit in front of his desk, with my chin on my hand, and stare.

      “Oh, and I saw that you charged a large purchase yesterday at Wilshire—”

      “Oh crap!” I stopped and turned back to Brenda. “Those were the dresses. I forgot to bring them in today.”

      “Yes, I wondered, because you’re not wearing anything new. But I should let you know… Well, I’ll let him tell you.” She went back to her computer.

      Oh sure, good call—add explosives to the cauldron of crazy I was stirring.

      I took a deep breath and walked into Hunter’s office. He sat at his desk, showered in light from the bright windows behind him. His suit jacket was removed, showing his muscular shoulders through his light blue button-up shirt. I noticed the hint of pec, which I knew led down into a divine six-pack. I gazed at his handsome face as I drew near.

      I set the cup down on the corner of his desk with a shaking hand. He looked up and immediately those bedroom eyes sucked me in, moving something deep in my chest. Something that wasn’t sexual.

      “Hey,” I said in a release of breath. I pushed my hair out of my face, trying to play it cool.

      His gaze took me in for a moment, expressionless. Then he said, “Brenda sent me details of your spending. She then furnished me with your receipts. Like all my admins, your spending will have to be monitored. Unlike my other admins, you aren’t spending enough. We’ll be going shopping together at noon today.”

      My stomach flip-flopped. I didn’t care about shopping, but I was all for spending more time with him. “I forgot to bring the dresses.”

      His gaze snagged on the side of my neck where the bites must’ve peeked above my sweater. His eyes flashed with hunger. He clenched his jaw and clasped his hands on the desk, turning his eyes downward.

      He was fighting his desire. So was I. I hoped he was better at it than I was.

      Or do I…?

      I would punch myself right now if I acted on my lust. I would!

      “You only bought the three dresses, I take it?” he asked, his voice hard.

      “Well…” I adjusted the sweater. “Yeah. I mean…how many dresses does a girl need?“

      “Olivia—” His nostrils flared in anger. He turned back to his computer. “Noon.”

      

      At noon, Hunter appeared at my desk with hard eyes and a set jaw. “Let’s go.”

      I finished typing an email message, hit “send,” and grabbed my handbag. “Okey-dokey.”

      “The jewelry is coming this evening, as requested, sir.” Brenda didn’t even look up as she delivered the message.

      “Good. Do you need lunch?”

      She did look up then. “When will you be back?”

      Hunter gave me an assessing stare. His eyes traveled the length of my body, bringing a blush to my cheeks as heat pooled in my core. “We’ll probably be a couple hours.”

      Brenda glanced at her watch. “No thank you, sir. I’ll be famished. I’ll get something in a while.”

      He started walking to the elevator, not acknowledging her answer. I lurched to a start, following. I gave Brenda a wave she didn’t notice and met him as the elevator was opening.

      As we walked through the lobby a moment later, I couldn’t help it. I had to satisfy my curiosity. “Was your car still there?”

      He opened the glass door and guided me through with his hand on my lower back. Bert waited at the curb with the driver’s side, rear door open. Hunter didn’t answer me, just walked to the other side of the car and slid into the front seat.

      As I approached Bert, I said in a low voice, “Sorry about calling you! I was trying to call a cab.”

      He glanced at Hunter getting into the car before whispering, “Sorry about calling him.” Bert jerked his head toward Hunter. “But I didn’t want to just turn up.”

      “No, it’s fine.” I waved Bert’s concern away. “He got me out of a tight spot, actually. An ex-boyfriend turned up. I wasn’t making great decisions about then.”

      “I can tell.” Bert winked as he tapped his neck. He thought Jonathan had given me those, not Hunter.

      As the heat colored my face, I slipped into the car. No way was I going to set the record straight.

      A short time later, Hunter and I walked into a store I hadn’t been to before. A saleslady strolled in our direction. As soon as her gaze hit Hunter, a flash of recognition widened her eyes. A smile spread across her face. “Hello, Mr. Carlisle! Lovely to see you.”

      “We’ll need to see your cocktail dress options, and a couple of business wear items,” Hunter answered in a bored voice.

      “Of course.” Her gaze shifted to me, quickly giving my outfit a once-over. “Anything for you?” she asked Hunter.

      “No, not today.”

      “Great.” The lady turned to the side and extended her hand toward the back of the store. “Right this way.”

      As we walked, the woman fell in beside Hunter instead of me. “What are you thinking for her? She has a great figure—I think accenting her bust and hips would be best.”

      “Yes. Something low cut, to accent the gracefulness of her neck, and either something short or with a slit, to show the definition in her legs.”

      “Oh yes, she has great legs,” the woman cooed.

      I crossed my arms. I felt like a prized pig being dressed up for the county fair.

      “Can I get you anything?” the lady asked, bending at the waist and smiling widely. She almost seemed like a stewardess. “Water, tea…”

      Hunter looked at me. “I’m fine,” I answered politely. He shook his head at the woman.

      “Okay, then.” She straightened up, smile still in place. “Go ahead and take a seat. I’ll just grab some things and see what we think.”

      When she was gone, Hunter crossed his ankle over his knee before saying, “My car was still there, yes. I was surprised.”

      I tapped my knees with my fingers. “I don’t have any regrets, just so you know. You’re in the clear.” It was a small lie, but he deserved it.

      “No, I’m not. Not by a long shot. But there’s nothing we can do about it now.”

      “Actually, there is. You can let me take credit for last night and stop being a know-it-all.”

      His head jerked toward me but I ignored him. I just wasn’t in the mood today. My head was pounding.

      “Okay, shall we try some things on?” The saleslady gave me a beaming smile. If Hunter had planned to say something, he’d missed his opportunity.

      Thus began the dress-shopping marathon. Hunter looked at me with an analytical eye, noticing the cut, the style, the way it fit, and the fabric. He vetoed things for the smallest of reasons, like a wrinkle just under the breast. At one point I offered to stuff my bra, just to move on. That would be a terrible solution, if his scowl was anything to go by.

      The saleslady, animated at all times, brought me an endless stream of dress after dress. Red, blue, purple, striped, plain—she offered them all. Some were so atrocious I shook my head before I even grabbed the hanger. Horizontal stripes would do me no favors—I didn’t need to try the thing on to prove it! Unfortunately, I didn’t have the power of veto like Hunter did. He still made me try it, only to prove me right with a head shake.

      “Told you,” I’d mutter.

      Occasionally, when he really liked one, he’d tell me, “Slow down, Olivia, let me see.” His eyes would burn with pleasure, or desire. In response, my body would heat up, and make my movements more sensual.

      “Turn around again,” he might say, his voice deepening.

      My breath would get dense. My core would tingle in anticipation.

      And then he’d say yea or nay and send me back to the dressing room.

      After the third dress I had just turned off. What was the point? If he didn’t plan to rip the dress off and drag me into the dressing room, I was just getting worked up for nothing. And that was tiring.

      After two hours and what must’ve been fifty dresses, I was miserable. I would rather have gone to the office and given myself paper cuts.

      “How about this one?” The saleslady gave me that annoyingly bright smile as she held out a dress. She still looked fresh and vibrant, probably hearing the ding of the cash register with each dress she handed me.

      “Try it.” Hunter sipped an espresso.

      “Why even ask?” I said to the saleslady as I grabbed the dress. “You know he’ll tell me to put it on.” I shot Hunter a surly look. This was now beyond ridiculous. I doubted there were any dresses left in the store I hadn’t tried.

      “You’d be in heaven if this was Pretty Woman.” Hunter smirked at me.

      “Real life versus a movie. How strange that they should be different.” My tone dripped with sarcasm. I trudged toward the dressing room. “I didn’t know silk could chafe.”

      “You’ll thank me when this is all over.” Hunter sounded downright tickled.

      I sighed loud enough for him to hear. It was a passive-aggressive “Screw you!” I stepped into the dress and brought it up before flicking the curtain to let the saleslady know I needed a zip-up.

      “Oh, now this one is fabulous!” She adjusted the way it clung to my body. “Yes, this is simply amazing. I almost didn’t grab it—it’s a size too big. We’ve barely been able to keep it on the shelves. But they run small, so I took a chance.”

      “Great,” I said in a dry tone. “Do me a favor: don’t take any more chances.”

      “There are always other stores, Olivia,” Hunter called.

      Yes, he was definitely enjoying how much I hated this.

      I walked out of the dressing room with unfocused eyes and gave him the usual robotic turn.

      “Slow down, Olivia, let me see.” I heard porcelain clink as Hunter put his mug onto the saucer.

      I slowed my twirl, careful not to hunch, lest he tell me to straighten up and turn again.

      “No, Olivia, I want you to move naturally in it.” Something in his tone had changed. It was subtle—I couldn’t quite place the difference.

      I followed his instructions, feeling a strange tingle as he stood. “Come here,” he said softly.

      The hush of his voice made my hairs stand on end. Suddenly, as I walked to him, I felt silky and sexy and more feminine than I ever had in my life. I took his hand as I stopped right in front of him, only half a foot between our bodies.

      “We’ll take this one,” he said to the saleslady. His eyes drifted to my lips. “And the others I put aside. Put them on my account. I’ll be up to sign in a moment.”

      “Of course, sir.” She smiled at me and made herself scarce.

      Hunter ran his hand over the swell of my hip and up. When he got to my bust, his hand dipped around my back and applied pressure, making me step closer still. His breath dusted my face as he looked down on me. His other hand slid under my palm and turned over, holding and then raising my hand. He clasped it to his chest as he stepped toward me, forcing me to step back.

      A ghost of a smile brushed his lips. “I see you now, dressed like this, and I see nothing but pure elegance. I wouldn’t look twice at you if I were seeing you for the first time. I would assume you’d been around money all your life, and your pursuits were entirely material.” He stepped to the side, making me, once again, step with him. “Put your hand on my shoulder, Olivia.”

      I did as he said, stepping forward as he stepped back, slowly dancing in a clothing store to no music. To Hunter, it didn’t seem to matter.

      “But I met you when you were wearing old clothes and carrying nothing but hope, and your achievements on a piece of paper. You weren’t concerned with the natural beauty you radiate so effortlessly. You showed off your accolades and your intelligence. You gave me something to admire. To wonder about. I pair that woman with this woman, and know you will fit anywhere you choose. And at the end of this month, I want you to choose this job. I want you to choose me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Brenda left at six that night, as usual. Before she said farewell, though, she led a short, balding man with two large briefcases into Hunter’s office. When she came back out, she gave me a salute. “Have fun getting dressed like a doll. And thank God it ain’t me.”

      I watched her walk toward the elevators with a furrowed brow. Ten minutes later, Hunter pinged me.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Come in here.

      

      “Please,” I finished for him, dropping my pen and hopping up.

      I walked through the door and found the two men at the round table on the other side of the room. The briefcases were open at the edge, their contents sparkling in the failing light from the windows. Hunter sat at one of the seats, looking at the table, and the man stood beside his briefcases, watching me walk closer.

      As I neared, I saw what was laid out on squares of black velvet across the table. My step slowed and my mouth dropped open. “What is all that?”

      Hunter glanced up. “The dinner is a formal affair and you are expected to represent this office. We have your dress, and now we need to accent it. Go put the dress on so we can see it on a live model. It’s in the restroom.”

      My gaze hopped from one piece of velvet to the next. Sparkling diamonds, some paired with rubies or sapphires, or other gems. Tennis bracelets, rings, earrings, necklaces—there was even a brooch or two. If ever there was a time for sticky fingers and a life of crime, this was it.

      “Don’t they usually have stores for this kind of thing?” I asked, drifting toward the bathroom.

      “Mr. Porter is aware that he will make more money if he comes to me,” Hunter replied. “Now, hurry—I have some things that need my attention.”

      “Please,” I muttered.

      After I had the dress on, I took a seat next to Hunter, staring at all the sparkling gems in front of me. The sun was already disappearing behind the other tall buildings in the downtown area, showing the room in sharp lines from shadows. Mr. Porter, the balding man, set up some lights near the table so that we could better see the twinkling riches in front of us.

      “What catches your eye?” Hunter looked at my chest in a concentrated squint before perusing the options on the table.

      I looked from one necklace to the other. I pointed at one with a diamond at the point and three smaller diamonds to either side leading up into a V. Mr. Porter walked around the table immediately, picked up the necklace, and fitted it around my neck.

      “Too small.” Hunter looked back at the table. “As it stands, the eye hopelessly dips to her cleavage. I’d rather give people another attraction to admire.”

      “You picked out the dress,” I said under my breath, placing my hand on said cleavage.

      “I agree completely,” Mr. Porter replied, putting back the necklace.

      Of course he agreed. Bigger meant more money.

      “Might I suggest a diamond and ruby choker?” Mr. Porter moved to his briefcase.

      Hunter watched as the necklace was fastened to my neck. Mr. Porter pulled my hair away from my face and piled it atop my head.

      I took a mirror from the table and held it in front of me. The large diamonds and rubies winked at me in the light, swirling around my neck in a light show. The dress, a deep crimson that closely matched the rubies, hugged my breasts just right. There was something missing, though.

      I put my hand to my chest right below the middle of the choker. “It would be better with a little something dangling here, wouldn’t it?”

      “Turn to me,” Hunter said.

      I did so as Mr. Porter adjusted his arm so my hair was still on top of my head, but his body was closer to Hunter so he could see. He nodded slowly as Hunter analyzed.

      Hunter said, “Yes, I agree. Mr. Porter?”

      “Let me see what I have.” Mr. Porter dropped my hair and moved to his briefcase. “Would you prefer a ruby, diamond, or combination of the two?”

      “What if it wasn’t a choker, but just a necklace that hugged the neck before dangling down toward the breasts?” I traced the path I meant, drawing Hunter’s gaze.

      “That might look better,” Mr. Porter said.

      “Let’s see both.” Hunter’s gaze drifted to the side of my neck again, snagging on his handiwork. I flushed, drawing his eyes to mine. A deep surge of hunger flared, intensifying his gaze. My body matched, falling into those entrancing eyes.

      “Here we are.” Mr. Porter came around us again, ending the moment. He dangled a large oval ruby surrounded by diamonds from the choker.

      “That particular style doesn’t work with that dress, but possibly something along those lines,” Hunter said.

      Mr. Porter went back to his briefcase and pulled out something with a smile. “I think I have just the thing!”

      He fitted the new specimen to my neck and draped my hair around my face. Immediately Hunter said, “Perfect.”

      I held the mirror up and gasped. The design work was beautiful. Small and medium-sized diamonds looped and condensed, like bows, along the sides of my neck until the loops became bigger and more dynamic where the rubies were worked within the swirls of the diamonds. It fell down my chest in a stylish, intricate design, almost like lacework, the gems just off center in a way that made it unique and different. The size of the whole piece said “Power accessory,” but the lacy design said “Elegant.” It matched perfectly with the dress.

      “A tennis bracelet for the wrist, I think,” Hunter said. “And simple diamond studs for the earrings. The necklace will be the centerpiece.”

      “Refined, sir, as always. That piece is one of a kind. We are sampling the works from a new jewelry designer.” Mr. Porter busied himself finding what Hunter asked for. He fitted me with a couple of bracelet options and held up earrings, but I couldn’t stop looking at the necklace. I absolutely loved it. It was artistic and refined, as Mr. Porter said, but flashy as well. It made a subtle statement in a bold sort of way. If it were made out of silver and fake gems, I’d love it just as much as the real deal, because it was the style that made it exquisite.

      “You like it?” Hunter asked in a quiet voice.

      I smiled with supreme joy. It was the joy from feeling pretty. It didn’t matter how the world received me, I felt like a million bucks. I hadn’t felt this good in a long, long time.

      “Yes, I really do,” I said, touching the necklace gently. “When I was a little girl, I would dress up in my mom’s clothes and jewelry for when my dad came to pick me up. I’d pretend he was the driver, and I was being taken to an awards ceremony, or a luncheon with famous people. He’d knock on the door in this old suit jacket and black hat, pretending with me. I just…felt so glamorous, you know? This necklace, and the dress and everything, gives me that illusion.”

      I traced the necklace with a delicate finger, admiring it in the mirror. My eyes glimmered with unshed tears as I thought of my dad. Thinking of the fun we used to have.

      “How long can you borrow it?” I asked.

      Hunter turned to Mr. Porter, who was standing idle near his briefcases. “We’ll take them.”

      “Of course, sir.” Mr. Porter began packing things away.

      I stared at myself for a while longer before deciding I needed a bigger viewing area. I wanted to have the image stored away in my mental banks. I could bore grandkids with the memory in my golden years.

      I went to the bathroom in the corner of Hunter’s office and stared at myself in the full-length mirror. The gems caught and threw the light, making me glitter and shine with each movement. I slid my hands down my waist to where the dress cinched, creating that hourglass figure I’d admired on other women. If I had white gloves, I’d expect Prince Charming to knock on the door at any moment, ready to load me into a coach.

      I moved back into the room like I was entering a ball, grinning like a fool.

      Hunter stood at the window, facing out. He turned when I glided back in and stared at me for a moment. I couldn’t see his expression with the shadows falling around his face, but his body language said he was in one of his closed-off moods. He’d probably be gruff and mean in an effort to fool the world into thinking he was a cold, heartless bastard.

      I didn’t care. I was floating on air.

      “I feel like a Disney princess,” I said as I walked over to Mr. Porter. “I definitely need some heels, but look at me!” I twirled with a giggle.

      Mr. Porter smiled with me. “Yes, you do look a vision.”

      I breathed out a smiling sigh as I held out my wrist. “De-throne me, good sir. Even Cinderella has to be wary of midnight.”

      “It's not what you have on the outside that glitters in light, it's what you have on the inside that shines in the dark,” Hunter said from across the room, staring out the window.

      “Well quoted, sir.” Mr. Porter tucked the bracelet into a pouch and left it in the middle of the table. He did the same with the other items, each getting their own bags. When he was finished, he straightened up and grabbed the handles of the briefcases. “How will we be treating this transaction, sir?”

      “Purchase. You have the account.”

      “Very good, sir. Would you like boxes, then?”

      “Send them to the office. That’ll be all.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I watched Mr. Porter walk from the room with his briefcases, feeling an uncomfortable clench in my rear. “Purchase?”

      Hunter turned from the window and moved toward the table. “Yes. They suit you. I think you should have them.”

      My heart beat wildly. A cold sweat broke out over my body. I started backing away from the table. “No. No, no. No way, Hunter. Those things are worth a fortune! I’ll wear them to the dinner, and I’ll let you buy me the clothes, but the jewelry is too much. And this isn’t like with the computer where I really do want them and hope you don’t make me return them—this is a hard no. Do you hear how high my voice has gotten? That’s panic high.”

      “Your eyes shine brighter than the diamonds when you put that necklace on. That’s worth the price.” His voice was so soft as he came to stand in front of me. His eyes so deep and genuine.

      “No. It sure isn’t,” I said as tears came to my eyes. No one had ever said anything that sweet to me. “Don’t be endearing right now, Hunter, please. That purchase is making me extremely uncomfortable.”

      “Which is why I trust you will take good care of it.” His eyes trained on my lips as his hand came up. He traced the edge of my jaw.

      An electric surge lit up my body. Goosebumps spread over my skin. Heat flared, consuming me. I remembered the feel of his body from last night. The look in his eyes. He was looking at me the exact same way now. Soft and deep.

      I ran my palm along his chest, wanting his touch.

      He shook his head minutely. That was it, though. His refusal was shallow at best.

      Bad idea, good idea, I figured I’d just go with it.

      I stepped closer, running my other hand up as well.

      His smoldering eyes took me in. I could see the uncertainty warring with desire. I knew he wanted this just as badly as I did. I also knew he wasn’t used to someone else calling the shots. He was trying to learn his lesson from last night.

      I’d tried that once. It ended a moment ago when I realized I needed him with a raw force I couldn’t hope to understand. Didn’t want to.

      I let my hands slide down his torso and then over his hips. I stepped just a little closer until our chests were almost touching. I cupped his rock-hard bulge. He was ready for me. He could be as uncertain as he wanted to be, but this had to happen.

      I rubbed with one hand, threw the other over his shoulder, and stood up on tiptoes so I could trace his stubble with my lips. He still hadn’t moved. Hadn’t given in to my advance.

      I had to play dirty.

      Continuing to rub, feeling his body flex against me in arousal, I gave him a small lick and kiss to the very corner of his mouth.

      The dam broke. He grabbed me by the back of the neck and pulled me forward, tight against him. He bent to kiss my neck as his arms reached around. The zzzz announced my zipper being pulled down. A moment later, he had slowed long enough to delicately remove the dress and drape it across a chair before stepping back. His hands roamed down my body before slipping into my panties.

      My breath hitched. I clutched his shoulders as one of his digits felt my wetness. It dipped into my body.

      “Hmm,” I said as my fingers flew down his front, undoing buttons. I ripped his shirt open before spreading my hands up his torso.

      His hand started to work faster as his mouth nibbled on my earlobe.

      I undid his belt and yanked it out of the way. I worked at his trousers, hearing his breathing speed up to match mine. I undid his button and unzipped before reaching in quickly and capturing his smooth shaft. I slid my hand along the velvety skin as I angled my head up, wanting his mouth on mine. As I glanced his cheek, heading for gold, he bent. Two thumbs hooked on the straps of my panties and pulled them down.

      When he stood back up, I dropped my arms around his shoulders and hooked a leg around his waist, giving him access. He didn’t even hesitate to take it. With a hand on the base of his shaft, and one around my back, he ran his tip along my wet slit. I felt him at my opening, nudging. He grabbed the back of my knee, hoisted my leg up a bit higher, and rocked his hips upward.

      “Oh God.” My eyes fluttered. The world stood still for a moment.

      He grabbed my butt and picked me up. I swung my other leg around his waist, squeezing him with my thighs. I gyrated, feeling the delicious friction as his manhood moved within me.

      He groaned as he walked me to the table and set me down. My butt bumped off the cool surface before he leaned down on me, lowering me onto the wood. His lips found my neck as his hips pumped, coaxing a long moan from my throat.

      I clutched his broad back as he thrust again, hard and passionate. I squeezed, gyrating up as he bore down, and took him deep. Unable and unwilling to focus on anything but his body inside mine.

      “Hunter.” I panted. His skin slapped off mine, his cock inside me, rubbing just right. “Yes, Hunter!”

      Awareness fled. Control followed. I held on for dear life as he pounded into me, his breathing just as ragged and labored as my own. The table screeched across the floor. The chair holding the dress fell over. His flexed chest rubbed against my sensitive nipples.

      “Almost,” I said through clenched teeth, straining. With each thrust the sensations intensified. His cock hammered into me, deliciously hard. I climbed, at the edge, just about there.

      Tense, flexed, my head dropped back as he gave another hard thrust.

      “Oh!” I blasted apart. Pleasure crashed through me. I quivered, scraping my nails down his back in ecstasy.

      He groaned a moment later with his lips near my ear. He snaked his hands under me and around, holding me tightly in his strong arms as he shuddered. He dug his face into my neck, giving a last few thrusts as he finished inside me.

      The room was silent except for our breathing. I was still wrapped tightly in his arms despite the awkwardness of the hard table. Panting, I just lay there for a moment, hoping the table didn’t break under our weight.

      After a moment, longer than when he’d taken me on his desk, he unraveled himself and straightened up. Without a word, he stared down at me for a moment, his gaze as soft as before we started. Bottomless.

      He took my hands and pulled me up to standing. “Do you need help putting on your clothes?”

      I smiled sheepishly, glancing down at my panties. “No, I think I can manage.”

      He looked at me for a moment longer, his expression blank. “I’ll hold on to the jewelry for now. I trust you don’t have a safe?” He raised his brows as he fastened his pants and started working on his shirt.

      “No. I barely have any gold, let alone diamonds. My mom kept all the family heirlooms my grandmother tried to pass down.”

      He nodded like he’d thought as much. It didn’t take a genius, after all. He’d seen my room.

      Hunter turned toward his desk.

      I stood for a moment, wanting to argue about the purchase and wanting to coax more conversation out of him. But he’d shut off again. He sat down at his large desk and turned toward his big screen, ruling his empire with an iron fist and exceptional business sense. I no longer registered as a presence.

      My gaze drifted back to the table. I could barely feel the uncomfortable clenching at the innocent-looking packages in black velvet. Nor the uncertainty over how he could just shut off. Not in the aftermath of that glorious climax, and how long he took to disconnect this time around.

      Was he starting to open up just a bit? Was he letting down his guard enough to enjoy being with someone, even for just a little while?

      I had no idea, and there was no way I was asking. Instead, I shook my head at the craziness of the evening and walked toward the bathroom to get dressed. I needed to stop trying to do the right thing. It was more fun being bad.

      

      The next few weeks went by in a blur. The charity dinner turned out to be an excuse for the leaders of various organizations to get together and talk business while also donating large amounts of money they would then use as a tax write-off. Hunter planned to approach the CEO of a smaller, and mostly limping, company with a possible plan to buy out.

      Brenda was nearly pulling her hair out with the arrangements and scheduling, since this was an out-of-town affair, but I was doing okay. I hadn’t been out of college long enough to forget times of intense stress. Having been a member of several clubs and groups, as well as taking a large load of classes, I was pretty used to having no life.

      Time passing meant a looming deadline for me. The charity dinner was tomorrow, and a few days after that lay my deadline. I had to choose if I would stay or go.

      On one hand, I was having the time of my life. I learned something every day. I was picking up on how Hunter handled business, manipulating and pulling strings at will, and how Brenda organized and balanced the workload of a major CEO. The job was challenging, rewarding, and great for my career.

      On the other hand, there was Hunter. I hadn’t made an advance since the day in his office, but Lord how I wanted to. Every time I was near him I felt surges of electricity. I wanted to touch him, or lean into him, or just stare.

      I could tell he was suffering from the same affliction. When I put a hand on his arm, or he touched the small of my back to direct me, his body would flex and his jaw would clench, and he’d stare at me with raging heat infusing his eyes.

      Neither of us made a move. We were ungodly busy with something extremely important to him. He rarely had the business mindset turned off, and I refused to be with him if he didn’t. This was put to the test a couple times when he pinged me.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Come in here. Remove your panties. I need to fuck you.

      

      A zing of excitement had gone through me. And, like the douche I was, I couldn’t help myself. I walked into his office with a fluid body. When I got in there, though, he stood robotically, undid his belt, took out his manhood, and stroked it to life as he continued to look at his computer.

      “Actually, I don’t have time to get you wet. Get under the desk and give me a blow job.” He’d motioned toward the floor.

      I hadn’t known what to say. I just stood there, mouth open and rigid.

      His eyes met mine. For the first time I could ever remember, he flushed.

      He had forgotten it was me at the admin desk. I could’ve been a stranger for all he cared. He just wanted to stick his dick in something warm and wet.

      It was a wake-up call.

      Completely embarrassed, I’d turned around and gone back to my desk. Emotion welled up in me, that old feeling of being used. Oh how I hated it. It turned my heat to ice. It turned my eyes into aqueducts.

      “I apologize,” he had said later that night. “I…wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Olivia…” He’d stared down at me for a time. Neither of us spoke. Then he’d put his hand in his pocket and walked toward the elevator. I had no idea where he was going, nor did I ask.

      He’d done it one other time. When tensions were high and report due dates were looming, he’d sent me another sexual ping.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Come in here. Take your top/dress and panties off. I need to fuck.

      Olivia Jonston: Come out here. Bring flowers and chocolates. Prepare to recite Shakespeare. I need to laugh.

      

      Nothing had happened. He hadn’t responded.

      

      Olivia Jonston: FYI. That was a no.

      Hunter Carlisle is typing…

      

      No message came.

      

      Olivia Jonston: Pop quiz, hotshot. What am I wearing today?

      Hunter Carlisle: Pink blouse, black skirt with a small slit up the back, black shoes of terrible quality that still give you blisters, hair with no product, and no makeup.

      Hunter Carlisle: I apologize about my ping. I was on autopilot again.

      Olivia Jonston: I feel sorry for your future girlfriend. You’ll cheat on her without any recollection of doing so.

      Hunter Carlisle: Impossible. I won’t have a girlfriend.

      

      I’d rolled my eyes and gone back to work, stupidly flattered that he’d paid so much attention to me even though, at the same time, he’d forgotten I was there entirely. Most guys wouldn’t notice an outfit. As busy as we were, the fact that he noticed I came to work was amazing, let alone that he paid enough attention to notice the Band-Aids on my heels from where the shoes rubbed.

      A moment later I got another ping.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Regarding the fuck, though… Still a no?

      

      I’d blurted out laughter. Brenda looked over with a quirk in her brow.

      

      Olivia Jonston: I never did get those flowers and chocolates. Or the Shakespeare. So…tit for tat. I’m waiting for my tit.

      Hunter Carlisle: You have great tits. I’d love to tease them.

      Olivia Jonston: I need my tat, then.

      Hunter Carlisle: I can give you a white tramp stamp. Come in here to collect.

      

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “What?” Brenda looked over.

      “Nothing.” I didn’t fancy telling her that her boss was extremely horny at the moment. And that was making me extremely horny.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Did I go too far? I wasn’t serious. Mostly.

      Olivia Jonston: No, but…you’re a bit wound up.

      Hunter Carlisle: Yes. This is my sole outlet. And you’re beautiful. Yet I am forced into abstinence.

      Hunter Carlisle: FYI. I will settle for pity sex.

      

      I had contained the laughter that time. Brenda would want to be in on the joke and I didn’t feel like explaining.

      

      Olivia Jonston: No time. I have to get some reports out. Too bad.

      Hunter Carlisle: Yes. It is. I apologize again.

      Olivia Jonston: No worries.

      

      I’d wanted to keep up the banter, but I had a million things to do and it was already late.

      He hadn’t slipped up again. He had also kept his distance.

      Then there was the contract. It was like a black cloud directly over a picnic. I kept looking up at it as I ate my sandwich, wondering when it would ruin my day.

      I’d talked to Kimberly about it, and she said I could try to get around signing it, but it was unlikely. Hunter liked things laid out and squared away—I was a huge loose end.

      She was absolutely right.

      The evening before the dinner, I sat at my desk staring at the computer, thinking about that contract and what I might be able to change to make things more reasonable. I didn’t notice the powerful stride of my boss until he was suddenly right in front of me.

      “Oh. Ah, hi.” I shuffled papers in front of me, belatedly trying to look busy.

      “Why are you still here?”

      I glanced at my computer. The time read 8:53 p.m. “Crap. Where’d the time go?”

      “Do you have everything for tomorrow?”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “I think so. Everything you requested is done. It’s just a day trip, so I don’t need much.”

      He stared down at me for a moment before dropping a folder on my desk. “I’ve revised a few things. I figured I’d give you a couple days to look it over and ask any questions.”

      I realized what was in the folder. “Is this negotiable?”

      “Signing the contract? No. Not if you want to work in this role. I work a certain way, and I need my admin to support me in that. I like her role clearly defined.”

      “What about my needs?”

      “You have a social life to fulfill your needs.”

      My heart dropped. He knew very well I didn’t have much of a social life. “So, you get to list all the things that would make your life perfect, and what do I get?”

      He paused for a moment. “You get access to me.”

      Angry tears surfaced. “Black and white, huh?”

      “Olivia, that’s how I work. You know that. I need the chaos contained.”

      I tossed up my hands. “Well, I just don’t know if I can sign something like this. I don’t know if I can give away my freedom.”

      “I’m not throwing you in a jail cell, Olivia. Nothing would change.”

      “Except for you being able to tell me when and how often I am to fuck you.” I wiped a tear from my face as I stood.

      “You didn’t have a problem with that the last time we were together.”

      “I was calling the shots the last time. I didn’t get a summons to walk into your room, fall to my knees, and blow you.”

      Hunter’s eyes darkened. “Are you saying you wouldn’t like that?”

      His words pierced me. Unexpectedly, my core tingled. Playing dominance games was hot. I ignored the fantasy, though. “It’s not about the sexual act, it’s about the collar you want to put around my neck. It’s about the leash you want to hold.”

      “It wouldn’t be like that.”

      “Oh?” I stuffed my computer into its bag and slammed a drawer closed. I brushed hair out of my face and grabbed my handbag. I stared at him defiantly. “And how would you know? When did someone make you sign a contract like that? As I recall, your admin can’t ask anything of you. She just has to do as she’s told. Like a dog.”

      I snatched up the contact and stuffed it into a pocket of my computer bag. “I’ll be ready by one o’clock tomorrow afternoon. I’ll be out front of my apartment, so text if you’re going to be late.”

      “Mr. Ramous is waiting downstairs to take you home.”

      “Mr. Ramous can shove that car up your ass, for all I care. I’m taking the bus, and you can just fuck off.”

      I stormed out of the area and stood in a temper waiting for the elevators. If he came to stand with me and insist on taking me home, I had planned to berate him loudly all the way through the lobby. He hated calling attention to himself, and since I was slightly hysterical at the moment, I wouldn’t mind making a scene.

      He didn’t approach, though. If he stood and stared, or went back into his dungeon, I couldn’t say. I kept my eyes straight ahead, and when the elevator chimed, I walked in without a sideways glance.

      I didn’t even know what things Hunter had changed. He might’ve very well calmed down the things that I had an issue with. But the problem with misplaced tempers was that they weren’t rational, and often, they had to run their course.

      When I stepped onto the sidewalk a few moments later, I saw Bert waiting for me, the door open.

      “Not today, Bert,” I said, passing by. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Livy, please let me take you home. Mr. Carlisle won’t be pleased…”

      “I’m counting on it, Bert. Kiss the wife for me.” I kept walking like a woman with a purpose.

      I didn’t know if I planned to say no to Hunter yet—I’d read the contract, check his revisions, and weigh the implications. Maybe he really was leveling things out. Maybe he was thinking with fairness in mind.

      I scoffed at my own thought. And maybe he was a spoiled little brat that always got what he wanted. Because if that was the case, he was just about to learn what “no” felt like. I’d found my courage to stand my ground again, and I would use it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      The door buzzer sounded at ten a.m. the next morning. I cinched my robe around me as I pushed the intercom button. “Hello?”

      “Miss Jonston, it’s Pat—I’ll be doing your hair and makeup, and helping prepare.”

      “Come on up.” I pushed the button to let her into the building.

      I opened the door and stood in the doorway. A tall, sophisticated woman in black slacks and shirt crested the stairwell. She had enough luggage to travel to Europe for a week. She turned my way without prompting. When she neared, she asked, “Are you showered?”

      “Yes, I’m all set. Aren’t we a little early—” I cut off as Bert stomped up a moment later with another couple of bags. “Jeez. You have more?”

      “Women prepare for an event in style, Miss Jonston.” Pat waltzed into my apartment. “We do not get ready. We pamper. Please, let’s get started.”

      Bert stopped in front of me with a concerned look. “You okay?”

      I shrugged. “Meh.”

      He grinned. “Whatever you got going with Mr. Carlisle, you sure had him surly yesterday. He left right after you did, saw me standing there, and gave me that look. You have some balls, girl—excuse the language.”

      “It’s only a job, Bert. A great job, with great benefits, but if you let yourself get pushed around, who are you then?”

      “His bitch. You’re right.” Bert laughed and motioned me through the door ahead of him. “I don’t think he’s used to it.”

      “Rich people rarely are, are they?”

      Pat was setting up in the living room. Makeup of all kinds and shades spread across the coffee table. Hair products and tools littered the couch. A chair from the kitchen table had been brought over and was waiting for me to sit.

      Pat straightened and looked me over as Bert headed toward the dining table in the corner.

      “Can I clear some of this off, Livy?” Bert asked as he set bags down.

      “Yes, go ahead. We’ll just have to put it back, because it’s my roommate’s. And I wouldn’t leave the car too long—DPT are pretty fierce with issuing tickets during normal working hours.”

      “Mr. Carlisle said he wants to enhance your natural beauty, not overshadow it.” Pat gazed down at her tools and colors. “He was absolutely right. Bert, bring up the dress, if you please.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Bert put down a bottle of champagne he was about to open and headed for the door. “I just have to grab it from the car.”

      “He’s so helpful,” Pat mused as she glanced at my face again. “So much sweeter than the last driver. I hope he stays for a while.”

      “How long have you worked for Mr. Carlisle?” I asked as Pat picked out a couple shades of concealer.

      “Oh, I don’t. No offense, but I would never work directly for that man. His moods would drive me insane. I have my own shop. I usually wouldn’t do house calls myself—I have girls for this kind of thing—but saying no to Mr. Carlisle is not wise if you want to keep his business. And I would certainly like to do that.”

      “Here we are,” Bert said as he returned. “I’ll just leave it here. I saw a space open up across the street. I want to go grab it so I can sit in on the fun.”

      Pat waved him away as she turned to the dress. She took it out of the garment bag like she might an old relic, before hanging it on a picture frame in the middle of a white wall. She tsked. “My, my, that is something. Absolutely gorgeous. You have great taste.”

      “I was just the model. Hunter picked everything out.”

      “Ah. Well, he chose well for you.” She sucked her lip as she surveyed her makeup options again. “My instinct would be to use bold colors. To really play up the glamour of the dress and make your eyes pop. Hmm.” She crossed her arms and spun around, looking at the ground. “Where are the accessories?”

      “I don’t know. Hunter was keeping them.”

      “Yes…” She crossed to the table and bent for a small black box. As she brought it over, I realized it was a strongbox. “Locked.”

      Pat laid it on the couch. “Well, we’ll have a mimosa while we wait for Bert. No sense in standing around idly.”

      We were halfway through our glasses when Bert trudged into the room with a sheen of sweat on his face. He huffed as he closed the door. “Had to fight someone for the spot. I got there first, but he tried to nosedive in. Sneaky little…”

      “I hope you didn’t have to get physical with him, Mr. Ramous.” Pat winked at me. “Your opponent would be a pancake.”

      “No, but I did have to get out of the car when he started yelling.” Bert walked over and grabbed a bottle of water. “He didn’t stick around long. I got to pull in.”

      “I bet he didn’t,” I muttered with a smile.

      “Okay, Bert, if you will, please unveil the jewelry.” Pat pushed away from the counter in the kitchen and showed Bert the box she’d moved.

      Bert bent over the couch to retrieve it, entered a code, and pulled open the container. He handed it to Pat.

      “Mr. Carlisle doesn’t even need a strongbox—just put the merchandise on Bert’s person somewhere, and he’d be all set.” Pat’s eyes twinkled as she smiled at Bert.

      “Ah, now,” Bert said with a red face. He grabbed a chair from the table and set it near the door. It was removed from the battle zone of hair and makeup, but still a part of the crew, given the tiny size of the apartment.

      “O-kay!” Pat’s eyes lit up as she pulled out the bracelet. “This is nice. Classy, yet simple.”

      She opened the next velvet bag and delicately pulled out the contents. “Oh my God!” She gently held the necklace in her hands. “He wants you done up to the nines. Lucky girl.”

      “Wow, Livy,” Bert said, standing and stepping closer to get a better look. He glanced at the dress, and then back again. “Saying no really does the trick. I’ve never seen him go that big for an admin before.”

      “He can probably see that this admin isn’t after his material possessions,” Pat said, draping the necklace over my chest. Her eyes darted between the necklace and my face.

      “I didn’t know he was going to buy it. I tried to stop him,” I exclaimed. I picked at my nail, suddenly extremely uncomfortable.

      Pat froze.

      “He bought those?” Bert asked with incredulity.

      “Don’t pick your nail—you’ll make my job harder.” Pat unfroze as the moment passed. She put the jewelry away carefully. “And don’t be so alarmed, Bert. Obviously he sees something in this girl that he hasn’t seen in the others. Hell, I see something in this girl that I never saw in the others, and I’ve known her for five minutes.” She gave me a wink. “Don’t feel uncomfortable—Mr. Carlisle has money growing out of his ears. This seems like a big purchase to you, but the man owns more than one island. Islands, Olivia. That people live on, and pay him rent. A few pieces of jewelry won’t even make a dent in his interests.”

      “True.” Bert took the jewelry and returned it to the box for safekeeping. “But I wouldn’t go telling a bunch of people that, Livy. You’re bound to create enemies.”

      “Not to mention getting your jewelry stolen. Okay…” Pat gestured toward the chair. “Let’s do hair first. I think half up, so the necklace and earrings are visible, but curly strands falling down like dewdrops. That’ll look beautiful.”

      Pat got to work, her hands moving quickly and efficiently as she went about her task. Bert made up plates of nibbles and passed them out, trying half of each plate in the process. He didn’t partake in champagne, as he was driving, but the man could certainly eat.

      After hair, we went straight to makeup. “Natural is definitely the way to go. We don’t want to overpower the dress or compete with the necklace—Mr. Carlisle could’ve made great strides in the fashion industry.” Pat got to work with the same smooth efficiency she’d employed with my hair.

      “Oh wow.” Bert moved beside Pat when she had finished, staring down at me. He smiled. “Yep, you look really pretty, Livy. Really, really pretty.”

      “All I did was enhance things.” Pat started putting her items away, leaving a couple of things on the couch that she’d used—probably for later touchups. “When she hits thirty, and the rest of that baby fat melts away, she will be a knockout! She won’t need any makeup.”

      “She doesn’t need any now,” Bert said with a furrowed brow.

      “Yes, she does, Mr. Ramous,” Pat countered with a flat voice. “She is twenty. She looks twenty. No one takes twenty-year-olds seriously. Give her some edge to those cheekbones, and a pronounced shelf to hang those eyebrows, and she is a twenty-year-old with distinction. Society is a fickle bitch— it wants youth in women, but it doesn’t want to listen to that youth; it just wants to stare.”

      Bert gave me a put-upon expression as he shook his head. He had no idea what she was talking about. He was among company.

      “I’m twenty-two, by the way,” I said, trying to hide a smile.

      “Same thing.” Pat shooed me toward my room. “Go get into your dress. We are ten minutes behind schedule.”

      “I can see why Hunter likes to work with you. You’re an extension of his pushiness.”

      As I entered my room, my gaze snagged on the contract lying on my bed. I’d gone over it the night before, page by page and line by line. Most was the same, and most didn’t really matter. I was to be his plus one to events, acknowledging that he would provide anything needed to make the role a success—like clothes, accessories, etc. I was to make myself available on nights and weekends if the job demanded it, and other things I was already doing. I hadn’t realized this was part of the personal contract—I’d thought it was the requirements of the job, and covered in the contract of employment.

      The only issues that remained, the ones I had any problems with, were the sexual ones. He got to call all the shots. I had to answer to his beck and call. I couldn’t instigate, and had a limit on saying no. My job was on the line for each infraction, not to mention the normal things that could get me fired, like being late, or not doing my work.

      There was more, though. I worried that with a contract, Hunter would shut off. He’d get to keep his head in business while he robotically satisfied his physical needs. I couldn’t deal with that. Right now he lost control enough to show a softer core when he touched me. He showed his passion. If he had yet another coat of armor protecting him, as this contract would provide, I feared the softer, caring man would disappear. And that would make my role unbearable. I couldn’t stand to let that man go.

      I adjusted myself within my dress, tucked away my uncertainty over my future in this position, and walked out into the living room. Pat looked up and squinted immediately. “Let’s put the jewelry on, because right now, your makeup is too subtle.” A smile creased Bert’s face and softened his eyes. “Livy, you will knock them dead. They won’t know what hit them.”

      “Yes. Perfect.” Pat smiled and adjusted a few strands of hair, blasting me with hairspray, then checked her watch. “A little behind, but we’re okay. Let’s have another glass of champagne to loosen Livy up, and then we’ll check in with Mr. Carlisle.”

      “I’m not nervous.” I adjusted my breasts again, drawing Pat’s eyes.

      She sucked her lip before saying, “You have a bra on.”

      Bert’s face reddened. He turned away in a jerk, probably to keep himself from looking, and moved toward the table.

      “A strapless one, since the dress is strapless.”

      Pat shook her head. “Take it off. Sweetie, you’re twenty. Your breasts are perky and round. They won’t be that way forever. You need to let them free while you can. Trust me.”

      “But…” I cupped the bottoms of my breasts.

      “No. C’mon.” Pat led me to my bedroom and closed the door. Without consulting me further, she turned me around, unzipped the dress, then unhooked the bra. “You’ll thank me for this.”

      “But…”

      She zipped me back up and turned me around. “Much better. More natural. Now your cleavage doesn’t look store-bought. You are a masterpiece.” She kissed her fingers like an Italian might while admiring a plate of delicious pasta.

      “I feel really exposed,” I said as I looked at myself in the mirror. “More comfortable, for sure, but… People are going to notice.”

      “Oh, people will notice you. That is a given. Bert’s right—you’re going to blow them away. People pay good money to look like you, and I don’t mean on hair and makeup.”

      She slapped my hands away from my chest. “Leave it. C’mon.”

      I moaned as she led me to the living room.

      Bert handed me a glass of champagne as Pat said, “Drink one now, one in the limo, and one on the plane. You’ll need it. I get the feeling you don’t know what you’re walking into.”

      “What am I walking into?” I asked in confusion.

      “He’s here!” Panic laced Bert’s voice. He dropped his phone into a pocket and came toward me. “Down that, Livy—no, drink it. You’ll need it.”

      “He’s early,” Pat scoffed.

      “Probably thought she might try to run.” Bert smiled as he waited for me to gulp my drink down before ushering me toward the door.

      “Shoes!” I said.

      “Where’s her wrap?” Pat asked, zooming around the room, picking things up.

      “And the mess!” I glanced back at all the food and wrappers on the table.

      A black silk wrap was thrown over my shoulders as Bert bent to my feet with my heels. I put my hand on his huge, meaty shoulder to balance as I lifted my foot.

      “I’ll just tidy up really quick,” Bert said as he slipped on the second shoe.

      “You’re not coming?” I asked in sudden panic. He’d become my cheerleader, of sorts. He was the guy that thought the same way I did about Hunter and the job—my silent partner in crime.

      “Pat and I’ll be in a separate car. I’ll speed—it’ll be fine.” Bert straightened up, gave me a once-over to make sure I looked okay, and nodded. “I’ll walk you down.”

      The buzzer rang. Bert put his hand out to keep me put as he pushed the button and said, “Yes?”

      “You have an entourage now,” Pat said with a bounce in her step as she finished packing all her stuff. “And because you’ll enjoy it, I’m going to enjoy it. I love to witness someone’s first time.”

      “It’s me,” came Hunter’s voice through the speaker.

      A wash of excitement passed through my body as I heard his voice. And then a pang of regret, knowing that if I didn’t sign that contract, I would miss hearing that deep timbre. I’d miss seeing those smoldering eyes in that handsome face. I would no longer get to run my hands along that magnificent body, or be wrapped in his warm embrace.

      “We were just bringing her down,” Bert said before pushing the other button to open the building door.

      “I’m coming up,” we heard.

      “Wants to check up on me, huh?” Pat said, and sipped her drink. She didn’t look worried in the least.

      My heart stopped when the door opened, giving me a glance at the man behind it. Hunter wore a tux perfectly molded to his outstanding body. His wide shoulders and strong arms reduced down into a trim waist. Gold cufflinks adorned his sleeves and black shoes shone beneath his tailored pants. He’d shaved and his hair was done in a messy style so popular among celebrities. Those eyes, always hooded, as if he were in the throes of ecstasy, looked me over.

      His gaze met mine. He walked forward slowly, fire burning in his eyes. “You are stunning.”

      I smiled from my toes, falling into that entrancing stare. I stepped forward to meet him, standing close enough to feel his heat. “Thank you,” I said in a breathy voice as I looked up into his handsome face.

      “You’re fifteen minutes early.” Pat interrupted our moment in a blasé voice. “We had to make her gulp her champagne.”

      As if emerging from a fog, Hunter blinked, his eyebrows lowering slowly. He took a step away from me as his gaze turned to Pat. “I wanted to make sure she had everything. This is her first event.”

      “I think we’re ready, sir,” Bert said as he gathered up the items he’d brought and replaced the mess on the table.

      “I trust you have extra hair products?” Hunter asked, circling me to look at the dress. I caught his gaze shoot past me into my bedroom, and then snag on the contract strewn over the bed. To anyone else it was just some paper haphazardly thrown around, but when his brow furrowed and his jaw tightened, it was clear he knew exactly what it was, and he knew I was doing my homework.

      When he was standing in front of me again, his look was assessing.

      “I have everything she needs, and another two girls to assist should the worst happen, including a bursting dress, though I don’t think we’ll have a problem. She could’ve gone a size smaller.”

      “She’s perfect.” Hunter moved toward the door. “Shall we?”

      I walked out the door, Bert and Pat following me. At the stairs, Hunter said, “Wait.”

      I stopped as he moved around me, passing within inches of my body. His smell wafted up and tickled my nose, so divine I had to close my eyes and savor it just to make sure I remembered it perfectly. When I opened my eyes again, he was looking at me with his hand held out. “You aren’t steady in heels. If you fall, I want to catch you.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Pat look over at Bert with wide eyes. I didn’t have time to analyze it, though. When I took Hunter’s hand, electricity surged through my body, making me gasp.

      Trembling, trying to keep it together, I let him help me down the stairs. At the bottom, the progression filed out of the building. Hunter, still holding my hand, led me to a black stretch limo waiting in the street.

      He handed me in, waiting until I was settled before moving around the car and getting in the other side. Once seated, he raised the divider between the driver and us.

      “Sure we have enough space?” I asked nervously as Hunter poured a glass of champagne and handed it to me. He poured himself two fingers of a dark liquid from a crystal decanter.

      “Space, privacy, and comfort, yes.” Hunter turned to me, his eyes closing the two feet of distance between our bodies. “You are so beautiful, Olivia. I almost want to call this off. I don’t want to share you.”

      I sipped my champagne to hide my delighted smile, but it didn’t help the surge of butterflies in my stomach. He could be so sweet when he let himself. He said all the right things, and in such a deep, heartfelt way that I knew he was genuine. It was a shame he felt the need to keep up his defenses all the time. Everyone else missed out on the exceptional man beneath the armor.

      “Did you have any questions about the contract?” he asked in a low voice that dripped with intimacy.

      “Can I negotiate things like saying no?” I asked seriously, trying to keep my wits about me as his fingers trailed up my arm.

      “Would you say no?” he whispered, placing his palm on my shoulder and trailing a thumb up my neck.

      I broke out in goosebumps. “I want the option.”

      “As I said, I need that role to fulfill certain needs. If there comes a point where you no longer want physical intimacy, I need just cause to discuss it with you. The contract provides that.”

      “You don’t need a contract to discuss that with me, Hunter, and you know that.”

      He leaned forward, pulling me to him. His lips glanced across my shoulder and up the base of my neck. “I want you now.”

      “And now I would have to say no,” I whispered with my eyes closed, feeling his other hand crawl up the inside of my thigh. I widened my legs so he could gain more access. “Because you will mess up hours of preparation.”

      “That ‘no’ wouldn’t count toward the five.”

      “But that’s the thing.” I moaned as his fingers dipped into my panties and slid across my sudden wetness. “You’re making the rules.”

      “I’m not as rigid as you think.” His fingers started up a fast pace, boiling my blood as pleasure pulsed in waves. “I want you as mine, Olivia. I want your signature as a promise of that.”

      “What about me initiating? I have needs, too, and I don’t have time to go out and try to find a guy. I’m always at work.”

      “I don’t want you finding someone else,” he growled, his fingers working faster. I moaned, clutching his shoulder.

      “I have needs,” I whispered.

      “I’ll meet your needs. I can amend that in the contract, as long as we set strict rules regarding when.”

      “I’m not worried about you saying no—you don’t seem to have any problem with that.” My breathing sped up.

      “I am.”

      The limo pulled to a stop. Hunter swore under his breath. “Are you close?”

      His thumb rubbed the top of my slit as his fingers worked inside, trying to get me to climax before we had to get out. Pleasure was rising. The heat was taking over. But no, I wasn’t close. Not with all the distraction of knowing that someone was about to open the door.

      “No,” I panted, pushing his hand away. Barely a second after Hunter pulled away, the door opened, allowing a gust of chilled air to flash-freeze the sweat on my face. Hunter rolled out the other side, issuing a command that had the driver backing away from the car.

      I checked myself over, adjusted the necklace, and let the fervor recede, before climbing out of the car. My sex pounded, on the rise pleasure-wise, and now I wondered what had gone wrong that I couldn’t finish. I took a deep breath outside the limo, willing the tightness in my body to relax.

      “I apologize about that,” Hunter said into my ear as I glanced at our surroundings. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      I gasped as I looked up at a plane that didn’t say Primmer & Locke as I’d expected. It only had one name scrawled along the side. Carlisle.

      “You have your own jet?” I asked incredulously as Hunter ushered me toward the door.

      “Doesn’t everyone?” Pat asked from behind us. I hadn’t even noticed her walking up. Bert’s vehicle was parked beside the limo. He was helping out two girls from the back.

      “I don’t like using the company transportation. It’s usually less than adequate, and the approval system is arduous.”

      The inside of the jet was white leather adorned with stylistic ornaments. On each headrest lay a red strip of fabric with an emblem embroidered into it.

      “What is this?” I asked, running my fingers on the gold crest.

      “It’s my family crest.”

      “Is this your family jet?” I sank into a plush leather seat in the middle of the jet.

      Hunter sat in the chair across from me with a small table between us.

      “No. What funds my father intended to give me have already been imparted,” Hunter said with a harsh voice. He looked out the window. “We have no more ties other than blood. No more shared holdings or mutual interests.”

      If I didn’t know any better, I would swear pain was working through his words. His eyes, too, had a tightness around them that hinted at anger, but also hurt. He was struggling with something. I was no stranger to feeling hostility toward a parent, but this was more than that. His father must’ve caused him a great deal of hurt for Hunter to not only shut down, but to express his emotion plainly before he did.

      Fascinated, I stared, wanting to ask more about it. Wanting to see if I could open him up and get him to trust me with whatever burden he carried. People were gathered around us, though, and the plane gave a soft shudder as it began to roll forward. Now wasn’t the time.
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      When we arrived, we stalled beside the limo. Pat touched up my hair and makeup as Hunter checked in with Brenda in the office. Eventually he turned to me with his arm out. “Ready?”

      “Ready for battle, huh?” I asked quietly as we made our way through the parking lot toward a grassy area. The afternoon was old, throwing long shadows across the ground.

      “Always. And remember, you’ll be under fire. Some of the women will try to get information out of you, though of what sort, I’m not sure. I don’t pretend to know what goes on in the minds of women.”

      “Understatement.”

      Hunter steered me to a path that cut through the grass. “Some of the men, though, might see if you can be swayed to work for them. People will assume you are exceptional for me to have chosen you. I advise you to politely decline and walk away. Some of them are great salesmen.”

      “And don’t have personal contracts.”

      Hunter’s jaw tightened but he didn’t respond.

      A large tent stood in the middle of the grassy area. From within, voices floated out on the breeze, a soft murmur punctuated by occasional laughter. Round tables dotted a wood floor, with flowers and candles acting as centerpieces. At the front of the tent was a bare area where a microphone stood. Behind it several men and women in suits and dresses played string instruments.

      Heads turned as we entered. The noise level got distinctly lower.

      “Mr. Carlisle, glad you could make it!” A man in his fifties stepped forward with a hand outstretched.

      “Mr. Smith.” Hunter shook the man’s hand with a straight face. “This is Olivia Jonston.”

      “Hello, Miss Jonston,” the man said, putting out his hand for me. “Lovely to have you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, shaking his hand.

      “Let me show you to your table.” The man walked forward, leading the way with a hand outstretched. “I trust the journey wasn’t too long?”

      “It was fine,” Hunter answered.

      “Great, great. And will you be staying in the city, or…”

      “We’ll be heading back tonight.”

      “Yes, of course.” The man stopped in front of a table near the microphone. “Please, let me know if you need anything at all.”

      Hunter ignored him as he took the wrap from my shoulders and draped it across one of the chairs. “Do you want to leave your clutch here?” he asked. “It’ll be safe.”

      “With a makeup team standing by, I hardly need it for my lip gloss.” I put my clutch on the seat. When I straightened, I felt Hunter’s hand slide across my lower back until it curved around my side.

      “Afraid I’ll get stolen?” I asked in a murmur as a man and woman approached.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time, and it wouldn’t be for business. It would be the first time I cared, though.”

      “Hunter!” A man in his late forties stopped in front of us with a smile. “Good to see you. You remember Betty, my wife.”

      “Yes, of course. And this is Olivia. Olivia, this is Pascal, one of the big players in the marketing industry.” Hunter glanced around, his face perfectly straight.

      “I just love your dress!” Betty raved.

      “Oh, thank you.” I smoothed my hands down my front as a man with trays of champagne drifted by.

      “Champagne?” Hunter asked me.

      “Yes, please.”

      Hunter grabbed one of the glasses before saying to the waiter, “I’d like a scotch, neat.”

      “Of course, sir.” The man hastened away.

      “So where did you two find each other?” Betty asked.

      “Why don’t you girls go chat while I talk to Hunter about a few things. Once you girls start to talk, we’re suddenly all in one big sewing circle.”

      I stared at him, incredulous. That was an extremely demeaning and dickish thing to say. And the laughter he followed it up with grated.

      I felt Hunter’s arm tighten, pulling me closer to his body. Apparently he thought so, too.

      “C’mon, Olivia,” Betty said, seemingly unconcerned by her husband’s comment.

      “Don’t be long,” Hunter said in my ear softly as he took his hand from around me.

      “So how did you land the most eligible bachelor in the universe?” Betty asked as she walked us away.

      Immediately, a woman joined us, dressed to the nines, hair teased and tousled to within an inch of its life, and sporting that heavy makeup Pat had initially wanted to put on me. “Betty, who is this?”

      “Olivia,” I said, sticking out my hand.

      The woman barely touched her palm to mine before looking over my shoulder. Her eyes sparkled with desire. I knew exactly who she was looking at.

      “This is Yasmine,” Betty said.

      “How did you get hooked up with Hunter Carlisle?” Yasmine asked in a sultry purr. The sparkle turned to condensation as she looked down my body, her gaze lingering for a long time on my necklace.

      “I work for him, actually,” I said. “I’m fairly new, but he generally brings his admins to events.”

      “Yes, he does. I’ve never even seen him and Blaire in public together,” Betty said in a tone that implied scandal.

      “No, he never brings her out. She goes to a lot of events, but she always says he’s working. And now we know with whom.” Yasmine pursed her lips as she eyed me again.

      “I’ve really only just started.” I needed to get out of this conversation. One of the women was fishing for information, and the other was trying to put me on the carving block. I didn’t like the motives of either. “Do you know where the restroom is?”

      “Trying to get away so soon?” Yasmine smirked and glanced at Betty. “I saw Mary come in not long ago. I’m going to go say hi. Nice to meet you, Olivia.”

      Yasmine wandered away with a slow saunter. Betty smiled at me. “Don’t mind her. She’s been after Hunter Carlisle for years. Had to settle for a rich investment banker who doesn’t give her the time of day. It appears daddy wasn’t as well off as he pretended.” Betty’s brow rose with wide eyes, an expression that said she was giving me juicy gossip. Or maybe she was implying I should pity Yasmine? I actually wasn’t sure.

      “Ah. Mhm.” I bobbed my head. “Sorry, the restroom?”

      “Oh sure. Here, I’ll walk you. There’s someone that way I want to talk to anyway.”

      We crossed the open area with the microphone. Betty nodded and said hi to a few people as we passed. I noticed more than a few stares following my progress. The men’s eyes usually gleamed, dipping to my chest and no doubt lower as I passed. The women’s looks were either suspicious or curious. I paid attention to those that didn’t glance my way at all. Those were probably the people I wanted to talk to.

      Betty dropped me off near the restroom with entreaties to track her down again so we could continue chatting. I smiled and nodded politely, almost bowling someone over in my haste to get away. I was starting to have second thoughts over the part in the contract about being the plus one.

      As I walked back to my table, a woman sidled up and stopped in my way. Tall, slim, and drop-dead gorgeous, she wore a super-tight blue dress that molded to her body and popped out her breasts. Golden hair fell around her model-worthy face in loose curls, and light blue eyes assessed me with a pretty scowl. “So, you’re the new admin, huh?”

      My brows crawled into my hairline. “I work for Hunter Carlisle, yes…”

      “This is what he’s going for, huh? Bambi-eyed and curvy…” She huffed. “He doesn’t much care for brains anymore, I guess. You probably walked in and dropped down to suck his cock right away, huh? Those of us who actually have two brain cells to rub together got overlooked by a pretty face.”

      “I just interviewed like everyone else…” I said with sweaty palms, blindsided by the venomous hatred and jealousy she was throwing my way.

      “Yeah, I’ll bet. Well, watch yourself. I’ve met his fiancée, and she’d feel much more comfortable with me handling his affairs than someone like you.”

      I stepped away, her cold blue eyes following me. I didn’t think that conversation warranted a closing statement. She’d said plenty.

      Although I kind of wanted to tell her that I looked like crap when I interviewed. There was no way he’d hired me for my looks or taste in clothes, and since I hadn’t given in to his advances, it wasn’t for that, either.

      In other words, all I’d had was brains. So thank you very much for the compliment on my appearance tonight.

      Happiness shedding from me like glitter, I found Hunter near the table standing with two men. He was looking at me with a faint scowl. When I got close, he stepped toward me and once again put his arm around my back. “Are you okay?”

      “Just had an interesting conversation with one of your other applicants…”

      “I’ve never known one of my admins to…have a good time.”

      I giggled, smiling up at him. With his handsome face, and showering me in affection, he could’ve been a prince in one of the storybooks. “She basically said I got the job for my face and my suction ability.”

      Hunter led me away from the table, not bothering to excuse himself from the conversation. We exited the tent into the cool night air. His brow had crumpled into a frown. “And this is amusing you?”

      “Yes. Or don’t you remember what I looked like when I interviewed?”

      He stopped near a large tree, turning to face me. “I do, yes.”

      “So she delivered a compliment. I’ve met jerks before—I can easily ignore that part of the…discussion.”

      His eyes filled with longing as he looked at me. He laid his hand on my neck before stroking my jaw lightly with his thumb.

      “Don’t people find it strange that you’re always with an employee, rather than your fiancée?” I asked in a whisper, feeling the thrill from his contact.

      His eyes roamed my face. “I don’t care what they find strange.”

      “Do your admins care?”

      “They’ve never mentioned it if they have. Do you care?”

      “I mean…” I shifted, feeling the light breeze. “I’ve been with you, Hunter. And you’re engaged. I didn’t think much about it at the time, but it’s not right. And always touching me, with your arm around me—that’s got to reflect poorly on her. How does she feel?”

      Hunter gave a sardonic smile. He let his fingers trail across my shoulders. “She is the most promiscuous woman I’ve ever met. Her life bores her, so she reaches for sex to cure her of idle time. To continue to find a thrill, she now has to reach for the outlandish. I first learned of her tastes when stumbling upon a three-way in my living room. That was tame compared to what she engages in now. I’m more concerned with her habits reflecting poorly on me.”

      I grimaced. “Then why are you with her?”

      He shook his head in small jerks. “We signed a contract benefiting our fathers, and indirectly, benefiting us so as to be rid of them.”

      “How long have you been with her?”

      He brushed a strand of hair from my face. “Three years. And before you ask, I haven’t broken it off with her because I didn’t intend to. The contract is complicated and extensive, and it’s allowed me to sever ties with my father. Marrying her would fulfill my duty, and after, I would be free to terminate the obligation at any time.”

      “What about kids? A life? Hunter, that seems pretty dismal.”

      He lightly traced the bottom of my lip with his thumb. “I’ll never have kids, Olivia, and the life I live is fine. There is security in dismal. I know what to expect.”

      “It’s lonely.”

      “I’m okay with lonely,” he whispered.

      “Are you sure?”

      Uncertainty crossed his face before I saw a deep and profound hurt steal his expression. His eyes almost dripped with it, a pain so acute it pinched my heart with its potency. Before he could answer, someone said, “Well, well, I’d heard a rumor Hunter Carlisle would be here.”

      Hunter stiffened. His eyes, a moment ago so open and expressive, turned hard. His hand gripped my shoulder in something that seemed both possessive and like a reflex.

      A man of about Hunter’s height sauntered up with a beautiful girl that looked about my age on his arm. She had fake boobs, a strangely narrow nose, and lips much too big for her face. If I had to guess, this girl had been through a lot of plastic surgery.

      It was the man who gave me pause, though. Tall, broad shoulders, and an unmistakable handsomeness that age hadn’t withered. He looked strangely familiar.

      “Father.” Hunter shifted away from me and dropped his hand to his side.

      My eyes widened as the man looked me over. “And who is your pretty guest?”

      “This is Olivia. She works for me.” The distance Hunter put in those words surprised me. I glanced at him, only to see a wary, guarded look I’d never seen before.

      “Olivia…” Hunter’s father let the name curl into the air like smoke. “Beautiful name to go with an absolutely beautiful girl. I’m Rodge, since I doubt Hunter has spoken of me.” He stepped forward with an outstretched hand. I clasped it and was surprised when he glanced his lips off my knuckles. His eyes dripped lust and possession. His lips lingered past what was polite.

      “Hi.” I ripped my hand away, uncomfortable.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce your date?” Hunter asked with scorn.

      “Of course.” Rodge turned to the woman and laid a hand across her shoulder. “This is Cami. She agreed to accompany me tonight.”

      “What about your wife?”

      “She and I don’t exactly see eye to eye on Cami.” Rodge smiled and threw me a wink as he explained, “She and I haven’t seen eye to eye on much lately. Divorces will do that.”

      I gave the expected smile, since saying “yuck” would be frowned upon, and angled my body toward Hunter. I really wanted to walk away.

      “I know why you’re here, son,” Rodge said in a taunting voice. “And I know how you work. I think charm and experience might win over the prodigy boy sitting on top of his corporate throne, especially since I trained you to be what you are.”

      Hunter’s body went rigid. He stared at his father for a moment with his jaw clenched. Without a word, he turned and started walking.

      I hastened to catch up, following him into the tent and to our seats. He didn’t say a word until he pulled out my chair. “Sit.”

      Taken aback by the curt demand, I did, waiting for him to sit a moment later. Around the tent, others were laughing and chatting, finding their way to their seats. Dinner would be up shortly.

      “You okay?” I asked quietly as someone took a seat across our table.

      “He’s going to go after Donnelley. If he gets the deal, we’ll most likely have to go through with the merger. Donnelley is the best option for me, and my father knows it.”

      Donnelley was the head of the company Hunter wanted to take over. “Will it help your father as much as it’ll help you?”

      Hunter huffed with derision. “No, not at all. He doesn’t have the resources to properly harness what Donnelley has to offer. He’s doing this as a big fuck you.”

      Someone came around with salad as the last of our table took their seats. A smiling man walked up to the microphone in front of us. Before I would be overshadowed by everything else, I quickly asked, “And what about your reaction with me? Is it because of your—”

      “He always wants what I have,” Hunter interrupted, pain mingling with a sneer in his voice. “If he saw my affection for you, you’d be his primary target. He’d love to take another one from me.”

      “To take—”

      “Excuse me.” Hunter got up and walked off toward the restroom.

      I watched him go with wide eyes. I could take that comment to mean Rodge had taken an admin or two, which would make a lot of sense, but the desolate look in Hunter’s eyes meant Rodge had stolen something infinitely more precious.

      Hunter might be hiding from love now, but I bet it wasn’t always like that. It seemed that being lonely was safer than having his love ripped away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      “Olivia, just wait here, I want to speak with someone.” Hunter left me at the edge of the tent.

      Dinner had passed with the woman next to me gabbing, and Hunter speaking to the man next to him. The only words I’d said to him were to ask him to pass the wine. He had barely even looked at me.

      I glanced around for my entourage, but they were nowhere to be found. Pat had a habit of springing up out of nowhere and dabbing me, or fixing my hair, or giving me lip gloss, but after that, the woman blended in pretty well, because I never saw her. Her assistants hadn’t been needed at all.

      I rocked back on my heels and pulled my wrap around me, trying to wait patiently, but bored out of my mind and just wanting to go home. The issues with Hunter were unsettling me.

      “He left you alone?” Rodge moved in beside me and gave me a charming smile. “He hasn’t left your side all evening, I’ve heard. That’s rare treatment for an admin of his.”

      “I’m new. He probably thought I’d get lost or something.” I gave him a tight smile.

      “Hmm. Maybe so. You’re a very pretty girl.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled my wrap tighter around me.

      “I see he’s layered you in jewels and wealth—that’s usually my way. Makes you feel even prettier, doesn’t it? The fine clothes and people following you around, fixing your hair…”

      “It’s a nice change for a lazy girl, certainly.”

      He laughed, low and intimate. His arm brushed mine. “Yes. But he can be a bit harsh, can he not? Hard to swallow at times. I should know, I’ve been around him all his life.”

      “Mmm. Mhm.”

      “All I’m saying is, I know how to treat a woman. I buy her what she likes, whenever she likes. I spare no expense when it comes to happiness. And with age comes a great deal of…” His finger traced down my arm. “Experience.”

      I flinched and scowled up at him, not able to help my reaction. I could only handle so much flirting—touching made my skin crawl. “Having breasts doesn’t make me an idiot, Mr. Carlisle. If you knew how to treat a woman, you wouldn’t be getting a divorce.”

      I should’ve walked away after that. But what he’d said about Hunter galled. It was his son, for cripes’ sakes. Whatever had gone down between them, Hunter planned to marry someone he didn’t respect, or even like, to get away. That said something.

      Remembering what Bert had told me in the beginning of my job, I said, “Hunter may be moody, but he’s genuine. He shows people their value. He is direct and honest, and someone I trust. What he isn’t is a guy that dances around with pretty words and lingering kisses while offering to buy them. I don’t know what your deal is, but creeping up on me like this sure isn’t honest. You have a long way to go to prove you’re a better man than Hunter. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      I walked away with my head held high and my gut churning. I had gone way overboard to a rich and powerful man. He wouldn’t like being talked to like that, and I had no idea what the repercussions might be.

      Not that I planned to apologize. He was a first-class jerk. I didn’t need his kind creeping up on me.

      I was walking toward the parking lot when I heard my name. I glanced back, only to see Hunter coming up with powerful, purposeful strides. I stopped, crossing my arms against the chill.

      “I thought I told you to stay put?” Hunter shrugged out of his jacket.

      “I don’t need—” I rolled my eyes when his jacket draped over my shoulders, then pulled it tighter and reveled in the warmth and Hunter’s smell.

      “The limo is on its way.” Hunter led me to the side, away from the soft glow of the lights illuminating the path, and stopped beneath a large oak tree.

      “I was waiting there, but…” I blew out a breath and watched people wandering toward the parking lot. “Your dad walked up.”

      He didn’t speak. I looked up at him, not able to see his eyes in the darkness. “I kind of…wasn’t very nice. But he was offering me money, or whatever, and just being kind of gross—I don’t know. I wasn’t really thinking.”

      “I heard.” Hunter leaned closer and brushed my jaw with his lips.

      “What do you mean, you heard?” I closed my eyes, reveling in his touch. “I didn’t see you.”

      “I was walking up behind you when he stepped to your side. Forgive me—I should’ve stepped in right away. I just…”

      “What happened between you and him?”

      Hunter placed his hand on the side of my neck gently. His thumb brushed the bottom of my lips as he said in a quiet voice, “There is such an innocence about you. A morality. Right and wrong is ingrained—you don’t need contracts and rules. You just need to look inside yourself for guidance. I envy that about you. I find it so refreshing. You are a remarkable woman, Olivia. Your beauty is only one facet of that, and not even the most awe-inspiring.”

      His thumb stroked over my cheek as he leaned closer. His lips touched my forehead, and then the tip of my nose. I waited, hoping, wanting his lips against mine. Instead, he glanced his cheek off mine and put his arms around me. “I heard you defending me. Thank you.”

      I slid my palms up his sides, relishing in the hard muscle. “I stole the ‘showing’ thing. Bert said that when I first met him. It was true, though.”

      “Bert is a gem, as well. And he likes you a lot. He even came close to chastising me for treating you badly.”

      “You know his first name?” I said with a laugh as I ran my hands down his back.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out and read the screen. “Limo is here. C’mon, let’s go. I’m eager to get back.”

      

      The ride in the limo with the others was frustrating, because I could see the heat and longing in Hunter’s eyes, matching my own. The plane was also frustrating: staring at each other, wanting, but having to keep our distance. Finally, after forever, we made it back to San Francisco.

      “Do you want me to take Miss Jonston home, sir?” Bert asked with puffy eyes. He had worked a long day without any relief—he was probably exhausted.

      “No, I will. You see to Pat and her assistants.” Hunter handed me into the limo and walked around his side.

      As the door shut, excitement took over me. My core tingled and my stomach swirled. Hunter sat in and looked to the front of the limo. After the driver climbed in, he picked up the phone, waited for the driver to pick up, and said, “Stop at Miss Jonston’s house, but wait there until I get out of the car. We won’t be needing you to open her door.”

      “Yes, sir,” I heard from the front of the long vehicle.

      The divide went up. Hunter pulled me close, kissing up my neck as his hands reached behind me to undo my zipper. My breasts tumbled out, bouncing. He pushed me back against the seat before fastening his mouth to one of my nipples.

      I moaned while running my hands over his large shoulders. His mouth released my nipple with a pop of suction. “Take this off.” He gave the dress a small yank.

      “Yes, sir,” I purred, getting out of the dress and peeling off my panties.

      “Mmm,” he said, pulling my thighs toward him. My body slid down, my back on the seat and my legs spread in the air. “So beautiful,” he murmured as his eyes lingered on my face. His gaze slid down my body before his mouth dipped to my sex. He sucked in my lips before parting me with his tongue. He licked up to the top and sucked in my pleasure center.

      “Oh.” I rocked my hips up into him, feeling his digits enter me. They plunged hard and fast. His tongue swirled before he sucked, then swirled. Sucked. My body wound up, and my breath became ragged.

      “Oh, Hunter. Oh. Oh, Hunter!” I grabbed fistfuls of his hair. Pleasure consumed me, heating me up and pushing me to the edge.

      “Hu-Hunter—” An orgasm exploded through me. I shuddered with a cry of ecstasy. I arched, languid after that release.

      “I can’t wait,” he growled, out of breath. “Suck my cock.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said with an excited smile, grabbing for his zipper as he hastened to undo his shirt buttons. I worked out his shaft and slid my mouth along it, tickling his tip with my tongue before sucking it in.

      “Oooh, Olivia,” he said, stripping off his shirt. He grabbed a handful of my hair and lifted me off him. His lips found my throat while he rose up. I pulled at his pants, getting them and his underwear down to his ankles. He kicked them off.

      “I wish we had a bed,” Hunter said, coating my hot skin with his touch. “I can’t go slow,” he breathed, lifting me into his lap. He lined us up. Hands on my shoulders, he pulled me down onto him.

      His hard length filled me. I let out a long, loud groan. His palms found my breasts, teasing my nipples. I swung my hips and closed my eyes, soaking in the delicious friction. I bounced, driving down onto his cock.

      “Yes, Olivia,” Hunter said. He encircled me with his arms before rolling us to the seat. His body landed on top of mine before we spilled to the floor. He thrust, hard. My head craned against the seat. My legs were straight up in the air. His position was equally as awkward, but he didn’t slow. He pounded deeper into my hot depths, ripping moans and small screams from my throat.

      “Tell me,” he panted, his hard chest rubbing against my taut nipples.

      “Take me, Hunter,” I groaned as the waves of pleasure started to coalesce.

      The limo stopped, but Hunter did not. He pumped into me harder, his lips next to mine, his labored breath splashing across my face.

      “Oh God,” I moaned, clutching his back. My core wound tighter. The pleasure prickled my body pleasantly. “Yes, Hunter. Fuck me.” My words got higher and higher. My begging grew louder and wilder. The heat and tingles condensed.

      “Come, baby,” he said into my ear.

      I broke apart, my orgasm ripping through me. Everything shattered, blasted apart. I sucked air into my lungs for another long, low moan as wave after wave of climax thundered through me. He quaked over me, emptying into my body as I squeezed him tight.

      We slowed, slick and lying awkwardly, but neither of us moved. I wanted him to stay inside me for a while longer. I craved that comfort that his body could provide.

      “Don’t leave me, Livy,” he whispered into my ear. “I can compromise a little. I can make it work so you’re happy.”

      “I’ll think about it, Hunter,” I answered honestly, hugging him close.

      He sat up and glanced at the floor before helping me to the seat. He helped me get dressed first, securing me with a wrap before throwing on his own clothes. “I’m trusting you with the pill,” he said quietly, not looking at me. “I’ve not done that with anyone else for ten years. Don’t make me regret it.”

      “Please,” I finished for him.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing. I just help you be polite by finishing your commands for you. And I don’t give a crap about you—my life is a mess as it is. There is no way I’m going to skip a pill and bring a kid into this world. Not until I feel like an adult. At least some of the time, anyway.”

      He looked at me for a long moment before running his fingertips down my face softly. “Ready?”

      We exited into the cold. He walked me to my door and hesitated once there. Facing me, he brushed my cheek with the back of his hand, longing on his face, his gaze glued to mine. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” I said softly, wishing he would kiss me. I wondered what happened to him to keep him away from other girls. From me.

      I walked into my apartment and went to my bedroom immediately, already missing him. I saw the contract lying on my bed, sprawled out with tick marks where I had pondered the various rules. I thought back to the last look he gave me, reminding me of mussed hair, twisted sheets, and entwined bodies.

      I didn’t want to be good anymore. I didn’t want to be rational. I wanted what all the girls wanted—I wanted Hunter Carlisle, the most unavailable man in the city, and not because of his fiancée. Hell, he wasn’t even available to her. He was closed off in his high tower, powerful and elite, and hiding himself from the world behind contracts and suits.

      I wanted to strip all that down and find the man underneath. I didn’t care what it cost me, or how it might hurt. I wanted to know the real Hunter Carlisle, and I would sacrifice my body, and maybe my soul, to do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      With bated breath and nervous sweats, I walked into Hunter’s office on Friday, the last day of my employment if I so chose. He hadn’t said a word about it to me yesterday. Not even a hint. In fact, he’d acted like normal Hunter, curt and commanding, with eyes for his computer alone.

      I crossed the space with his coffee and a folder. I set the coffee on his desk.

      I set the folder next to the coffee.

      It wasn’t until I was halfway out of the room that I heard the rustle of paper. He’d opened the folder, I was sure of it.

      My exhale was audible.

      The rest of the day he didn’t say a word. When I delivered coffee, he didn’t look up. When he passed my desk, he didn’t acknowledge me. Messages, emails—nothing.

      Toward the end of the day I started getting nervous. More nervous, really. What if he didn’t want me anymore? What if he’d done some thinking, too, and changed his mind?

      Brenda stood and wrapped a scarf around her neck before putting on her jacket. “Another day in paradise finished. See ya Monday?”

      “I…don’t know. Maybe?” I gave her a lopsided, comical grin, trying to hide the uncertainty.

      “Oh right—negotiations.” She winked at me. “He’ll give you what you want. He wants you to stay on—he wouldn’t have spent time training you and trying to find more important work for you to do if he wasn’t concerned about it.”

      “Negotiations?” I squeaked. My face burned.

      She smiled knowingly. “You’re worth more than he’s paying you—you think I don’t know? I say get as much as you can. He can afford it. This company tries to lowball you by saying they have great benefits. Well, benefits are good, but show me the money, too, that’s what I say. I barter for my life every year at raise time—so don’t let him get off easy, and he’ll give you what you want.”

      I breathed a sigh, and then felt completely sheepish by not remembering that money was supposed to be on the table as well. She nodded in a “go get ’em” kind of way before walking toward the elevators.

      I tapped my desk. Should I go in to him?

      I worked on a spreadsheet for another fifteen minutes before the need to know my fate started eating me alive. I stood in determination as a shape emerged to my right.

      I sat back down.

      Hunter came around my desk. He held the blue folder. His gaze locked with mine before dropping the folder onto my desk. “I’m headed out. Have Mr. Ramous take you home. He’s waiting by the curb.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said in a soft voice.

      “See you Monday.”

      I felt a thrill as he moved away toward the elevator. I laid my hand on the folder. I was, quite possibly, delivering myself into the hands of evil, but there was nothing for it now. I was signed up.

      I opened the folder, expecting a copy of the contract. Instead, I stared at the original as the elevator chimed distantly. I picked it out of the folder. A note fluttered down to the surface of my desk. It read,

      

      
        “I will trust in the guidance of your inner compass. Monday we’ll start the discussions about money. Come prepared. -HC.”

      

      

      I smiled down at the note. His compromise was trusting my judgment, and asking me to trust his. No contracts. No rules. Just mutual expectations and fulfilling each other’s needs as they arose.

      It wasn’t perfect, but life never was.

      I closed the folder and felt a surge of hope. Hunter Carlisle was letting me in. It was up to me to push the boundaries.
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      Excerpt:

      I walked into Hunter Carlisle’s office on Monday morning as a sexual equal. I was flying by the seat of my pants, not regulated by a personal contract. Hunter was trusting me. More importantly, he had allowed himself to open up just a crack and let me wiggle in. It was a huge milestone in his life and I was grabbing it by the horns and hanging on.

      He was sitting at his desk with the soft light of the morning spilling over his broad shoulders. My breath caught in my throat for just a moment before tingling overcame my body.

      The man was gorgeous, and I thanked God that he had come to his senses. Otherwise I’d have to start stalking him. I still might, just for the thrill.

      “Hey,” I said, putting his coffee on the corner of the desk just as I had every working day for the last month. He glanced up at my voice. His hooded, smoldering eyes reminding me of twisted sheets and writhing bodies. I gulped, a little too loudly. “Uh, I have some things to go over concerning my salary…when you’re ready.”

      He glanced at the clock at the top of his desk before leaning back. “You know my schedule—when do I have time?”

      “Now, or at the end of the day. That’s pretty much it.”

      Hunter clasped his hands in his lap as he studied me. His gaze slid down my body before nodding. “I have other plans for you this evening. Sit.”

      My stomach flip-flopped. The expectation of what he had planned gave me a hot flash. I sat gingerly and tried to ignore the pounding in my core. I handed over my folder.

      Hunter took it without a word, opened it, and glanced at the contents. He laid the folder on his desk. “I know what kind of work you do, Olivia. What kind of figures do you have in mind?”

      I took a deep breath. I’d thought pretty hard about this. Realistically, I was getting paid six figures to do a job worth half that, while having sex with the hottest man alive. I would do the last for free, so really, I was way overpaid.

      I couldn’t very well tell Hunter that, though. He was a business prodigy the CEO of a huge, global company without even seeing thirty candles. He expected me to shoot high, and then barter hard.

      I leaned forward and opened my mouth to spout out a ridiculous number when the phone rang. Hunter glanced at the display, then ripped the handset off the base. “Yes?”

      I slowly closed my mouth and leaned back. The man could ignore a grenade blast if he had business to attend to.

      “When is this?” Hunter asked with a sharp edge to his voice. He listened for a moment, checked his watch, and then clenched his jaw. “Who else will be there?” After another moment, he finished, “Get me booked in. Rearrange my schedule and move any meetings I can’t miss to online. I need to be there.”

      He was about to put the phone back in the cradle when he paused. His eyes flicked to me. “Yes, she’s going.”

      He set the phone down. “Negotiations will have to wait. The board has given me a limited time to secure a takeover. If I fail, which they hope I will, we’ll go ahead with a merger. Donnelley—the owner and CEO of the prospective company…”

      He waited for my nod before continuing, “He’s attending a business summit at a resort in Nevada. This means he’s shopping around for a buyer. He knows what his company is worth—or, more frankly, what its tech rights are worth—and he’s ready to offload. He can’t handle the size the company has grown to, so he’s ready to cash out.”

      “Well…that’s great, huh?” I asked, trying desperately to care. My brain was still lost on what he had planned for later that night.

      “Yes, but he doesn’t like me. He won’t want to sell to me if there’s any way of avoiding it.”

      “Are there other companies willing to offer him as much as you?”

      “A few.” Hunter swiveled in his chair so he could gaze out the window. “My father’s company, for one.”

      Intense loathing colored Hunter’s voice. Saying he and his father didn’t get along was putting it mildly. His dad was the root of Hunter’s current distrust of others, distance from intimacy, and desire to be alone.

      I was dying to know what had happened, but Hunter was an isolated, closed-off man. Getting at his depths would need the Jaws of Life.

      I settled back in my chair. “If you don’t get this takover, what’s so bad about the merger?”

      “A significant number of layoffs, organizational restructuring, which will drain our budget, and two leaders with vastly different long-term goals. I’ll have to force my competition out, which will distract me from leading this company.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Then why does the board want a merger?”

      Hunter shifted and looked back toward his computer. “Short-term gain, mostly. They estimate an increase in stocks, we’ll have a larger market share, more reach—there are a great many reasons to do it, but an equal number of reasons not to. If we can get the takeover, on the other hand, we’ll have more potential down the road. Most don’t believe me, but I know I’m right. They’re keeping me on a very short leash.”

      He faced me again and edged closer to his desk. “My father has a certain type of charm—he can manipulate people like no one else I’ve ever known. It’s him I am competing against for this. He’ll play the small business card—he’ll say he built his company from scratch and knows the value of company loyalty. He’ll talk about it like it’s his child. He’ll even say he wished his only son would’ve gone into business with him so he would have someone to pass his legacy on to. It’s all crap, of course. But Donnelley will buy it, because my father will sell it. What I need is someone who really speaks Donnelley’s language. Someone who is starting that uphill climb and trying to figure it out. Someone that loves her jeans and hoodies, just like Donnelley does…”

      I raised my hand in the air and then dramatically pointed at myself. “I assume you mean moi?”

      “Yes, you, Olivia,” Hunter said. “You are my secret weapon. You’re my charm. I need you to get me in. If he falls in love with you, and sees your loyalty to me, then hopefully he’ll warm up to me.”

      “I don’t know about falls in love with.” I crinkled my nose.

      Hunter’s eyes sparkled. The edges of his lips tweaked, as close to a smile as he usually came. “We’ll settle for deep respect, then.” A stern expression crossed his face—his business mask. “We leave Wednesday, early. Plan for four days, maybe five. Pack some dresses—not too showy—and a large selection of casual clothes.”

      “Wednesday?” I gasped. I thought over the things I would have to do before leaving. Like laundry, and coffee with Kimberly, and… My mind went blank

      Oh, that’s right. I had no life.

      “Okey-dokey, Wednesday it is.” I bobbed my head.

      “Use the rest of today to help Brenda get everything organized, learn what you can about Donnelley, and get prepared. You can take tomorrow off to get your personal things ready.”

      “Oh.” I stood, glancing at the folder sitting open on his desk. “Okay.”

      “We’ll talk money when we get back. If you land this, you’ll have quite a bartering chip on your hands.”

      “I don’t think bosses are supposed to tell subordinates how to get more money. It’s not really in your budget’s best interest…”

      “I don’t think subordinates are supposed to alert bosses when the bosses make a snafu regarding employee bartering…”

      “Hmm. Right you are. Forget I said anything.” I hopped up and turned to leave.

      “And Olivia…”

      I glanced back at Hunter expectantly.

      “Check in before you leave.”

      Like a shock wave, a thrill arrested me. “Okay,” I said in a breathy voice.

      He turned back to his computer as I walked away stiffly. Once at my desk, I took a moment to gather myself. I couldn’t wait to see what he was like when he could be completely in charge. When he didn’t have to hold back for fear I’d pack up and leave.

      With a shaking hand I reached for my mouse. Images of his naked body ran through my head, muscular and delicious. I closed my eyes as I remembered the feeling of him moving inside of me. It had been nearly three weeks. Much too long. I was going through withdrawals.

      “Olivia—”

      “Ah!” I jumped.

      Brenda stared at me from her desk with her lips half turned up in a grin. “What’s up with you?”

      “You surprised me!” I clutched at my chest as my heart clattered against my ribs.

      “I surprised you? I’ve been sitting here the whole time.”

      “Sorry.” I looked harder at my computer. “I was thinking.”

      “What were you daydreaming about?”

      “Your silence.”

      “Must’ve been juicy, whatever it was. Your face is giving you away…” Her grin turned evil. “It’s a man, isn’t it?”

      I leaned toward my computer, staring hard at my email. There was no way I was admitting that I was slipping into dangerous waters with the boss. She’d just tell me all the reasons why it was a terrible idea. Like he was emotionally comatose and I’d get my heart ripped out. Or maybe that he had an arranged marriage set up, and even if he liked me, he was about to marry someone else. Just little things like that.

      “Anyway, I’m working on the plans for that retreat,” Brenda said. “Do you know what your role will be?”

      “Wear jeans, act like a blue-collar worker, and get some business guy to like Hunter. Hunter apparently doesn’t care that I’m mostly antisocial. Of all the people he chose to put his faith in…”

      “I don’t think he knows anyone else who wears jeans.” She smirked. “It’ll be fine. Mr. Carlisle hates to smile. He hates small talk. Compared to him, you’re charming enough to be a politician.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      Brenda’s fingers flew across her keyboard. “Could be.”

      I scowled at her. That didn’t sound promising.

      “Anyway,” she said, “I hope you can pull this guy out of the older Mr. Carlisle’s back pocket—that guy gives me the creeps.”

      “Tell me about it. He all but asked me to be his mistress at that charity dinner.”

      Brenda’s look was scathing. “Disgusting. He’s old enough to be your father.”

      “And rich, which is all some women see. The girl with him was about my age.”

      “He wasn’t with his wife?”

      “He said they were getting a divorce.”

      Brenda tsked. “Typical. She probably grew too old for him. That’s his third—no, wait.” Brenda glanced at the ceiling, thinking. “The first was Mr. Carlisle’s mother, then the maid, then…was there another one before this one?” She drummed the desk. “Yes, this must be his third. He was married to the maid for a while—just to put it in Mr. Carlisle’s face, I’d wager. And he calls himself a father.”

      “To put it in Hunter’s face?”

      Brenda glanced at me. Wariness crossed her features. She glanced toward Hunter’s opened door. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I don’t know much about it. Everything I heard comes from gossip, and that came from Mr. Carlisle senior, I think. Hunter has never said a word.”

      Brenda got up and moved closer, her coffee cup in hand. She glanced at the door to Hunter’s office again. “Apparently—and again, this is hearsay—Hunter was in love with the maid. This was when he was young, maybe ten years ago. A little clichéd, I know.” She rolled her eyes. “The word is that Hunter loved the maid, his dad found out, and then started having an affair with her himself. Well, she tried to leverage that connection somehow. It got ugly, from what I heard. Hunter’s mother found out and threw a fit. She told all of their friends, all of Mr. Carlisle senior’s work associates—you name it. I think Hunter was pretty sheltered as a kid—not many friends, not around many girls—so she was kind of it. And then she goes and betrays him… With his dad, of all people…”

      She quirked her eyebrow and straightened up a little. Her lips pursed. “Damaging to a young guy. To his ego…”

      “Yikes.” I grimaced, but mostly for show. While that would definitely suck, and certainly be an ego crusher, it didn’t smack me as reason enough for a life of cold business and solitude. It was a little weak on the “life trauma” Richter scale. There had to be more.

      “You’re telling me!” Brenda said, giving me a look before wandering back to her desk. “He’s a good guy when you look past the rich-guy mentality. He just needs a hardheaded girl to break him out of his shell.”

      I snorted. “Good luck. He holds on to his rude I know everything act with both hands.”

      “That’s a man for you.” Brenda sat back down at her desk. “Do you need to go shopping at lunch, or are you going to take care of that tomorrow?”

      “Shopping? Jeans and hoodies was my daily uniform before this job. I miss those days. Now I have to look around for a napkin when my hands are dirty.”

      “What does a napkin have to do with wearing jeans and a hoodie?”

      “My jeans were my napkin. That’s why they are so awesome—very versatile.”

      “Gross.” I heard Brenda chuckling before the chorus of ticking announced her typing. “I’m ordering in lunch, then. Mr. Carlisle needs to give us a treat for working so hard.”

      “I’m all for free things.”

      “Aren’t we all.”

      

      The day passed in a blur of facts, figures, and strange habits about a man I had never met. I felt like a private eye hired for a con. When Brenda shrugged into her jacket, I leaned back and rubbed my eyes. It was half past seven—late for her to be heading home.

      “I thought you didn’t do overtime?” I asked as she grabbed her purse.

      “Usually, no. I don’t want Mr. Carlisle to get accustomed to my being here all the time. But at crunch times, I put in the hours and take a half-day when the excitement wears off.”

      “Excitement, huh?” I smirked and glanced back at my computer. “I’ll be working from home tomorrow, I think. I still have a bunch of things to get through.”

      Brenda paused on the other side of her desk. “Get ready for the trip first, and do work last. Mr. Carlisle has a bunch of meetings lined up when he gets to the summit that you won’t need to attend. You can catch up then.”

      “So, lounge by the pool by day, and snuggle up to a perfect stranger at night. Sounds…weird.”

      Brenda barked out laughter. “Welcome to the job, girl. Welcome to the job.”

      She walked off to the elevators shaking her head. I scanned my spreadsheet one last time, retained nothing, and drooped against my desk. I was spent. As I didn’t need a whole day to get ready tomorrow, I might as well call it a night and finish up later.

      I pulled up my instant messenger and sent a note off to Hunter.

      

      Olivia Jonston: I’m ready to head home…

      

      A moment later, I received the reply:

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Come in here. Lock the door behind you.

      

      “Please,” I muttered to finish his sentence. My stomach rolled and my sex tightened up. I glanced toward the elevators, making sure Brenda had gone. Then I smoothed out my clothes.

      Oh God. This was it. I was about to waltz in, on command, and do whatever Hunter demanded.

      I brushed my hair out of my face and then wiped my forehead of sudden perspiration. Tingles of nervousness worked through my body.

      I was excited, yes. And horny as hell, but…I was going to give him the power. I was going to let him dominate me. It was terrifying. Exciting, but also terrifying.

      Okay. Here goes.

      I rolled my shoulders like a boxer. There was only one way to find out if I was comfortable with this.

      I walked toward the office. Rabid butterflies ate away at my stomach. I stepped through the door.

      Hunter sat at his desk, focused on his computer like he always was. Nothing in his demeanor had changed. His shoulders were relaxed. His movements were slow, almost lazy. He was completely at ease, utterly in his element. He was behaving as if the contract was in effect, I had no doubt.

      I closed the door with a soft click, then turned the lock. Just him and me now.

      Me at his mercy.
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      Back in the Saddle, grab it free here:

      

      Synopsis:

      

      On the tail end of another heartache, Jessica decides she’s had enough. Enough parties, enough mistakes, and enough of this rut she’s thrown herself into. She leaves L.A. for a job in Texas to wipe the slate clean.

      If only it were that easy.

      Not one night in Texas and she meets the most ruggedly handsome cowboy she’s ever seen. William Davies has it all: wealth, prestige, and any woman he wants. He’s way out of her league.

      But he’s never met a sassy girl like her before.

      Sparks fly as opposites attract in this laugh out loud romance.

      

      Excerpt:

      

      I pulled into the parking lot of something called the Piggly Wiggly. As my car rolled toward the large, boxy store, I got a moment of indecision. I could literally park anywhere. Up close, further away, down the block–anywhere! I hadn’t seen this much parking since I showed up to school on a holiday without knowing it.

      Spoiled, I chose one near the door. Why not, right? I didn’t need to walk if I didn’t want to. Or fight for any spaces. What a luxury!

      Halfway to the entrance I realized I forgot my list. I stopped dead and tilted my head up, trying to remember when I’d last had it … Wait, I should have it … Somewhere…

      Lifting my bag away from my shoulder with one strap, I dove to the bottom, fishing out a small, crinkled list. As I rummaged, feeling like the bag was swallowing my arm, I heard a deep male baritone say, “Ma’am.”

      One, not being familiar with that phrase, and two, wondering if someone was talking to me, which was very un-L.A., and hence, very strange for me, I gave a quick questioning glance in the speaker’s direction. I met a plaid chest. Obviously a little closer than I thought.

      I still had my hand stuck at the bottom of my over-sized, over-filled handbag, walking lop-sided with no real perspective on where I was in relation to the door, when I looked up and met two deep blue eyes in the most breathtakingly, ruggedly handsome face I had ever seen. Watch out Marlboro man, you ain’t got nothin’ on this cowboy!

      His blue eyes caught my focus and drew me, holding me prisoner in a place where time did not exist. As I fell in, lost, I felt many things happen at once. My skin erupted in goose pimples as a shiver crawled down my back. My head went light, giving me the distinct feeling I was floating. Thank goodness, because my legs wobbled, not sure if I had control over my knees anymore. Topping it off, a suddenly warm, wet sensation pooled in my groin that craved sudden and fervid contact.

      I think I muttered something. I really think I heard my voice, but I was too consumed with his eyes, and the burning taking over my body, to be sure. I think I kept walking, but when you lose the feeling in your legs, it’s anybody’s guess.

      The slide of the electronic door right in front of me fed an alarm through my brain, but too late. My foot caught the end and jerked my whole body. My purse went flying, the items in it splashing the cement. Limbs flapping, I tried to maintain balance only to wildly stumble and bodily greet the display of large children’s balls. The flimsy white cage couldn’t compete with my a-bit-more-than-average (ahem) weight. It bent madly, the hole for extracting balls gaping. Florescent spheres gushed out everywhere, the balls sensing freedom and going for it.

      “Oh crap!” My stumble, which had started with the door, and continued through the ball stand, took me to a painful slide on my knees.

      No time to lose!

      I was up like a pogo stick, running madly after pretty little balls dotting the outside entryway of the store.

      “Who puts displays by the door?” I muttered in extreme embarrassment regardless of the fact that displays were standard the world over.

      Why me?

      As I captured two strangely hard to hold on to balls, the first staff member rushed out of the door.

      “Is everyone all right?” It was a young kid with concern written across his face.

      “Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” I gushed, dumping the balls in the cage and wrestling with the opening so they wouldn’t just come rolling out again.

      Seriously, why me?

      Another staff member came bustling out, a portly woman with a fantastic bee-hive. Her gaze swept the area, landing on me. My stomach tightened up as I stood in the wake of a self-made natural disaster.

      Hurricane Jessica.

      “I’m so sorry! I’m really sorry!” I bleated.

      I braced myself for the rant. For the store owner to barge out, yelling about the mess. Threatening me with a counter-suit if I even dared think of a lawyer. He would chase me out of the store, my backside a welcome sight in the wake of the mess. I would then go to the next grocery store where I wouldn’t be known for disturbing the peace.

      Only problem was, I wasn’t in L.A., and I had no idea where another shop was. They weren’t on every corner in this neck of the woods.

      Beehive-lady clutched my arm as I stooped for more balls. “Don’t worry yourself none.” She escorted me to the side as the young guy went about straightening the ball cage. Her eyes glanced over my body and lingered on my knees, a small tear marring my jeans. “You alright? You hurt yourself?”

      “Oh no, no no! I’m okay. Seriously. Just wasn’t paying attention.” I brushed my bruised knees in an effort to wipe off the scuffs.

      “Here, come over here and have a seat. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      She gestured me to a wood bench next to a small flower display. In shock, I took two steps, carried away by her concern. It took logic to still my feet.

      Why the hell wasn’t she mad? I’d just rumbled through and blasted a stand of kids’ balls!

      That sounded wrong.

      The brown haired guy was picking up the balls now, but making quick, worried glances in my direction. He wore the same mask of alarm, probably worried I’d set fire to the place next, or something else equally outlandish. No telling what I was capable of, really.

      I needed to fast forward this scene. My embarrassment was out of hand.

      “No, no. Oh my God, really, I’m fine. I’m just clumsy and totally ridiculous! I have no idea what happened. Sorry for the mess! Really!”

      My eye scoured the ground. Where the hell was my damn purse? I had taken the tumble in the doorway, but it wasn’t there. That brown-haired staff member was more than halfway done corralling balls, uncovering nothing on the walk-way.

      “You don’t worry yourself about no mess,” Beehive-Lady said with her hand on my back, trying to get me to the bench. “Ronnie will have that dealt with in a jiffy. C’mon’ere and have a seat. You sure you’re not hurt?”

      “Oh, ha! No,” I said distractedly, frantically searching for my bag and its contents. “I’m good, seriously. Just so sorry for the mess!”

      I took a step around Beehive-Lady, scanning the sidewalk, when the Greek God Apollo himself stepped up with my handbag in hand, a devastatingly handsome half-smile filled with mischief lighting up his face. His blue eyes caught and held me, that weird heat returning to my body.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” He tried for a concerned look after a quick glance at Ronnie and Beehive-Lady, but only managed a handsome farcical look instead. “I’m sorry to have startled you. I believe this is yours?” He reached out with my purse.

      Must-pull-eyes-away.

      God he was so beautiful.

      NO! PULL-EYES-AWAY!

      I managed to look down at my purse long enough to get my hand on it. It was bigger and fuller than I was used to, because I shoved a bunch of little bits in there when I was moving, and Apollo must’ve had muscles of steel to make the weight seem nonexistent, so when I thought I had hold of it, it plummeted toward the ground.

      In his eagerness to help me, Mr. Apollo took a big step toward me, snatching the bag with lightning fast hands before it could spill onto the floor. I was acutely aware of his musty man smell. It wasn’t a clean, fresh out of the shower smell, but like a man that was working outside all day. Eau d’Homme. Not BO or anything, but pure Man.

      My groin burst into flame. A million points of lava erupted across my skin; the heat of him so close, the smell of him, the man-ness of him. I couldn’t help a tiny moan escaping my lips before he stepped away nonchalantly.

      My God woman, get a grip! This was all going downhill so fast I had skid marks! Literally. I needed to get the hell out of there. Away from him.

      But I didn’t want to.

      But I had to! I looked like a mental patient. No hot guy would want to be ten feet from me.

      But he was so hot!

      But I smelled. I was here to get a toothbrush. I probably peeled his eyebrows off when my breath hit his face.

      Wait…did I talk to him?

      I pushed my schizophrenia to the side and about-faced. Along with my body, my face was on fire…of a different kind. Of the can one person really be this humiliated? kind. I muttered a quick “thanks,” nodded to Beehive and Ronnie, and turned to go further into the store. Grudgingly, but necessary.

      I was such a douche! My first day here and I meet the most ruggedly handsome guy I have ever seen, with manners no less, and eyes that are as deep and bottomless as eternity, and I blow it. It was a fairy tale encounter. Right up until I walked into the door, knocked over a stand of balls, spilled my handbag everywhere…I mean, did I have to go on? I almost dry humped the guy’s leg! I suck. I so suck. What is my problem?! Seriously, what-is-my-problem?

      Lost in self-incriminating thought, I collected the basics for my new home. I walked into the checkout line, checking my list off item by item in my head, when I felt a presence.

      No. Oh no. Not again.

      Yes please, my inner self peeped.

      I knifed my inner self immediately.

      I knew it was him. I knew it was. I don’t know how I knew—maybe it was the rubbery quality of my legs. Maybe the lightheadedness. Maybe it was the musty, not quite sweaty eau d’homme smell. Or, maybe it was the fire combined with goosebumps that once again spread throughout my body. Christ-on-a-crutch, what was going on with me?

      Don’t look up. Don’t look up! Be busy. Busy and important. Crap to do. Dinner to cook. Or not. Something to do. Don’t look up.
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      Synopsis:

      On the tail-end of her ex-boyfriend crashing through a restraining order and putting her in the hospital, Krista realizes that the only way to effectively escape her past is to put distance between it. She gets her life back on track in San Francisco with a job that has limitless potential.

      Unfortunately, to achieve her dreams, she must brave her boss.

      Incredibly handsome and sinfully charming, Sean has a line of women waiting for his call. But when he sets his sights on the intelligent new hire, he finally meets his match.

      It’s a struggle against a blazing attraction neither of them knows how to resist.

      

      Excerpt:

      A few hours into her day, Krista finished scrubbing her whole office and still hadn’t heard from her boss. To pass the time, she decided she’d find the amenities.

      As she exited the break room, which was right down the hall, water in hand, she found the break room, grabbed a glass of water, and turned back when she caught the most delicious of scents. It smelled like a crisp, ocean breeze mixed with the most divine, mouth-watering cologne money could buy. She wanted to bottle it up and use it as an air freshener in her room.

      Shrugging the thought away, Krista entered a copy alcove right across the way stuffed with office delights and whirling machines. The big commercial printer was active, and there was a hutch with note pads, staples, sticky notes, and—“Yay! Pens!”

      Krista took a couple out of the box, found a pen holder, and happily turned to go pick a place on her desk where she could house her new treasures. As she stepped forward, eyes on her prize, she nearly bumped into a large expanse of chest. Backing up quickly while trying to contain the water within her cup, she looked up with an apology.

      “Saaawww—”

      Shock caused a sudden hatching of butterflies to explode out of her mouth, mangling the rest of the word. The smell from earlier wrapped around her head, suffocating her brain.

      “What have we here?” said a silky voice with deep, masculine overtones. The man’s muscled body dominated her space.

      Krista met green eyes so intense they looked Photoshopped. “I got some pens…”

      Her hand stupidly raised her penholder to communicate via show-n-tell. She probably looked like a puppet in the hands of a drunk.

      A devilish grin lit up his face, frazzling every coherent thought except for one: You’re acting like a pre-teen that just saw her favorite boy band! Get it together!

      “I—uh…” She looked around pseudo-calmly for a prop. Settling on a piece of paper in the printer, she smashed her pens to her chest and grabbed it.

      “Just needed the fax. I mean printer. Printed piece. Of paper. No big deal.” She shrugged like an idiot.

      This is not getting it together!

      Rallying, she said, “See?” She waved the somewhat crumpled white flag in his face.

      As his smile grew in amusement, she gave up. Taking the coward’s way out, she dodged around him with the agility of a boxer, and blasted out into the hallway, splashing some poor woman passing by. She heard a deep syllable, but had no clue what shape it took.

      So, yes, then. People would absolutely notice she was just as weird as her boss. Question answered.

      Back at her desk, glass a quarter full, she sat down with darting eyes. She sincerely hoped that man did not work on her floor. Also that she would never see him again. Also that she was able to get a picture snapped off because holy Lord he--

      “Krista.”

      “AHH!”

      Mr. Montgomery stood near the wall, opposite her doorway. The rest of the water was on her desk.

      “Yes, it is nice and quiet in this department. I had the cubes positioned this way so as to block the noise from the rest of the company. They don’t seem to understand that we think in research, and don’t need the constant distraction of noise.”

      Krista nodded emphatically—it was a perfect explanation for her giddiness.

      “Yes, well, I thought I’d take you to see the rest of the company.”

      “Oh, great,” Krista said as she jumped up. Her hand, still slightly wet, hovered near her notepad and pen.

      Mr. Montgomery’s brow furrowed dangerously.

      Taking the cue, Krista left note taking devices behind.

      “You found the break room, already?” Mr. Montgomery asked as he stopped in front of the open doorway, obviously remembering the water all over her desk. A chorus of laughter floated out as Krista nodded. “Yes, well, most of the people that hang out in there are hopeless loafers. Waste of time.”

      Before Krista could replace the bewilderment on her face from that comment, an older woman with a shock of dyed red hair emerged from the doorway. “Oh, James. I thought I heard your dulcet tones. Whadda treat.” Her cynical gaze slid over Krista. “And you have yet another employee to handle your enormous workload, when I can’t even stay fully staffed. Yes, now that’s fair.”

      With her nose in the air, the woman walked away, loathing on her face.

      Krista tried to shrink into her sweater like a turtle.

      “Don’t mind her!” Mr. Montgomery said in a huff as he stared at the woman’s rigid back. “She’s just mad that they won’t hire someone to do all her work for her!”

      He turned around, his own nose in the air to rival his apparent nemesis. He kick-started his plodding speed and trudged down the hall, seemingly uninterested as to whether Krista was following. It was not a great start to the tour.

      When they finally walked through the last floor, Krista couldn’t say that she was sorry. Or that she’d learned anything useful.

      “This is the sales floor,” Mr. Montgomery droned. “We work with them the most. They’re pushy for the most part. They don’t think anyone else besides them works.”

      A smallish man shot out of one of the offices like a torpedo, heading in their general direction.

      “Ah, speak of the devil. Here’s John, the junior VP of sales.”

      The man, legs and arms pumping animatedly, focused on them. Seeing Mr. Montgomery, he slightly veered his trajectory, until his eyes slid past and hit Krista. He immediately swooped back and stopped right in front of them, hand out, eyes lit up.

      “Hello! My name’s John!”

      Mr. Montgomery recoiled, taken aback by the amicable verbal assault. He recovered with a large sigh, and said, “John, meet Krista, our new researcher. We have high hopes for her. She—“

      “Krista,” John boomed, cutting off Mr. Montgomery without so much as an apologetic flinch. “Nice to meet you. How do you find our company so far?”

      “Well, it’s my first day, but so far it’s nice.”

      “Great! That’s great!” John gave an energetic punch with his voice. “What have you seen—“

      “John!”

      As one, they all turned toward the speaker, now coming out of the same office at a much slower, more purposeful pace. Krista’s jaw clenched. Why me?

      “They want to know if I can go down ten percent on price if they opt for the package,” the newcomer said in a lackadaisical manner, powerful body strolling up with the graceful slide of a fencer. “I was thinking that’s more than satisfactory. If so I can close it today.”

      “Sure, sure. Get it done.” John waved his hand to shoo the man away.

      “James, who is this?” the salesman asked in a sophisticated, smooth voice.

      She had a brief moment to wonder about her excessive sweating problem in embarrassing situations as Mr. Montgomery dryly said, “Hello, Sean. This is our newest employee: Krista Marshall. Krista, meet Sean McAdams. Sean is a salesman here at the company.”

      Sean’s intense gaze never left her. “Hello.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Krista comes to us straight out of college,” Mr. Montgomery continued in a bored voice. “She received top marks in her class from a prestigious school in Washington. You were what, top twenty, Krista?”

      “Top five percent,” she replied quietly, silently cursing him for embarrassing her. She was doing a good enough job on her own.

      “Yes, top five. A real dynamo!”

      And that was before he said dynamo…

      Sean smiled like a cat toying with a brightly colored bug. “It’s a pleasure.”

      He studied her for a moment longer before nodding to John and turning away toward his office.

      “Oh, and Krista…“ Sean’s gaze found her again. “I believe you have something that belongs to me, but don’t worry about it. I reprinted it. You can shred your copy, if you don’t mind.”

      Krista, realizing what he was talking about—what piece of paper she’d gotten off the printer that he was talking about—stared dumbly. He smiled and resumed his powerful stride into his office.

      Oh yeah, people would notice that weird factor. Great.

      “Well, Krista, you let me know if sales can do anything for you, okay?” John said earnestly, shaking her hand again.

      Mr. Montgomery sighed and started walking away.

      “Sur—“Krista cut off, watching her boss plod down the hall. She looked back at John in despair. “Sorry, I gotta go.”

      “John likes everyone to go to him for anything,” Mr. Montgomery said as soon as she had caught up. John was still within hearing range. “But you try to get anything done, and he bars the way.”

      All Krista could do was inwardly groan.

      When 5 o’clock rolled around, Krista couldn’t sprint out of work fast enough. She headed straight for happy hour with Kate and Jasmine, two friends from college who moved to San Francisco shortly after graduation. Krista had never thought to move, letting them escape to California unhindered, but when Jim had found her at a party, shortly after serving him a restraining order, and punched her in the face, she decided skipping town was the right, and only, way to play it.

      Yes, he’d gone to jail—he took down another three people who got in the way, all of whom had pressed charges—but he’d get out eventually. Something as trivial as the law wouldn’t stop a man like Jim. Not being able to see out of one eye for a week drove that point home.

      Krista spotted Kate in the corner sipping her drink.

      Twenty-six with long brown hair and large, luminous eyes, Kate had a dainty look, but a contrasting foul mouth. She was also pygmy short, which was funny when she started throwing out the f-bombs. Her one, self-proclaimed, greatest flaw was always falling in love with gay men. In her defense, it was an easy thing to do, especially in San Francisco. More than half the population of gay men had great style, excellent hygiene and unbelievable bodies, not to mention being intelligent, educated and cultured.

      Kate was in love a lot.

      “Hey, Kate,” Krista said as she flung her handbag into the corner of the booth and crawled in.

      Kate jumped, and then giggled. “You asshole,” she said by way of hello.

      “Did I grow, or is this pub fashioned after people your size?” Krista asked as she tried to straighten her legs under the table.

      “Har har. How was your first day?”

      “No, seriously. Is this not the smallest booth in the world? Let’s go to the bar.”

      About then Jasmine showed up, looking like a painter. She was a tall girl and rail thin with a short bob and a cloudy disposition, but always managed to make things fun regardless. Or maybe she sought to up the fun factor since she thought everything was dismal.

      Though all of them went to the same college with the same major, each of them landed in different fields. Jasmine was a designer of some sort and Kate ended up in product development. They all had jobs, though, so they didn’t complain too loudly.

      “Hi,” Jasmine said, sliding onto her own bar-stool.

      “So, Krista,” Kate said. “What about these embarrassing stories from the day you text about earlier?”

      “Ooh, I love embarrassing stories!” Jasmine clapped happily, catching the eye of the older bartender and pointing to the tap of Harp.

      Krista couldn’t help a grin. “I have a few. First off, my boss!”

      Kate and Jasmine settled into their barstools expectantly as Krista unfolded the strange events of her first day. When she started talking about Mr. Montgomery and his various quirks, humiliation turned into hilarity.

      Finally Krista got to the most embarrassing story.

      “Wait,” Jasmine said as she bowed her head with a thoughtful expression. “You picked up a piece of paper, which you had heard print, in order to look normal? I don’t get it. Was he hideous or something?”

      “Or creepy?” Kate asked as she leaned over her martini to get a good look at Krista’s face.

      Krista cleared her throat and shrugged. Kate and Jasmine immediately honed in.

      “He was hot, wasn’t he?” Jasmine accused with an evil smile.

      Krista shrugged again, hating that her friends could read her so well.

      “He must have been super fucking hot to make you lose your shit!” Kate chortled, matching Jasmine’s delight.

      Krista kept the shrugs coming.

      “Seriously? He was that hot?” Jasmine asked with a quirked eyebrow.

      Krista felt herself flush. “Okay, yes. He was hot, okay? He just surprised me, is all. He was in my space—I wasn’t all ga-ga over him, or anything! I know to steer clear of hot guys!”

      “Womanizing guys,” Kate corrected.

      “Same thing.” Jasmine waved the thought away. “Describe him!”

      “Seriously, you guys. There’s nothing to describe. He was pleasant looking, he smelled good, and he surprised me in an enclosed space. It’s not like I’m great with people. He could’ve been anyone and I would’ve been a dweeb!”

      “De-scr-ibe-him,” Jasmine enunciated.

      Krista rolled her eyes. “Fine. He was over six feet—not much over, I don’t think. He had really green eyes—super green. Hard to look away from eyes. Stop looking at me like that!” Kate held up her hands as if to say there was no look. Krista continued with a red face. “He had blondish hair in kind of a spikey ‘do. He had these, like, noble-born features ….”

      Jasmine shook her head to cut her off. “What does that even mean? Who do you know that’s noble?”

      “Just…I don’t know…like, straight nose, chiseled jaw—like a guy a photographer would have a wet dream over.”

      “Okay, so he was noble, fine. Body?” Jasmine asked with hungry eyes.

      “Jaz, whoa, get laid already,” Kate said as she leaned away.

      Jasmine huffed, “I need to. It’s been a while. But I loves me a good hot man.”

      “Nice body,” Krista continued, thinking back. “Biceps, super broad shoulders—he was like, hulking in the entryway. Trim waist.”

      “Dress?”

      “Suit,” Krista matched the girls’ smiles. She couldn’t help it. “Tailored, silk tie that matched his eyes…he looked good in it. He wore it like a second skin. He like…lounged in it, or something.” Krista shook her head, trying to calm the hatching butterflies in her stomach.

      Like any girl, Krista also loved to look at hot guys, but this one had been different somehow. There was certain quality to him that made her act like a teenager with a crush. It hadn’t happened since she was a teenager with a crush.

      “So…he was super-hot and you freaked out,” Kate summed up.

      “Well, it wasn’t just that his face was perfect, you know? He was rugged and masculine, but so damn smooth he’d melt in your mouth.” Krista fanned herself, finally giving in with a bright smile, “He gives me fire-crotch just thinking about him.”

      “Hah!” Jasmine pointed at her with victory. “I knew it!”

      “So hit that, Romeo,” Kate laughed.

      “She’s a chick. She’d be Juliet, dummy,” Jasmine said flippantly.

      “Whatever. Same dumb play.”

      “Yeah, right,” Krista mentally shrank back from the suggestion. “New job. He’s the kind of guy that everyone probably talks about.”

      “Yeah, true. And if he doesn’t have a girlfriend, which he probably doesn’t, all he wants to do is sleep around and then talk about it. I hate man-sluts,” Jasmine pronounced, going back to her beer.

      “Yeah,” Kate agreed into Krista’s nod, “But they sure are nice to look at!”

      All the girls fell on the bar laughing. A truer statement had never been uttered. The three of them were worse than any man when it came to gawking. They’d all three turn and look, smiling appreciatively, and then walk away without bothering to say hello, having no time for the man. Heartache or a bad lay was rarely worth the nice face or body.

      Still…a girl could look!

      “But when are you going to get back out there?” Jasmine asked, as her knowing chuckles subsided.

      These girls, to some extent—Kate more so than Jasmine—knew her history. They knew about the bad nights and the dark days. They knew her recovery from the scared, weak woman her ex-boyfriend Jim made. They were her support network most of the time, but sometimes, like now, they branched out and pushed.

      Krista shrugged uncomfortably. Jasmine was right to push. Krista was young. She’d made some mistakes—one in particular—but she couldn’t let that dictate the rest of her life. She did need to move on. She needed to learn to trust again. She needed to find someone safe who wouldn’t jerk her around.

      She just didn’t feel like starting today. She said as much.

      “But you do need to, though,” Jasmine persisted in a quiet voice.

      Krista sighed, tears springing to her eyes unbidden. “Jim got ahold of a Facebook account. He’s been messaging with threats.”

      “What?” Kate yelled. “When did this happen? Why am I just hearing about this?”

      Krista waved her away, desperate not to let Jim ruin her day. “It was bound to happen, right? Even when he was cheating on me, or…the other stuff…he was always possessive. He thought we were going to get married,” Krista snorted in derision. “It’s just a computer. He doesn’t know where I am.”

      “What’d you do? Did you contact his parole officer?” Kate pushed with round eyes.

      Krista shrugged. “He wasn’t breaking any laws. I closed all my social media accounts.”

      “I never use that crap, anyway. You’re not missing anything,” Jasmine deflected.

      “Well, me neither—hence us not knowing this first-hand, but… Shit.” Kate stared at her drink.

      The girls stared at their drinks for a quiet moment, each reliving some memory from Jim they’d rather forget. After a second, Jasmine said, “What did that salesman say when you waved his paper in front of his face?”

      She could turn around on a dime, thank God. She steered the conversation back to safer waters.

      After a deep breath, Krista said, “I didn’t hear what he said—I sprinted out of there too fast!”

      “He wasn’t mad?”

      “No. When I met him later, he was smiling about it. Definitely not mad.”

      “Oh my god…” Jasmine had a somber look, like she’d just found out someone had just died. “He totally knows he makes you nervous!”

      “Yup,” Krista said, peeling the label off her beer. “It was a print-out of some graphs for a sales presentation.”

      “He works on the same floor?”

      “No, thank God. He printed it from the art department. It had his name on it and everything. He had to go reprint.”

      Jasmine started laughing.

      “There’ll be no living with him now. You’re screwed,” Kate said as she shook her head.

      “Yup.”

      ~~~~
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      Synopsis:

      Sara thought she had it all, but when her life turns upside-down, she does the only thing she can think of: pack up and follow a childhood dream. She takes a job on a dude ranch in rural Montana hoping to pick up the pieces.

      She never thought she’d see him again.

      Mike Frost is all grown up. 6’2” of solid muscle, he’s the best friend from her youth, and the man every woman wants. With a list of successes a mile long, Mike has it all…

      Except for the one that got away.

      Sometimes you have to start over to find your happily ever after.

      

      Excerpt:

      “Trust me, those two classes will seem like five! Oh my God…” Christie’s fingers wrapped around Sara’s wrist. “Don’t freak out!”

      Sara started and looked up quickly, expecting some sort of emergency. Instead, her gaze met a wide expanse of muscular shoulder. “Why? What’s happenin—”

      “Hi, Mike,” Christie said, yanking on Sara’s wrist to make her step closer.

      In confusion, Sara tilted her face upward and met that spun-honey gaze she’d seen a moment ago.

      “How are you?” Christie asked.

      The fingertips digging holes in Sara’s arm were starting to hurt.

      Mike’s gaze flicked toward Christie. He nodded before his focus settled back on Sara a moment later. “Sara Michaels, right?”

      “Um, yes?” she answered hesitantly.

      He stared expectantly.

      Her eyebrows rose slowly. Was she supposed to recognize him, somehow?

      Taking his extended pause as a yes, she scanned his vaguely familiar face. High cheekbones and a narrow nose adorned his handsome appearance. The color of his eyes was even more spectacular up close, with bursts of browns, hazel, and flecks of green wrapped in lush black lashes. Completing the tableau was a strange sort of command in his bearing—dominance, almost—with a hint of arrogance that often came from a silver spoon and a lingering case of Huge-Bank-Account-Itis.

      She shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t think I know you…”

      “I’m Mikey Frost,” he said. “Jack’s son. We grew up together…”

      Her brow furrowed as she made sense of those names.

      “Mikey Frost…” she whispered, calling up the face of the boy in the back of his parents’ car, waving as he drove away.

      She looked at the man in front of her again, struggling to wipe away the haze of memory. With difficulty, she placed the handsome, chiseled face over that of the pudgy boy’s from her memories. Those same eyes looked at her.

      A thrill ran through her. “No way,” she breathed. Emotions, long forgotten, bubbled up out of nowhere. Butterflies filled her stomach.

      “No freaking way,” she said, louder. The world spun around her as joy blossomed.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” she screamed. Like a teenager, she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Holy heck, Mikey!”

      She stepped back so she could see his face. “I haven’t seen you in… Jesus, how long has it been?”

      His lips quirked as he scrutinized her. “A long time. Years and years.”

      “Not since you moved to—where was it? New Jersey?”

      “Connecticut.”

      “Right! This is so nuts.” She slapped his arm, and then hugged him again.

      “How are you?” he asked, his eyes delving into her.

      She sighed into her smile, recalling the profound feeling of a friendship so deep it could be called family. Emotion moved within her as she processed this face out of her past.

      “Wow! I just—it’s just so good to see you. We should have kept in touch.”

      “We were fourteen—well, I was fourteen. You were, what, twelve when I left?”

      “Eleven,” she said. “Still, I don’t know. You were like my brother. I missed you. I can’t believe you’re here! What a crazy coincidence.”

      “Sara, we should go…” Christie was staring after two larger women moving off toward the house.

      Mikey followed her gaze and nodded. “Christie’s right. Ethel and Florence won’t treat you well if you’re late.” His eyes once again settled on her face. “I’ll catch up with you at the fire pit. We’re staying in the area tonight, so I’ll be around.”

      He took a step back to let her go.

      “Wait!” She lurched forward, clutching his arm. The memory of him, of their youth, tugged at her. Made her want to attach herself to him like she used to.

      “I mean, obviously, yes. I need to go. But…” Sara shook her head, embarrassment creeping up at her actions. “I mean…”

      He gave her a small smile. “I’ll see you tonight, okay?” He smoothed her hair from her face. “I’m not leaving forever—never was, remember? I told you I’d see you again. And look, here I am. Magical.”
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      I walked into Hunter Carlisle’s office on Monday morning as a sexual equal. I was flying by the seat of my pants, not regulated by a personal contract. Hunter was trusting me. More importantly, he had allowed himself to open up just a crack and let me wiggle in. It was a huge milestone in his life and I was grabbing it by the horns and hanging on.

      He was sitting at his desk with the soft light of the morning spilling over his broad shoulders. My breath caught in my throat for just a moment before tingling overcame my body.

      The man was gorgeous, and I thanked God that he had come to his senses. Otherwise I’d have to start stalking him. I still might, just for the thrill.

      “Hey,” I said, putting his coffee on the corner of the desk just as I had every working day for the last month. He glanced up at my voice. His hooded, smoldering eyes reminding me of twisted sheets and writhing bodies. I gulped, a little too loudly. “Uh, I have some things to go over concerning my salary…when you’re ready.”

      He glanced at the clock at the top of his desk before leaning back. “You know my schedule—when do I have time?”

      “Now, or at the end of the day. That’s pretty much it.”

      Hunter clasped his hands in his lap as he studied me. His gaze slid down my body before nodding. “I have other plans for you this evening. Sit.”

      My stomach flip-flopped. The expectation of what he had planned gave me a hot flash. I sat gingerly and tried to ignore the pounding in my core. I handed over my folder.

      Hunter took it without a word, opened it, and glanced at the contents. He laid the folder on his desk. “I know what kind of work you do, Olivia. What kind of figures do you have in mind?”

      I took a deep breath. I’d thought pretty hard about this. Realistically, I was getting paid six figures to do a job worth half that, while having sex with the hottest man alive. I would do the last for free, so really, I was way overpaid.

      I couldn’t very well tell Hunter that, though. He was a business prodigy the CEO of a huge, global company without even seeing thirty candles. He expected me to shoot high, and then barter hard.

      I leaned forward and opened my mouth to spout out a ridiculous number when the phone rang. Hunter glanced at the display, then ripped the handset off the base. “Yes?”

      I slowly closed my mouth and leaned back. The man could ignore a grenade blast if he had business to attend to.

      “When is this?” Hunter asked with a sharp edge to his voice. He listened for a moment, checked his watch, and then clenched his jaw. “Who else will be there?” After another moment, he finished, “Get me booked in. Rearrange my schedule and move any meetings I can’t miss to online. I need to be there.”

      He was about to put the phone back in the cradle when he paused. His eyes flicked to me. “Yes, she’s going.”

      He set the phone down. “Negotiations will have to wait. The board has given me a limited time to secure a takeover. If I fail, which they hope I will, we’ll go ahead with a merger. Donnelley—the owner and CEO of the prospective company…”

      He waited for my nod before continuing, “He’s attending a business summit at a resort in Nevada. This means he’s shopping around for a buyer. He knows what his company is worth—or, more frankly, what its tech rights are worth—and he’s ready to offload. He can’t handle the size the company has grown to, so he’s ready to cash out.”

      “Well…that’s great, huh?” I asked, trying desperately to care. My brain was still lost on what he had planned for later that night.

      “Yes, but he doesn’t like me. He won’t want to sell to me if there’s any way of avoiding it.”

      “Are there other companies willing to offer him as much as you?”

      “A few.” Hunter swiveled in his chair so he could gaze out the window. “My father’s company, for one.”

      Intense loathing colored Hunter’s voice. Saying he and his father didn’t get along was putting it mildly. His dad was the root of Hunter’s current distrust of others, distance from intimacy, and desire to be alone.

      I was dying to know what had happened, but Hunter was an isolated, closed-off man. Getting at his depths would need the Jaws of Life.

      I settled back in my chair. “If you don’t get this takover, what’s so bad about the merger?”

      “A significant number of layoffs, organizational restructuring, which will drain our budget, and two leaders with vastly different long-term goals. I’ll have to force my competition out, which will distract me from leading this company.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Then why does the board want a merger?”

      Hunter shifted and looked back toward his computer. “Short-term gain, mostly. They estimate an increase in stocks, we’ll have a larger market share, more reach—there are a great many reasons to do it, but an equal number of reasons not to. If we can get the takeover, on the other hand, we’ll have more potential down the road. Most don’t believe me, but I know I’m right. They’re keeping me on a very short leash.”

      He faced me again and edged closer to his desk. “My father has a certain type of charm—he can manipulate people like no one else I’ve ever known. It’s him I am competing against for this. He’ll play the small business card—he’ll say he built his company from scratch and knows the value of company loyalty. He’ll talk about it like it’s his child. He’ll even say he wished his only son would’ve gone into business with him so he would have someone to pass his legacy on to. It’s all crap, of course. But Donnelley will buy it, because my father will sell it. What I need is someone who really speaks Donnelley’s language. Someone who is starting that uphill climb and trying to figure it out. Someone that loves her jeans and hoodies, just like Donnelley does…”

      I raised my hand in the air and then dramatically pointed at myself. “I assume you mean moi?”

      “Yes, you, Olivia,” Hunter said. “You are my secret weapon. You’re my charm. I need you to get me in. If he falls in love with you, and sees your loyalty to me, then hopefully he’ll warm up to me.”

      “I don’t know about falls in love with.” I crinkled my nose.

      Hunter’s eyes sparkled. The edges of his lips tweaked, as close to a smile as he usually came. “We’ll settle for deep respect, then.” A stern expression crossed his face—his business mask. “We leave Wednesday, early. Plan for four days, maybe five. Pack some dresses—not too showy—and a large selection of casual clothes.”

      “Wednesday?” I gasped. I thought over the things I would have to do before leaving. Like laundry, and coffee with Kimberly, and… My mind went blank

      Oh, that’s right. I had no life.

      “Okey-dokey, Wednesday it is.” I bobbed my head.

      “Use the rest of today to help Brenda get everything organized, learn what you can about Donnelley, and get prepared. You can take tomorrow off to get your personal things ready.”

      “Oh.” I stood, glancing at the folder sitting open on his desk. “Okay.”

      “We’ll talk money when we get back. If you land this, you’ll have quite a bartering chip on your hands.”

      “I don’t think bosses are supposed to tell subordinates how to get more money. It’s not really in your budget’s best interest…”

      “I don’t think subordinates are supposed to alert bosses when the bosses make a snafu regarding employee bartering…”

      “Hmm. Right you are. Forget I said anything.” I hopped up and turned to leave.

      “And Olivia…”

      I glanced back at Hunter expectantly.

      “Check in before you leave.”

      Like a shock wave, a thrill arrested me. “Okay,” I said in a breathy voice.

      He turned back to his computer as I walked away stiffly. Once at my desk, I took a moment to gather myself. I couldn’t wait to see what he was like when he could be completely in charge. When he didn’t have to hold back for fear I’d pack up and leave.

      With a shaking hand I reached for my mouse. Images of his naked body ran through my head, muscular and delicious. I closed my eyes as I remembered the feeling of him moving inside of me. It had been nearly three weeks. Much too long. I was going through withdrawals.

      “Olivia—”

      “Ah!” I jumped.

      Brenda stared at me from her desk with her lips half turned up in a grin. “What’s up with you?”

      “You surprised me!” I clutched at my chest as my heart clattered against my ribs.

      “I surprised you? I’ve been sitting here the whole time.”

      “Sorry.” I looked harder at my computer. “I was thinking.”

      “What were you daydreaming about?”

      “Your silence.”

      “Must’ve been juicy, whatever it was. Your face is giving you away…” Her grin turned evil. “It’s a man, isn’t it?”

      I leaned toward my computer, staring hard at my email. There was no way I was admitting that I was slipping into dangerous waters with the boss. She’d just tell me all the reasons why it was a terrible idea. Like he was emotionally comatose and I’d get my heart ripped out. Or maybe that he had an arranged marriage set up, and even if he liked me, he was about to marry someone else. Just little things like that.

      “Anyway, I’m working on the plans for that retreat,” Brenda said. “Do you know what your role will be?”

      “Wear jeans, act like a blue-collar worker, and get some business guy to like Hunter. Hunter apparently doesn’t care that I’m mostly antisocial. Of all the people he chose to put his faith in…”

      “I don’t think he knows anyone else who wears jeans.” She smirked. “It’ll be fine. Mr. Carlisle hates to smile. He hates small talk. Compared to him, you’re charming enough to be a politician.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      Brenda’s fingers flew across her keyboard. “Could be.”

      I scowled at her. That didn’t sound promising.

      “Anyway,” she said, “I hope you can pull this guy out of the older Mr. Carlisle’s back pocket—that guy gives me the creeps.”

      “Tell me about it. He all but asked me to be his mistress at that charity dinner.”

      Brenda’s look was scathing. “Disgusting. He’s old enough to be your father.”

      “And rich, which is all some women see. The girl with him was about my age.”

      “He wasn’t with his wife?”

      “He said they were getting a divorce.”

      Brenda tsked. “Typical. She probably grew too old for him. That’s his third—no, wait.” Brenda glanced at the ceiling, thinking. “The first was Mr. Carlisle’s mother, then the maid, then…was there another one before this one?” She drummed the desk. “Yes, this must be his third. He was married to the maid for a while—just to put it in Mr. Carlisle’s face, I’d wager. And he calls himself a father.”

      “To put it in Hunter’s face?”

      Brenda glanced at me. Wariness crossed her features. She glanced toward Hunter’s opened door. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I don’t know much about it. Everything I heard comes from gossip, and that came from Mr. Carlisle senior, I think. Hunter has never said a word.”

      Brenda got up and moved closer, her coffee cup in hand. She glanced at the door to Hunter’s office again. “Apparently—and again, this is hearsay—Hunter was in love with the maid. This was when he was young, maybe ten years ago. A little clichéd, I know.” She rolled her eyes. “The word is that Hunter loved the maid, his dad found out, and then started having an affair with her himself. Well, she tried to leverage that connection somehow. It got ugly, from what I heard. Hunter’s mother found out and threw a fit. She told all of their friends, all of Mr. Carlisle senior’s work associates—you name it. I think Hunter was pretty sheltered as a kid—not many friends, not around many girls—so she was kind of it. And then she goes and betrays him… With his dad, of all people…”

      She quirked her eyebrow and straightened up a little. Her lips pursed. “Damaging to a young guy. To his ego…”

      “Yikes.” I grimaced, but mostly for show. While that would definitely suck, and certainly be an ego crusher, it didn’t smack me as reason enough for a life of cold business and solitude. It was a little weak on the “life trauma” Richter scale. There had to be more.

      “You’re telling me!” Brenda said, giving me a look before wandering back to her desk. “He’s a good guy when you look past the rich-guy mentality. He just needs a hardheaded girl to break him out of his shell.”

      I snorted. “Good luck. He holds on to his rude I know everything act with both hands.”

      “That’s a man for you.” Brenda sat back down at her desk. “Do you need to go shopping at lunch, or are you going to take care of that tomorrow?”

      “Shopping? Jeans and hoodies was my daily uniform before this job. I miss those days. Now I have to look around for a napkin when my hands are dirty.”

      “What does a napkin have to do with wearing jeans and a hoodie?”

      “My jeans were my napkin. That’s why they are so awesome—very versatile.”

      “Gross.” I heard Brenda chuckling before the chorus of ticking announced her typing. “I’m ordering in lunch, then. Mr. Carlisle needs to give us a treat for working so hard.”

      “I’m all for free things.”

      “Aren’t we all.”

      

      The day passed in a blur of facts, figures, and strange habits about a man I had never met. I felt like a private eye hired for a con. When Brenda shrugged into her jacket, I leaned back and rubbed my eyes. It was half past seven—late for her to be heading home.

      “I thought you didn’t do overtime?” I asked as she grabbed her purse.

      “Usually, no. I don’t want Mr. Carlisle to get accustomed to my being here all the time. But at crunch times, I put in the hours and take a half-day when the excitement wears off.”

      “Excitement, huh?” I smirked and glanced back at my computer. “I’ll be working from home tomorrow, I think. I still have a bunch of things to get through.”

      Brenda paused on the other side of her desk. “Get ready for the trip first, and do work last. Mr. Carlisle has a bunch of meetings lined up when he gets to the summit that you won’t need to attend. You can catch up then.”

      “So, lounge by the pool by day, and snuggle up to a perfect stranger at night. Sounds…weird.”

      Brenda barked out laughter. “Welcome to the job, girl. Welcome to the job.”

      She walked off to the elevators shaking her head. I scanned my spreadsheet one last time, retained nothing, and drooped against my desk. I was spent. As I didn’t need a whole day to get ready tomorrow, I might as well call it a night and finish up later.

      I pulled up my instant messenger and sent a note off to Hunter.

      

      Olivia Jonston: I’m ready to head home…

      

      A moment later, I received the reply:

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Come in here. Lock the door behind you.

      

      “Please,” I muttered to finish his sentence. My stomach rolled and my sex tightened up. I glanced toward the elevators, making sure Brenda had gone. Then I smoothed out my clothes.

      Oh God. This was it. I was about to waltz in, on command, and do whatever Hunter demanded.

      I brushed my hair out of my face and then wiped my forehead of sudden perspiration. Tingles of nervousness worked through my body.

      I was excited, yes. And horny as hell, but…I was going to give him the power. I was going to let him dominate me. It was terrifying. Exciting, but also terrifying.

      Okay. Here goes.

      I rolled my shoulders like a boxer. There was only one way to find out if I was comfortable with this.

      I walked toward the office. Rabid butterflies ate away at my stomach. I stepped through the door.

      Hunter sat at his desk, focused on his computer like he always was. Nothing in his demeanor had changed. His shoulders were relaxed. His movements were slow, almost lazy. He was completely at ease, utterly in his element. He was behaving as if the contract was in effect, I had no doubt.

      I closed the door with a soft click, then turned the lock. Just him and me now.

      Me at his mercy.

      I walked toward him slowly, the flight reflex still tingling in my limbs. He looked up when I reached halfway and slowly leaned back in his chair. His gaze slid down my body before rising to meet my eyes. He pointed to his right at a space between his desk and the couch. “Stand over there.”

      Breathing became more difficult as the weight of expectation settled on my chest. Stiffly, more scared than thrilled, I made my way over.

      I’d never submitted to anyone before. Not completely. I’d never given someone control like this.

      What if I hate it? What will it mean for Hunter and me?

      Hunter rose from his seat in a fluid movement. He shrugged out of his suit jacket, revealing his broad, muscular shoulders through the thin dress shirt. Once the jacket was laid across the top of his chair, he walked with slow, purposeful steps until he was right in front of me.

      Topping my height by half a foot or more, he looked down into my eyes as his size overwhelmed me. His solidly built body oozed power and dominance. His eyes, hooded and smoldering, held his confidence and command, shocking into me and heating my core. His gaze roamed my face before settling on my lips.

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about, Olivia,” he said softly. “Any time you feel uncomfortable, just tell me to stop.”

      “Okay,” I breathed, soaking in his heat and power. Sucking in the delicious scent of expensive aftershave and man.

      He surveyed me for another moment, his eyes slipping down to my breasts before glancing at my throat. He bent slowly until his lips just glanced off the side of my neck. “Relax,” he whispered.

      His deep voice fizzled through my body as his lips softly touched my skin. Goosebumps spread from the point of contact until I shivered with desire.

      “You’ll like this.” He lightly sucked a spot just over my pulse. “You’ll like pleasing me.”

      My breath came faster. His presence, and his body, had me leaning forward, wanting his touch. Craving it. In the small space between us, electricity surged.

      He straightened up again. His eyes delved deeply into me. “Take off my tie.”

      With shaking hands, I worked at the knot around his neck. I unraveled it and slid it from under his collar. I almost dropped it to the ground, but it was probably worth a couple hundred dollars, at least, knowing Hunter’s tastes. I glanced around for the closest place to lay it down.

      “Go put it on my jacket,” he commanded.

      I walked with a wobble, unsteady legs and high heels not being a great combination. I draped the silk on his tailored jacket and returned to the same place I had just left, determined not to take a step back and show my continued nervousness.

      “Take off your clothes.”

      My whole body started to shake this time, adrenaline and anxiety creating something decidedly unsexy. If he noticed, though, he gave no sign as I undid the buttons down my front and stripped the material away from my suddenly perspiring body. I reached behind me for the zipper of my skirt, pushing the garment to the ground a moment later. I was too nervous to seek out somewhere to put my clothes—the ground was fine for them.

      My face colored in embarrassment as I reached around behind my torso for my bra strap. I hesitated, unsure if I could do this. He was still fully clothed, watching me with passionate, heat-soaked eyes.

      “Take it off, Olivia.” His voice held the unyielding command that always managed to heat my skin and boil my bones.

      Breath coming faster, I undid the clasp and closed my eyes as the material slid down my body and dropped to the floor.

      “Good girl. Now your panties.”

      I can do this. I’ve undressed in front of boyfriends before. This is no big deal.

      I hooked my fingers through the straps in my thong and pushed them down my hips. This was probably the unsexiest strip he’d ever seen in his life, but he didn’t say anything. Didn’t rush me. He just waited until I had let the lacy garment slip to my ankles and stepped out of them, teetering wildly as my balance swung off-center.

      I felt a large, warm hand brace me until I was free of them, then it pulled away as I straightened up to stand on my own.

      I was left in high heels. That was it.

      My nipples constricted with both the cold air and increased anticipation. I looked up with a face that must have shown my embarrassment, and met his hungry eyes.

      “Undo my shirt buttons, but don’t take off my shirt.”

      I worked at the first, with trembling fingers, and took a deep breath. Focusing, I undid the top button, and worked on down, revealing a chest and stomach cut from a statue of perfection. His pecs were defined but not too big, leading down into abs so flawless they looked painted on.

      Heat filled me. I wanted to bend forward and kiss those glorious abs.

      “Undo my pants.”

      Metal jingled as I undid the clasp. The button was cold. I slid down the zipper, revealing blue boxer briefs straining with his bulge. I lightly traced the edges of the elastic band, his skin searing my fingertips. Unable to help myself, knowing I was stepping out of bounds, I let my fingers trace the grooves of his stomach. My body was revved up, hot and cold and needing to be touched.

      “Take my cock out.” His voice was tight. His breath ruffled my hair.

      Hands steadier, body on fire, I reached beneath the elastic and felt along his velvety skin. Gently, I pulled his hard shaft from its confinement, seeing his daunting size straining toward me.

      “Get on your knees.”

      Another thrill coursed through me, but this time, it was all excitement.

      I bent to my knees, more graceful than at any moment since I had locked the door. His prominent erection was at chin level. I salivated with the need to taste him. To slide my lips over his girth and hear him release a breath in pleasure.

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      I looked up and met those sexy, deep brown eyes filled with fire. “Suck my cock.”

      Without wasting any time, I grabbed his base as I licked around the tip. I then licked up the length before closing my eyes and taking him into my mouth.

      “Look at me while you suck my cock, Olivia.”

      I let my gaze take the long way up, moving over his delicious upper body and shapely, full lips before meeting his eyes. Heat raged in me, squeezing my core and speeding up the plummet of my mouth on his erection. I took him in deep, past my gag reflex and into my throat. I’d only taken someone—him—that deeply once before, and hadn’t mastered it. My throat tried to eject him and my eyes watered, but I pushed harder, watching his eyes flutter with the sensation of my mouth.

      I backed off then, my hand trailing behind my mouth on his shaft, before taking him in again. And again. His body flexed, large muscles drawing my eyes. I sucked harder, moved faster, sliding my palm over his skin as my mouth took him in hungry gulps.

      As his breathing became labored, his hand slid over my head and clutched my hair. He groaned right before he exploded in my mouth.

      I slowed as he exhaled heavily. His muscles began to relax. I felt his hand drift down the side of my head and stroke my ear affectionately. A moment later, his body slumped.

      When I was sure he was done, I let go, continuing to look up at him. Wanting him to tell me what was next, or if he had finished. Usually, with admins, he’d turn away. I expected that now.

      He bent down and helped me up by my upper arms. He left his hands on me as he softly asked, “Do you want to clean up, or are you okay?”

      “Are you finished?” I slid my hands up his torso, savoring the feeling of his smooth skin.

      His eyes closed with a sigh. “Usually, yes, but…” His brow furrowed.

      “I’ll just visit the restroom. Why don’t you sit on the couch?” I traced his lips with my fingers.

      “I shouldn’t,” he whispered, a hint of fear starting to edge into his eyes. “I have work to do.”

      “You might get a second wind.” I leaned forward and licked his nipple before sucking it in. His breath hitched.

      “Okay,” he said quietly.

      I attempted a sexy saunter to the bathroom. Heels had to be the devil’s creation. If I wasn’t hellbent on mastering the stupid things, I’d forget about them altogether.

      Once in his private bathroom, I splashed water on my face, cleaned the smudges from under my eyes, and had a swig of his mouthwash. I figured using his toothbrush might be a bit brazen. Especially since I’d just…

      When I walked back out he was sitting on the couch with his head resting against the back and his eyes closed. He’d removed all his clothes, including his socks, which was nice. Too often men forgot to take them off.

      His eyes opened as I stopped in front of him. He looked up at me, pausing on my private areas before reaching my eyes. His manhood was at half-mast, already recovering.

      “I thought you were a once-a-week kinda guy,” I said, not really sure where to start. Hop on and go for a ride, or inch on slowly so as not to startle the prey? Decisions, decisions.

      “Usually, I am.”

      I slid my legs over his slowly, relishing the feeling of skin on skin. I let my palms glide over his broad shoulders as my wet sex lined up with his stiffening manhood. He bent forward, kissing my neck before leaning me back to take a taut nipple into his mouth. He sucked in. Tendrils of pleasure wound down through my body. I closed my eyes as he switched nipples, moving my hips over his. His shaft, nearly hard again, worked between my nether lips, getting everything slick and ready.

      “Hmm, Olivia,” he said as he kissed up my chest and buried his face in my neck. “Fuck me.”

      A hard dose of desire pumped through me. I grabbed his hair and yanked his head back, staring down at his lips as I moved up, lining up his tip with my opening. I put my head down, seeing his fear as my lips neared his. His head jerked back a little and his eyes rounded. Whatever had happened with that maid, or someone else, Hunter Carlisle was terrified of being kissed on the mouth. Every time he thought that was coming, he shut down. A sick fascination kept me trying, though.

      I veered toward his cheek as I sat down slowly, feeling him enter me. His size filled me up, pushing a long moan from my throat. My lips hit off his cheek before grazing his chin covered in coarse stubble. I lifted my hips and then sat back down, plunging onto him.

      “Mmm,” I sighed, gyrating upward as his hands squeezed my hips. I rose up and then sat down hard again, rocking the couch. I yanked his hair before biting his neck, needing a deep, passionate kiss and having to compensate in some other way for not getting it. I sat down harder, and again, increasing my pace. His manhood filled me, hitting places that made my eyes roll back in my head.

      “Hunter,” I breathed, rocking. “Ohhh.”

      His hands slid up my back and hooked on my shoulders, pulling me down harder. A jolt of pure pleasure shot through me. I clutched the back of the couch as he sat me down again, driving deep.

      “Yes,” I exalted, feeling the heat. Feeling the tightness. Winding up as waves of pleasure hit me. “Please.”

      My head fell back as I bounced on him, plunging him into me over and over. Our breathing filled the room. His hot mouth settled on my neck, and I gasped for breath as he pounded my body from beneath. The couch squeaked as we moved.

      “Hunter…” I hugged his upper body as he leaned forward, encircling me in his strong arms. He stood with me clutching him, thrusting upward as I jerked my hips. The feeling of him, so big, so deep, had me begging, over and over, to climax.

      He yanked my hair, ripping another moan from me, as he pumped into my body. I groaned and panted, the sparks of pleasure excruciating now.

      “Please, Hunter,” I said. Wanting us to come together. Wanting that command.

      He thrust harder, two big pushes that had me unable to respond. I clutched tight, nails digging into his skin. Eyes squeezed shut.

      “Come for me, baby,” he commanded.

      Everything exploded. My body flew apart, sizzling and burning, pleasure running through the cracks and covering me completely. I held on to him, shivering in ecstasy as he squeezed me to him.

      My glorious climax drained away slowly, small bursts firing in succession before settling to a pleasant vibration in the aftermath. I melted around him, my arms dangling down his back as my head rested on his shoulder.

      He backed up and sat on the couch, keeping himself inside me. He shifted me so my face was against his neck and my torso rested against his. A warm feeling rose up inside of me as I lay, feeling his heart beat against mine. His breath against my hair. His delicious smell on my skin. I sighed in contentment.

      “I’ll have to plan on taking more time with you—you’ve ruined my schedule for this evening,” he said quietly.

      “I wouldn’t say ruined. A man with no life will probably hang around the office for a while longer.”

      “It sounded much more dramatic the way I said it.” He kissed my temple. “I have to kick you out now, though.”

      “Okay.” I lifted my face slowly and gave him a lingering kiss on the cheek. “But it was good while it lasted.”

      His brow was furrowed again as we got up and dressed. I could see him trying to shut down. Trying to turn off, as he was used to doing. Instead, he kept glancing at me, something working into his expression I couldn’t read. Something like uncertainty. Or was it wariness? I needed the Hunter Carlisle cheat sheet to understand the man.

      He finished dressing, giving me one last glance with that same furrowed brow before turning away. He walked to his computer without another word. Without a kiss or a hug or even a handshake. He was done, and I was dismissed.

      I breathed through the uncomfortable hurt that I could not control. I knew this would come. This was his deal. He’d done it before.

      Why did it suck so bad every time?

      Taking a deep breath to clear that ache lodged in my middle, I finished dressing and turned to leave, trying to ignore the hollowness I felt.

      “Olivia,” Hunter said, his business voice, cold and calculating, dominating his tone.

      I turned with raised eyebrows, waiting for him to continue.

      He paused for a moment, with that same look working back into his eyes. “Stay online, if you would, or keep your phone close. I may need something before we leave.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, forcing an easy-breezy tone.

      As I left, I didn’t hear any clicks of his mouse or ticks of the keyboard. I glanced back as I reached the door. His head was mid-turn. He’d been watching me walk from the room.
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      On Wednesday, the doorbell to my apartment rang as I was shoving clothes into my suitcase. I ran from my bedroom and slammed my index finger into the intercom button. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Livy. It’s Bert. You ready to go?”

      “Damn it!” I said under my breath. Into the intercom I said, “Yeah. Be right there.”

      “I’ll come up and help.”

      Of course he would. And then berate me for not being ready. Dang him for being so nice!

      I pushed the button to open the outer door and left the apartment door open a crack before running back to my packing.

      Yes, I should’ve been ready to go. And yes, I’d had yesterday off to do it. But I didn’t want to let Hunter down. I wanted to land this business guy, and to do that, I had to know something about him. So yesterday, when I should’ve been getting ready, I was doing the equivalent of cramming for a test.

      Well…that and daydreaming about Hunter. The man kept popping into my head whenever I had a second of idle time. Or when I was in the middle of something. Or…really, all the time. I couldn’t get the guy out of my head. It was as pleasant as it was distracting.

      I raced to my dresser and yanked open the top drawer. I grabbed undergarments willy-nilly. The silky nighties got balled with the cotton briefs and all got tossed into the suitcase.

      “Livy?” Bert called from the entrance of my apartment.

      “Yeah. Just…finishing up.” I grabbed an old shirt to sleep in if I’d be alone and then silkier crap in case I was sleeping with Hunter. I really had no idea what to expect.

      “Livy!” Bert stood in my doorway. “You’re just packing now?”

      “Just a few things I forgot.” I snatched a few pairs of shoes and then stuffed them into the suitcase. I straightened up, my mind whirling. Undies, shirts, jeans, slacks, dresses…socks!

      It had been a while since I wore runners—I needed socks. Fancy heels with jeans and a hoodie was not what I was going for.

      “What were you doing yesterday?”

      “I was working. I work too much, I know. Quit nagging!”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You were thinking it.”

      Bert stepped forward as soon as the bag was zipped. “You’re starting to sound like my wife.”

      “Well, now you know it’s justified.” I panted with fatigue.

      Bert stepped out of the way so I could slide past him. “Crap!” I jogged into the bathroom and grabbed my toiletry bag.

      “Makeup?” Bert asked.

      “I got that. I have everything to look nice. I just forgot what I wear when I want to look dingy.”

      “Normal, Livy. When you want to look normal. I wish I could wear my jeans.”

      I smiled, leading Bert down to the street. “Hunter is leaving town. You’ll get a couple days off.”

      “That’ll be nice.”

      A traffic-clogged drive later, we met Hunter in front of his private jet. Large black letters spelling Carlisle were written on the side. He waited in fashionable jeans and a crisp white shirt that molded deliciously to his outstanding body. His hair was a messy sort of stylish, and a well-manicured five o’clock shadow adorned his handsome face.

      I smirked when I walked up to him. “If you were trying to dress like a working man, you’ve failed miserably.”

      He looked down at his clothes. “Why? I’m wearing jeans, just like you.”

      “You are owning your extremely fashionable and ultra-clean jeans, not wearing them. You make those jeans actually look expensive, Hunter. That’s talent.”

      A crease worked between his brows. He gestured toward the stairs leading up to the door of the jet. His stellar watch, which must have cost at least $15,000, sparkled in the light.

      “The watch with the diamonds on the face was a nice touch, too.” I laughed. “Nothing says working man like a fancy watch.”

      He didn’t reply as he followed me up.

      The trip to Nevada was short and quiet. Hunter had his head bowed over his computer, as did I. I did not want to blow this trip for him, and he didn’t want to ruin this opportunity.

      By the time we had finally reached our destination, a sprawling business complex about an hour outside of Las Vegas, we hadn’t said more than a few words to each other. If I hadn’t been so nervous about my role during this summit, that probably would’ve bothered me.

      “Yes, Mr. Carlisle, thank you for joining us!” A man in his fifties smiled at Hunter from behind the check-in desk. Three large arrays of flowers shooting out of decorative vases dotted the countertop. Behind us in a greeting area, the size rivaling any Las Vegas hotel, sat a plethora of couches and chairs, and a couple of stations offering computer access. A TV spoke softly in the distant corner and a waft of soft music drifted from speakers in the ceiling.

      “Okay…” The man laid out a piece of paper and immediately busied himself with plastic room keys. “Two rooms, is that correct?”

      “Yes.” Hunter signed the forms and pushed them back across the counter before shifting his briefcase to his other hand. He stared at the man, his eyes hard.

      That was his patient mask. No wonder people thought he was angry all the time.

      “All righty, here we go.” The man laid two sets of keys on the counter in their little sleeves, open to the room number. “Second floor, rooms three-oh-five and three-fifteen.”

      Hunter pushed the keys back toward the man. “No. The rooms need to be next to each other, adjoining if possible.”

      “I am so sorry, sir—I see that in the notes here. Just a moment.” The man took to his computer with a knot in his brow. In just a moment, he nodded and clicked the mouse. “No problem. We’ll have to move you to rooms at the rear of the compound, but that can be arranged easily.”

      “The rear of the compound?” Hunter asked.

      The man looked up with a smile. “Yes, sir. Just to the back. You are a little further away from the heart of the hotel, but the rooms are bigger. Golf carts are at your disposal if you want to see the grounds.”

      “Oooh, yay!” I blurted.

      Hunter looked at me, confusion clouding his gaze. A moment later, his face cleared and the hint of a smile worked at his lips. He turned back to the desk. “Fine.”

      I let my attention wander as someone came through the front door. I recognized the tall, handsome older man immediately, walking in like he owned the hotel and the world it was built on. Rodge Carlisle, Hunter’s father.

      “Have a good stay!” The man at the counter beamed.

      “Hunter,” I said quietly.

      He looked at me before following my gaze. His body stiffened and his eyes took on a hard edge. He turned back to me. “Let’s go.”

      Rodge saw me then, and gave that charming smile that opened doors and fooled the unbelievers. His eyes twinkled. He winked at me.

      I gave him a scowl before turning away. I didn’t really have a reason to hate him—making a pass at me didn’t make most people a mortal enemy—but my allegiance was to Hunter, and if Hunter hated the man, then I was on board. Brenda didn’t like him either. Done and done. My you-suck face was in full effect!

      I followed Hunter through the large foyer and into a hallway, trusting he knew where we were going. We left the building through a glass door and slowed as we reached the heart of a large garden, turning a harried pace into a stroll. The smell of flowers and foliage greeted me. The weak late-fall sun sprinkled down, but it was not enough to erase the desert chill.

      “No pool for me—too cold.” I shivered and crossed my arms. I should’ve brought a thicker sweater.

      Hunter glanced over as we ambled along a winding path. “Wrong time of year.”

      “Yes, it would seem,” I said in a dry voice.

      “Hot tub.”

      “Then your father would probably hop in wearing purple Speedos or something. No thanks.”

      I meant it as a joke, but Hunter’s shoulders tightened at the mere mention of his dad. He slowed to a stop, eyes rooted to a cactus. “Olivia, I think you should know that I’m not exactly rational where it comes to my father. Some scars run too deeply. So if…” His jaw clenched. He slipped one of his hands into his pants pocket. “If you flirt with him, or spend time with him, I’m not sure I’ll react…professionally.”

      I laid my hand on Hunter’s arm. His head tilted toward me fractionally, but he didn’t turn to meet my gaze. “The man is old, he’s a total fake, and he gives me the heebie-jeebies. Trust me, I’m not going to swan-dive into a conversation with him if I can help it, let alone flirt.”

      Hunter shifted a little. His arm brushed against mine as he continued to look at the prickly plant. Without thinking, I slipped my hand around his arm and leaned against him.

      “What’d he do?” I asked softly.

      I felt Hunter stiffen again before he pulled away and returned to a hurried pace.

      “So, that question is off-limits, I take it,” I mumbled as I followed after him.

      We reached a large square area where two neat lines of golf carts stood.

      He walked toward the one on the end. “You can drive us. I want to think over the best way to make contact with Donnelley.”

      Like a kid getting handed a piece of candy, I crawled into the cart with a huge smile. I stowed my laptop behind me and checked out the controls. There was a key, a gas pedal, a brake pedal, and a couple buttons—probably lights and a horn. I turned the key, placing my hand on the shifter next to the wheel when it shimmied to a start.

      He climbed in and rested his briefcase on his lap.

      “Ready?” I asked, pushing the gear to “D.”

      “Take it away, Dale Earnhardt, Jr.”

      Laughing, I stepped on the gas and we lurched to a start. “Touchy, this thing.”

      “When was the last time you drove?” he asked, grabbing the handle on the dash.

      “Um…five years ago, I think. I didn’t have a car in college.”

      “Have you ever owned a car?” He pointed to the right. I couldn’t read what the sign posted on the corner of the grass said, but turned that way, anyway. Obviously he knew where he was going. And if not, it didn’t matter. It was only a golf cart, but it was fun.

      “I sold it for some college money.”

      “Excuse me if this is too personal, but your mother didn’t help you?”

      “She didn’t help, no. She’s…a bit self-centered. She grew up with a mother exactly the same, with the same affinity for married men. Some people become the opposite of how they were raised, and some…don’t.

      “She had two brothers—who I’ve never met. Being the youngest, with a mostly absent mother, she had to fend for herself a lot. They were cash poor and property rich, so when her mother died, she inherited a lot of property. Most she sold, then blew. So now she hoards what little she has left. She dates rich men and she keeps up with plastic surgery—paid for by the rich men.”

      “And you don’t blame her.” Hunter wasn’t asking a question, he was making a statement.

      I shrugged. “I do, in some ways. But she’s a product of her childhood. I’ve stopped trying to understand my mother, and blaming her won’t change who I am now.”

      “And you?”

      I followed his pointed finger to the path on the left. “I’m my father’s daughter. And he was a very loving, giving man. I was an accident. My mom didn’t want my dad—he wasn’t rich or anything. Handsome, but that’s about it. She was having fun, and the fun caught up with her.”

      “And he passed a few years ago, correct?”

      “Right after I got accepted to Stanford, yes. I’ve never seen him more proud.” Tears blurred my vision, as I remembered his beaming smile even though he was pretty sick with cancer at that point. “He always told me that I was his life’s treasure. That he hadn’t known what love was until I was put into his arms. I miss him.”

      Hunter was silent for a while. Finally he said, “And what happened after he passed?”

      “I was mostly on my own.”

      “That must’ve been hard. Especially without funds.”

      I shrugged again, pulling up in front of a sprawling building with a few golf carts parked haphazardly out front. I parked beside the closest and shut off the engine. “I had a few grants that I used for living expenses and worked a few hours in the library, so I made do. At the time I thought the overpriced education would open doors to fabulous and high-paying jobs…”

      “Bad timing. A few years earlier, and it would have.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Kimberly says every time she buys me lunch.” I climbed from the seat and grabbed my computer. “Although I did land a high-paying job, regardless of the field, so I have that going for me.”

      “Except for the additional requirements asked of you in the name of some rich man’s whim…”

      I glanced at Hunter as he opened the door for me. His expression was completely blank. It didn’t match the heavy tone he’d just used.

      “I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t want to, Hunter,” I said as we entered the building.

      We walked through the plush halls in silence. Decorative sconces lined the walls and a busy pattern confused my eyes underfoot.

      We twisted and turned through the corridors until we reached rooms 1022 and 1023. Hunter opened 1023 and once again held the door, following me in after. The room opened up before me in an abundance of hotel elegance. A king-sized bed sat against the far wall, a huge desk squatted in the corner, a chair in the other corner, a couch near the door—the one room was the size of my bedroom in San Francisco and adjoining living room, both. Maybe even the eating area. It was huge!

      “Jeez—why would you think I needed this much space?” I wandered in, walking to the right to look in the empty closet before peeking in the adjacent bathroom.

      “Your bags should be here any moment.”

      I emerged as Hunter was undoing the catch on an interior door on the side. Once opened, another white door barred the way—the one to his room. He faced me from beside the door. “Whenever you want privacy, go ahead and close this.”

      “Yes, because it’s a door. It closes…”

      He ignored my sarcasm, staring at me with an unreadable expression. “Olivia, I have to ask. How do you feel about Monday?”

      Goosebumps spread across my body as I realized what he was talking about. My cheeks heated. “It felt good. I wanted it.”

      His eyes delved into mine. “I realize you aren’t like the others. You didn’t accept these conditions for monetary or even professional gain. You’re in a dangerous place, Olivia. I’m not a man who feels. My intimacy is a distant thing, at best. I don’t love, and you have no future with me. I’m not good for you.”

      I folded my arms over my chest as uncertainty washed over me. “What are you saying?”

      A glimmer of helplessness entered his gaze. “I can’t give you what you’re going to want. But I won’t push you away, either. I’m selfish and I want you, but I’ll just keep taking and taking until I use you up. I need you to understand that. I need you to understand the danger you’re in.”

      “So…” I shifted to my right side, confusion and rejection dragging down the corners of my mouth. Heat prickled the back of my eyes, tears at the ready. It felt like a breakup. “Are you firing me, or what?”

      “No. This conversation is to absolve me of guilt. I’m sexually attracted to you in a way I haven’t been with anyone in a very long time. Possibly ever. I’d take you every day if I could. And I might. But I’m a soulless, heartless bastard who shuts off once he’s taken what he wants. That’s just the way it is. I won’t lie with you and cuddle all night. I won’t be able to love you, Livy. So if that’s not something you can handle, I’ll respect it if you take a job elsewhere in my company. I’ll set you up with whatever you need.”

      Unshed tears coated my eyes. It felt like he was ripping something from inside me that I barely realized he’d planted in the first place. I let my hands fall to my side. Now I knew, for sure, that he would steamroll me by the time this was all through.

      The question was, was the journey to love, no matter how it ended, more important than keeping the object of my affection? Because I was absolutely on that road. He knew it too, and I’d gotten a taste of it yesterday when all I could think about was seeing him again. I had to experience more of him, because in my heart, I knew he had so much more to offer.

      Except he’s not willing to offer it to you, Olivia!

      I looked away as a tear made its way down my face. I sighed in helplessness. “You won’t push me away, and I won’t walk away on my own, so I guess we’ll just have to see where it ends.”

      “We know where it will end,” he said softly.

      “Then so be it.”

      Hunter stared at me for a moment. He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped at a knock on the door. He moved, and admitted the bellboy with a cart of luggage. Hunter arranged for the right bags to be brought in before tipping the man.

      He held the door open as the man wheeled Hunter’s own bags to the room next door. Hunter glanced at the inside door before letting his gaze settle on me again. “Use that door when you need some privacy. I’ll leave mine open in case you need something. I have to be in a conference in an hour, so I would advise you to take your computer and stroll through the grounds. Meet people. Make friends. You never know who you might need to accomplish your goals.”

      Another tear fell. I looked down at my bags as I rubbed my face before running my fingers through my hair. It wasn’t a good cover, but it was all I had.

      “Try to shut yourself off from me, Olivia,” Hunter advised softly. “Try to distance yourself, and think of this for what it is—experience and great sex.”

      “I don’t work like that. I can’t separate my heart from my life. It stops me from being a whole person.”

      “I know,” he whispered. And he stepped away. The door closed with a dull thunk.

      I heaved a breath and blinked, trying to rid myself of tears. I rubbed at my chest where my heart was seeping, aching painfully.

      I looked at my luggage for a long time, remembering the various looks I’d gotten from Hunter over the time I’d known him. I knew he was scared of love, and afraid of intimacy, because of whatever lurked in his past, but the deep passion he expressed in tender moments, and the openness he’d displayed, meant he was capable of it. I had to believe that.

      Maybe just not with me.

      I shook my head as a metal latch hit against wood. The connecting door swung open, revealing a muscular shoulder in a button-down shirt moving away on the other end. He’d said his piece, given me the warning I’d heard a few times before, and that was that. He was clear.

      I wished it were that easy for me.

      I took a quick shower to waste some time before climbing into my battle gear—jeans and a hoodie. Hunter said I could wear what I liked, so I chose a loose-fitting gray hoodie to complement my dour mood. I peeked into Hunter’s room, only to find it empty.

      I dusted myself with makeup and threw my hair in a ponytail. I didn’t need to try very hard to get that look. I probably wouldn’t see Donnelley, since the grounds were so big, and definitely wouldn’t randomly make friends. Like a stereotypical geek, I was more comfortable in a corner somewhere with my computer, avoiding contact with anyone else.

      I grabbed the plastic key off the little stand by the door and shoved it in my pocket before heading out with my computer. I found my golf cart right where I left it. Hunter must’ve walked. I climbed in and started her up with no idea of where I was headed. I just followed paths willy-nilly, until I found a lovely little spot with non-native trees, non-native flowers, and definitely a non-native little lagoon surrounded by benches and tables. Maintaining the integrity of the Nevada desert was not important with this little setup.

      I shut off the engine and climbed out, lugging my ever-faithful computer with me. Two people sat at tables on opposite ends of the lagoon. I headed for one of the tables between them. As I passed the nearest man, though, I caught sight of his face.

      I did a double take. My foot caught a rock and had me stumbling to the side with a loud grunt.

      Donnelley looked up.

      Of course I’d find Donnelley. I had to, right? With my luck, there was no way that I would get to sit on my own and reflect on Hunter’s words. That would have been too easy.

      I pointed vaguely at the ground. “Rocky.”

      His focus dipped down to his hands where he held a phone. A man in his late fifties, he had graying hair and life’s wear and tear lining his face. Frustration painted his visage. His laptop was pushed away to one side.

      Now to make contact.

      “You…ah… Everything okay?” I’d never been good at initiating friendship.
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      He glanced up in irritation. Great, I was already annoying him.

      “No. Just—” He shook his phone a little. “This blasted thing isn’t picking up a signal.” His eyes were crisp and blue, sparkling with intelligence and anger. “I design programs that sell like hotcakes on these things, but I can’t even work it.”

      “Oh. Um…” I shuffled closer. I should try to help. That was a good in. I just wished I wasn’t so awkward about it.

      It felt like high school all over again as I leaned over the table trying to get a peek at what he was doing. I expected him to pull the phone away from my prying eyes any moment and tell me to buzz off.

      I vaguely pointed again. “Looks like you’re in that weird place between Wi-Fi and phone signal…”

      Donnelley glanced up with a furrowed brow. He looked back at his phone. I was annoying him.

      Hunter would pay for this.

      I tried again. “The phone is barely picking up Wi-Fi from the hotel. So then it tries to switch to the phone signal, but…it looks like that’s weak here too. When it’s in that weird place when neither signal is strong enough, it’s useless.”

      He nodded impatiently as irritation crossed his face again. Thankfully, this time it didn’t seem to be because of me. “I didn’t even notice. Lamebrain.”

      I tried to hide my smile at the term originating decades before. I looked at my phone face. I had all kinds of service. “I thought this hotel had a booster for service.”

      “It does for Verizon. I have AT&T.”

      “Oh. Well, I’m all set then.” I gave him a feeble laugh, wanting to wander away. I’d not really helped, I’d overstayed my welcome, and I was terrible at small talk. But I had to hang around. This was awful.

      I offered my phone with a smile that I hoped hid my gawkiness. “You can use my phone. My boss pays for service, so download whatever you want.”

      His hand jerked in what looked like reflex. He paused with it nearly to my phone and looked up. “Are you sure? I just need to check a couple things. We’ve had a couple complaints with the app and I was just trying to work them out.”

      “No, no—have at it.” I pushed it at him eagerly. “I’ll just be over there.” I jerked my head to the picnic table I had picked out.

      “Please, sit here.” He motioned toward the seat opposite him as he grabbed the phone. “That way you can tackle me if I wander off with it.”

      I glanced back at my chosen spot, blessedly free of small talk and polite interaction, but when I looked back he was already bent over my phone. My presence might’ve completely disappeared for all he seemed to notice me.

      Without further hesitation, I sat. “You have the same single-minded focus as my boss.”

      His thumbs flew over the screen. No comment.

      With a small huff and a smile, I opened my computer, starting to relax. “You ignore me just like Hunter, too. Fabulous,” I muttered sarcastically, clicking in the wireless USB.

      “Hunter…Carlisle?” Donnelley glanced up.

      I let my smile grow, now in acting mode. I didn’t look up from my computer. He’d probably appreciate that. “Mr. Carlisle, yes. When he’s concentrating really hard, he might as well be deaf.”

      “You called him Hunter?”

      As my email pulled up, I looked up at him. “Hunter, yeah.”

      “Hmm.” Donnelley pulled his computer closer. “I hadn’t realized anyone used Mr. Carlisle’s first name. The son, I mean.”

      “Maybe it’s because I’m born and raised Californian and we’re more laid-back.”

      Donnelley cracked a smile before straightening his back and stretching. “Got it. Maybe we won’t have as many one-star reviews on that game.”

      “Which game is it?”

      Donnelley passed my phone back. I saw the picture of a cartoon rat. “Oh my God—this is your game?” I knew that already, of course. I’d be a terrible researcher if I didn’t.

      His eyes twinkled in delight. “Yes. I saw you already had it on your phone. And you play it.”

      It was a puzzle game where the player was supposed to alter the route of the maze to get the mouse through. I’d actually found it randomly before Donnelley’s name ever came up, and had been playing it off and on since. “I play when I need to let my mind go dead.”

      Donnelley clasped his hands on the table. “What did you say you did?”

      “I’m an admin right now, but I majored in computer engineering. I’m Olivia. Or Livy, if you want.”

      “Bruce.” He extended a large, grizzled hand with a collection of scars and old calluses. His handshake was firm, but not hard. He was probably easing up because I was a woman. And for that, I was thankful.

      “Those aren’t a computer man’s hands, Bruce,” I said as I took my hand back.

      “I spent my youth pushing a shovel. Had to pay the bills while I was playing with my computer.”

      “Ah.” I held up my hands. “Computer girl’s hands. I can’t write worth a damn, but I type like the wind.”

      He laughed. “I’m an experienced hunt and pecker, to this day. I tried the traditional approach, but it felt like selling out.”

      I glanced at my computer as an email came in. It was Hunter, scheduling me for a meeting in two weeks. I sighed, opening the email and reading about an entirely new subject. Which meant, after this weekend, I’d have a whole new set of urgent requests from my fearless leader to deal with.

      “What is it?” Bruce asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “Oh.” I pointed at my screen in a show-and-tell moment, even though he couldn’t see it. “While I am here, I’m trying to help keep Hunter’s schedule in line, and he’s sitting in a lecture somewhere, planning completely unrelated meetings weeks in advance about topics he’s never discussed with me. It keeps me on my toes.”

      “And…pardon me again for intruding, because I am a nosy bastard, but you don’t seem overly put out. You like working for him?”

      I scanned the email and shook my head. I’d have to start looking at budgets. What a pain.

      “No?”

      I started, remembering what I was supposed to be doing. Bruce was staring at me with a calculating gaze.

      “Sorry.” I got my mind back on track. “Yes, I do. It was tough at first because he’s so focused, but once you get to know him, he’s a great boss.” I told Bruce about the company perks that Hunter constantly fought the board for, and our ability to buy clothes on his dime. I also told him about the car service and buying lunch whenever we felt we needed it. When I was done, I returned to my computer in a nonchalant sort of way. I was a terrible salesperson. The best thing I could do was state the facts and feign indifference, otherwise Bruce would know I was trying to push Hunter’s awesomeness.

      “He buys your clothes…” Bruce glanced at my faded hoodie.

      “Not this.” I pinched my sweatshirt with a sheepish smile. “I got to dress like normal today. I wasn’t supposed to see anyone I knew. Or…you know…that knew who I was. He buys the stuff I wear to the office. Or like tonight, dresses to events. His driver gets a suit. Things like that.”

      “Ah.” Bruce was still looking at me with that calculating gaze.

      I stared back. “Don’t judge. It’s like playing dress-up. Girls like this sort of thing.”

      A grin worked at his lips. He threw up his hands in surrender. “I’m not judging. It’s like a uniform.”

      “Exactly.” I gave a decisive nod. “A uniform that the boss has to pick out because I have absolutely no fashion sense.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, that sweatshirt is a pretty popular style…”

      I glanced down at my chest, trying to look busy and important. “I know what the poor kids are wearing, yes. I’ve got that down pat.”

      Bruce leaned back and looked around him. “Hunter represents one of three companies that are trying to buy me out.”

      “Oh? And why are you selling?”

      “Another Nosy Parker.” Bruce’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s gotten too big for me. I work all the time. My wife is pissed, I don’t see my kids anymore—it’s no life.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I work a lot precisely because I have no life.”

      This time, his eyes sparkled with humor. “You will one day. And when you do, you’ll realize the important things in life aren’t money and the office.”

      “Can you, maybe, take a step back in your duties? That way you could still hang on to it…”

      I grimaced. I’d said it before I could run it through my filter. It was the opposite of what I was going for.

      “I tried. That’s what I was supposed to be doing this year. But I was distracted all the time, wanting to be in the office when I wasn’t, having to clean up messes—it wasn’t working. I’m too old for it now. Time to pass the torch.”

      I nodded in understanding, looking at the table. “Sucks.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “So you have three business guys breathing down your neck.”

      Bruce closed his computer with a click. I thought I’d just ended the conversation, but instead, he leaned his elbows on the table and looked over at the lagoon. “Exactly. One mammoth company, and two large companies. Hunter has the deepest pockets, but he’s…the job. He’s a bright kid, I’ll give him that, but he doesn’t have the years of experience the others do.”

      “Even those with experience have to answer to their company’s board members. Really, the winner is who can push their ideas past the stockholders.”

      “True. I couldn’t even imagine that kind of hassle.”

      “I couldn’t before this job. Now I’m getting a glimpse. Hunter has all these plans years out. Years! Don’t ever play chess with the man, seriously.” I threw up my hands. “I can’t think that far ahead. I just can’t. I’m more of an ‘in the moment’ type of girl. Maybe a month out, but that’s it. Planning isn’t my specialty. Maybe someday, but…”

      “And yet you are trying to keep track of his scheduling…”

      “Yeah!” I barked out laughter. “I’m no good at it, though. Joke’s on him, right? It’s like trying to direct a river barge up a stream. I want to pull my hair out half the time, and punch him in the mouth the other half.”

      Bruce gave a large belly laugh. His deep, delighted rumble had the man across the lagoon looking over. “Why are you in the job, then?”

      “I just got the job—a month ago. I graduated six months back. You do that math.”

      “Oh. A product of the economy, huh?”

      “Exactly. All the clubs and extracurricular activities look good on the résumé, but not half as good as some experience. Call me enlightened. It’s okay, though. His other assistant, Brenda, does most of the heavy lifting with the admin stuff. I get random jobs.”

      “So Hunter gave you a chance and is now playing to your strengths…”

      I glanced at my screen as another email came in. “Stop sending me stuff,” I muttered, minimizing the window. I turned back to a smiling Bruce. “I think he’s happy to have someone that can do more than admin. And I’m happy to get paid, so we can use each other for a while.”

      “No harm in that. And you seem to be learning…”

      “It’s good, but there’s always a moment of frustration when he gives me something new.”

      Bruce got up and slipped his phone in his pocket. “Well, I have to run. Thanks for letting me use your phone. Download the update—let me know what you think.”

      “Gaming isn’t your business, though, right?” I asked, pulling my phone closer.

      “No. Another hobby. One that makes money.”

      “Must be nice, being smart.”

      “You should know.” Smiling, he sauntered away.

      I gave myself a mental pat on the back. I had given him something to think about, even though I had been a little heavy-handed. At least now I could work on him. Or just introduce Hunter and do a little damage control.

      My mind went back to my comment about using each other. That statement might’ve been a little one-sided.

      Glad to be on my own again, I got lost in my work. What I’d said was true—Brenda did most of the admin stuff. So I pulled up the marketing spreadsheet I’d been working on, and got lost in analysis.

      I finally came out of my spreadsheet fog as a chill breeze prickled my skin. I took a deep breath and looked around. The guy that had been on the other side of the lagoon was gone and I was alone.

      I glanced at the clock. “Oh crap!”

      It had been three hours! I was supposed to be ready for dinner in an hour and a half. That seemed like plenty of time, but I always seemed to mess up at least one part of my wardrobe.

      I packed everything up and jammed my computer into its bag. I hurried to the golf cart and put it into gear, lurching to a start. It took me thirty seconds to come to a horrible realization—I didn’t know how to get back!

      I’d taken turns without a thought to the way back.

      Well, now I was in a pickle.

      I squinted at the upcoming sign. “Rec room —>”

      “Rec room?” I muttered. Out here in the middle of cultivated gardens and nondescript buildings, and they thought the rec room was the most important directional tool?

      I thought about calling Hunter as I zoomed along the path and around a couple people on foot, one in a suit, the other in jeans.

      “Livy?”

      I slowed and craned in my seat, recognizing the voice. Sure enough, Bruce looked at me quizzically with a twisted grin on his face. He and a businessman with a frustrated expression stopped next to me.

      “Practicing for the Indy 500?” Bruce asked with twinkling eyes.

      “I’m totally lost!” I said. Then couldn’t help a laugh. “But yes. This thing’s a hoot!”

      “We’ll have to race one of these times. Where ya headed?”

      “I’m in room 1023. Any ideas?”

      “You’re just…” The businessman squinted off to the left. He stuck out his hand and pointed. “Just there, I think. That way.”

      He assumed I could fly, apparently, because he was pointing straight at a gazebo and a bunch of bushes.

      “Here’s a map. Can you read maps?” Bruce held out a crisp, folded paper.

      “Have you even used this?” I asked, taking it. I opened it up and then turned it around, trying to get my bearings.

      “No, but I’m good with direction.” Bruce moved up next to me. “Here you are.” He pointed at a picture of a fountain.

      “But where’s the—” I cut off as I noticed the landmark some distance in front of us. There was no water running through it to announce its presence. “Ah. Got it.”

      “Okay. Then you just…” Bruce pointed out the route with his finger. “Just follow that route.”

      I took a glance around to make sure I had it, and then gave him a relieved smile. “Lifesaver! I’m supposed to be getting ready for dinner.”

      “Back into uniform, huh?” Bruce stepped away with a smile. The businessman was still glowering at me.

      “Yup. Gotta play dress-up. Okay, then. See ya. And thanks!” I gave him a salute and stomped on the gas. I probably shouldn’t have kept speeding but…well, it was fun.

      At least I had met Bruce. That was a win. Assuming he didn’t think I was a lunatic.
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      A knock sounded at the outer door to my room.

      Crap! I finished fastening my necklace and hurried to open it, glancing at the closed inner door as I passed. The comment about Hunter and I using each other had popped into my head. Knowing that it was mostly him doing the using, I’d huffed and closed that inner door. It was an extremely passive-aggressive approach to the issue, but it had made me feel better.

      I swung open the outer door to a waiting Hunter in stylish jeans and a dress shirt accenting his delicious torso. He’d styled his hair in that contained messiness that celebrities did so well, and cleared the stubble from his strong jaw. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth as the blackness of my mood turned into sparkles and unicorns.

      “Hi,” I breathed.

      “Are you ready?” His gaze drifted down my body.

      I stalled in the doorway. I wanted to invite him in and strip off all his clothes. Then I wanted to lick one end to the other, savoring—

      “Olivia?”

      “Right! Earrings.” I shook myself out of my horny stupor and dashed back into the room. I grabbed the diamond earrings he’d given me. He had the necklace in a safe somewhere, which was good, because it was way too expensive to be hanging around my apartment, but the earrings he’d left. He didn’t seem to think they had much value.

      They were the most expensive things I owned.

      “Okay,” I said, fastening the last earring in place. “I’m as good as I’ll ever be.”

      “Shoes?”

      “What?” I looked down. My bare toes stared back up. Stupid!

      I raced back in a second time. Where was my head?

      I slipped into cute red heels that would cut into my feet and make me hate life. But they really did match the dress perfectly. Some things had to be borne.

      “Okay. This time I’m really ready.”

      “You’re perfect.” He stopped me in the doorway, stepping in a bit and leaning down to run his lips along my neck. My simmering sex flared to life. I clutched his shoulders and leaned my head back, giving him more access. The using each other grievance vanished like smoke.

      His hand traced up my inner thigh, tickling. I widened my stance, moaning when those tricky digits reached my panty-covered sex.

      “Hmmm, Hunter.” His lips traced my jaw. His fingers dipped into my panty line. I sucked in a breath as he entered my body.

      “The door is open,” I said in a breathy exhale.

      “I need you.” He stepped forward, making me step back quickly. The door closed with a thunk as he pushed me against the wall.

      I worked at his jeans, ripping open the fly and pushing them out of the way. His hand wrapped around the inside of my knee and hiked my leg up around his hip. He sucked in a breath as I took his large manhood into my hand. His hips swung forward, letting me guide his tip to my opening. Once there, he thrust.

      “Ohhhh God.” My eyes fluttered closed as he filled me. I lifted my other leg, wrapping it around him. Letting him take my weight. Sparks of pleasure erupted through my body.

      “I’ve thought about doing this all afternoon.” He thrust again. Harder. “It always feels better than I remember.”

      I turned my head as he came in close. My lips glanced off his. A thrill went through me as Hunter gave a low moan. My body wound up, so tight. His sex, filling me over and over, had bursts of ecstasy exploding through me.

      “Yes,” I groaned, swinging my hips to him. Our bodies hit off each other. Everything tightened harder. Almost unbearable.

      “Oh G—” I squeezed my eyes closed as pure bliss sizzled through me. I vibrated with the climax. Hunter shook under me, moaning again. Pings of delight burst and then ran my length, fizzing.

      “Holy moly.” I sighed as I came down. “That felt good.”

      Hunter lowered me to the ground. He straightened my panties and dress before tucking himself back into his pants. His chest rose and fell with fatigue. Before he turned away, he looked at me for a long moment. His hand braced against my jaw. He kissed my forehead.

      He gave me one last glance, then looked at himself, before opening the door. “Ready?”

      I was speechless. He hadn’t shut off. Even right now, as he waited for me to exit the room, his eyes were soft and fully engaged. He wasn’t struggling to let business cover physical intimacy.

      “Olivia?”

      “Sorry! Yup.” I jumped to a start and hustled out of the room in case he fell back into his own ways with my delay.

      “That’s twice you were zoning out tonight. What’s on your mind?”

      You! “Nothing. Just trying to remember everything I need to do while we’re here.”

      “Don’t stress. Brenda is on call. She’s monitoring everything. You just need to work on Donnelley.”

      “Well, then, I’m throwing aces. I saw him twice today.”

      Hunter opened the building door and put his hand on the small of my back to guide me through. “He said. Apparently you tested the limit of the golf cart…”

      “Oh. Uh…” My face went hot. “I got lost. And was hurrying. So…”

      Hunter escorted me to the golf cart and deposited me on the passenger side.

      A little disappointed, I climbed in.

      “Men drive on dates.”

      My stomach fluttered. “I thought this was business.”

      He started the golf cart and smoothly started forward. “A business date, then. An excuse to take out a beautiful woman. Whatever you want to call it.”

      “Very unprofessional.” I laughed.

      “Did you get everything done this afternoon?” Hunter asked after a moment of silence. He parked near the line of golf carts beside the main building.

      “Yup. And don’t you dare ask if I looked at those new emails you sent—I did, and they make no sense. I’ll deal with them when I get back.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, holding the hotel door open.

      “So you talked to Bruce, then?” I said as I entered. “You didn’t need me after all.”

      I felt Hunter’s guiding touch on the small of my back. Without thinking, I veered closer to him, feeling his heat line my side and soak through my skin. His hand slid, just a little, to the side, nearing my waist to pull me closer. Warmth turned to fire.

      “He approached me. Said you were a smart young woman.” Hunter directed us around a corner. The hallway widened until it ended at the entrance of a steakhouse.

      “Oh, did you see him in one of your lectures?”

      “Briefly. He took a seat closer to my father. You loosened him up, but he thinks my father will protect his hard work. He’s fallen victim to my father’s charms.”

      “What charms? I just don’t see it.”

      “You haven’t been around him long enough.”

      “I’ve been around him plenty,” I said in a dry voice as we approached the hostess waiting behind a lectern.

      “Carlisle. Hunter.” Hunter stared at the woman.

      “Oh, yes, of course.” Her face colored. She smiled bashfully at his smoldering stare. “Please, right this way.”

      “Do you hate it when women see you as a piece of meat, or do you love being a sexpot?” I shot him a grin over my shoulder. He ignored my jest.

      Dim light and the smell of searing steaks greeted us. I had no doubt the food would be decent and prices absurd, like many chain restaurants in places like this. Still, it was better than fast food.

      We sat in the corner at a table for four. The hostess, shooting furtive glances at Hunter and ignoring me completely, dropped the menus on the table. “Your server will be right with you.”

      Hunter held my chair out before sitting opposite me. He glanced around the restaurant before letting his gaze settle on me. “You don’t look as casual as I thought you might…”

      “I’m at dinner.” I gave him a faux-scathing look. “I can’t look like a street urchin at dinner. I’m not that bad.”

      “What were you wearing today?”

      “Hoodie. Jeans. Hair in a ponytail. You know, my street uniform.”

      He gave me a single nod before glancing at his menu. I followed suit, though I knew I’d be getting filet mignon. No way was I passing up the opportunity for an excellent cut of meat—why not go big when the boss was paying? Finding what I wanted, I set the menu aside.

      “Do you own anything but dress shirts?” I asked, glancing out at the restaurant. Patrons filled most of the space, many also wearing dress shirts, a few in ties, and only a couple completely dressed down in T-shirts and jeans. Those few stuck out a little—possibly not here for the convention and wondering why the place was inundated with businessman.

      Hunter looked down at his chest. A crease worked between his eyebrows. “I rarely have need for anything but dress shirts.”

      “And now that you do, what are you? Too dressed up, that’s what.”

      Hunter glanced at my red dress and sparkling jewelry. His mouth tweaked, hinting at a smile. “I match my company.”

      Not even remotely. I saw the waitress approaching. Still, she only had eyes for Hunter. And once again, he didn’t even notice that she practically had to wipe drool off her chin while he was ordering. The whole situation was becoming comical.

      “Just wait. If we ever get a male waiter, I’m going to dazzle him to the point of distraction. I might even bat my eyelashes. Then you’ll see how annoying it is to be completely irrelevant.” I smiled as the wine came, waiting while Hunter tasted the wine and gave his approval.

      “You are not completely irrelevant, Olivia, and yes, that would be annoying.”

      We sipped our wine in silence until I asked, “What’s in store for tomorrow?”

      “You have the afternoon free again. Do you want to get up with me for breakfast, or order it in your room?”

      My eyebrows rose as an excited smile drifted up my face. “I’ve never had room service! I think I’ll do that.”

      “You’ll find that the food isn’t as fresh and hot as you might like,” Hunter said in distaste.

      “Don’t care. It’s the idea of the thing.”

      “Here we are.” The waitress appeared with a tray and a stand. She set one on the other before serving our meals. The delicious aroma of seared meat made my mouth water. I picked up my knife and fork while Hunter received his plate and wasted no time taking a bite.

      “Hunter.”

      Hearing the voice, we glanced up as Bruce strolled up still wearing the jeans and shirt I had seen him in earlier. He had a book in his hand. “I won’t disturb your meal—”

      Hunter wiped his mouth and half stood. “Join us.”

      “No, no. I’ve just finished. I wanted to say I’ll be in the bar, if you and Livy want to stop by for a drink.”

      “Of course.” Hunter remained standing. “Which bar?”

      “There’s more than one?” Bruce’s mouth turned down in a funny-looking frown, but his eyes glittered. He looked at me. “I think they assume businessmen are alcoholics.”

      “They might be right,” I said.

      His booming laugh drew eyes around us. He didn’t seem to notice as he refocused on Hunter. “The one just off the lobby. That’s the only one I knew about.”

      “There is another, less trafficked bar toward the back of the building. It’s quieter, and it’s closer to our transportation. If you don’t mind, I’d rather not make Livy walk more than she has to. She’s trying to break in new shoes, and the effect on her heels is never pretty.”

      “Of course!” Bruce looked at me in seriousness before glancing under the table. “Oh yeah, those’ll wear a hole in your feet for sure! My wife does nothing but complain when she wears a new pair of heels. Why you women put yourselves through it, I’ll never know.”

      “I never used to, but sneakers don’t look great with a dress,” I said in a light tone.

      “Well, that’s just an opinion.” Bruce leaned down and rubbed my shoulder in jest. “Okay, sure, I’ll meet you there. Great catching you—I’m interested in hearing more of your ideas.”

      “Ask him for a flow chart—he probably has one.” I laughed.

      “Right, right.” Bruce gave a thumbs-up. “Now sit, sit. Enjoy your dinner. The steak is pretty good.” He turned, then flinched as a bustling waitress nearly mowed him down. He apologized and continued on.

      “Clever, using me as a scapegoat to get more intimate with him,” I said as Hunter retook his seat.

      “Intimate doesn’t matter—my father will be there, no matter where there is.” Hunter’s eyes hit mine in complete seriousness. “Less walking would be more comfortable for you. I knew Bruce would understand.”

      I looked down at my food, touched by his concern. To cover the moment, in case he tried to absolve his guilt with another warning about breaking my heart, I said, “Is your father as good at business as you are? You know, the planning and long-term goals and all that?”

      “I surpassed the teacher while I was still in school. He’s shortsighted and vain. I focus less on short-term gain. It takes longer for my plans to come to fruition, but once they do, I turn heads.”

      “And you’re turning heads now?”

      “Yes. Mostly. But I’m not as popular with some of the board members. They want immediate results. It’s stunted some things.”

      “Sounds like an uphill battle.”

      Hunter reached for his glass with a ghost of a smile. “Yes.”

      We fell into silence for a moment before I said, “So what’s the deal with not smiling? You don’t like my jokes?”

      A glimmer of sorrow haunted Hunter’s gaze. “I fell out of practice, I guess.”

      “Life can do that. Kick you in the balls.”

      “Yes,” Hunter said again. It was his turn to look down at his food. “It can.”

      I waited, hoping he’d say a little more. I wanted him to confide in me, to offload some of the pain from his past. I wanted to help him heal. But his gaze stayed downturned as he reached for his glass and took a sip. It was going to fester a while longer.

      We finished dinner and paid the check. Hunter was clearly eager to get to Bruce, but he didn’t rush me. He waited for my decision on dessert, then asked if I was sure I wanted to turn down the chocolate. I really didn’t, but I was doing the right thing. I was getting paid for this trip and I should be putting business before chocolate. It was one of life’s cruel jokes.

      When everything was squared away, we made our way to the bar.

      “Your father might not have found him yet,” I said in a supportive tone.

      “He has an assistant that watches potential marks pretty closely. He would’ve tried to catch Bruce at dinner. Failing that, he would’ve followed soon after Bruce left. I just hope not too much damage has been done.”

      “Won’t it be a little obvious that your father is following him around like a begging dog?”

      “He’s sly. He’s had a lot of experience in this sort of thing.”

      “I think you give the man too much credit.”

      We came upon an area with small, circular tables positioned around the floor near a short bar with glittering bottles of alcohol on glass shelves. A man with a white apron and a large belly shook a silver canister behind the bar.

      Bruce sat at one of the small tables. Three other white bucket seats surrounded the table, one of them occupied by Hunter’s nemesis.

      “I will say that it’s scary how well you know your dad,” I murmured.

      “He taught me his tactics. He wasn’t impressed when I called them unethical and refused to follow his teaching.”

      The hairs stood up on my arms with the viciousness in Hunter’s voice, and the harshness of his tone. We walked up to the table, me smiling, Hunter doing his customary blank face.

      Bruce glanced up with a troubled expression. Upon recognizing us, he stood and put out his hand. “Sit, please. I guess I don’t have to ask if you know Rodge.”

      Rodge laughed good-naturedly. He made no move to leave. Instead, he rested his hand on the back of the chair next to him. “Please, have a seat, Olivia. It’s nice to see you again.”

      His slimy voice curdled my smile. I stepped back as if the chair was on fire. “I’ll just get a round of drinks, shall I?”

      “Of course not. Sit here,” Hunter said in his commanding voice, pulling out the seat next to Bruce.

      I scurried over and took the seat gratefully, noticing Rodge’s hand slowly slide off the top of the seat as his eyes turned hard. A predatory smile graced his face as he ticked his head in a “whatever you wish” sort of way.

      “What can I get everyone?” Hunter hadn’t dropped the roughness from his voice.

      “They have a cute little waitress that comes around,” Rodge said easily, crossing a leg over his ankle. “Sit, son. Join us. We were just discussing why I wouldn’t lay anyone off if I was granted the buyout.”

      Hunter sat without expression. He glanced at me. “Do you need anything?”

      “I’ll just wait for a drink.”

      “Yes, talking business in front of disinterested parties would be incredibly boring.” Bruce turned in his seat and put a finger in the air. The waitress bustled over immediately.

      “I’ll have another.” Bruce held up his empty glass.

      Rodge tapped his glass and gave the woman a wink.

      “Another?” She nodded at him, answering her own question. Her attention turned to Hunter. He looked at me.

      “Do you have Blue Moon?” I asked.

      “Blue Moon?” She nodded at me before looking back at Hunter again. She’d answered her own question again.

      “Your best scotch, neat,” Hunter said.

      “Please,” I muttered.

      “What’s that?” Bruce asked as the woman moved away, leaning toward me.

      “Oh.” I bit my lip before allowing a sheepish smile. “Just finishing Hunter’s sentence. You know…the social etiquette thing…” I scratched my cheek to put a barrier between Hunter’s eyes and my red face.

      Bruce’s booming laugh rocketed out across the mostly empty bar area.

      “My son has never had great manners,” Rodge said with laughter in his voice.

      As Hunter’s expression darkened, I waved Rodge away. “Not at all. The man is a first-grade gentleman in most things. He’s the only man who’s ever stood when I got up, or pulled my chair out and waited until I sat. That’s old school, right there. He’s just used to giving orders.” I leaned back as the waitress came back with drinks. “Just have to get used to it. Everyone has their quirks.”

      “That is true.” Bruce took his beer from the waitress. She put the rest of the drinks on the table and wandered away.

      “So how have you found the lectures so far?” Bruce asked Hunter.

      Hunter reached for his scotch unhurriedly. “For a beginner, perhaps they have some value. But I find some of the theories rather limiting.”

      “You haven’t learned anything, then?” Rodge asked with a straight face. His eyes glimmered as he swirled his whisky lazily. The ice cube clinked off the sides of the glass as it swam around. He hid the tension with his son surprisingly easily.

      Hunter’s jaw tightened. Clearly he found hiding the tension more difficult. “No, and I doubt you did either. Hopefully the topics will prove more interesting tomorrow. You were smart for missing a few, Bruce.” Hunter took a sip and put his glass back on the table.

      “Yes. I got to work on my hobby without my wife nagging that I need to get out of my office.” Bruce nodded at me. “Did you update?”

      “Yeah. But, honestly, I didn’t see any difference.”

      “It was more the early levels. You’re almost finished with the game. Smart girl.”

      Rodge leaned forward with just the trace of a smile, his eyes taking on that predatory quality again. Clearly he didn’t like being left out of a conversation. I had no doubt he’d try to interrupt as soon as he could. People like him weren’t happy unless they were dominating the conversation. If they weren’t talking at you, they were talking over you.

      Polite me would’ve tried to include everyone, but this was business. I needed to keep Bruce’s focus. Besides, Rodge sucked. I loved having an excuse to verbally spit in his eye.

      “I told you, I need to shut off from time to time,” I said to Bruce. “And I can program, too. I can see how you set the game up, to some extent. I’ve learned your rules, so now it’s just a matter of exploiting them.”

      “You cheat!” Bruce pointed at me with a beaming smile.

      “I analyze,” I corrected.

      “She’d be great in business,” Rodge said, leaning closer to Bruce. “If only I’d found her first.”

      Bruce didn’t acknowledge him. His eyes had taken on that focused gaze that meant he was thinking about his hobby. “You’re right in the middle of my age demographic. I would love your insight on a new game I’m designing. Especially because, right now, it’s geared more toward men. My daughter hates it. Maybe you can help me with content, and then proof the bugs that always crop up…”

      “Oh, that’s right—she’s in computers, correct, Olivia?” Rodge asked. He tried to catch my eye. “You went to Stanford, didn’t you?”

      With some effort, I ignored the direct question. I didn’t even glance in Rodge’s direction. Focusing solely on Bruce, I said, “Yeah, sure, if you want. I don’t have oodles of time, but I should definitely get a hobby. It would be nice to use my education.”

      “Stanford, huh?” Bruce nodded, a gleam to his eyes. “Yes. This could work.”

      “What I have for you tomorrow can wait, Livy,” Hunter said in a non-concerned tone. “You’ll have plenty of time to speak with Bruce.”

      “That’d be fun to sit in on,” Rodge tried again, leaning way forward in his chair.

      In contrast, Hunter leaned way back, crossing his ankle over his knee. Utterly relaxed. He was letting me lead.

      Bruce snatched his phone off the table and started pecking at the screen. “I have a couple-hour stretch.” He glanced at me in excitement, like a kid discussing building a tree house. “Give me your room number and I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay. If it gets me out of work, I’m all in.” I laughed and sipped my drink.

      Bruce winked at Hunter. “I’ll owe you one.”

      “Well, it’s not like Hunter will be particularly put out.” Rodge laughed good-naturedly. “She’s just an admin, after all. Lovely to have around, but not really integral to the business.”

      Rodge had progressed to using cheap shots now, had he? He thought I was useless as well as worthless?

      Ordinarily I’d roll my eyes. I didn’t care what a man like him thought. Especially since his admins were probably useless. They were probably pretty, dumb, and eager. He probably paid them next to nothing, too. But if playing the wounded dove got Rodge a sour look, I’d ham it up.

      I let the smile melt from my face. Lowering my eyes, I picked at my nail, trying to portray how bad that comment stung. Woe is me, I’m just a lowly admin.

      Glancing up through my eyelashes to see if they were buying it would definitely blow my cover. Instead, I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear and hunched my shoulders. I leaned toward Hunter and quietly said, “I think I’ll hit the ladies’ room.”

      He stood immediately and pulled back my chair so I could get out. I felt his hand slide down my back as I moved away.

      It was irritating that I had to let Rodge think he had got the upper hand. I hated showing him my vulnerability, even just pretending. But if Bruce grew even a little indignant on my behalf, it’d be worth it. Tarnishing Rodge’s character would be the first step toward victory. Hunter and I had to beat that snake of a man.

      After I washed up, I made my way back out to the table. I noticed Hunter’s vacant seat right away. I also saw that Bruce sat rigid, looking at his beer. Rodge was smiling and chatting as if nothing had happened.

      Both men glanced up when I returned.

      “Ah, you’re back.” Rodge beamed up at me. “It’s much more dismal when all the beauty leaves.”

      I gave him a placating smile before asking Bruce, “Speaking of beauty—where’s Hunter?”

      “Here.” That velvety voice made me shiver as Hunter came around me. He didn’t place his hand on my back, but his eyes delved into me, connecting intimately. “Did you want to head back?”

      In confusion, I looked at my beer level. It was still half full. His scotch was, too. I frowned. “Can’t leave fallen soldiers behind.” I met his concerned eyes again and lowered my voice so the others wouldn’t hear. “Why? Are you okay?”

      “I’m more concerned about you, Olivia,” he whispered, turning his body to face me, cutting the other two out. “If you’re uncomfortable, we’ll leave right now.”

      It dawned on me that Hunter didn’t know I was acting. He didn’t know me well enough to know that someone like Rodge wouldn’t affect me. Nor did he realize the power of a six-figure salary to a poor girl with a bunch of debt. I’d shovel dirt with a smile on my face for six figures. I’d wander around this place and serve coffee—who cared? There were way worse things. Like living on the streets.

      “Oh, no. I’m good. Well, my feet hurt a little, but another beer should cure that issue.” I patted him on the shoulder and moved to my seat. He braced his hands on my chair until I was comfortable. Only then did he sit down himself.

      “So what would you do with my company, Olivia?” Bruce said with a bright tone as he settled back. His eyes were serious, though.

      Maybe I’d hammed it up a little too much…

      “I’d probably wander into your IT department and geek out.” I laughed and sipped my drink.

      “Yes, you probably would. I’ve spent a lot of time there.” Bruce looked out over the bar. “I have a problem. I have three different voices telling me different things about what they would do, but I have no idea what would be best for the employees.”

      “Well, preserving them, certainly,” Rodge said easily, lightly resting a hand on Bruce’s chair to make himself known. I couldn’t tell if he knew he’d dug himself a hole a moment ago.

      Bruce glanced at Rodge with a contemplative expression, giving Rodge the platform he needed. Boy did Rodge take it and run. He leaned back and began a long-winded explanation about how he could keep the employees and their expertise, and still grow the company. He talked on and on, using business jargon and patting himself on the back at every opportunity.

      My eyes glazed over in boredom and I signaled the waitress. When she showed up, thankfully Rodge paused in his speech, giving me a moment to say what had come into my head. “Keeping on the extra people would mean a long, boring day for those without anything to do. If I was in that situation, I’d go crazy.”

      “I can’t imagine you’d sing that tune if you were the one losing her job,” Rodge said with a condescending smile.

      “I live cheaply. I was stressing after college because I didn’t have any income, but if I had unemployment, especially with all the extensions the state is granting, I’d survive. I’d rather job-hunt with a free day and money coming in than go to work and hate my whole day.”

      “Yes, well—”

      “What do you think, Hunter?” Bruce interrupted. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

      Hunter didn’t so much as shift positions. “I don’t have an opinion that you’d want to hear in a bar. A takeover is not a ten-minute debate over just one issue. For example, you have too many people as it is. The extra salary expense is siphoning off what you could be putting into product development. More redundancies in staff means a bigger money pit, not to mention it eats away at morale when you have people walking around half-dead with boredom, as Olivia said.

      “No, I wouldn’t keep on the extras. I’d offer a healthy package, aiming at the younger crowd who would stick out their hand with a smile and then go blow it in Europe. Then I would focus on breathing new life into your old hobby. The possibilities just five years down the road would excite you, I’m sure. But that will all take time and planning—things hard to express with an opposing viewpoint seated next to me.”

      “Point proven, decidedly.” I widened my eyes and grimaced comically at Bruce over the rim of my glass. I lowered my voice to a stage whisper. “He sure told us.”

      He laughed and stood. “Yes he did. Food for thought. Well, I need to hit the hay. My mind is whirling from all this business talk.”

      “Mine is half-dead with boredom,” I said with a smile before I sipped my drink.

      Bruce said, “Thanks for joining me. I’ll see you in the lectures tomorrow.” His gaze hit mine. “Which room are you in? I’ll call the room tomorrow to see what time you can come geek out with me.”

      I gave him the number as Hunter stood. He put a hand out to help me up. “We’ll head away, too, I think. It’s late.”

      It was barely nine o’clock, but I took a swig and stood anyway. Without bothering to look at Rodge, the snake, I tucked my hand into Hunter’s arm and let him lead me away. We trailed behind Bruce a little and gave a wave when he turned a corner. As we exited the building and found the golf carts, Hunter said, “You’re a genius. I hadn’t thought about young people who wouldn’t mind being laid off. And I bet Bruce hadn’t, either. That helps me a great deal, Livy.”

      I climbed in the passenger side. There was no way I’d find my way back in the dark. “Guys like you don’t often think about things like that,” I said, as Hunter drove.

      He reached across the space between us and gently took my hand. His fingers threaded through mine. “Are you sure you’re okay with my father’s comment?”

      He was holding my hand!

      I closed my eyes as the electricity jumped through the contact. I wanted more. I wanted all.

      “I was acting, Hunter,” I said in a breathy voice. “I don’t care about anything he said, and I certainly don’t care what your dad thinks. He’s too impressed with himself to be worth my time. But I knew it was a dick thing to say, so I thought I’d make sure Bruce noticed it.”

      Hunter parked and turned to me. The yellow light from the lamp next to us made his features appear as if they were carved in stone by some great master. His hand came up and rested on my chin lightly. His thumb traced my lower lip. I could barely see his eyes in the dim light, staring at my mouth.

      “He did. I did,” Hunter whispered, bending closer. His lips barely glanced off mine, sending shooting sparks through my body.

      I closed my eyes, feeling his breath mingle with mine. Feeling it quicken as he kissed the very edge of my mouth. “I can’t ignore how you affect me, Livy,” he said quietly. “I want to kiss you so bad it hurts.”

      “Then kiss me, Hunter. Please.”

      He pulled my head closer and leaned his forehead against mine. “I…can’t. I can’t do this.”

      “Why?”

      His hands came to the side of my face. I felt him trembling as his nose slid beside mine, bringing our lips closer again. We breathed the same air, hot and fast, wanting each other. So close.

      He exhaled and backed away, regret dragging down his features. “Because I’m screwed up, Olivia.” Sorrow infused his tone. “Because I’m badly screwed up, and I’d just drag you down with me. Some people can get over issues in their past. Some people can heal. I’m not one of them.”

      “What happened to you?”

      He turned from me and exited the golf cart. “I was taken for a fool, and it scared me from wanting the things that others want. Come on.”

      Tingling deep in my core, I followed him without comment. We wound through the corridor until we reached my room. He waited for me to unlock the door before opening it for me. He glanced at the connecting door, which was still closed.

      When he looked back at me, fire fueled his gaze. “I want to fuck you, Olivia. But won’t if you’d rather not.”

      His velvety voice licked up my center and stole my breath. I nodded dumbly, my sex still swollen from the golf cart and now pounding furiously.

      “Come to me when you’re ready.”
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      The door closed with a loud click that made me flinch. I turned to my suitcase, since I hadn’t put anything in the closet, and pawed through the various sexy items I’d brought. Black silk and lace slid through my fingers. I pulled it out and laid it on the bed before pulling out a garter as well.

      The material whispered as it fell over my skin. The end stopped on my upper thigh, revealing the garter. Lace dipped low on my neckline, showing right up to my nipples before the silk took over. I slipped into red high heels before opening the inner door.

      Hunter sat on his couch without a shirt. His perfectly cut upper body drew my gaze and made my mouth water. I entered his room before making a decision on location. I walked straight to the bed and pulled back the covers. I crawled to the center on all fours before I remembered his conversation earlier. He didn’t spend the night. He didn’t cuddle.

      I didn’t want to be kicked out. I’d rather him leave when I was already asleep. No harm, no foul.

      Kind of.

      I backed out as he stood. As I moved back to my room, he met my eyes. I didn’t bother saying a word, just walked through the door. A flash of regret crossed his face. He knew what I was doing, and why.

      I didn’t let it affect me. I needed his body against mine. I needed him inside me. If I had to go to bed alone, I’d do nothing but think of him. I didn’t care how deeply I was in—I was beyond being able to deny myself.

      I lay down on my bed and flared out my hair, settling into a sexy pose as he entered. All he wore were silk boxers, having removed the rest of his clothes before stepping into my space. He approached the bed like an animal sensing prey. His eyes burned as they devoured my body.

      He moved onto the bed until his side was pressed up against me. His hand ran over my stomach, feeling the material, before moving up, over the swell of my breast.

      “You’re so beautiful.” His lips trailed along my jaw. He reached between my thighs, nudging them wider before moving the material away from my bare sex.

      His breath grew heavy as his fingers trailed up my wet slit before circling the top lazily. One finger dipped into my body.

      My breath hitched and my body arched. I spread my legs wider. Another finger joined the first as he lightly sucked on the fevered skin of my neck. His fingers plunged, making me grab for him.

      His mouth moved down my chest. He pulled lace to the side, revealing my breast before sucking in a constricted nipple. I gave a strangled moan as his fingers moved more rapidly. Pleasure unfurled and moved through my body. I arched again, running my fingers through his hair.

      He lifted my nightie and then kissed down my stomach, circling my navel with his tongue. His big body moved between my legs, sinking until I felt his hot mouth on my core. I cried out, arching up.

      His fingers worked faster as his tongue swirled, firing shocks of intense desire through me. Pleasure wound through my body, tightened me up. I shivered and gyrated my hips up wildly. My muscles flexed. My breathing turned ragged. “Oh… Oh G… Oh—”

      An orgasm rocked through me. I convulsed in ecstasy, squeezing my eyes shut as my body shuddered within the waves of pleasure.

      “Good gracious,” I said in a breathy voice as all my muscles began to relax.

      Hunter moved up quickly, not giving me long to revel. He pushed his briefs down and then off. His fingers wrapped around the base of his cock and moved his tip from the bottom to the top of my wetness. He positioned at my opening before laying his body fully on mine. He licked and bit up my neck as he pushed forward.

      “Ooooh.” I sighed as he filled me. My eyes fluttered as I stretched around him, so deliciously full.

      Pleasure started battering me almost immediately. I scratched up his back and squeezed his middle with my thighs. His thick length moved within me. My hips swung up to him, taking him deep. With panting breath, I pushed his face up until his lips hovered just above mine. I could feel the heat of his breath and the roll of his body.

      My hands trailed down his broad back to his butt. I gripped harder, pulling him into me as my hips pushed up to meet him.

      “Yes, Olivia,” he growled, pounding into me. He hit off me with a wet smack, the sounds of sex filling the room.

      “Mmmm, harder,” I said, closing my eyes.

      His body rocked into me with more force. So deep. So filling.

      I hugged him close as he labored. “Yes, Hunter,” I said, rocking up.

      “Livy…” His voice coated me with longing. With both passion and pleasure, but also with a feeling deeper than I’d heard in his voice before. More substantial.

      I opened my eyes to see him looking down on me, his eyes liquid brown in the dim light. His gaze settled on my lips as fear covered his face, but still he bent toward me, barely glancing his lips off mine. “Livy…” His emotion showed in his eyes, in his deep, passionate thrusts, making it impossible for me to speak.

      I rose, trying to capture his kiss. Trying to cross the barrier that terrified him. Wanting to protect him with love and support.

      He hugged me tightly as his movements got smaller, but infinitely more potent. His lips glanced off mine again but still didn’t connect. His tongue came out and licked my bottom lip.

      I moaned, everything so tight. The movements so intense. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t speak.

      With his next powerful thrust, I shattered. A swell of pleasure pulled me under. I clutched Hunter, squeezing him close as I cried out my release. He shook a moment later, groaning.

      The sound of our labored breath filled the room. One by one, my muscles relaxed, and then melted. I closed my eyes, content with his weight and warmth on top of me. With his body still inside me.

      He shifted and kissed my cheek tenderly. He moved to the side, turning me to face away from him before curling up behind. His arms still hugged me close. My back pressed into his hard chest.

      I slipped my hand into his and settled more firmly into the pillow. I knew he’d wait until I fell asleep, and that my back would be cold when I woke in the morning. But I did not regret these times with him. Not for one moment. He kept saying he couldn’t love, but each time we were together was more intense. More passionate. He gave in just that little bit more. I just needed to be patient.
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      The phone in my room rang. I paused with my brush caught in my hair and dashed over. “Hello?”

      “Olivia, this is Bruce.”

      “Oh hey.” I yanked on the brush, wincing as my head yanked with it.

      “I was thinking about heading to the lagoon in a while, if you’d still like to join me?”

      “Yeah, sure. You know, there’s a spot closer to the hotel that has better Wi-Fi, if you’d rather go there?”

      “Great. Where?”

      I explained the location to Bruce, a place Hunter had found and texted me about an hour before. Bruce confirmed we’d meet in half an hour before hanging up.

      I yanked at my brush again, trying to dislodge it. My hair was a rat’s nest from all the rolling around I’d done with Hunter last night.

      My heart warmed at the thought.

      He’d lain with me until I’d fallen asleep, as I’d expected. What I hadn’t expected was waking up in the small hours of the morning as he slipped his arm out from under me before quietly making his way back to his own room. I wasn’t sure if it was another compromise, that he’d loaned his body heat and comfort to reduce the sting of his father from earlier, or if he’d stayed for his own benefit.

      One explanation made more sense than the other, but hope was a dangerous thing. I chose not to think about it much. It was safer that way.

      I threw on a sweater and took to my hair again, working the tangles out one by one, another lesson in patience. That done, I slipped into my sneakers and grabbed my computer. Hunter said I was to devote as much time to Bruce as needed. He was my sole focus. If Bruce wanted to blow off work and stick our toes in the lagoon while drinking margaritas, my job was to say, “Absolutely.” As Bruce was a really cool guy, I wouldn’t be at all put out if he did!

      With a bounce in my step, I pushed through the door of the building, headed to my trusty sidekick, the golf cart. As I turned the corner, I bumped into a tall, robust man.

      “Oh, sorry,” I muttered, stepping to the side to clear the way.

      “Not at all.” Rodge smiled down at me, a look that had probably knocked women out when he was younger.

      “Excuse me,” I said, skirting by him.

      “You’re going to meet Bruce, I take it?” Rodge stepped with me, shadowing me to the empty space where my golf cart should’ve been.

      I glanced around, seeing not just the absence of my golf cart, but of all the golf carts.

      “They must’ve cleaned up. Here, I’ll walk you,” Rodge said, holding his hand out to the right.

      I started walking left. “No thanks.”

      “Hunter is putting a lot of faith in you,” Rodge said as he followed me.

      “I can make it on my own, Rodge. I don’t need an escort.”

      “No, it doesn’t seem you do.” His voice dropped an octave, taking on a rougher tone I hadn’t heard him use before. “You’ve done just fine moving in on my man. What you need is a roadblock.”

      Invisible ants crawled up my spine. That sounded like a threat.

      I started walking a little faster, glancing down at my map.

      “I’ve worked very hard on Donnelley, Olivia. Very hard. And in one night—one night—you unraveled everything I’ve meticulously put together. It’s disappointing.”

      “Hunter’s a smart man. He knows your tricks, and he’s combating them with a more effective method.”

      “You think you know Hunter, do you?” He chuckled, a dark, grating sound. “No one knows my son like I do. He’ll cut out the throats of those closest to him to get what he wants. You think he’s letting you learn a new hobby right now? He’s not. He’s using you to get this mark. After that, he’ll return to just using you for sex. Not that I blame him. I’ll bet you’re a wild little thing…”

      I clutched my computer bag a little tighter. “He was completely honest about the situation with Bruce. You’re not telling me anything I don’t know.”

      “I see. You like being used, do you? It turns you on. Then maybe you should try the man who created the boy…” Rodge put a firm hand on my shoulder.

      Small arms of fear wrapped around my middle. I shrugged him off, fighting panic.

      He won’t do anything. He’s trying to scare you, Olivia. He’s trying to get under your skin.

      It was working.

      “I’m not going to lose this deal to a sniveling little boy, Olivia,” Rodge continued in that rough, low voice, walking so close to me that his side brushed mine. “I can make it worth your while. Name your price.”

      “I’m not for sale.”

      “Aren’t you? Then you let my son treat you like a prostitute for free?”

      I recalled Hunter’s continued warnings that he wouldn’t love me. That I shouldn’t care for him, because he wouldn’t return the affection. Part of me wondered if what Rodge implied was at least partially true. And I hated myself for even considering it.

      “I’ll let you think that over,” Rodge said, slowing.

      His presence drifted away as I walked around a bend. Practically running, I looked around to make sure I was alone, and then staggered into a cluster of trees. Leaning against the bark, I took deep, sob-choked breaths, trying to calm down. Working to erase that smooth, taunting voice from my head.

      I knew what I was doing with Hunter. I knew why I’d given him a chance, and it wasn’t trading skin for money. It was different. He’d broken his protocol for me—he hadn’t made me sign that contract in the end. That had to count for something.

      So why did I feel so gross?

      I wiped away the angry, self-despising tears and composed myself. Rodge was good at getting under people’s skin. I couldn’t let him win by doing it to me.

      I put on a blasé mask and walked into the area housing the man-made lagoon that looked just like the one I had sat beside yesterday. Bruce was sitting at a table near the water with an array of papers spread out in front of him.

      “Hey, I was just—” Bruce cut off as his eyes scanned my face. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged off my bag and turned my face down. Obviously the mask wasn’t a great one.

      “If Hunter gave you grief about doing this, we can schedule—”

      “No, no.” I waved him away as I pulled out my computer. “Hunter’s fine. I just ran into Rodge. He’s…less than thrilled I’m taking face time away from his favorite client.”

      I laughed, playing it off like a joke as I brought out my phone. “This is a nice place.”

      Bruce glanced around before returning his gaze to my face. Concern had his brow furrowing, but he didn’t push. Instead, he nodded and said, “Yeah. I thought you’d picked it out. Women are always drawn to pretty things. Or so my wife says, at any rate.”

      I smiled, letting his unassuming company clear away the dark places Rodge had brought out in me. “Pretty and shiny. Remember that when you need to get her a present.”

      “Oh yeah. After twenty-five years of marriage, I’ve learned that lesson.”

      He grabbed a piece of paper from the table and flung it in my direction. “That’s what I was thinking.”

      And just like that, his extreme focus took over. He’d just switched to work mode.

      I laughed, grabbing the piece of paper. Several screen shots of a battle scene were displayed with various combat men pointing guns at each other.

      “What?” Bruce asked, looking over the other pages.

      “If I wasn’t used to Hunter, your sudden mood shift would be jarring.”

      “Oh.” Bruce scoffed. “Yeah, that’s a personality flaw. I take some getting used to.”

      I looked over the images and corresponding notes. I glanced at the other sketches littering the table, trying to work out what he was suggesting. “This is some sort of war game, right?”

      “I’m torn between snipers and shoot ’em up.”

      “You’re not going to pull in a whole lot of females, that’s for sure. This is a male-dominated category.”

      Bruce tossed another page at me, this one a pie chart. Market research, I’d bet. “Big money possibilities, though.”

      “Yes, without a doubt. If you do this right, you could have a very lucrative hobby.”

      “Lots of competition…” Bruce drummed his fingers.

      “Lots. Lots and lots.” I laid down the paper. “But what doesn’t? Puzzle games do, arcade—they are big categories for a reason. Trying anything new would need even more marketing.”

      “So put out a cash cow now, and try to invent something new when we have some funds built up…” Bruce kept drumming his fingers as he looked at his notes.

      “We, huh?” I smiled, looking over a printout of some of his scripts. “I’m a partner now, am I?”

      “Yup. Two people working together go way faster than just one. Besides, once I’ve sold my company, I’ll have a way of getting out of boring conversations.”

      I gave him a confused look. He grinned. “I’ll have to take your very important calls.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Got it.” I pushed my computer to the side and glanced at his. “Okay, let’s see what ya got.”

      As soon as he started talking about his ideas, and how he was trying to go about them, it was as if I’d known him all my life. We just clicked. Two hours passed that seemed like ten minutes. We worked off each other easily, each job taking less than half the time it would have done alone. I was having so much fun that when his phone beeped, I very nearly hoped he’d just silence it so we could keep going.

      “Back to the grindstone,” Bruce said with a sigh, turning off his alarm.

      I gave a sound like a whine, probably reminding him of my age. In response, he chuckled as he gathered up his notes.

      “Why are you here, if you’re selling your business?” I asked, saving and closing out of my programs. I’d have to go back to the endless stream of emails now, looking at things Hunter wanted me to know that were way above my pay grade.

      “Truthfully, I wanted to understand the best way to go about business so that I might be able to handle this hobby without losing control like I did of the other one.”

      “Your other business just blew up?”

      Bruce packed his computer away. “Almost overnight, yes. I just started hiring people and shoved work at them, trying to keep up with demand. Everything just…got way out of control. Way over my head.”

      “I hear that.” I leaned my elbows on the table, watching him get ready to go to his next meeting.

      When he was done, he turned straight to me and said, “Tell me the truth—is the Hunter Carlisle I saw last night legit, or is he putting on a persona to gain my business?”

      I didn’t even hesitate. “That’s him. A jerk with a ‘please’ problem, but genuine. He’s always taken care of those around him. I told you that when I first met you.”

      Bruce’s expression turned incredulous. “I wouldn’t have thought it. I thought he was a hard-ass, excuse my language. Only in it for himself. The arrogant way he goes about explaining himself just rubs me wrong. I thought he’d tear down everything I built to rip out a few gold nuggets to add to his coffers.”

      “He might,” I said in all seriousness. “It’s got nothing to do with you, but he’s obsessed with efficiency and productivity—if something isn’t working, he’ll tear it down and rebuild. He’ll make your company shine in the long run, but first he’ll completely reshape it to make it fit in his company. I’ve heard enough stories around the office to know that he is a genius when it comes to that sort of thing. That’s why he has his job. And keeps his job. But yeah, he can be a dick. No two ways about it.”

      Bruce barked out laughter. “Your honesty is refreshing. With the way he looked after you last night, I saw a different man than the one I’ve met in the past. Completely different. Made me think a little harder about what he was saying.”

      “Preaching to the choir. His driver wanted to punch him in the face a few times. But he’s still there and happy as a clam.”

      Bruce tilted his head in that way people did when they resigned themselves to a different way of thinking. “You oughta know.”

      “Yep.” I pulled my computer back in front of me.

      “I’ll email you all our notes with a list of things we can tackle immediately before we plan the next leg.”

      “Please remember that when you find yourself with entire days to fill, I’ll still have a fifty- to sixty-hour-a-week job…”

      He shouldered his computer bag. “No promises.”

      I opened my first email and groaned immediately. “Hunter, give me a break!”

      Bruce’s laugh boomed as he walked away.
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      Hunter and I found ourselves at a Thai restaurant at the far corner of the hotel complex. The food was much better than the steakhouse, but had very few diners. It seemed all the businessmen wanted steak, regardless of quality, and that was that.

      We’d talked about nothing much since he picked me up from my room. I’d had the connecting door closed again, needing some time to reflect. As much as I hated to admit it, Rodge had affected me. I needed to reaffirm what I was doing with Hunter, and that required talking to myself. I really didn’t need Hunter overhearing my rambling. Especially when it was about him.

      Hunter laid down his chopsticks after he’d cleared his plate and looked at me with heavy, delving eyes. “Bruce mentioned you’d been speaking to my father.”

      Suspicion rang in his voice. It seemed I wasn’t the only one affected by Rodge.

      “Yes. All the golf carts were gone. I had to walk to meet Bruce, and Rodge was right there to take advantage of it.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      My stomach turned, both because of my doubt, and because of the way Hunter was interrogating me.

      There goes my appetite. I put my chopsticks down and pushed my plate away. “He knows you use your admins for sex, and came to the conclusion that I’m happy being used.” Heat prickled my eyes, threatening tears. I bit my lip and looked away, trying to hold back the emotion that had been threatening me all day. “Who knows. Maybe I am. It’s better than the alternative.”

      Hunter’s voice softened. “Which is?”

      “That I let you use me for money.” Tears flooded my eyes. “He offered to buy me. Since you had. I felt about this small.” I offered up my thumb and index finger to demonstrate before looking away.

      Hunter stood and came around the table. He pulled me up and quickly walked us from the restaurant. On the way out, he told the hostess his name and room and said to bill the dinner. We turned to the right and pushed out through an exit. The chill of the night brushed my face, helping to dry the streaks of tears. Hunter shrugged out of his jacket and draped it across my shoulders as he led us to a bench secluded in darkness.

      “You were willing to try the job for a month without the stipulation of sex,” Hunter said in a soft and smooth voice. He put his arm over my shoulder and drew me into his side. “I wasn’t supposed to touch you, remember? And I tried not to. I really did. Every day I had to hold myself back. But then you wore that sexy outfit, and you were so close—I touched you before I knew what I was doing. It wasn’t because you offered yourself; it was because I pushed myself on you.

      “You have to remember—my father manipulates. That’s what he does. He must know you can’t be bought, or he’d be working that angle with all his charm. Instead, he’s making you feel like…this. Like someone of little worth and moral value. He knows exactly what he’s doing here, Olivia. You aren’t the girl he’s trying to say you are.”

      “I signed the contract.”

      “It wasn’t because of the sex. We both know that. I know the sort of person you are, Livy, which is why I give you the warnings I do when the guilt starts to eat away at me. I’m the monster here, not you. I’m the one preying on you, not the other way around.”

      “You’re not preying on me,” I murmured, burrowing into him.

      His arms tightened around me until he moved me onto his lap and hugged me into his chest. He put my arms around his shoulders and rested my face against his neck. He said, “Some women take my father up on his offers. His second wife, for a start. And his third. His fourth will, too, whoever she turns out to be. She’ll be half his age and less than that in IQ, and she’ll give up happiness for his bank account. I knew you wouldn’t—in my heart, I knew. I know, I should say. But old wounds make it hard not to question. I shouldn’t have accused you like I did. I’m sorry.”

      I breathed in his smell, letting him hold me. His strong arms felt so secure. His apology so heartfelt.

      “Are you okay?” he asked softly, giving me a lingering kiss on my cheek.

      “As good as can be expected from being pitted between you and your dad.”

      Hunter kissed me again, letting his lips remain on my skin for a while before squeezing me again. “You put up with a lot from me.”

      I was pretty sure I brought most of it on myself, but I didn’t want to argue. Instead, I said, “Let’s get a drink.”

      “Of course. Should we go back for your jacket?”

      “Why, are you getting cold?”

      “I don’t get cold—I’m a man.” He stood with me in his arms before he bent to place me delicately on the ground.

      “You’d probably repeat that over and over until you froze to death.”

      “Probably.”

      I leaned against his side, feeling the pressure of his hand on the small of my back. “I am sorry about my father,” he said as we reached the door.

      “He tried to say you were using me to get at Bruce. If you hadn’t been honest about that, I would’ve been thrown for a loop.”

      “Any other admin and I wouldn’t have mentioned it. I trust you. I trust that you see what I’m trying to do, and are as invested in the cause as I am. I don’t know why my father just won’t let things lie. He constantly turns up in my life to cause havoc.”

      We stopped along the way to get my jacket before moving on to a different restaurant. This one was Japanese and advertised karaoke on Friday and Saturday nights. Thankfully, it was Thursday, which meant the dance floor was clear of bad singers. The mellow sounds of a string quartet played over the sound system.

      Hunter led me into the bar, a sectioned-off area with full access to the dance floor. We sat at one of the tables amid half a dozen businessmen and waited for the waitress to work around to us.

      “So you talked to Bruce…” I started as Hunter leaned back in his seat and stretched out his legs.

      “Yes. He approached me, actually. First, he raved about you. Warned me that if he wasn’t selling his company, he’d steal you away to work for him.”

      “I’m sure he’s got a bunch of programmers way better than me.”

      Hunter’s lips quirked, almost a grin. “Probably, but they are probably all geeky men who spent their youths in their mothers’ basements playing video games. They aren’t Bruce’s speed. Or so he said, when I told him exactly what you did.”

      “Oh ye of little faith,” I huffed, quieting when the waitress came for our orders. “I may be from the working class, but I haven’t actually worked,” I continued after we’d given them.

      “You have a good work ethic. That goes a long way. And you’re fun. If it wasn’t for you, he would never have sought me out. If not for you, I would be lost.”

      The music was turned up and lights dimmed. The disco ball in the center of the floor started spinning, catching and throwing the lights in a way that offset the subtle sounds of the string quartet.

      I pushed the hair away from my eyes with the back of my hand. It was a little Gone with the Wind, but my heart was fluttering with what he’d said, and, more importantly, the tone he said it in. “If I wasn’t here, would you have hounded him a bit more?” I said.

      Hunter sipped his drink. “I wouldn’t have had a chance. My father had all but sold him. But with you—you stand out. When we were all together, the four of us, I saw it immediately. I figured stepping back and letting your unassuming charm come through was the best way to play it.”

      I was two seconds from fanning my face and fainting. I needed to get a grip! “And your father…”

      “Doesn’t think anyone can do his job better than him. It’s why his company is bottlenecked right now. It’s as big as it’ll ever get with him in charge—any larger and he’d have to give up some precious control.”

      “I always thought you were controlling.”

      “I can be in certain situations…” His eyes glimmered with heat. My heartbeat increased. He leaned forward and extended a hand. “May I have this dance?”

      “Wha—” I glanced around the bar, suddenly embarrassed. That was not where I thought he was going with the heat infusing his eyes. “Uh… I can certainly shake a leg, but ballroom dancing isn’t in my repertoire.”

      “C’mon, Livy.” He stood, reaching down to take my hand.

      “No one is out there! We’ll stand out. But not in a good way!”

      “Just follow my lead.” He led me to the dance floor and turned me toward him, waiting for me to rest my hand on his shoulder. He brought my other hand in close, resting our hands against his chest.

      I sighed as he stepped forward, making me step backward with him. I felt the soft music drifting down around us as the light from the disco ball showered us. His grip tightened further and his steps became shorter, allowing for more contact between us. His cheek came in close to my face. His heat enveloped me along with his delicious smell.

      “See?” he whispered in my ear. “Nothing to it.”

      I closed my eyes and exhaled as I felt his body moving. His strong and sure lead left no doubt about his intentions within the dance, and as long as I matched those movements, and let my body melt into his, I had no problem keeping up. His heart beat steadily against our held hands. His lips softly glanced against my face, leading to the corner of my mouth. He stopped there and backed away, looking down on me.

      Hunger infused his gaze, but there was also a softness I hadn’t been expecting. “I didn’t really need you to come on this trip.”

      I stared at his lips, desperate to be kissed. Wanting to feel the electricity from the contact. “I thought you wanted me to make contact with Bruce.”

      “I did, but that wasn’t the real reason I brought you.”

      “And what was?” I asked in a breathy whisper. His mouth dipped toward mine. Longing infused his eyes.

      He winced, glancing down at his side. He reached down to his pocket before taking out his phone. “Bruce wants to speak with me. Privately.”

      There were many things I probably should’ve said, like “Exciting!” Or “That’s promising.” Instead, I uttered a disappointed “Oh.”

      It wasn’t the most professional of responses.

      He looked at me for a long moment. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

      “Yeah! Of course you do.” I followed him back to the table. “I’ll just head back. I’m tired, anyway.”

      “I think he wants to talk business.” I could see the regret in his eyes. “It might be a while. I most likely won’t see you tonight…”

      “Hunter, you’re not a sex dispenser. Relax. But I’m taking my beer with me.”

      He gave a small smile. The action had me stopping as I reached for my glass and staring.

      His face transformed from extremely handsome to something indescribable. His eyes shone from within, infusing me until I felt a smile build in response. He was hotter than any model, and more charismatic than any celebrity. And that was just with the smallest of grins. I couldn’t imagine what a whole smile would do. Probably melt my panties.

      “Sounds fair.” His thumbs flew across his phone before he slipped it back into his pocket. He peeled off a bill from a thick money roll and handed it to the waitress when she came around.

      “I’ll just get your change,” she said, diving into her pockets.

      “No need.” He put his hand on the small of my back and waited for me to step out in front of him.

      “Are you sure?”

      Hunter ignored her as he escorted me out. We were followed with a “Thank you!”

      “You are so incredibly rude while being over-the-top generous. How do you pull that off?” I said as we made it outside and Hunter chose a golf cart.

      “It’s a gift.”

      “From a white elephant party, maybe.”

      He handed me into the golf cart before walking to the other side and climbing in. “I overheard someone giving the staff an earful about having no carts at his disposal,” he said, as he started the engine. “He did not like having to walk.”

      “Was he in our building?”

      “Yes. And the staff said that they only re-park the carts, but that there are always carts available unless they’ve all been used.”

      A sickening feeling came over me. “Would Rodge have moved the carts?”

      “He doesn’t necessarily subscribe to ethics…”

      “What a…” I stopped there. I had a few names I could use, and none of them were very ladylike.

      We parked in front of our building, where the golf carts were once again in a line. Hunter escorted me to my room even though I protested I could get there just fine on my own. As I opened the door, I turned back to him.

      “Knock ’em dead.” I smiled at him.

      His eyes were serious as he beheld me. He stared for a long moment before turning around and walking the way we had come.

      “Okay, goodbye…” I muttered as I closed the door. “Manners, anyone?”

      I went to my suitcase and pulled out a few silky things, but then grabbed my oversized T-shirt. If he planned to be wheeling and dealing late into the night, he wouldn’t come in and wake me. I was hopefully safe in comfortable yet frumpy attire.
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      I came awake slowly. It took me a moment to realize what woke me up. I glanced at the clock. It was just after midnight.

      Another soft rap came from the connecting door. Hunter wanted to see me.

      With a thrill of excitement, I threw back the covers and lurched toward the door. Yawning, I undid the latch and then stretched my arms, trying to chase away the stiffness from deep sleep. I’d forgotten that the door was closed. I hadn’t figured he’d want to connect with me tonight, so didn’t worry about it.

      I pulled open the door, shivering with the cold. Not seeing anyone, I peeked inside his room, catching him coming around the corner from the restroom, shirtless.

      “Hunter?”

      “Sorry—I didn’t mean to wake you. I—” He cut off as his gaze hit me. It traveled my face, to my hair, and then down to the YMCA T-shirt that hung loosely off my frame.

      There was absolutely no way I could look less sexy than I did right then. I probably should’ve thought of that before I opened the door…

      “Uh…” I crossed my arms. “I, ah…I didn’t dress up. I can go put something else on, if you want?”

      He walked to me slowly, as if in a daze. His eyes came to rest on mine. “Bruce is going with me. He listened to my whole plan, cuts included, and where I think I can be in five years. I told him what would happen if we didn’t go with him, too, and what I thought about that. He gave me an unofficial nod. You did it.”

      “You did it—I just got you a meeting and an open mind.”

      Fire burned in his gaze. He stepped closer, inches from me now. His tone should’ve been excited, or happy, or filled with pride, but instead, it was dripping with desire.

      I gulped loudly. My nipples constricted under the heat of that stare, poking the silly shirt I wore.

      He noticed. His hand came around me and pulled me into his body. “You are so damn sexy, Olivia. So, so beautiful.”

      Possibly he hadn’t noticed the shirt. Somehow. “I didn’t think I’d see you.”

      “I should’ve let you sleep. But…” His expression grew troubled. “I missed you tonight. I wanted to share the good news.”

      His hand came up to my chin and lifted my face. His eyes focused on my lips. “I need your presence, Olivia. It’s all I can think about when you’re not around. You’re all I can think about.” He shook his head as his frown deepened. “I don’t know myself anymore.”

      His head bent. Uncertainty flashed across his expression. “But I can’t ignore this. Not anymore.” His lips glanced across mine once, before he steadied. His lips connected with mine. He opened my mouth with his while tilting his head, deepening the contact. His tongue flitted into my mouth. He was giving in!

      A pure shot of electricity coursed through my body and singed my insides. Goosebumps spread across my skin as shivers racked me. My head went dizzy and my sex throbbed. I moaned into his mouth with fluttering eyes, running my hands up his chest and losing myself in his sweet yet wild taste.

      “I want to make love to you, Livy,” he mumbled against my lips.

      My breath caught. I almost didn’t believe the word he’d used instead of fuck. “Yes, Hunter.”

      He didn’t push me into my room; he pulled me into his. The door shut with a soft click before he bent down and scooped me up into his arms. His lips connected with mine again. Bursts of pleasure exploded in my body with the feel of his lips. With the heat of his body. With the fact that he was ignoring his fears and giving in. To me.

      He set me down long enough to strip off my T-shirt and his pants before laying me in the center of the bed. Without a word, he settled himself between my thighs, resting his body on top of mine. His kiss deepened. Became more passionate. He threaded his fingers through mine as his hips slowly pushed toward me, sending his manhood deep into my body.

      “I’ve wanted this since the beginning, Livy,” he murmured against my lips.

      I fell into the sensations. Holding on to his words. My body wound tighter, and then tighter still, as he thrust into me, over and over. I whimpered as the pleasure shook me in waves. His tongue flicked in my mouth, needy and insistent, mimicking our lovemaking. My eyes fluttered with the feel of him. His hard length inside, his solid body on top.

      “Mmm,” I moaned, tightening my legs around him. Electricity surged, his kiss applying the final ingredient to an already addictive recipe. “Yes, Hunter.”

      I gyrated my hips, meeting his thrusts. He crashed into me. My moaning grew louder. His kisses became fervent, almost desperate. I matched his intensity, letting it all go. All control, all hope of keeping a part of myself from him—I opened up fully for him to take.

      Without warning, pleasure like I’d never experienced flooded into my body. I convulsed, crying out. Ecstasy vibrated up my middle.

      Hunter slowed for a moment, his kiss turning languid. My body matched.

      And then he started again. Faster now. Whipping my body back into a frenzy.

      “Oh, no, Hunter,” I said as the feeling once again redlined. Pleasure so sharp it cut. My muscles flexed, my body primed for another orgasm.

      He pumped into me, hitting all the right places. His hard chest teased my sensitive nipples. His clever tongue flicked and tasted, taking me higher than he had before.

      “Oh, Hunter. Oh…” I tried to take my hands out of his so I could scratch his back, but he wouldn’t set me free. He held on, increasing the friction. Moving faster.

      Panting, I squeezed him tighter with my thighs. I tried to arch, getting away from that tantalizing kiss. There was just too much. Too much sensation. I was drowning in it.

      “I won’t make this easy on you, Olivia,” he whispered. “Because it’s far from easy for me. I want all of you.”

      “Already…gave…myself.”

      “I don’t want just your body. I want your heart. I want you to give us much as I’m about to.”

      My stomach flipped. My heart swelled as expectation filled me. Without warning, another climax tore through me. “Oh!”

      He nibbled my lips as he let go of my hands. His arms worked around my body as he sat up, pulling me up with him. He wrapped my legs around his waist and felt down my back until his hands were on my hips. He kept me moving over him now, thrusting upward as he brought me down, getting deeper. Taking another little piece of me.

      I let my head fall back, moaning. The winding in my core intensified, coiling into a tight ball of unbearable pleasure. “No, please,” I said, squeezing my eyes tight against the feelings.

      Hunter’s fingers curled around the back of my neck and he brought my face into his. His lips claimed mine again. His taste, savory and wild, blossomed in my senses, adding to the feel of his body and the depth of his thrust. “Ohhh God,” I groaned as yet another orgasm broke me down.

      Still he kept going, faster now, winding again. Pounding my body with exquisite pleasure. Making me writhe and twist over him, unsure if I wanted to run to or away from him. Unsure what this all meant, only that I was too far in now. Too far. I couldn’t give any more. He demanded too much.

      As if hearing me, he said, “A little bit more, baby. Give me just a little bit more.”

      He hugged me tighter, almost cutting off my breath. I held on for dear life, digging my nails into him for something to hold on to as everything around me flew apart.

      I whimpered with another orgasm, immediately building. “Just a little bit more,” he promised, thrusting harder. Pumping into my body with wild abandon. Holding on to me to keep me rooted to him.

      “Little…bit…more,” he whispered, giving me another deep, body-consuming kiss. Another climax, shuddering me over him, squeezing out a tear.

      Raw. I felt completely raw, emotionally and physically. Pushed too far. Broken.

      “Good girl.” Hunter pushed us forward until we tumbled onto the bed in a mess of limbs.

      On overdrive, my hips swung up of their own accord, striving for the big completion all these orgasms had been driving toward. To the final act that would cement what making love was really about.

      Hunter’s lips were never far from mine, not even to kiss another part of me. Always connected, body and soul. Demanding I stay connected too.

      “Almost there,” he whispered.

      I clung to him in desperation, tears in my eyes, scared and in awe at the same time with what I was giving to another human being. But he held me so tight, protecting me, possessing me. Honoring me.

      “Come with me, baby,” Hunter commanded, emotion dripping from every word.

      His lips met mine as the world bleached, and then blasted out color. I gritted my teeth with the ferocity of the climax. My body sizzled with my shudders, the culmination of hours of orgasms that overflowed into pure, untarnished pleasure. A tear dripped down my face as I melted, finally coming down off my high and relishing his weight pressing me down into the mattress.

      He kissed me again, a sweet meeting of the lips that fluttered my heart. “Rest, baby. I’ll be here all night.” He moved until he was curled around me possessively, pulling me into his chest with his strong arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Filtered sunlight sprinkled down onto the bed as I slowly came to consciousness. I rolled to my back and stretched, greeted by a glorious ache in a very private area. Hunter walked from the bathroom in gray slacks and an open button-up shirt. His hair was wet and a toothbrush hung from his mouth.

      “Honeymoon’s over, huh?” I asked with a laugh, propping myself onto an elbow.

      “What?” he asked around the plastic.

      “Nothing. Tired of jeans?”

      He glanced down and then refocused on me. “You’re beautiful, and yes. I can stop pretending to be young and hip.”

      “You are young and hip.”

      “Just young.” He winked at me, easier and more relaxed than I’d ever seen him.

      He leaned over his computer that stood open on the desk, reaching forward to type something before he closed the top and unplugged it. He scrubbed at his teeth a little more before disappearing into the bathroom. When he came out he said, “I want to put on my professional face today.”

      “So, what’s the agenda?”

      He packed his computer into its bag. “I have a meeting with Bruce to plan out some next steps, and then we’ll be traveling back to San Francisco at about noon. You have the morning to pack.”

      I didn’t mention that I’d never really unpacked.

      “What about you?” I glanced at his suitcase in the corner and saw an empty suitcase stand. By the door his luggage waited, closed and ready to go. “Oh. You’re ahead of me. What time did you get up?”

      “I generally get up early,” he said, running his fingers through his hair before smoothing it down with a brush and some product. He dropped those last items into the garbage. Apparently he’d rather buy new toiletries than pack them.

      I pushed the blankets aside and threw my legs over the side of the bed, looking for my discarded T-shirt. I took the few steps to pick it up and throw my head into it. When I glanced over, Hunter stood transfixed, staring at me with lust-filled eyes.

      “Like YMCA, do you?” I put my arms through the holes. “I have hundreds of dollars of lingerie, and you’re crazy for my raggedy old shirt.”

      Hunter grinned as he sauntered toward me. “I’ve never seen a girl dressed down. Last night there was an honest quality to your messy hair, your shirt, and your sleepy smile that…made me want that.”

      When he reached me, his intense eyes delved into mine as his thumb traced my lips.

      “Want what?” I asked in a whisper.

      He kissed me lightly, his lips lingering. “Want a woman who doesn’t try so hard. Who’s comfortable in a big T-shirt and without makeup. Who will smile at me the moment she wakes up because she’s happy to see me, instead of being happy to see my money or position. I want the normalcy you take for granted.”

      He ran his lips over mine again. Heat unfurled in me, a warmth that wasn’t just sexual. One that was a lot more permanent. His hands felt up my stomach, under my shirt, before cupping my breasts. His kiss deepened as he pushed me backward. My back bumped the wall as his thumbs rubbed across my sensitive nipples.

      “Hmmm,” I moaned into his mouth.

      Suddenly I needed him so bad I couldn’t think straight. With shaking hands I fumbled with his pants, ripping open his fly and reaching inside to capture that velvety-smooth skin. I pushed his pants down as I ran my palm along his manhood.

      His hand reached between my legs, fingers running along my slit. His other hand ran along the back of my leg to my knee before pulling upward. He hooked my thigh around his middle as he leaned in, his tip sliding along my wetness.

      He lightly sucked my bottom lip as his erection probed me, sliding to my opening. With one shove, his girth filled me, a momentary burst of pain making me wince as he rubbed my soreness.

      “Are you okay?” he asked against my lips.

      I didn’t bother answering. I threw my arms around his shoulders and swung my other leg upward. Clutching his middle with my thighs, I rocked into him. Soreness turned to exquisite pain, spreading in my body languidly. Gyrating my hips, I started a fast pace, which he met without hesitation.

      His hard body pushed me into the harder wall. His length seared into me. His hips slammed against me as pain fell away, to reveal only unyielding pleasure.

      I clutched his muscular shoulders as my body turned into liquid magma. I was close and we had only just started.

      Luckily, so was he. “I need to come,” he said in a moan as his body worked in deep, hard thrusts.

      “Yes…” I matched his movement with rocking hips. Everything tightened. I held my breath in the moment before I exploded in a cry of delight. “Holy hell!” The thunk of my head hitting the wall competed with our mingled panting.

      I let my limbs go limp.

      Hunter grunted, having to shift so as not to drop me. I chuckled but didn’t help.

      He helped me straighten up and looked down into my eyes. “I want to take you home and make out.”

      I probably shouldn’t have laughed, because he was absolutely serious, but…I couldn’t help it. “Like high school.”

      “I didn’t go to high school. I missed out on some things.”

      “Then making out sounds great.” I ran my hands up his chest. “We could start now, even.”

      His smile stole my breath as he turned away. “Later. Business first. Play later.”

      By the time he’d crossed the room, the smile had already been wiped away. He picked up his computer and headed for the door. “Pack up. I’ll meet you back here.”

      “Okay. I’ll probably go work on Bruce’s notes at the lagoon area, so if you get done early, that’s where I’ll be.”

      He gave a brief nod before leaving the room.

      “Okay…goodbye.” I rolled my eyes. He might be a big-time CEO with oodles of money, but he was still a work in progress. I would definitely teach that kid manners.

      Smiling like an idiot, I headed back to my room to get ready. What I was doing with Hunter might be incredibly stupid, but I didn’t care. It felt good. I felt good. Repercussions be damned.

      

      At about ten thirty I wandered into the lagoon area. I lowered myself onto a table and hauled out my computer. After signing in, I clicked out of instant message and didn’t bother opening email. Hunter had given me a pass, and I planned to use it. I’d been thinking about Bruce’s notes, and his goals, and had come up with a list of things that might be cool. I bent to my work and shut out the world.

      It was because of the extreme focus, however, that I missed the person entering my oasis of solitude. I didn’t notice the presence until the table shifted and creaked as someone sat opposite me. Forced out of my concentration, I glanced up in irritation. And then froze.

      Rodge sat with his hands clasped in front of him, staring at me with hard, cunning eyes. “You’ve become quite a nuisance to me.”

      Feigning indifference, I glanced back at my computer screen. “I’m just doing my job.”

      “So it would seem.” The top of my laptop slammed down. Rodge’s fingers splayed across the top, white from the pressure. I looked up, startled. “My son gives a command, and you tear off your panties to please him. I should’ve expected a lowborn peasant to adopt tunnel vision for her rich boss. I underestimated your drive to please your betters.”

      “Peasant? Betters? Did you just fall out of 1890 and crack your head? Get off my laptop.”

      Rodge stood slowly, his hand still on my computer. He walked around the table with predatory steps before sitting right next to me. I scooted away to allow more room, but he just leaned in. His breath, smelling of stale coffee, blasted my face as he said, “I wonder. If I fucked you just right, would you do my bidding as well as you do his? What do you think, Olivia?”

      Chest tight, breath coming in horrified puffs, I stood in a rush. “I need my computer, please.” I snatched my computer bag off the table and held it in front of me. It was a terrible shield for a man of Rodge’s size, but it was something.

      He stood, too. His body cut off my view of my computer. “What’s the matter? Afraid you’ll like it too much?”

      Rodge stepped toward me and grabbed a fistful of my hair. Before I could struggle, he yanked me closer. His lips smashed into mine.

      My brain fumbled, deciding between stomping on his foot and kneeing him in the nuts. Without warning, his body was ripped away from mine. My head jerked before he let go. I staggered and fell, only then seeing another pair of feet.

      I looked up. A sob of relief took me as Hunter stepped between his dad and me. His fist whipped out, clipping his dad on the chin and sending him to the ground.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Hunter demanded, his body flexed and fists balled.

      Rodge turned onto his side and grabbed his jaw. He shook his head. “You always did like the ordinary ones, didn’t you? Always trying to shrug off your wealth and status to go chasing the gutter rats. And now I know why. They work like slaves. Kudos, son. Looks like I’ll have to get a gutter rat of my own.”

      “Always trying to be someone different than you,” Hunter spat. He turned toward me and looked down for a moment before his mask of rage melted into guilt. He bent to me and picked me up out of the dirt. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” I wiped off my jeans as tears rolled down my face. I clutched Hunter, my hands shaking. “He scared me, is all. I just didn’t react in time.”

      Hunter threw his dad a look of pure loathing before leading me to the table to help me collect my computer. With his hand around my shoulder, he turned us toward the path to the golf cart.

      “Dating below your class is suicide,” Rodge warned in a loud voice. “She’ll drag you down and make a fool of you. I should know—I was with your mother for sixteen years. You’ll see it my way before this is through. Trust me.”

      Hunter didn’t say anything as he helped me into the vehicle and we drove back to our building in silence. It wasn’t until we were headed to our rooms that he said, “I thought it was consensual at first.” His voice was low, dripping with emotion. He leaned against the doorframe with a lowered head. “I walked into the area and all I saw was you kissing him. I…” His jaw clenched and he straightened up. He shook his head and looked away. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Obviously I wouldn’t,” I said in a small voice.

      Hunter turned toward his room. “Not with him, maybe, but you’re free outside of your time with me.” He shook his head again and let himself into his room without another word. I stood, lost for words, as the door shut behind him. The hard clank echoed down the hallway.

      In a daze, unsure of what had just happened, I entered my room. The clock read nearly twelve. My suitcases were all packed and ready to go, and I stepped forward to go into Hunter’s room and check in with the next steps. Before I got there, though, the door to Hunter’s room swung closed. He’d locked himself away from me.

      Not really believing it, I stared for a minute at that white surface. His words rang through my memory again. You are free outside of your time with me.

      I sat on my bed, processing.

      Apparently he thought I was the kind of girl he usually employed. I’d do him in the afternoon, and head home to someone else. Why stop at one guy—I could have a couple. Hell, I could have a whole swarm of guys ready to drop trow when I got horny. Three, four—why not a whole football team?

      I stood in a rush of anger. A moment later, hardly in control, I banged on the connecting door with a closed fist. The whole floor probably heard it, but I didn’t care. This was bullshit. I was tired of being dicked around by this guy.

      The latch sounded before revealing his face, perfectly composed. His business mask was on; he was trying to close himself off from emotion.

      I had enough emotion for the both of us.

      “I’m sick of this, Hunter. I get that you have issues. I do. But guess what? We all have issues. We all have crap that went wrong. You can’t use that as a reason to sling shit at everyone else. You’re worried because you gave me permission to screw others. Well, guess what—screw you! I’m not that kind of girl. You know I’m not. So what you are doing here, this scared little boy routine, is bullshit. It’s bullshit. And you’re an asshole!”

      I was blubbering by the end. His expression hadn’t changed. He wore that same distant mask that he always did, trying to push me away. Again. Even after last night. After what he’d demanded I feel last night.

      My heart felt like it was ripping in half. Angry tears rolled down my face.

      I braced my hands on my hips. “That’s it, then? You’re freezing up on me?”

      A knock sounded at his door. He glanced that way before looking back at me. I saw a glimmer of emotion in his eyes before his usual chill returned. “I’m sorry.”

      Pain and anger mixed together into one explosive cocktail. “I cannot believe this. One thing goes wrong, you get scared, and that’s it? You are such a coward, Hunter. Plain and simple. Not noble, not smart, you’re a coward that hides behind his big office and wads of cash. You might be fooling yourself, but you’re not fooling me!” I turned away.

      I ignored the agony eating away at my heart as I opened the door and carried my suitcase into the hall. I knew he felt something for me. After last night, there was no doubt. But if he wasn’t willing to accept it, then I couldn’t wait around like a fool. I had to learn my lesson sometime.

      It was a quiet trip back to San Francisco. Silent tears leaked down my face, but I didn’t apologize. I worked on Bruce’s project and tried to shut off, like Hunter was doing.

      It wasn’t until the limo pulled up to my apartment building that Hunter spoke. “I don’t blame you for my father,” he said softly. He looked out of his window. “But I can’t do this, Olivia. There’s a reason I’m shut off. I don’t do love. I can’t do romance. Or forever. I just…can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “We aren’t doing romance. We are fucking, right? And I’m not asking for forever, Hunter.”

      “We aren’t fucking, Olivia. Not anymore. Not after last night, and truthfully, not since the first time. It never would’ve been fucking with you.” Hunter clasped his hands in his lap and looked down at the floor between his feet. “I can’t repeat what we did last night. I can’t give that much. I don’t want to trust in that way.”

      “Can’t. Won’t. Don’t want to.” Another hot tear rolled down my face. “So many walls.” I wiped my cheek. “Fine. No more sex.”

      “No.” Hunter studied his hands. “No more, period. I crossed the line when I kissed you. I made you something else. And I can’t be in that position. I can’t stand the thought of someone else touching you. If you chose another…I wouldn’t be rational. The situation is completely black and white for me. I cannot be with you and maintain my composure. In any capacity.”

      The pain in my heart bowed my whole body forward. Breathing became intense as I struggled not to sob with the tone in his voice. Because I knew that tone. I’d heard it before, most recently with Jonathan. It was the “I’m sorry” tone. The “let’s be friends” tone. Except Hunter didn’t want to be friends. He wanted to push me so far away he’d never think of me again.

      Another hot tear made a trail down my cheek. “So…what happens now?”

      “I’ll place you in another position next week. I’ll make up any difference in pay until you are elevated within your professional career to your current salary. I’ll arrange for a safe to be put in your apartment for your jewelry. I think that’s the only way.”

      Stunned, I stared at him. I didn’t know what to say. I probably should’ve expected this, but since day one he always said he should give me up but wouldn’t. I guess I’d believed him. And now I was floored.

      “I’m sorry, Livy,” he went on. “I can’t have the distraction. This is how it has to be.”

      “Will you get another admin?” It was the first thing that came to my mind.

      “Yes,” he said in a flat voice.

      “One like you usually get? With a contract…”

      “Yes.”

      The pain twisted my gut. Sobs came up, choking me. “Is it because I’m lower on the social ladder than you?” My voice was small and wispy, but I had to know.

      “Nothing my father said applies here, Olivia. He resented my mother because it was her money that dug him out of a failed business venture, but she was from the same social standing as he. Her father had humble beginnings, but by the time she was born, he was well into his millions. As for you, none of that matters. If that was the issue, I wouldn’t need to make these changes. I have enough money for three lifetimes of indulgent living. The problem is that I can’t have the attachment with you while still focusing on what’s most important. We’ve crossed a threshold, which was my fault, and now there is no way back.”

      The tone and look of finality finally did me in. I’d hardly known Hunter Carlisle. It had been just a month. But I’d opened up in a way with him that I hadn’t with anyone else. I’d let him in, feeling safe, and last night, feeling loved.

      I’d meant to get out of the car before breaking down, but I didn’t make it that far. I put my face in my hands and sobbed. I don’t really remember getting into my apartment, just that Hunter picked me up and carried me into my room. He gave me one last kiss, deep and sensual, before turning around and walking out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      I showed up to work on Monday with puffy eyes and a slump in my shoulders. I’d basically cried all weekend. I hadn’t called anyone, I hadn’t gone out, I’d barely eaten, and I’d been utterly miserable. I could call it the worst breakup I’d ever been through, but it wasn’t even a breakup. I’d have to be with the guy for him to break up with me.

      I dropped my laptop on my desk and looked up for Hunter’s coffee as Brenda came down the hall with two cups in hand. She took one look at me and stopped dead. “What happened?”

      “Guy trouble.” I shrugged in that miserable way brokenhearted women did. I probably didn’t even need to say anything, just give that shrug. Oh yeah, and look like absolute crap. Nailed on both counts.

      “Ah. That’s the worst kind of hurt.” She put the coffee on the edge of my desk and surveyed me over her half-spectacles. “Breakup?”

      “Something like that.” I picked up Hunter’s coffee.

      “Did you kick the bastard in the balls? It doesn’t solve anything, but it sure helps the mood.”

      I chuckled as my heart wrenched. “It would make me feel worse. Isn’t that a bitch? He’s being a scared little punk, but I can’t hold him accountable, because he’s doing what he promised he would do.” I shook my head miserably. “I should kick myself.”

      “Why add injury to insult? Well, you just go in there and deliver that coffee. Interrupt his morning, if you want. He’ll bark obscenities at you and send you running. It’ll take your mind off things.”

      “Hunter swear at an employee?”

      “He’s in a foul mood today. Which doesn’t make sense, as you landed the guy for him. Right?”

      I moved toward the office, desperate to see Hunter’s face, but dreading it all the same. “Stole him right out from under Hunter’s slimy father.”

      “Good. That rat deserves it.” Brenda moved around her desk as I entered the office.

      The light shone in as it always did, cascading around Hunter’s large shoulders and glancing off the side of his handsome face. I slowed, savoring the view. Remembering his kiss.

      When I got to his desk, I put his coffee in the usual spot and noticed his shoulders tighten. He didn’t turn to look, though.

      With a stiff back and tears coming to my eyes, I turned quickly and walked out, then settled into my chair and stared at my desk for a moment. It was Brenda’s glance that had me pulling out my laptop and firing it up, pulling up emails that I would never work on.

      I pulled up instant message and fired off a question, not daring to go into Hunter’s office to ask it personally.

      

      Olivia Jonston: What should I work on?

      Hunter Carlisle: Pull up the various job openings and see if anything fits your desires.

      

      Nail. Hammer. Coffin. Today sucked.

      I wiped a stray tear from my face and clicked into the intranet. I kind of wanted to pull a Milton from Office Space and set fire to the place. At the very least break a fax machine. Office violence seemed mandatory in this situation.

      I saw Brenda look over again. I should probably stop sighing so loudly. Or did I sniffle?

      “I’m not going to turn into a puddle of misery. I’ve been here before,” I assured her. “This too shall pass, and all that.”

      “It’s just…have you decided to leave?”

      I couldn’t stop my shoulders from hunching. “Ah. That. Is Hunter looking for a new admin already?”

      “He’s having me set up interviews. The first he scheduled himself for later today. He’s in a hurry.”

      My gut twisted. It felt like a Buick was sitting on my chest. In as nonchalant a voice as I could manage, I said, “Yeah. Probably doesn’t want to lose momentum with Bruce. The buyout, I mean.”

      I could see Brenda’s stare for a moment longer out of the corner of my eye before she said, “That’s my girl. He didn’t give you what you wanted, and you stuck it to him, huh? Well, good. He’ll do this—he acts like a spoiled little baby when he doesn’t get his own way, but he’ll come around. Don’t you worry. It’ll eat away at him until he buckles. Just hold out.”

      I shook my head as a tear leaked out, thankfully on the opposite side of my face Brenda could see. I couldn’t very well tell her this was all his doing, because that would raise questions. I didn’t want questions. The situation was embarrassing enough.

      Instead, I started looking through job listings, trying to find something out of the city, preferably, where I wouldn’t even have to be reminded of him.

      

      The day passed in a slow grind of boredom. There were no questions to deal with, and I’d been through all the departments that were hiring. Most jobs sounded terrible, so I started looking at the departments that weren’t hiring. Maybe Hunter would pull some strings.

      The elevator chimed. Brenda murmured, “Brace yourself. Incoming.”

      I glanced up in a fog of misery to see a tall, beautiful blond saunter in wearing an expensive suit and displaying miles of cleavage. Brown eyes and a pretty face decked out in makeup smiled in a condescending way as she laid eyes on Brenda.

      “Hello, I’m Candice, here to see Mr. Carlisle.” She batted her eyelashes as Brenda checked her in before glancing at me. A tiny line developed between shapely eyebrows, probably at my appearance, before refocusing on Brenda.

      “Please have a seat and he’ll call you in,” Brenda said, pointing toward the waiting area.

      The woman turned gracefully on her high-dollar heels. My breathing got shallow and heavy as my heart started to ache, knowing that Hunter might just try her out today. Right now. He’d touch her intimately, only twenty feet away, while I sat, pining over him.

      I bowed my head over my computer, seeing the keyboard turn foggy as my eyes filled with tears.

      “He’ll see you now,” Brenda said.

      The woman sauntered by, walking on those heels like she’d worn them all her life. Quite the contrast from my wobbling and staggering around.

      “He won’t go for her. Too tight-ass.”

      I ignored Brenda as I opened the programming notes from Bruce. I had nothing else to do, so I figured I might as well get lost in codes and programming. It was the only place I could totally shut off.

      Half an hour later, the woman walked back out with stars in her eyes. She took a long look at me before thanking Brenda and strolling toward the elevator.

      I hunched closer to my desk, trying harder to get lost in Bruce’s new game. My heart hurt so bad that concentration was not just difficult, it was nonexistent.

      

      The next day was the same, but thankfully, there were no interviewees. Four were scheduled for the day after, though.

      I spent the whole day working on Bruce’s stuff, communicating with him freely via email, and sneaking out once for a phone call. That was when Kimberly caught me, having tried to get a hold of me since Sunday night.

      “Livy? Is everything okay? I heard that Hunter Carlisle is looking for another admin.”

      “I don’t really want to talk about it, but yeah. He is. I’ll probably go somewhere else in the company.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. It’s just better this way. Anyway, I have to go. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

      “Okay, but call me. I’m worried about you!”

      “Okay, bye.” I hung up and faced the breeze, willing the tears to stop running. Willing the hurt to subside so I could focus on something else besides this terrible ache in my chest.

      

      When Wednesday rolled around, I was a nervous wreck. I knew the real applicants would come in, and I’d glanced at a few résumés. These women weren’t just overqualified, they were spectacular. Experienced and already high-powered, these women were probably taking pay cuts to work for Hunter. He had the pick of the litter, and I was positive they’d all be beauties.

      I slunk in, with my hair down and partially draped over my eyes. Brenda wandered to my desk, a little later than usual, set the cup of coffee down, and stood idle. I didn’t bother looking up—I looked worse than I had for the last two days. I’d even had a stranger stop me on the way in and ask if I needed help.

      When perfect strangers spoke up, things were not going well.

      “You’re in the home stretch, Olivia,” Brenda said softly. “He can’t hold out for much longer. He looks just as bad as you do.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from glancing up then. Her expression was pure pity, her usually snarky visage softened with concern. It sounded strangely like she knew what was going on. What was really going on.

      “What are you talking about?” I said. It was a bad cover, but I didn’t know what else to say.

      She tilted her head and gave a small pout before moving away to her desk. “I know what love looks like. And I know much more than you think. You’ve put that man on his toes. You’ve made him uncomfortable, you’ve made him bend, and now you’re breaking him. His first reaction to things he can’t control is to force them away. And now here you are, coming in every day when most women wouldn’t, taunting him with your presence. And you look like hell, girl. He is a caring man underneath—he won’t like to see his handiwork on the face of someone he cares about. Home stretch.”

      Tears leaked down my face as I cried softly toward my desk.

      “You must think I’m daft not to know what a weird setup he has with all these hoity-toity idiots. Useless, the lot of them.” Brenda sniffed. “Finally he gets someone who won’t fall into that ridiculousness, and he tries to chase her away? Well, I gave him a piece of my mind. Bert did, too.” Brenda tsked. “I don’t even care if he follows through and does fire me. Let’s see him fill this spot, the spoiled little brat.”

      I took a deep breath and wiped my face, trying to tune out Brenda’s muttering. It was naive to think she didn’t know about Hunter’s setup. I didn’t even know if I had thought she had been oblivious to it. But discovering that she did know, and was on my side, made me feel better, if a little embarrassed. At least I wasn’t alone.

      I slouched the whole way into his office, staring at the ground. I put his coffee in the usual spot and turned. Before I’d made it to the door, though, he stopped me. “You don’t need to come in for the rest of the week. I’ll pay you for it, but it might be best if you stayed at home…”

      Each word was a dagger into my heart. He’d probably be giving the second interviews, bringing in fresh girls, and sending them back out with a flush and a satisfied smile. Claws of pain raked down my middle as more tears dripped out. I nodded mutely, unable to utter a word.

      Back at my desk, I opened my program again and just went to work, numbing my mind. Trying to block out the pain.

      Ding.

      I looked up with wary eyes as another blond bombshell walked into the room. Her hair was shorter and her eyes were hazel, but she could’ve been cut from the same cloth. The knockout cloth.

      I looked back down at my computer, blocking out her sexy hum. I ignored her hippy saunter to the waiting area. And finally, I ignored the tear dripping down my face as she walked by my desk after being called into Hunter’s office.

      “When are the others coming?” I asked Brenda, not looking up.

      “Why don’t you take a long lunch?” Brenda said softly. “Come back at two. Everything should be over by then. He won’t see these women for long.”

      I grabbed my handbag and walked out of the office, my mind on that beautiful, experienced, high-powered woman in there with Hunter, flirting and seducing him with her eyes. She probably hoped he would take her right there. And maybe he would.

      I sat at a cafe with a coffee and an untouched sandwich for two and a half hours. Just sat there, staring at nothing. Images of Hunter kept flashing through my mind. Sweet things, like him holding the door open for me, or guiding me around, or our dance. Then the kissing. I felt the burn of his passion, so fresh in my memory. His shaking hands after we lay in a tangle of limbs. His soft words.

      I sighed and shifted my unfocused gaze. Another tear dripped down my cheek.

      I flinched as my phone vibrated on the table. I stared down in confusion, forgetting I’d brought it out at all. Hunter’s name showed up above a text. “Come back to the office. Please.”

      I smiled a little at the please before throwing my coffee in the trash. The sandwich I gave to a homeless man asking for change outside. He glanced up with thanks, looking weary and downtrodden.

      He looked exactly how I felt.

      Back at the office, I passed by Brenda’s empty desk and stopped at Hunter’s door. I peeked through the vast and sunlit space, seeing him sitting at his desk, turned in his chair toward the window.

      I walked in slowly, pain still eating away at my insides. “You wanted to see me?”

      He turned around, showing that handsome face and those deep brown, turbulent eyes. “Yes. Have you found a new position?”

      I took a seat in his visitor chair, not because I thought I’d stick around for long, but because I just didn’t have any strength anymore. He’d defeated me. This whole situation had beaten me. I felt it in every nerve in my body.

      “I found one that could work. It’s in Windsor.”

      “Windsor?” Hunter’s brow furrowed. “Way up north?”

      “Yes. It’s cheaper up there, and I could get a car. Seems like a good place. More bang for my buck.”

      Hunter braced his elbows on his desk. “It’s a long way. What about your family?”

      “It’s only an hour north with a car. And it’s not much further from my mom than San Francisco is. Not that it would really matter She has her own thing going.”

      Hunter stared at me for a moment then bent down to the desk. “If that’s what you want.”

      I clasped my hands in my lap. It wasn’t. None of this was what I wanted. Getting away from him, though, would be the only way to heal. It would be the only way I could forget that a piece of him was still lodged deeply inside my heart from that intense, emotional night we’d spent together. From all our time together.

      “Okay. I’ll arrange everything. Brenda will contact you with the details.” Hunter looked at his computer, but I could tell his eyes weren’t reading what was on the screen.

      “What about my computer? And should I give the credit card to you or Brenda?”

      He shook his head in small jerks. “The computer will be needed in your next position. Keep that with you. And keep the credit card, in case you need something.”

      “I won’t need anything, Hunter. You gave me a job. I’m all set.”

      His arms flexed. His gaze hit mine, powerful and intense. “Keep it. You’ll need a new place to live, maybe new furniture—”

      “I’ll just leave it with Brenda.” I stood and turned for the door.

      “Olivia.”

      I paused, glancing back. Fire lit his eyes and his jaw clenched. He stared, not saying anything.

      “Is that it for today?” I asked. “This is the exit interview, I take it…”

      To his continued silence, I turned and walked from the room. I tidied up my desk, took the last of my personal items, left the credit card on Brenda’s desk, and cried as I made my way home.
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      I jumped when my phone rang. I’d been sitting in my room, staring at the wall. Normal people would probably have been staring out the window, but really, what was the difference? I wasn’t seeing anything anyway.

      I held my phone up so I could see the screen, expecting it to be Kimberly. I’d filled her in on what had happened with Hunter shortly after my last day, needing to purge, and now she called daily, sometimes more, to check up on me. I got the impression she was worried that I would haul myself to the Golden Gate Bridge and do a swan dive off it.

      A shock ran through me at seeing Bruce’s name on my phone, having a hard time replacing the misery of love gone wrong. I knew he had my number, but he’d never called it before. He always emailed me with questions. For him to call me at all, let alone on a Saturday, was definitely odd. Or an emergency.

      I swiped the phone before holding it to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Livy, hi. It’s Bruce.”

      “Oh hey—”

      “Listen, I hear you’re changing jobs. What’s up?”

      A laugh died in the back of my throat. The man was nothing if not bold and a little pushy. Pain rushed in to cover the delight, as I remembered how alike he and Hunter were when it came to focus and work ethic. They’d probably be an excellent team. Better than Hunter and I were.

      Hand shaking, I swallowed down a sob. After a deep breath, I said, “I’m going to do something a little more up my alley, I think.”

      “He said you’d be in the IT department. That right?”

      “Yeah. Yes. Yup.” What was this, a lesson on how many ways to give an affirmation?

      “That’s not totally in your wheelhouse. Sure you’d be any happier there than as an admin?”

      “I—”

      “Because listen, I’ve been thinking. We’re on to something. I really think we’ve created some magic. If we pull this app off how I think we will, it’s going to lead to dollars. If we put that money back into our product, like Hunter suggested, and use that momentum, I’d bet we have the makings of a great business here, Livy.”

      I resumed my stare at the wall. I didn’t want to think of business, because that made me think about Hunter. And that lead to thoughts on who he got to replace me. He might’ve had someone right at that moment, bent over his desk, giving herself to his pleasure. She’d have a contract, and new clothes, and Hunter’s time.

      I heaved a sigh as tears filled my eyes. “I thought you wanted to get out of business.”

      “I’ll need something to do. My wife can’t possibly want me hanging around the whole time. If we just keep it small, I think it would be a fine day job.”

      “That’s probably what you said about the last startup. And look how that turned out…”

      I heard a bark of laughter. “Yes, but I know what I’m doing this time. Mostly. Still, I’ll have you. You’re a rock of sense.”

      I huffed.

      “I really think we can do this, Olivia.”

      I wiped a tear off my cheek. “I’m just the helper. I don’t know much about business.”

      The line was silent for a moment. When Bruce spoke again, his tone was softened. “Look, Livy…I don’t know what went wrong, but I do know that removing yourself totally from the situation might be best. I’ll beat whatever Hunter is paying you. I have faith that we’ll make money once this gets going. You’d be great on my team. We work well together, our ideas are tight, and our programming is top-notch. Together we can make magic. I really believe that.”

      I shook my head miserably, but I couldn’t help believing in his conviction. Not only that, but his words rang true. We were a great team. We did create some great stuff when we put our heads together. And I’d finally be able to do what I loved. Just not with the man I was growing to love.

      “I don’t know, Bruce. I need some time to think about it.” I leaned back against my headboard. “For now, I’ll still work on the notes and help out. I just don’t know that I’m ready to be a partner.”

      “I’m having a contract drawn up—you already are a partner, Livy. You need to get paid for what you’re helping with. I’ll have my secretary send it over. This would just be formalized.”

      I groaned. “Not more contracts!”

      “Listen, I have to go. I’m supposed to be in a meeting. But think about it, okay? You love this work—don’t try to tell me you don’t. And with the buyout, your salary will be secure. There’s no reason to say no.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Think hard. Okay, see ya.”

      The line went dead. I pulled the phone away from my head, making sure the call had ended, before dropping my hand to the bed.

      There was a reason to say no. I’d be officially separating myself from Hunter. Right now I was moving away, yes, but I would still be in the same company. I’d still get emails from the CEO’s office. I could still easily chat with Brenda in a work capacity. And yes, I would still have the opportunity to see Hunter, however remote. In his company, I was still within his circle of influence, no matter how removed. If I left, I’d be tearing myself away for real. For good. That would be the end.

      I shuddered in a sob. It felt like my heart was clawing out through my chest.

      I should leave Hunter’s company. I should leave Hunter.

      My phone rang again. This time it was Kimberly. I silenced it and heaved myself off the bed. In a fog, I left my phone behind and made my way out of my apartment and down to the street. I walked to the bus stop and boarded the next bus, out of spite.

      I couldn’t deny that I wanted to work for Bruce. His project was as fun as it was rewarding. Writing the code, and then watching what it created, sparked my happy sensors. I felt at home with it in a way that I never felt I belonged in the admin role.

      I belonged in that job the same way I belonged with Hunter.

      I wiped another tear from my face as I stared out of the bus window. The woman next to me hawked a loogie and spat it into a paper bag. That action wasn’t as revolting to me as leaving Hunter for good.

      “I’m in a fix,” I muttered at the window.

      I was surrounded by people, but none of them even turned my way. They ignored me chatting to myself, just like they ignored the woman spitting into a bag. Welcome to public transportation in San Francisco.

      If I took Bruce’s job, I could stay in the city. Near Hunter.

      I ran my hand over my eyes. “I’m just not getting the picture. He doesn’t want me!” I mumbled furiously.

      In a way, it kind of felt good to blend in with the crazy people that frequented the bus system. I felt crazy. I felt like I was losing a piece of myself. A very important, central piece.

      I thought of my dad. I wanted to tell him my woes, cry in his arms, and listen to his words of wisdom. He’d know what to do. He’d know how to help me.

      As the bus made its slow way through the city, I knew where I needed to go to make a decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      “What are you doing here?”

      I stared at my mother with barely contained irritation. “I’m visiting the house I grew up in. I still have stuff here, or did you sell it all for more space?”

      I pushed past her into the moderate space of her three-bedroom house located in San Rafael, a city north of San Francisco.

      “At least you’re not embarrassing,” my mom said with a flat tone as she looked me over. I had on jeans, as normal, but I’d paired it with a nice sweater Hunter had bought me. I’d also done my hair and makeup, as Kimberly had instructed. She’d said the worst thing for a person with heartache was to mope. If I did myself up, looking good on the outside would make me feel better on the inside.

      Turned out, she’d been completely wrong. But looking better on the outside made people think I was doing okay, and left me alone. That was enough.

      “It’s Sunday—aren’t you supposed to be at a garden party or something?” Only then did the murmur of voices drift to me from the living room.

      “I’m having a small soiree here. I thought it might be nice for Sean to stay here while he’s in town. More homey than a stuffy hotel in the city.” My mom lifted her chiseled nose in the air. She’d had two nose jobs, both gifts from two different boyfriends.

      “Sean is…new?” I asked.

      “Yes.” My mother smiled with plump lips she was not born with. “I met him at a party the other night. He’s an investment banker.”

      “Huh. And how does his wife feel about you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “He plans to get a divorce, so it doesn’t really matter. All I have to do is hold on for a few months, and then snatch him up. After that, it’s off to New York for me. He’s just out here on business.”

      “Oh, right.” I shook my head. The story was always the same, and my mother always believed them.

      She surveyed my outfit again.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t be in your way. I just want to get a few things and then I’ll be gone.”

      My mother made a noncommittal sound and swished her blond hair away from her eyes. Without another word, she sauntered off toward the living room.

      The woman was a knockout, even in her fifties. It was too bad she always went for wealthy men with wives and kids. She kept believing they’d leave their old lives and start over with her, but she always got turned down. If she kept on, she’d end up lonely and alone.

      Not that I was doing any better. What did they say about a living in glasshouse with a pocketful of stones?

      I slunk into my room and swiped my old teddy bear off my bed. The one thing my mom had done for me was keep my room as it was. I wasn’t welcomed around all that often, as I cramped her style, but she did leave me just the tiny bit of my past that I clung on to with both hands in times like these.

      I hugged my bear to my chest and dug my face into his soft, old head. Fresh tears fell, wetting his matted fur.

      I longed for the past, when I would wait with this bear until my dad showed up for our weekend together. He loved me more than the breath in his lungs. We’d have such fun together, picnicking or watching a movie. Whenever I was heartbroken, or simply had a bad day, he’d just sit and listen to the sad tale, then hug me close, promising that someday I’d meet someone who would treat me like the treasure I was. Little did I know at the time that he was that man. He was the epitome of unconditional love, and now that he was gone, I felt like I didn’t matter to anyone at all.

      I heaved myself off my childhood bed and wandered into my mother’s room. I exited to the backyard through her sliding glass door and found the old tire swing hanging from the oak tree in the corner of the brown square that used to be lawn. I settled myself onto it gingerly, monitoring the bend of the branch overhead. Satisfied that it would hold, I gently swung with my bear in my arms and let the tears come freely.

      The sliding glass door rolled at the other side of the yard. Laughter rumbled through until my mother’s high-pitched, excited chatter floated nearer. “See, there she is. She must’ve snuck out here, the little minx!”

      I gave one of those shudder sighs that said my body hadn’t recovered from the constant crying, and wiped my eyes on my sleeve. There was no telling who she was sending out to find me. Probably the cousin, nephew, or junior associate of the man she was dating. If she got me hitched with money, or even the prospect of money, she’d assume all her troubles would be over.

      I rested my chin on the tire swing, waiting for the bachelor of the moment to saunter in front of me, thinking I was as easy as my mom.

      “There now. Can I get you something? Are you sure you don’t want some wine? Or sparkling water?” my mother asked, a few paces behind me.

      “No.”

      Cold washed down my spine as I snapped my head around.

      Hunter stood next to my mother in one of his tailored suits. Straight and tall, handsome and broad, he looked like a million dollars while standing in the wilderness of my childhood backyard. He slid his hands in his pockets as my mom winked at me and walked back. A few people looked out the sliding glass door at Hunter before my mother shooed them back into the house and closed the door.

      Hunter’s deep brown eyes, always hooded as though just emerging from the throes of climax, gazed at me with regret and uncertainty. “Need a push?”

      Aware that my face was probably still stained with tears, and worried it was streaked with worse, I turned away to wipe my eyes and nose on my sleeve. “No,” I said with a hoarse voice. “I don’t trust the branch to hold up.”

      I heard his six-hundred-dollar shoes crunch on the brittle, dead grass. He stopped in front of me, looking down on my face.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked softly, not daring to meet his eyes. I knew better than to ask how he found me—the man could get whatever information he wanted, one way or another.

      “Brenda doesn’t put my coffee in the exact same place on the desk every time she brings it to me. She also doesn’t smell like lilac on a fresh spring morning. She doesn’t have the low, sultry hum to her voice, or the uncommon beauty I look forward to. Her hips don’t sway in a completely unassuming way that still manages to catch every male eye in the vicinity. I don’t want to look up from my work when Brenda walks away, as I always do with you. I don’t want to touch her, or kiss her, or watch an embarrassed flush creep up her face. And I certainly don’t want to do that with some other random admin after my cock or my money.”

      I blinked up at him, barely daring to believe what I was hearing.

      “I missed you as soon as you walked out of my office,” he continued. “I’ve not got anything done since you left. I might as well have stayed home. But home wouldn’t have you there. And with you is where I want to be.”

      “But…your contract…” New tears were flowing now. Tears of hope. I was desperate to believe him.

      He stepped closer and brushed his fingertips along my chin to lift my face. “I can’t have you near, because you distract me, but banning you from my life completely derails me. A contract can’t fix what’s wrong with me. It was to prevent the feelings you are forcing me to feel. I can’t go back to the way things were. I can’t pretend I don’t have feelings for you, Livy. So I find myself in uncharted waters.”

      “What does that mean for us? For you?”

      He bent to brush his lips along mine. “I’d tell you to run, but I would chase you. I am chasing you. Come back to work for me.”

      I nodded, not trusting my voice.

      His eyes softened as his lips turned up into a grin. “Good. I hoped I wouldn’t have to beg.”

      “I didn’t know begging was something you did.”

      “It isn’t. Neither is breaking my own rules and getting attached. Or kissing. Yet with you, all I seem to do are things I usually don’t.” He bent and gave me a slow kiss. “Show me your bedroom. This is where you were raised?”

      “You’re not going to do a personality flip again, are you?” I asked, gingerly getting out of the tire swing. With my luck, the branch holding it would break in half and crack me on the head.

      “I hope not, because then I’d have another miserable week. I don’t think I could go through that again.” His strong arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer. “I’m sorry. For everything. You are a saint for sticking with me.”

      “I didn’t really have much choice. Last week wasn’t much better for me.”

      “I know,” he whispered, touching his lips to mine again. He opened my mouth with his, flicking his tongue inside.

      I fell headfirst into the kiss. My surroundings dropped away as I focused completely on his touch.

      “Show me your room,” he murmured against my lips.

      I led him through the sliding glass door and my mother’s bedroom until I could shut the door to my room with him inside it. Unable to wait, I pushed him against the door and captured his kiss again, sinking into the feeling of his lips moving against mine. I unbuttoned his shirt before sliding my palms along his smooth, muscled skin.

      “Here?” he asked in a heavy voice. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I pushed off his jacket before undoing his pants.

      His hands slid up my sweater and covered my breasts. “Your mom won’t come in?”

      “That’s what locks are for.” I giggled, turning the catch on the handle.

      “I feel scandalous.” He pushed down my pants before sucking in a breath as I took his hard length in my hand.

      “Says the man who orders his admin to bend over the desk.”

      “Hmm.” He walked me backward. “We’ll do that tomorrow.”

      I turned us and pushed. He fell back onto my bed. I knelt over him and took his erection into my mouth. I tickled the tip with my tongue before sucking it in. He groaned.

      I backed off, trailing my lips against his shaft, before sucking again. I took him deep into my throat, loving his hasty release of breath. I worked my hand in tandem with my mouth, seeing his muscles start to flex. I stopped and climbed on top of his body. I braced over him as his head came up and his hands grabbed my hips. I sat down.

      A spark of color made me pause. “Oh, holy— Hmm.” I smiled with my eyes closed, just feeling his size fill me up. I moved my hips in a circle. My smile melted as the sparks turned into bursts, lighting up my body.

      His palms slid up my chest and cupped my breasts. His thumbs rubbed my nipples.

      I blew out a breath as my sensual beginning turned into a harried gyration. I rocked forward and back, my hands braced on his chest and my head back. “Oh, Hunter,” I said, bucking now. Working him inside of me. Feeling the friction.

      His fingers clutched my hips. He lifted and then pulled back down. My body crashed onto his.

      “Oh shhhhhii—” I rocked forward again, then back, before he picked me up and pulled. The tightness in my body started to pool in my core. Heat blazed, white hot. I rocked, then sat as he thrust up into me. My breathing turned ragged. Our movements were sloppy and fast, but perfect. Wild.

      “Harder,” I begged, face pointed upward. Muscles flexed. Fingers dug into him. “Harder!”

      Hunter sat up and encircled me in his strength. He trapped me to his chest and bucked up into me. His size pierced me, forcing the breath from my lungs. My bed screamed against the floor. The end slammed into the wall.

      “Oh… Oh!” I held on. Almost there. Another thrust. One more.

      “Ahhh!” Fire spilled over and coursed through my body. I let out a glorious moan as an orgasm lit me up. I shuddered over Hunter as I felt him shake beneath me.

      I grabbed his face and gave him a deep kiss, sucking in his tongue as I trembled on top of him. His hands slid up my back languidly. He lay down, controlled the whole way to the bed. His abs held both our weight. I had no idea why that impressed me as much as it did.

      I snuggled my face up to his neck and just breathed in his familiar smell. Lord how I’d missed it.

      After a while, he said, “I fell in love for the first time when I was barely sixteen. It was to one of our maids, a girl three years or so older. She was a beauty, with heart-shaped lips that always seemed to be pouting. I lusted after her immediately, of course—I was basically a constant hard-on at that age. I would’ve been entranced with any pretty girl, but as I was homeschooled, she was the only one I was around for any length of time.”

      Hunter’s hand reached out slowly and traveled down my arm until he clasped my hand. “I barely flirted before she noticed me, and a short time later I was sneaking her into my room. I basically fell into intimacy. She wasn’t a virgin, nor was she interested in taking it slow. Our first time making out, I felt all the intimate places on her body. The second, we both stripped down to our skin. The third I lost my virginity. Just like that. I loved it, though—as you would expect from a sixteen-year-old. I didn’t have a clue about what I was doing, but she was always willing.

      “After a while I wanted to spend more time kissing. Or just being together. She never did. Thinking back now, I realize I missed out on a lot of sexual enlightenment. Don’t get me wrong, she taught me the ropes on how to please her, but when it came to me, she just lined me up and let me hump away like a rabid animal until it was over. Sex couldn’t have been that much fun for her, but that realization came later. Too late.

      “We kept on for a few months before my mother figured out what was going on. She sat me down one day and said that it wasn’t exactly prudent for me to be fornicating—that’s the word she used—with the hired help, but I would do as I pleased. She asked me, simply, that I use protection. Not only for safety, but because I was much too young to be having a child. I told her that Denise—that was her name—was on the pill. My mom never spoke against that, but she still asked me in her levelheaded way to take charge of my own fate. Use protection.

      “My mother is a sensible, reasonable woman. She was always fair with me, even when I was being Satan’s helper. I did as she asked. And oh, the fights that caused with Denise. She raged at me, and fought with me, and denied me, saying I didn’t trust her. This just made me dig in my heels all the more. I don’t respond well to that behavior. I’m too stubborn. Besides, my mother was right—I needed to take charge of my own fate. Denise started seducing me all over the house, often away from my bedroom—I suspect she was trying to get me away from my stash of condoms. I always had one on me, though.

      “After a while, she stopped trying to get me to go unprotected, and instead, didn’t want me as much. By this point, she was my world. Maybe it was all the drama that blinded me, that made everything so much more exciting, but I saw stars when I looked at her. I was completely in her power, and, I thought, thoroughly in love.”

      Hunter took a deep breath. His hand was shaking in mine. “And then one day she sat me down and told me that she was pregnant. We’d been intimate for about a year. I was seventeen. I asked how, and she said one of the condoms must have leaked.”

      Hunter’s voice dripped with emotion now. He hugged me tight. “I was terrified at first, not to mention worried about what my mom would say, but I was determined to do the right thing. I offered to marry her, and she accepted.”

      He paused for a moment. I just waited quietly. Finally he went on. “After it all sank in…I was ecstatic. I’d never been happier. Something struck a chord in me as far as her pregnancy was concerned. I can’t explain it. I just remember feeling so euphoric. I’d created life, and she was growing it inside of her. I was blown away.”

      He squeezed my hand. “But it didn’t last. My mother and father were having screaming matches by that point. They hated each other, and finally, she kicked him out. That’s when the whole, ugly truth came out. I got to Denise first, but he had more money. Even though he knew I was sexually active with her, he seduced her. Or maybe he just let her seduce him, I don’t know.”

      Hunter’s voice dripped with scorn. “I thought it was my baby, and that I was going to marry her. I’d bought her a ring, fantasized about a family and being a good father… Nope. He’d bought her a bigger ring, and then flaunted her in front of my mother—while indirectly flaunting her in front of me. It was then, as Denise was telling me that I had always been plan B, and terrible in bed, that she also revealed it wasn’t my baby at all. It was my father’s. He’d taken not only my first love, but what I thought was my baby and my future. He’d taken everything happy in my life for his own, and sneered that we could still share her if I wanted.”

      Hunter wiped moisture from his cheek. His voice shook with suppressed emotion. “I was a stupid kid. I’d had no experiences in life until that point. Sure, an adult would’ve seen her actions for what they were, but I wasn’t an adult. My father knew I loved her. He knew I thought that baby was mine, and that I’d proposed. He knew, and he didn’t give a shit. He let me go on thinking it until what he needed conflicted, and then took it.”

      “What happened to the baby?” I asked in a soft voice, holding his shaking hand in both of mine.

      “She miscarried at six months. They couldn’t save it.”

      “And your father—how did he take it?”

      Hunter scoffed. “He never loved her. She was young and pretty, so he dressed her up and wore her to business functions like a coat. Outside of the public eye, however, he didn’t concern himself with her or the baby. He had another mistress soon after they were married. She was a prop.”

      “Did you ever talk to her again?”

      “A few times, just to check in. I offered to take her away from her soulless life with my father, but he had all the money, and I had an allowance. She wanted to stay with the money.”

      “Unhappy but rich.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And now?” I asked in a gentle voice.

      “She got a settlement from my dad and married again—a younger man with some small wealth. She didn’t try for any more kids—or if she did, she didn’t carry to term.”

      “And so, you haven’t kissed a woman since her?”

      Hunter traced a line down my back. “I wanted to forget and move on. I’ve always been haunted by that experience. I was so, so happy, Olivia. When I saw her start to show, and kissed her stomach—with other women, that’s all I could think about.” His voice dropped again. “Until you.”

      Shivers racked my body as he hugged me again, resting his cheek on the top of my head.

      “You’re the first woman I’ve trusted without protection,” he said quietly. “Don’t bother asking me why—I don’t know. Maybe I’m tired of controlling my own destiny. Maybe I want fate to step in and show me the way. But it feels right, and I trust you.”

      “No offense, but if the roles were reversed, no way would I trust you.” I kissed his neck to make light of the comment. “Men are forgetful, and I can barely take care of myself.”

      He chuckled softly. “You don’t need to take care of yourself. That’s what I’m for.” He kissed me on the temple. “Will you stay the night with me tonight? I don’t know what comes next—we’re back in the gray area. Life is chaos with you. But I would like to sleep near you.”

      “I could do with a little making out. And I’ll say no a few times, just to give you the sense of your first time…”

      “You wouldn’t be able to say no to me.” I heard the passion ring through his voice.

      “Challenge accepted.”
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      I stood from the bed and put my bear near my pillows. Hunter grabbed it as he stood. “To give you a little piece of home at my house.”

      I slipped my hand through his as we left the bedroom. We didn’t make it far, though, without my mother sounding the alarm.

      “Oh, honey, are you leaving so soon?” She rushed toward us with two glasses of wine. “Here, have a drink. Mingle!”

      “We were just leaving, Mom.” I pulled Hunter to the door.

      “Nonsense—there are a few people who want to meet you and your illustrious guest. It’s not often we have one of the business elite in this house. Now the house is full of them!” My mom playfully put her hand on Hunter’s arm as she giggled.

      A fifty-year-old giggling like a schoolgirl was a little off-putting, to say the least. Being that it was my mom as well—I wasn’t really in the mood. Still, I rarely said no when she gave me an entreaty like this. Too much like my dad, I guess.

      I glanced at Hunter. “A minute?”

      He didn’t respond, which meant yes. To my mother’s delight, I led him through the foyer and to the living room beyond where a crowd of fifteen or so people stood around idly, chatting and sipping beverages. They all looked up as Hunter came in the room. A few eyes brightened. One man even stepped forward with an outstretched hand.

      “Hunter Carlisle, what an honor!” The graying man shook Hunter’s hand with vigor. “It’s not often I see you outside of a business meeting.”

      “Mr. Evens.” Hunter shook his hand before wrapping his arm around my middle.

      “He came to see my daughter. This is—”

      A tall man with silver hair stepped forward with an outstretched hand. “Mr. Carlisle, we’ve not met. I’m Sean Hutch. I’ve worked with your dad on a few projects.”

      My mother gave Sean a proud smile and laid her hand on his arm. “He’s very successful.”

      Hunter took the hand with no expression before looking away. The smile wilted from Sean’s face as he said, “I’m just out here for a quick business trip.”

      Hunter glanced at my mom before looking around the room in disinterest. “I’m sure your family misses you, but these things have to be done.”

      “You’re not drinking your wine,” my mom hastened to say, reaching for Hunter’s glass. “Can I get you something else?”

      Hunter let her take the glass before turning more solidly into me. “I’m just waiting to escort Olivia home.”

      “We’re ready.” I put my untried glass on the coffee table behind me. “Let’s go.”

      “So soon?” My mother followed us from the room like an earnest puppy. “Stay, you two!”

      “I’ll talk to you later, Mom.” I pulled open the front door and stepped outside, greeted by the soft California sun in late fall. The chill had me crossing my arms, but not making me wish I’d brought a jacket.

      “Well, okay. I’ll call you soon!” My mom watched as Hunter led me to the street to a sleek gray sports car.

      “Is that an Aston Martin?” I asked as we neared.

      “Yes. I trust you didn’t drive?”

      “No. Bus.” He opened the door for me and handed me inside. I sank down into the glorious leather as he slid into his side. The car roared to a start, high octane and full of power.

      “Money isn’t everything, but it sure can provide you with a nice ride.” I marveled as he smoothly pulled away from the curb.

      Hunter made his way through the tangle of streets. I thought back to my mom’s quick change in demeanor. “She’s never been that earnest with me. It was…weird.”

      “You two don’t have a great relationship.”

      I snorted. “That’s putting it mildly. I was a mistake that held her back. She thinks she would’ve landed a great catch had it not been for me.”

      “Yet she chose to let you live with her instead of your dad.”

      “There is that. She had a nicer house than my dad. Larger and better for a kid. That was part of the problem—she had to look after me. She couldn’t just leave at a moment’s notice. Her single life, and single body, was ripped away. But…you’re right. She did sacrifice. She made the effort to be a mom. And maybe that’s why I still keep in contact. And why I’ll still help her if ever I can. She’s not the best, but she’s my mom. You can’t turn your back on family.”

      It dawned on me who I was talking to. “I mean…you know, family that isn’t trying to ruin me. Unlike your dad. I fully support turning your back on your dad. He’s…” I picked at my nail. I couldn’t get my foot further in my mouth if I tried. “I think I’ll stop talking now…”

      Hunter reached across the space. His fingers threaded through mine. “I like that you keep in contact with your mother. I think you two would find things easier if she had more security. It seems to me that she’s in survival mode. You don’t see clearly when you’re worried for your future.”

      “Did you know my mom’s new boyfriend?” I asked as he was making his way to the freeway. “Sean, I guess.”

      “Heard of him. He’s a few years away from getting fired, or from landing in jail. His dealings are less than reputable.”

      “Yeah. I figured. My mom’s getting desperate, I think. She’s still stupidly pretty, but she’s getting up there. Plastic surgery can only go so far.” I looked out the window. “I wish I got some of her looks.”

      “You have her facial structure, but you have a natural beauty, whereas she is more manufactured.”

      I glanced at Hunter as the car lurched forward. The engine whined and picked up speed as we merged onto the freeway. From slow and steady to zooming past all the other cars in the space of a few seconds, we blasted into the fast lane before he let off the gas.

      “She’s had a lot of work done. She used to be a natural beauty,” I said as I unpeeled my fingers from around the handle in the door.

      “No. There are two types of beauty. One is the type that lends to hair dyes and plastic surgery. Those women can dress themselves up into what I call manufactured beauty, but they were really just pretty before that. Then there is your beauty. It’s unique. It can’t be bought. You assume that because society says you should have blond hair and huge eyelashes, and you don’t, that you aren’t gorgeous. When really, you’re unspoiled, untarnished gold. You don’t need makeup or hair dye. You look your absolute best with a big T-shirt and a sleepy smile.”

      I blinked back tears as I watched his face, utterly serious. “You might not say please, but you do say the sweetest things.”

      “It amazes me that any of that is news to you.”

      “My father said something similar, but he doesn’t count.” I wiped a tear from my cheek. “I’ve been living in my mother’s shadow for a long time. She hated that I wasn’t a mini-me.”

      “I know the feeling. You’ve met my father, after all.”

      “How about your mother? Did she ever remarry?”

      Hunter’s jaw tightened as anger flashed in his eyes. “No. She lost a lot of money in the divorce with my father—she’d brought the money to the marriage, but the prenup expired after ten years—my dad doesn’t fight fair.”

      “Even with his mistresses?”

      “California is a no-fault state. He was entitled to half, but he ended up with more since he sank a bunch into his company. She wasn’t destitute, by any means, but the whole situation…turned her off marriage. She rarely dates. My father ruined her chance of happiness in many ways.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Yes.”

      We crossed the Golden Gate Bridge. The ocean sparkled below us, twinkling in the evening sunshine.

      “My father died right before I went to college,” I said as I looked out the window. “I miss him every day. He was such a good man. I spent my freshman year crying half the time. I think Kimberly was the only reason I made it through.”

      “She’s a sweetheart, Kimberly.”

      “Yes. And she interviewed for you.”

      I just barely caught Hunter’s quick glance. “Yes. Being my admin was no place for her. She would’ve become attached if she didn’t start to hate me first. If she did get attached, and I had to let her go, she still would’ve ended up hating me. Not a good fit.”

      “But she’s tougher about that stuff than I am.”

      Hunter turned off the main road. “I’ve already told you—I had to have you. There was no rhyme or reason for it; I just needed you. I knew you were the type to fall, and I knew you wouldn’t be okay with my setup, but…I wanted you. I’m selfish.”

      “You’re not selfish,” I muttered. We wound back through the large houses toward the cliff overlooking the ocean. “You live in here?”

      “My city house is here, yes.”

      “Didn’t Robin Williams live back in here?” I watched the huge houses roll buy, larger and larger as we got closer to the ocean. “Wait, your city house?”

      “I keep a residence here because it’s closer to work, but I also have an estate in Napa Valley, as well as a of couple properties abroad.”

      “Of course you do,” I said under my breath as we pulled into the garage of a mansion with a crystal-clear view of the limitless horizon beyond.

      We got out of the car as the garage door closed. Shelves lined the sides of the space with labeled boxes and containers. It was the most organized garage I’d ever seen. Not a single thing looked out of place. While there was a toolbox, there were no stray tools littering any work tables.

      “This is…not normal.” I walked around to the other side of the car, toward the door leading into the house, trying to find something out of place. “Does anyone use the garage, because…this is weird.”

      He didn’t answer. Apparently he didn’t see my point of view.

      With his hand on the small of my back, we walked through a door into a parlor decked out in earth colors, fine furniture, and oil paintings. He directed me through a hallway and into a living room with perfectly staged chairs, couches, and tables. A large entertainment center stood in the corner, and I noticed wireless surround sound speakers strategically placed around the room.

      “Big.” I didn’t really know what else to say.

      His grin had me blinking up at him as he led me from the room. “I’m never usually home this early—would you like to take a dip in the pool, or watch TV, or…”

      “You’re about to ask what normal people do with their free time, aren’t you?” I asked with a laugh, leaning into his warmth.

      “I can order food, if you want. What would you like for dinner?”

      “Oh.” I bit my lip. “I don’t know—what delivers out here?”

      His brow furrowed as he looked down at me. “Did you want takeout?”

      “Maybe I’m hearing things. Didn’t you just ask if you should order dinner…?”

      Hunter led me through the room to a hallway on the other side. I tried to glimpse the art as we passed, only to suddenly stop in a large kitchen where a portly woman in a white apron was writing something as she leaned over the central island. She glanced up at our entrance. Her eyes widened. “Oh, Mr. Carlisle—you’re home early. Is everything okay?”

      “Good evening, Mrs. Foster. Yes, everything is fine. What did you have planned for tonight?”

      “Well, Miss Englewood is having company tonight, so she’s ordered appetizers. For you, I’d planned a pot roast.”

      My focus stuttered. It sounded like Blaire lived with Hunter, though I could’ve sworn that I’d always heard she led an entirely separate life…

      Hunter looked down at me. “Do you like roast?”

      “Homemade food I don’t have to make? Yes! Roast, sandwiches—whatever. I’m in.”

      “Miss Jonston and I will take our meal in the dining room—or do you know where Blaire has planned her get-together?” He sounded like he was talking about a roommate. Which implied she did, in fact, live with him.

      Mrs. Foster’s smile at my roast and sandwiches comment dwindled. A disapproving look came into her eyes. “She’ll probably be in the dining room at some point. I believe she has planned…” The older woman pursed her lips. “A sex party. It will be her, another gal, and a host of men, I believe.”

      My mouth dropped open in disbelief. I thought I had roommate troubles…

      Hunter’s jaw clenched and his arm tightened around my waist. “I see. We’ll stay in my room, then.”

      He steered me from the kitchen and we returned the way we had come until we were at the front of the house. A wide staircase led up to the second floor.

      “So…Blaire lives here, huh?” I asked in a small voice.

      “Part of the contract. She moved in the day after I signed. I rarely see her.”

      I nodded as though it was perfectly normal to treat one’s fiancée with no more regard than a roommate, and then bring girls home when said fiancée was in the same house. I then put her from my mind. He was just newly resigning himself to wanting me back in his life. I didn’t want to rock the boat so soon. If they rarely saw each other, she wouldn’t be a problem for me.

      We walked to the back of the house. Hunter let me into a massive room with a fireplace, a bathroom in the far corner, and a glass door leading out to a deck. Another large TV hung on the wall opposite the king-sized bed.

      “Sure you have enough space?” I asked, glancing over the immaculate room.

      “I spend most of my time here when I’m not working. All I really need is a bed.”

      “Uh huh.” I looked at the four-poster monstrosity that would never fit in my own room.

      “Would you like something to drink?” He crossed to a globe in the corner and pulled back the dome. Like in the movies, various kinds of alcohol waited in their crystal decanters. Luckily, beside the brown liquids he obviously drank, based on the levels in the containers, he also had an unopened bottle of wine. “I can have something brought up, too, if this won’t work? A beer, maybe…”

      “Nope, wine is fine.” I sat on the edge of the bed, taking it all in. I was in Hunter Carlisle’s house! I’d gone from reluctant admin, to sex buddy, to intimate partner, to on the outs, to seriously in, all in a little over a month. It had been a wild ride so far.

      “So…Blaire’s into orgies, huh?” I wiggled out of my shoes.

      “Yes. Among other things. She speaks about class and status while performing some…interesting sexual acts.” Hunter handed me the glass of wine before sitting next to me on the bed and looking at the blank TV.

      “And you are…planning to marry her?” I said hesitantly.

      “At first I was, but…” He took a sip of his drink. “Even without…changing circumstances, I have a hard time associating myself with someone who invades my home with strange fetishes. Having an orgy is one of her tamer occupations. Imagine if a business associate found out.”

      “So why is she still around? You know, if you aren’t happy…” I was trying to be really blasé about this whole thing, but the thought of him marrying someone else, even if it didn’t mean anything, was squeezing my heart in uncomfortable ways.

      “We entered into a contract. It might be easier to marry her and then get the wedding annulled than call it off. I need to have my lawyer look at it.”

      “You and your contracts.” I took a sip of my wine as my mind played over the “changing circumstances” comment.

      “Yes.” His eyes dipped to my lips. “Did you want to take a dip in the hot tub before dinner?”

      “Normally I’d just say yes, but you have people in this house, and I don’t have a suit. Or a solid-colored bra and panties.”

      Hunter stood and put his drink down on a dresser. He walked toward the bathroom, disappearing around the corner, before coming back with two robes. He laid them on the bed. “No one will bother us.”

      A flurry of butterflies assaulted my stomach as Hunter took my glass. He returned to pull me up to standing. His fingers worked over my buttons quickly, opening my sweater before discarding it. He pulled my tank top over my head and paused at my see-through, lacy black bra. His palms slid down my chest and over the swell of my breasts. With both of us breathing faster, he skipped down to my jeans, ripping open the button and pushing down the zipper in quick movements. He bent down in front of me as he worked them to the floor. I stepped out, only to have my leg directed to a wider stance. He hooked a finger into my panties and pulled them to the side.

      I moaned, my head falling back, as a wet tongue probed my lips before circling the top of my slit. He sucked me in, making my knees go week.

      “Every time I see you I want you,” he said, rubbing eager fingers along my wetness. A finger worked into me as his thumb circled my clit lazily. His mouth took over for his thumb again.

      “Or maybe we could just hang out in here until dinner,” I said as my eyes fluttered closed and my body wound tighter.

      He took one last, long suck before backing off and pulling my panties down to my ankles. Cold air brushed my aching wetness. My bra fell away a moment later.

      “We’ll have all night in bed, Livy. Let’s spend the evening elsewhere. I’m sorry we have to be confined—I should’ve known what I was likely to come home to. That’s something I’ll need to change.”

      He draped the robe over my shoulders as he quickly stripped out of his shirt. I ran my hand up his perfectly sculpted chest while he worked at the buttons on his pants. He shrugged into his robe and gestured me out of the room. We walked down the stairs and toward the back of the house, hearing a murmur of voices coming from the living room. He let me out through the back door and to a covered gazebo. He flicked a switch, and soft lights lit up a hot tub and illuminated a pool beyond. With economic movements, he took the cover off the large, circular tub.

      He turned to me, taking off my robe and hanging it on a hook in the gazebo before removing his. I sighed as I sat into the hot water. He stepped in a moment later, on the opposite side of the tub. His gaze held mine. “I wanted to talk to you about…our situation.”

      I put my arms along the side of the hot tub. “Okay.”

      “I can’t share you, Olivia. If you can’t be with me solely, you need to say that now before we get any more serious.”

      I didn’t even have to think about my response. “I only want to be with you.”

      “Good.” The edge to his voice eased somewhat. His muscles visibly relaxed. He leaned back. “I have a strange setup, but I’ve always only been with one woman at a time.”

      “Yet…you don’t ask that that one woman be monogamous.”

      “How could I? I only…sexually engaged with a normal admin once a week or so, and for a short period of time. I gave no other part of myself. Everything I’ve done with you has been…abnormal. I’ve opened myself to you in ways I’ve only done once before. I couldn’t ask a woman to give me more than I was willing to give to her. That’s not what that contract is for.”

      My heart surged, warmed with his admission. “So…then…you’re willing to give me more?”

      “C’mere, Livy.” He reached out through the water. I took his hand, allowing him to pull me closer. He sat me in his lap and circled me with his arms. “I’m willing to give you all. I’ve tried to deny you, and you worked closer anyway. What’s the point in resisting? You’d just steal my heart in the end anyway.”

      I put my face close to his, feeling the fire of love and passion lick the inside of me.

      “I’ve never been with Blaire, so you know,” he said quietly. He turned his face so his lips glanced off mine. “I’ve never intended to. She knew that going in.”

      “She’s obviously pretty sexual, and I bet she’s really pretty—isn’t she hard to resist sometimes?”

      “Not at all. No one has ever been hard to resist, past my sexual awakening. Until now. There is only one like you, Livy. Every man that sees you notices it. I’m lucky enough to have you.”

      “Behind all that rudeness is this guy. It’s amazing.” I shifted until I was straddling him. I fell into his kiss, passionate but soft. Deep and heartfelt.

      I was falling in love. This conversation clinched it. I didn’t ever want this to end.

      “Do you want kids, Livy?” he murmured.

      I snaked my arms around his neck. “Someday, yes.”

      “How many?” His hands came around my back and pulled me tighter to his chest.

      I slid my cheek against his. “I don’t know—two or three, depending on how early I start.”

      His fingers traced the skin on my back. “I never thought I’d have kids. Not since Denise. I’ve wanted them, though.”

      “It’s odd for a guy to go that baby crazy,” I mused aloud. Then, realizing how that sounded, I pulled back so I could look down into his deep brown eyes. “Not saying that’s a bad thing—I just didn’t think teenage boys, all hopped up on hormones, would be that excited about being tied down.”

      Hunter’s big shoulders shrugged under my palms. “I wasn’t at first, but I grew up as an only child. My father was a hound. My mother couldn’t stand the sight of him after a while. I thought a family I created with a woman I loved, and who I thought loved me, would make me feel normal.” He pulled me closer again. “I was seventeen, Olivia. My head wasn’t on straight.”

      “But you’ve never stopped wanting it.”

      “I’ve never stopped wanting normal, no. But the more I’ve chased it, the further away it seems to get. Look at me. For years now I’ve enforced an employee contract that granted morally corrupt privileges. I should’ve been sued many times over. Instead, it’s a highly sought after position. I have a fiancée I don’t like, but who I agreed to so my father would walk away from my life. She tied together two businesses that had nothing to do with me. My father is still very much in my life, like it or not, and the businesses no longer have a relationship. Yet still I’m tied. I’m a workaholic because I have nothing else in my life.

      “I’m so far removed from normal I don’t even know the way back. Except through you. You are everything I’ve always wanted to be, including poor after college and looking for a job. And within you is the potential for me to achieve my dreams. You, as a person, by yourself, are perfect. You are a rare and priceless gem that I would chase to the ends of the world just to be near. Just to hope some of your effulgence rubbed off on me. I am incredibly lucky you chose me.”

      I kissed Hunter, clinging to him. “You are living in opposite land.” I laughed through my emotion. “And incredibly sweet.”

      “I’m not sweet, I’m truthful. It gets me in trouble often.”

      “Not with me.”

      “Mr. Carlisle?” we heard from the back door.

      “Yes, Mrs. Foster,” Hunter called.

      “Dinner is fifteen minutes out, and the dining room is set for you. Miss Englewood is…elsewhere. You should be undisturbed.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Foster, we’ll be in shortly.”

      “I meant to ask you,” I said to Hunter as we got out of the hot tub, “when do you find time to work out?”

      “Out of everything, that is your burning question?” Hunter held out my robe. “I use the company gym, mostly, and if I don’t get a chance, I use the one here. It’s next to the garage.”

      “Ah.”

      He steered me inside and up to his room. Instead of letting me change into my clothes from the day, though, he handed me a pair of men’s pajama bottoms and one of his T-shirts. He donned his own pair before wrapping me in his arms for a moment before we headed downstairs. “I’ll get you some pajamas to wear.”

      “I have some at my house.”

      “Your bed is too small. It’s made for elves.”

      “In Lord of the Rings, Elves are tall, I think. And I meant I can bring them here. I’m not sure if you realize this, but you don’t have to buy an entire wardrobe for each residence. I thought I’d point that out to you. You know, as the voice of normal.”

      He kissed me on the forehead before leading me downstairs and to the dining room. The long table was set up with two places facing each other at one end. Lit candles flickered, and the light from the crystal chandelier above put off a dim glow.

      I sat down to a place set with pricy china dinnerware and real silver utensils. While wearing Hunter’s pajamas.

      “No, you don’t do normal all that well.” I laughed as Mrs. Foster entered with a serving tray loaded with savory pot roast glistening in delicious-looking gravy. Potatoes and peas were already on the table in their own serving bowls, with a salad off to the side.

      “She usually just makes me a plate,” Hunter said as Mrs. Foster situated the beef.

      “You have a pretty guest, Mr. Carlisle. I couldn’t have you eating like a squatter, now could I? What would she think of me!” Mrs. Foster pursed her lips as she turned to me from her position at the head of the table. The chair had been removed to the corner, and serving spoons and forks were lined up for her use. “Now, young lady, would you like some salad?”

      “Yes, please,” I answered dutifully.

      “And she has manners. What a nice change in this house!” Mrs. Foster took a small plate and loaded me up with salad. Without asking, she took Hunter’s plate and did the same.

      After agreeing to the other elements to the dish, Mrs. Foster made up a larger plate with way too much food, then left the room to give us some privacy.

      “She must work late hours,” I said as I cut into the roast.

      “Not generally. She usually leaves my plate in a warming tray.”

      “And she just cooks. That’s it?”

      “She cleans, as well. She looks after me, for the most part, so she sees to my laundry or dry cleaning, makes breakfast and dinner, and whatever I need. Blaire has her own staff.”

      “Must be nice,” I muttered, closing my eyes as the delicious meat melted in my mouth. “Very nice. She’s a great cook.”

      “Yes. I’m well fed.” A moment later, he said, “Bruce asked about you on Friday. I told him you were seeking other employment. He’ll be calling you with a job offer, I have no doubt.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him that Bruce already had. He was expecting an answer any day. And while I hadn’t officially decided, if I was really, truly honest with myself, I still longed to say yes. The idea of doing something I loved, of following my dream, called to me. Why wouldn’t it—that was the path to happiness, after all. But as happy as I would be doing that, I’d be happier with Hunter. I’d do something I hated to be close to him, and my situation wasn’t even remotely that bad.

      So instead, I played dumb. “A job offer? He’s selling his company!”

      Hunter smirked. “He’s gotten a taste for business now—he’s already thinking of the prospects for his computer games.”

      “Oh. The hobby. I doubt his wife will be pleased.”

      “Are wives ever pleased?” Hunter’s eyes glittered in the soft light. A smile tickled his lips, boosting his handsomeness.

      After a moment, his mirth turned into a furrowed brow. I was still staring.

      “You’re handsome,” I said in answer to his unspoken question. “I can’t help but look.”

      “Ditto,” he responded with that hot smirk of his. His gaze started a slow burn as he lifted a potato to his full lips. In his eyes held a promise, and I was eager to feel him deliver it.
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      Hunter closed the door to his bedroom behind him. We’d sat at dinner for a while, eating and chatting, before Mrs. Foster bustled in with cheesecake. I’d tried not to eat too much, knowing that I’d be getting intimate with Hunter soon after, but everything tasted so good! I couldn’t help myself.

      I was surprised at how easy it was to talk to Hunter. Being that he was a man of few words at work, a trait that had carried over into lunches and plane rides, I hadn’t expected him to open up so much. As we spoke, though, his sense of humor showed itself in the form of sarcasm, and his ideas and observations enhanced whatever silly thing I threw at him. It was quite possibly the most relaxed and easy I had ever seen him.

      “Do you want to watch TV?” he asked as he hovered by the light switch.

      I crawled up onto the bed, needing to lie down after that feast. “Which side do you want me?”

      “The side furthest from the door. If a burglar comes in, I’ll die first.”

      I snorted. “Well thought out.”

      “TV?” he asked again.

      “Or…just bed and fondling?”

      The light clicked off, plunging the room into darkness. I saw Hunter’s body move across the room, black against very dark gray. A dim light switched on near the bathroom, showering the bed in a soft glow.

      “Put candles on your list of to-buys,” I said.

      “Noted.” He stripped out of his clothes. I marveled at his body, tracing his muscles with my gaze as he moved and shifted. He slid into the covers and scooted up to my body. He tugged my shirt over my head before reaching low to strip me of the pajama bottoms. His hand traveled up my skin, leaving a warm trail in its wake, before cupping a breast. His lips connected with mine, light and sweet. He traced my bottom lip with his tongue while pinching a nipple. Shooting pleasure coursed down to my core.

      “Do we need to use protection?” he asked as his hand drifted between my legs. His fingers ran between my swollen sex. I spread my legs, giving him more access.

      “We’ve been fine without it so far.”

      “Will you miss a pill? I should’ve asked if we needed to stop by your house first.”

      “Oh. No, I haven’t gotten out of the habit of carrying them in my purse. In college, you never knew where you might end up.” I felt his fingers stall for a brief moment. “No, not like that! I mean, sometimes like that—I did have boyfriends. But sometimes I would spend the night at Kimberly’s if we were at a party closer to her house. Or a different friend. Very rarely boys. I wasn’t that exciting.”

      “You’re plenty exciting.”

      I ran my hands over his shoulders before curling them around his neck and bringing his head closer. Hunter plunged two fingers in, getting me nice and slick, before trailing his lips down my chest and sucking in a nipple.

      “Hmm,” I said, running my fingers through his hair.

      He switched sides as his fingers sped up, his thumb working my nub while his fingers hit the right areas. I arched, applying pressure to the top of his shoulders, needing his mouth on me. Wanting him to finish what he’d started earlier in the night.

      He moved that way immediately, pulling back the cover so the light fell on my nude body. His tongue licked up my center before his mouth sucked at the top. His fingers continued to work as his tongue made circles around my clit before then manipulating it from side to side.

      “Yes!” I rocked my hips up into his mouth. I arched again, losing control. My hands moved across the mattress and up to my hair, clutching in fistfuls as the pleasure tightened my core. “Oh holy—” I arched and then gyrated, writhing. His mouth was ecstasy, sucking and manipulating, as his fingers worked, rubbing just right.

      “Oh yes, Hu—yes. Oh. Oh yes.” I arched again like a woman possessed, squeezing my eyes shut against the tumult. “Almost…almost…”

      A climax blasted my body apart, having me yank my own hair as the sweet feeling of orgasm soaked up every fiber of my being. “Ohh, that was good.” I melted into the mattress as his tongue made lazy circles around my sex.

      He kissed up my body, each touch of his lips giving me a delightful shiver. When he got to my mouth, I pushed him to his back. My turn.

      I climbed on top of him, threading my thigh between his legs so his rock-hard erection was against skin without hope of finding my opening. That would come later.

      I started at his mouth, giving him teasing, light kisses. When he lifted his head, wanting more, I backed off with a smile. His hands slid up my back, trying to capture me. Instead, I grabbed him by the wrists and pushed them above his head.

      “Have you ever been tied up?” I asked, licking across his full bottom lip.

      “Usually I would ask that of a woman.”

      “Have you?”

      “No.” Lust infused his voice.

      I trailed those teasing kisses down his chin and back, starting to slide down his body slowly. “Something to explore.”

      “Or blindfolded.”

      I could hear the excitement in his voice. He obviously knew I’d use those items to take my time and have my way with him. Not many men would say no to that.

      I certainly wouldn’t.

      I circled his nipple with my tongue before sucking it in. I bit lightly, enhancing the feeling. He sucked in a breath before groaning. I switched to the other side, doing the same, before running my tongue down his defined six-pack. I kissed each muscle before running my hands back and forth over him, loving the feeling of a hard, cut man.

      I slid lower, lifting my body and adjusting my positioning so the tip of his manhood would slide across my taut, sensitive nipple.

      We both moaned.

      I stayed there a moment, rubbing back and forth on him, feeling my sex swell even more, and seeing his hips start to lightly thrust upward.

      “Do you have any lube?” I asked, still playing with that tip.

      He reached to his nightstand, making me get up so he could get into the drawer. He bought out a tube of lube. No frills, no taste, just something to get the job done.

      It was clearly for his alone time.

      I spread the cold gel over my breasts before tossing it to the side and working my body between his legs. I wrapped my breasts around his cock. Slowly, I moved up and down, stroking him.

      I looked up, watching him watch his tip emerge from my breasts, before being swallowed again.

      “Maybe no to the blindfold,” he said in a thick voice.

      I smiled, working a little faster. I knew I could take him all the way right here. His hands fisted in the sheets. His body strained. Those beautiful pecs turned into mountains.

      But I wanted to deep-throat. That would be way more impressive than what I was doing. I hoped.

      I tilted my head down, trying not to make it look as awkward as it felt, and pushed down so his tip popped out—right into my awaiting mouth.

      “Oooohhhh, Livy,” he gasped. His body went rigid.

      Jackpot.

      I worked him faster, stroking him with my breasts until I could get him into my mouth, and then sucking hard. His head fell into the pillow.

      “Faster,” he breathed.

      As awkward as it was, I increased the pace, squeezing him as tightly as I could and sucking as much as I could. I bounced over him, feeling his wild thrusts into me. He was too wild, though. Too desperate. He wasn’t getting enough from this setup.

      In a quick decision, I let go of my breasts and sucked him in as far as I could. His tip hit the back of my throat.

      “Oh!” Hunter said in a surprised release of breath.

      I backed off quickly and immediately sucked him in deep again, stroking with one hand and cupping his balls with the other. I massaged, stroked and sucked, as fast as I could, feeling that smooth skin enter and leave my mouth.

      “Livy—”

      That was all the warning I got. He gave a long groan, shaking on the bed as an orgasm stole his speech. As he calmed, I couldn’t help myself. I had to break the mood.

      “I’ll just run to the bathroom really quick,” I said as I climbed off the bed.

      “Mouthwash is in the cabinet on the right, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      It was exactly what I was looking for. I hastened into the large bathroom with double sinks, his toiletries around one, the other bare, and searched the cabinet. I found the green bottle immediately and took a swig before heading back out to the peacefully resting man molded from the gods.

      I crawled up next to him and put my head in the indent of his shoulder. He looped his arm around me and hugged me close.

      “I would love to do more, but I am so extremely relaxed,” he said, and sighed. “Give me a minute to recover.”

      “I’ll just do the work until you’re ready to join in,” I said, rising up and throwing a leg over his groin.

      “It’s been so long since I let a woman lead. I forgot how pleasant it is to be a sloth while still reaping the rewards.” His smile made me blink in a daze for a second. The man was so incredibly handsome.

      I laid my body on top of him and kissed those soft lips. His arms came around me as he kissed me back. I reached under me to grab his softened phallus. Gently I stroked, feeling life surge into it quickly. I smiled over his lips.

      “You have the magic touch,” he said, probably in response to my smile.

      I shifted my body so his growing erection fit against my wetness. I moved along his shaft, closing my eyes with the small points of pleasure firing into me. My breath sped up as he hardened further. His hands gripped my hips as I stroked with my body.

      Rising to the top, I tilted my hips, and then slowly slid back down. His girth filled me, making me moan as heat worked up from point of contact.

      “God you feel good,” Hunter whispered, eyes closed. His fingers gripped my skin tightly.

      I rocked forward as I dropped my hand between my spread legs. I manipulated my pleasure center as I moved him in and out with gyrating hips. Pleasure multiplied exponentially. Immediately.

      “Hmm.” I licked my lips and worked myself faster. The outside sensations merged with the feeling of him moving inside me.

      I felt his palm against my sensitive nipple. I gasped, sitting down harder than I intended. Stabs of ecstasy pierced me. My breathing turned into panting. My movements became less fluid and more hectic. I rocked over him, strumming with my fingers and leaning into his treatment of my nipple. “Yes, Hunter—yes. Yes, baby.” I rocked and sat, rocked and sat. My fingers worked. So did his.

      Something tore loose. My control fled. Pleasure took over.

      Pulling my feet under me, I rose up and sat even harder, taking him all the way in with hard, rough movements. He groaned, his hand starting to shake on my breast. My fingers worked faster. My body rose and sat, harder and harder. The bed started to rock. Then squeak. Wood groaned. Still I worked harder, the sensations starting to become unbearable.

      “Almost, Hunter,” I said in between rough panting. “Almost there.”

      My pants turned into moaning grunts. My body tightened. My muscles followed.

      “Almost—” I clenched my teeth, needing a final push. Needing something to send me over the edge.

      “Come, baby,” Hunter commanded urgently.

      Like a release valve, it all came crashing down. Wave after ruthless wave of body-shaking climax hit me. I half yelled, half moaned from it, going completely rigid. I had no idea if he came with me.

      I did not care.

      The climax tore through me, never ending. It felt so damn good.

      When the last of the quakes drained away, I fell on top of him. My limbs splashed around his body. My head rested in the hollow between his neck and shoulder.

      “Did you orgasm?” I asked in a sleepy voice. Because I would roll over and play dead if not. He’d have to do all the work to finish up. I didn’t even want to lift my head.

      “Yes, baby,” he whispered in a tired voice. He held me tight. I felt his heart beating against mine. “Thank you, Livy, for putting up with me. For opening me up and forcing me to feel again. I want to do this right with you. I want to try and give you the man you deserve. Regardless of all else, I want to give you a real relationship. I want to try and make it work.”

      My heart warmed and my lips curved into a smile. He was facing his fears and trying to use his heart again. With me. I’d been given a crack and I’d wormed my way in. All I had to do now was hold on and let what was between us grow.

      I kissed him, deep and heartfelt, giving my answer physically. I wanted to try, too, because I knew he was capable of deep and profound love, and I wanted him to find that again.

      With me.

      I sighed in contentment and fell into a deep, comfortable sleep.

      If only every day could end like this one. It would make everything else in life bearable.
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      Excerpt:

      “Good morning, beautiful.”

      My eyes fluttered open as dim sunlight streamed in through the windows. The air had that “early morning smell” that said it was way too early to have my eyes open.

      Hunter stood by my bed holding a tray with legs. I could just make out a small white vase with a flower, and the rim of a glass. The smell of bacon wafted toward me.

      “Hi.” I rubbed my eyes, trying to get the sleep out. “What time is it?”

      “It’s five thirty. I need to drop you off at home on my way into the office.”

      “Why do you go to work so early?” I coughed, trying to wake up my vocal cords.

      “I’m hoping I can actually concentrate today. I need to get some things ironed out for this takeover. Here, Mrs. Foster made you breakfast.”

      In another situation I might’ve whined about getting up, and then stayed securely under the covers for another fifteen minutes, but with a tray of breakfast being presented to me I wasn’t about to complain. I scooted up and braced the pillows behind me, suddenly wide awake. “She must work really long hours.”

      Hunter’s grin left me star-struck for a moment, as I took in his handsomeness. It was almost as pleasant seeing him first thing in the morning as having breakfast delivered.

      “She must like when I entertain, which was why the late night, but she’s usually here early.”

      Hunter put the tray over my lap and laid one of his shirts next to it. Then he leaned over and gently touched his lips to mine. As he was about to back away, he must have decided better of it, and connected a little more firmly. His hand touched the back of my head as he nibbled my lips, moaning softly. When he stood up, a small smile touched his lips again. “That I have never had.” He brushed my hair back from my face. “A woman to wake up to.”

      He gazed at me with soft brown eyes for a moment longer. With another small smile, he gestured to my tray and turned to walk away. “Eat. It’s getting cold.”

      I didn’t have to be told twice.

      As I ate, I reflected on my luck to have ended up in Hunter Carlisle’s bed. Yes, he had problems, and some serious baggage in the form of a contractually obligated fiancée, but he was trying to open up. He’d admitted last night that he wanted to try and have a relationship.

      I was all for it. Right after I ate breakfast.

      A half-hour later I sat back and looked out the window, and finally decided I should get up. I’d thought Hunter would be encouraging me to get moving, but he’d gone downstairs shortly after delivering breakfast and hadn’t returned. I figured I should be a big girl before he got irritated and said I couldn’t come back.

      I glanced at my pile of clothes, and then at his pajama bottoms and shirt. I should wear one set, but I wanted to wear the other. As it was my first time over here, and I really wanted to come back, I reached for my own clothes. Testing the boundaries would have to wait until next time.

      I shrugged into my jeans, a pleasant soreness from last night acting as a reminder, and walked a few steps to glance in the mirror.

      I flinched.

      I had black smudges under my eyes, my hair looked like I’d stuck my finger in an electric socket, and one side of my face still had a light dusting of blush.

      “After seeing this face, he’ll rethink wanting normal.” I cleaned myself up as best I could, using the tried and tested method of licking the pad of my finger and wiping it under my eye to remove the black. I tied my hair back and picked up my handbag.

      All was quiet outside Hunter’s room. I made my way downstairs, too shy to call out, as we weren’t the only ones there. I didn’t want to alert the fiancée to my whereabouts. He wasn’t in the living room, nor in the dining room. I popped my head in the kitchen and found Mrs. Foster wiping down the counters.

      “Have you seen Hunter?” I asked in a tiny voice.

      She glanced up with raised eyebrows. “Oh. Good morning. Yes, he’s in the library.”

      “Great, thanks.” I turned to leave before remembering my manners. I turned back. “And thanks for breakfast. It was delicious.”

      “No problem, sweetie. That’s my job.” She smiled at me before returning to her task.

      I should’ve probably brought down the empty tray. Oops.

      I headed off toward the area of the house I hadn’t seen to yet. I figured that was where I would find the library. As I got halfway down the hall, I heard voices raised in an argument. I slowed down.

      “Blaire, I gave permission for visitors of a sexual nature—I did not give permission for sex parties. You can spend your time how you will, but in my house, there will be boundaries.”

      “Oh, really?” a girlie voice spat back at what was definitely Hunter. “As I recall, you didn’t specify any of this in your precious contract.”

      “If you look at the detail, you will see that I covered any acts that might reflect badly on my dealings in a social or business aspect. My housemate having wild orgies, participating in flogging, bondage, self-mutilation, among other things, is not something I want your strangers spreading around my circles of influence.”

      “Your live-in housemate? You arrogant prick! What happened to fiancée?”

      “This is a business arrangement, Blaire, between your father and mine. I went along with it to attempt to cut my father out of my life. This was understood in the negotiations that you sat in on. Since he has not been cut out of my life—he’s more in it now than before this agreement—I’ll be looking into a breach of contract.”

      “Is that right?” she snapped with a cutting and snide voice. “So let me get this straight. You won’t fuck me, but you don’t want anyone else fucking me, either? What am I supposed to do, take up a monk robe?”

      I heard a sigh that was distinctly Hunter’s. “I’m not saying to stop having sex, Blaire. I’m saying go about it with some discretion, or take it somewhere else.”

      “Somewhere else? I live here, too, Mister Carlisle. And don’t think I don’t know what’s going on here. Your cook told me all about your pretty little piece of ass. She was trying to throw it in my face, the bitch. I’ll bet that’s the street trash secretary I’ve heard about, right? You’re not only fucking the hired help, now you’re bringing them around?”

      I withered against the wall. I should really turn around and walk away. I didn’t need to hear any of this. At the same time, the roadblock that was Blaire, and the contract she represented, was now very clear. She might not love Hunter, but she wanted him. She didn’t sound like a girl that was happy not getting what she wanted.

      “Watch yourself there, Blaire,” Hunter was saying in a low and dangerous tone.

      Blaire scoffed. “So it is her. That’s your type, is it? Sweet and naive. I should’ve known. Men like you don’t want sexually enlightened; you want the dumb little virgin that you can lead around by the nose. Well fuck you, Hunter Carlisle. If I can’t have any fun, neither will you. If you keep bringing her around, I’ll make your life hell, you got that? I’ll show up at your business lunches, I’ll spread nasty rumors around your social circle—if you try to trade me in for a troll like that, so help me God, you will rue the day!”

      A beat of silence passed before Hunter said, “Are you done?”

      “Not even remotely, you controlling piece of shit. Not even remotely.” I heard the pounding of bare feet on wood before a wild-eyed woman emerged from the room along the hall. I sucked in a breath at her beauty. Hunter might’ve called it manufactured, but everyone else would call it model-worthy. Long blond hair framed her heart-shaped face in a series of waves. Her full lips, colored deep red, were currently pressed tight. Bright blue eyes and high cheekbones made her stunning. A long silk robe parted at the front, revealing a slim body with large, perky breasts and a cleanly shaved pubic area. She’d been fighting virtually in the nude. It hadn’t slowed her down at all.

      “Well, well, well. What have we here?” She slowed in her sensuous walk, not bothering to pull her robe closed. “If it isn’t our deflowered little princess…”

      I stayed frozen against the wall for a moment, terrified for reasons I couldn’t explain.

      “Come to find your master?” She stopped in front of me. Her hip jutted out.

      I tore my eyes away from her bald pubic area, and then her exposed breasts. I really wasn’t used to being confronted by naked people.

      “Excuse me,” I said, trying to slide along the wall like a coward, trying to sneak past. Her eyes shone with a maniacal flare that said she was capable of extremely damaging things. I didn’t think rules bothered her, and I knew I would be the target if she decided to torch someone’s house while that someone was tied up inside.

      “What’s sad is, you think he actually likes you. Let me fill you in, sweetheart. Hunter Carlisle doesn’t like anyone but himself. He is a selfish bastard with a giant ego, and he wants a fixer-upper to drape across his arm to appear like one of the people. To seem like one of his workers. You’re Cinderella for now, but you’ll be old news tossed in the garbage when he has what he wants.”

      “Blaire!” Hunter’s voice boomed through the hallway. I jumped.

      A vicious smile spread across Blaire’s face as she beheld me. “Watch your back—I may decide to stick a knife in it. I would hate it to be a surprise."

      She took a small canister out of the pocket of her robe and unscrewed the top. Turning toward Hunter, she poured a little line of white powder onto the skin between her thumb and forefinger. She threw Hunter a malicious glare before bending her head down and snorting up the line. She wiped her nose with her thumb before screwing the top back on the canister. She smirked. “Oops. Another rule broken.”

      With a last scathing look at me, she turned and sauntered away.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Hunter said in a troubled voice. “She’s never been one to maneuver, but I’m starting to think her father was offloading her, rather than securing her a comfortable future.”

      “She’s…precious.” I tucked a flyaway behind my ear and leaned against the wall. “And she’s always here?”

      Hunter’s gaze turned to me. He closed the distance between us and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into his body. “Yes, unfortunately. She doesn’t work, and she doesn’t have a place of her own. Part of the deal was that she’d move out of her father’s house and live with me. I think she thought I’d buckle and become a husband, of sorts. One like my father was. I’ve disappointed her.”

      “Then why doesn’t she want to find someone else?”

      “Money.” Hunter kissed the crown of my head.

      “So…you’re locked in?” I couldn’t prevent the hollowness in my voice.

      Hunter squeezed me tighter. “I’ll figure something out.”

      As Hunter led me to the library, my mind started whirling. He might be able to figure something out, but if that woman didn’t get what she wanted, I’d be the first she’d blame.

      I remembered the vicious, manic look to her eye and shivered. It was a pretty safe bet that she was capable of terrible, malicious acts. If Hunter brought me here again, she’d probably find ways to make trouble. I’d made a terrible enemy, one likely to be as unpredictable as she was dangerous.

      Cold hands of fear crept through my body. I’d have to be on my guard, but would that be enough?
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      Back in the Saddle, grab it free here:

      

      Synopsis:

      

      On the tail end of another heartache, Jessica decides she’s had enough. Enough parties, enough mistakes, and enough of this rut she’s thrown herself into. She leaves L.A. for a job in Texas to wipe the slate clean.

      If only it were that easy.

      Not one night in Texas and she meets the most ruggedly handsome cowboy she’s ever seen. William Davies has it all: wealth, prestige, and any woman he wants. He’s way out of her league.

      But he’s never met a sassy girl like her before.

      Sparks fly as opposites attract in this laugh out loud romance.

      

      Excerpt:

      

      I pulled into the parking lot of something called the Piggly Wiggly. As my car rolled toward the large, boxy store, I got a moment of indecision. I could literally park anywhere. Up close, further away, down the block–anywhere! I hadn’t seen this much parking since I showed up to school on a holiday without knowing it.

      Spoiled, I chose one near the door. Why not, right? I didn’t need to walk if I didn’t want to. Or fight for any spaces. What a luxury!

      Halfway to the entrance I realized I forgot my list. I stopped dead and tilted my head up, trying to remember when I’d last had it … Wait, I should have it … Somewhere…

      Lifting my bag away from my shoulder with one strap, I dove to the bottom, fishing out a small, crinkled list. As I rummaged, feeling like the bag was swallowing my arm, I heard a deep male baritone say, “Ma’am.”

      One, not being familiar with that phrase, and two, wondering if someone was talking to me, which was very un-L.A., and hence, very strange for me, I gave a quick questioning glance in the speaker’s direction. I met a plaid chest. Obviously a little closer than I thought.

      I still had my hand stuck at the bottom of my over-sized, over-filled handbag, walking lop-sided with no real perspective on where I was in relation to the door, when I looked up and met two deep blue eyes in the most breathtakingly, ruggedly handsome face I had ever seen. Watch out Marlboro man, you ain’t got nothin’ on this cowboy!

      His blue eyes caught my focus and drew me, holding me prisoner in a place where time did not exist. As I fell in, lost, I felt many things happen at once. My skin erupted in goose pimples as a shiver crawled down my back. My head went light, giving me the distinct feeling I was floating. Thank goodness, because my legs wobbled, not sure if I had control over my knees anymore. Topping it off, a suddenly warm, wet sensation pooled in my groin that craved sudden and fervid contact.

      I think I muttered something. I really think I heard my voice, but I was too consumed with his eyes, and the burning taking over my body, to be sure. I think I kept walking, but when you lose the feeling in your legs, it’s anybody’s guess.

      The slide of the electronic door right in front of me fed an alarm through my brain, but too late. My foot caught the end and jerked my whole body. My purse went flying, the items in it splashing the cement. Limbs flapping, I tried to maintain balance only to wildly stumble and bodily greet the display of large children’s balls. The flimsy white cage couldn’t compete with my a-bit-more-than-average (ahem) weight. It bent madly, the hole for extracting balls gaping. Florescent spheres gushed out everywhere, the balls sensing freedom and going for it.

      “Oh crap!” My stumble, which had started with the door, and continued through the ball stand, took me to a painful slide on my knees.

      No time to lose!

      I was up like a pogo stick, running madly after pretty little balls dotting the outside entryway of the store.

      “Who puts displays by the door?” I muttered in extreme embarrassment regardless of the fact that displays were standard the world over.

      Why me?

      As I captured two strangely hard to hold on to balls, the first staff member rushed out of the door.

      “Is everyone all right?” It was a young kid with concern written across his face.

      “Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” I gushed, dumping the balls in the cage and wrestling with the opening so they wouldn’t just come rolling out again.

      Seriously, why me?

      Another staff member came bustling out, a portly woman with a fantastic bee-hive. Her gaze swept the area, landing on me. My stomach tightened up as I stood in the wake of a self-made natural disaster.

      Hurricane Jessica.

      “I’m so sorry! I’m really sorry!” I bleated.

      I braced myself for the rant. For the store owner to barge out, yelling about the mess. Threatening me with a counter-suit if I even dared think of a lawyer. He would chase me out of the store, my backside a welcome sight in the wake of the mess. I would then go to the next grocery store where I wouldn’t be known for disturbing the peace.

      Only problem was, I wasn’t in L.A., and I had no idea where another shop was. They weren’t on every corner in this neck of the woods.

      Beehive-lady clutched my arm as I stooped for more balls. “Don’t worry yourself none.” She escorted me to the side as the young guy went about straightening the ball cage. Her eyes glanced over my body and lingered on my knees, a small tear marring my jeans. “You alright? You hurt yourself?”

      “Oh no, no no! I’m okay. Seriously. Just wasn’t paying attention.” I brushed my bruised knees in an effort to wipe off the scuffs.

      “Here, come over here and have a seat. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      She gestured me to a wood bench next to a small flower display. In shock, I took two steps, carried away by her concern. It took logic to still my feet.

      Why the hell wasn’t she mad? I’d just rumbled through and blasted a stand of kids’ balls!

      That sounded wrong.

      The brown haired guy was picking up the balls now, but making quick, worried glances in my direction. He wore the same mask of alarm, probably worried I’d set fire to the place next, or something else equally outlandish. No telling what I was capable of, really.

      I needed to fast forward this scene. My embarrassment was out of hand.

      “No, no. Oh my God, really, I’m fine. I’m just clumsy and totally ridiculous! I have no idea what happened. Sorry for the mess! Really!”

      My eye scoured the ground. Where the hell was my damn purse? I had taken the tumble in the doorway, but it wasn’t there. That brown-haired staff member was more than halfway done corralling balls, uncovering nothing on the walk-way.

      “You don’t worry yourself about no mess,” Beehive-Lady said with her hand on my back, trying to get me to the bench. “Ronnie will have that dealt with in a jiffy. C’mon’ere and have a seat. You sure you’re not hurt?”

      “Oh, ha! No,” I said distractedly, frantically searching for my bag and its contents. “I’m good, seriously. Just so sorry for the mess!”

      I took a step around Beehive-Lady, scanning the sidewalk, when the Greek God Apollo himself stepped up with my handbag in hand, a devastatingly handsome half-smile filled with mischief lighting up his face. His blue eyes caught and held me, that weird heat returning to my body.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” He tried for a concerned look after a quick glance at Ronnie and Beehive-Lady, but only managed a handsome farcical look instead. “I’m sorry to have startled you. I believe this is yours?” He reached out with my purse.

      Must-pull-eyes-away.

      God he was so beautiful.

      NO! PULL-EYES-AWAY!

      I managed to look down at my purse long enough to get my hand on it. It was bigger and fuller than I was used to, because I shoved a bunch of little bits in there when I was moving, and Apollo must’ve had muscles of steel to make the weight seem nonexistent, so when I thought I had hold of it, it plummeted toward the ground.

      In his eagerness to help me, Mr. Apollo took a big step toward me, snatching the bag with lightning fast hands before it could spill onto the floor. I was acutely aware of his musty man smell. It wasn’t a clean, fresh out of the shower smell, but like a man that was working outside all day. Eau d’Homme. Not BO or anything, but pure Man.

      My groin burst into flame. A million points of lava erupted across my skin; the heat of him so close, the smell of him, the man-ness of him. I couldn’t help a tiny moan escaping my lips before he stepped away nonchalantly.

      My God woman, get a grip! This was all going downhill so fast I had skid marks! Literally. I needed to get the hell out of there. Away from him.

      But I didn’t want to.

      But I had to! I looked like a mental patient. No hot guy would want to be ten feet from me.

      But he was so hot!

      But I smelled. I was here to get a toothbrush. I probably peeled his eyebrows off when my breath hit his face.

      Wait…did I talk to him?

      I pushed my schizophrenia to the side and about-faced. Along with my body, my face was on fire…of a different kind. Of the can one person really be this humiliated? kind. I muttered a quick “thanks,” nodded to Beehive and Ronnie, and turned to go further into the store. Grudgingly, but necessary.

      I was such a douche! My first day here and I meet the most ruggedly handsome guy I have ever seen, with manners no less, and eyes that are as deep and bottomless as eternity, and I blow it. It was a fairy tale encounter. Right up until I walked into the door, knocked over a stand of balls, spilled my handbag everywhere…I mean, did I have to go on? I almost dry humped the guy’s leg! I suck. I so suck. What is my problem?! Seriously, what-is-my-problem?

      Lost in self-incriminating thought, I collected the basics for my new home. I walked into the checkout line, checking my list off item by item in my head, when I felt a presence.

      No. Oh no. Not again.

      Yes please, my inner self peeped.

      I knifed my inner self immediately.

      I knew it was him. I knew it was. I don’t know how I knew—maybe it was the rubbery quality of my legs. Maybe the lightheadedness. Maybe it was the musty, not quite sweaty eau d’homme smell. Or, maybe it was the fire combined with goosebumps that once again spread throughout my body. Christ-on-a-crutch, what was going on with me?

      Don’t look up. Don’t look up! Be busy. Busy and important. Crap to do. Dinner to cook. Or not. Something to do. Don’t look up.
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      Synopsis:

      On the tail-end of her ex-boyfriend crashing through a restraining order and putting her in the hospital, Krista realizes that the only way to effectively escape her past is to put distance between it. She gets her life back on track in San Francisco with a job that has limitless potential.

      Unfortunately, to achieve her dreams, she must brave her boss.

      Incredibly handsome and sinfully charming, Sean has a line of women waiting for his call. But when he sets his sights on the intelligent new hire, he finally meets his match.

      It’s a struggle against a blazing attraction neither of them knows how to resist.

      

      Excerpt:

      A few hours into her day, Krista finished scrubbing her whole office and still hadn’t heard from her boss. To pass the time, she decided she’d find the amenities.

      As she exited the break room, which was right down the hall, water in hand, she found the break room, grabbed a glass of water, and turned back when she caught the most delicious of scents. It smelled like a crisp, ocean breeze mixed with the most divine, mouth-watering cologne money could buy. She wanted to bottle it up and use it as an air freshener in her room.

      Shrugging the thought away, Krista entered a copy alcove right across the way stuffed with office delights and whirling machines. The big commercial printer was active, and there was a hutch with note pads, staples, sticky notes, and—“Yay! Pens!”

      Krista took a couple out of the box, found a pen holder, and happily turned to go pick a place on her desk where she could house her new treasures. As she stepped forward, eyes on her prize, she nearly bumped into a large expanse of chest. Backing up quickly while trying to contain the water within her cup, she looked up with an apology.

      “Saaawww—”

      Shock caused a sudden hatching of butterflies to explode out of her mouth, mangling the rest of the word. The smell from earlier wrapped around her head, suffocating her brain.

      “What have we here?” said a silky voice with deep, masculine overtones. The man’s muscled body dominated her space.

      Krista met green eyes so intense they looked Photoshopped. “I got some pens…”

      Her hand stupidly raised her penholder to communicate via show-n-tell. She probably looked like a puppet in the hands of a drunk.

      A devilish grin lit up his face, frazzling every coherent thought except for one: You’re acting like a pre-teen that just saw her favorite boy band! Get it together!

      “I—uh…” She looked around pseudo-calmly for a prop. Settling on a piece of paper in the printer, she smashed her pens to her chest and grabbed it.

      “Just needed the fax. I mean printer. Printed piece. Of paper. No big deal.” She shrugged like an idiot.

      This is not getting it together!

      Rallying, she said, “See?” She waved the somewhat crumpled white flag in his face.

      As his smile grew in amusement, she gave up. Taking the coward’s way out, she dodged around him with the agility of a boxer, and blasted out into the hallway, splashing some poor woman passing by. She heard a deep syllable, but had no clue what shape it took.

      So, yes, then. People would absolutely notice she was just as weird as her boss. Question answered.

      Back at her desk, glass a quarter full, she sat down with darting eyes. She sincerely hoped that man did not work on her floor. Also that she would never see him again. Also that she was able to get a picture snapped off because holy Lord he--

      “Krista.”

      “AHH!”

      Mr. Montgomery stood near the wall, opposite her doorway. The rest of the water was on her desk.

      “Yes, it is nice and quiet in this department. I had the cubes positioned this way so as to block the noise from the rest of the company. They don’t seem to understand that we think in research, and don’t need the constant distraction of noise.”

      Krista nodded emphatically—it was a perfect explanation for her giddiness.

      “Yes, well, I thought I’d take you to see the rest of the company.”

      “Oh, great,” Krista said as she jumped up. Her hand, still slightly wet, hovered near her notepad and pen.

      Mr. Montgomery’s brow furrowed dangerously.

      Taking the cue, Krista left note taking devices behind.

      “You found the break room, already?” Mr. Montgomery asked as he stopped in front of the open doorway, obviously remembering the water all over her desk. A chorus of laughter floated out as Krista nodded. “Yes, well, most of the people that hang out in there are hopeless loafers. Waste of time.”

      Before Krista could replace the bewilderment on her face from that comment, an older woman with a shock of dyed red hair emerged from the doorway. “Oh, James. I thought I heard your dulcet tones. Whadda treat.” Her cynical gaze slid over Krista. “And you have yet another employee to handle your enormous workload, when I can’t even stay fully staffed. Yes, now that’s fair.”

      With her nose in the air, the woman walked away, loathing on her face.

      Krista tried to shrink into her sweater like a turtle.

      “Don’t mind her!” Mr. Montgomery said in a huff as he stared at the woman’s rigid back. “She’s just mad that they won’t hire someone to do all her work for her!”

      He turned around, his own nose in the air to rival his apparent nemesis. He kick-started his plodding speed and trudged down the hall, seemingly uninterested as to whether Krista was following. It was not a great start to the tour.

      When they finally walked through the last floor, Krista couldn’t say that she was sorry. Or that she’d learned anything useful.

      “This is the sales floor,” Mr. Montgomery droned. “We work with them the most. They’re pushy for the most part. They don’t think anyone else besides them works.”

      A smallish man shot out of one of the offices like a torpedo, heading in their general direction.

      “Ah, speak of the devil. Here’s John, the junior VP of sales.”

      The man, legs and arms pumping animatedly, focused on them. Seeing Mr. Montgomery, he slightly veered his trajectory, until his eyes slid past and hit Krista. He immediately swooped back and stopped right in front of them, hand out, eyes lit up.

      “Hello! My name’s John!”

      Mr. Montgomery recoiled, taken aback by the amicable verbal assault. He recovered with a large sigh, and said, “John, meet Krista, our new researcher. We have high hopes for her. She—“

      “Krista,” John boomed, cutting off Mr. Montgomery without so much as an apologetic flinch. “Nice to meet you. How do you find our company so far?”

      “Well, it’s my first day, but so far it’s nice.”

      “Great! That’s great!” John gave an energetic punch with his voice. “What have you seen—“

      “John!”

      As one, they all turned toward the speaker, now coming out of the same office at a much slower, more purposeful pace. Krista’s jaw clenched. Why me?

      “They want to know if I can go down ten percent on price if they opt for the package,” the newcomer said in a lackadaisical manner, powerful body strolling up with the graceful slide of a fencer. “I was thinking that’s more than satisfactory. If so I can close it today.”

      “Sure, sure. Get it done.” John waved his hand to shoo the man away.

      “James, who is this?” the salesman asked in a sophisticated, smooth voice.

      She had a brief moment to wonder about her excessive sweating problem in embarrassing situations as Mr. Montgomery dryly said, “Hello, Sean. This is our newest employee: Krista Marshall. Krista, meet Sean McAdams. Sean is a salesman here at the company.”

      Sean’s intense gaze never left her. “Hello.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Krista comes to us straight out of college,” Mr. Montgomery continued in a bored voice. “She received top marks in her class from a prestigious school in Washington. You were what, top twenty, Krista?”

      “Top five percent,” she replied quietly, silently cursing him for embarrassing her. She was doing a good enough job on her own.

      “Yes, top five. A real dynamo!”

      And that was before he said dynamo…

      Sean smiled like a cat toying with a brightly colored bug. “It’s a pleasure.”

      He studied her for a moment longer before nodding to John and turning away toward his office.

      “Oh, and Krista…“ Sean’s gaze found her again. “I believe you have something that belongs to me, but don’t worry about it. I reprinted it. You can shred your copy, if you don’t mind.”

      Krista, realizing what he was talking about—what piece of paper she’d gotten off the printer that he was talking about—stared dumbly. He smiled and resumed his powerful stride into his office.

      Oh yeah, people would notice that weird factor. Great.

      “Well, Krista, you let me know if sales can do anything for you, okay?” John said earnestly, shaking her hand again.

      Mr. Montgomery sighed and started walking away.

      “Sur—“Krista cut off, watching her boss plod down the hall. She looked back at John in despair. “Sorry, I gotta go.”

      “John likes everyone to go to him for anything,” Mr. Montgomery said as soon as she had caught up. John was still within hearing range. “But you try to get anything done, and he bars the way.”

      All Krista could do was inwardly groan.

      When 5 o’clock rolled around, Krista couldn’t sprint out of work fast enough. She headed straight for happy hour with Kate and Jasmine, two friends from college who moved to San Francisco shortly after graduation. Krista had never thought to move, letting them escape to California unhindered, but when Jim had found her at a party, shortly after serving him a restraining order, and punched her in the face, she decided skipping town was the right, and only, way to play it.

      Yes, he’d gone to jail—he took down another three people who got in the way, all of whom had pressed charges—but he’d get out eventually. Something as trivial as the law wouldn’t stop a man like Jim. Not being able to see out of one eye for a week drove that point home.

      Krista spotted Kate in the corner sipping her drink.

      Twenty-six with long brown hair and large, luminous eyes, Kate had a dainty look, but a contrasting foul mouth. She was also pygmy short, which was funny when she started throwing out the f-bombs. Her one, self-proclaimed, greatest flaw was always falling in love with gay men. In her defense, it was an easy thing to do, especially in San Francisco. More than half the population of gay men had great style, excellent hygiene and unbelievable bodies, not to mention being intelligent, educated and cultured.

      Kate was in love a lot.

      “Hey, Kate,” Krista said as she flung her handbag into the corner of the booth and crawled in.

      Kate jumped, and then giggled. “You asshole,” she said by way of hello.

      “Did I grow, or is this pub fashioned after people your size?” Krista asked as she tried to straighten her legs under the table.

      “Har har. How was your first day?”

      “No, seriously. Is this not the smallest booth in the world? Let’s go to the bar.”

      About then Jasmine showed up, looking like a painter. She was a tall girl and rail thin with a short bob and a cloudy disposition, but always managed to make things fun regardless. Or maybe she sought to up the fun factor since she thought everything was dismal.

      Though all of them went to the same college with the same major, each of them landed in different fields. Jasmine was a designer of some sort and Kate ended up in product development. They all had jobs, though, so they didn’t complain too loudly.

      “Hi,” Jasmine said, sliding onto her own bar-stool.

      “So, Krista,” Kate said. “What about these embarrassing stories from the day you text about earlier?”

      “Ooh, I love embarrassing stories!” Jasmine clapped happily, catching the eye of the older bartender and pointing to the tap of Harp.

      Krista couldn’t help a grin. “I have a few. First off, my boss!”

      Kate and Jasmine settled into their barstools expectantly as Krista unfolded the strange events of her first day. When she started talking about Mr. Montgomery and his various quirks, humiliation turned into hilarity.

      Finally Krista got to the most embarrassing story.

      “Wait,” Jasmine said as she bowed her head with a thoughtful expression. “You picked up a piece of paper, which you had heard print, in order to look normal? I don’t get it. Was he hideous or something?”

      “Or creepy?” Kate asked as she leaned over her martini to get a good look at Krista’s face.

      Krista cleared her throat and shrugged. Kate and Jasmine immediately honed in.

      “He was hot, wasn’t he?” Jasmine accused with an evil smile.

      Krista shrugged again, hating that her friends could read her so well.

      “He must have been super fucking hot to make you lose your shit!” Kate chortled, matching Jasmine’s delight.

      Krista kept the shrugs coming.

      “Seriously? He was that hot?” Jasmine asked with a quirked eyebrow.

      Krista felt herself flush. “Okay, yes. He was hot, okay? He just surprised me, is all. He was in my space—I wasn’t all ga-ga over him, or anything! I know to steer clear of hot guys!”

      “Womanizing guys,” Kate corrected.

      “Same thing.” Jasmine waved the thought away. “Describe him!”

      “Seriously, you guys. There’s nothing to describe. He was pleasant looking, he smelled good, and he surprised me in an enclosed space. It’s not like I’m great with people. He could’ve been anyone and I would’ve been a dweeb!”

      “De-scr-ibe-him,” Jasmine enunciated.

      Krista rolled her eyes. “Fine. He was over six feet—not much over, I don’t think. He had really green eyes—super green. Hard to look away from eyes. Stop looking at me like that!” Kate held up her hands as if to say there was no look. Krista continued with a red face. “He had blondish hair in kind of a spikey ‘do. He had these, like, noble-born features ….”

      Jasmine shook her head to cut her off. “What does that even mean? Who do you know that’s noble?”

      “Just…I don’t know…like, straight nose, chiseled jaw—like a guy a photographer would have a wet dream over.”

      “Okay, so he was noble, fine. Body?” Jasmine asked with hungry eyes.

      “Jaz, whoa, get laid already,” Kate said as she leaned away.

      Jasmine huffed, “I need to. It’s been a while. But I loves me a good hot man.”

      “Nice body,” Krista continued, thinking back. “Biceps, super broad shoulders—he was like, hulking in the entryway. Trim waist.”

      “Dress?”

      “Suit,” Krista matched the girls’ smiles. She couldn’t help it. “Tailored, silk tie that matched his eyes…he looked good in it. He wore it like a second skin. He like…lounged in it, or something.” Krista shook her head, trying to calm the hatching butterflies in her stomach.

      Like any girl, Krista also loved to look at hot guys, but this one had been different somehow. There was certain quality to him that made her act like a teenager with a crush. It hadn’t happened since she was a teenager with a crush.

      “So…he was super-hot and you freaked out,” Kate summed up.

      “Well, it wasn’t just that his face was perfect, you know? He was rugged and masculine, but so damn smooth he’d melt in your mouth.” Krista fanned herself, finally giving in with a bright smile, “He gives me fire-crotch just thinking about him.”

      “Hah!” Jasmine pointed at her with victory. “I knew it!”

      “So hit that, Romeo,” Kate laughed.

      “She’s a chick. She’d be Juliet, dummy,” Jasmine said flippantly.

      “Whatever. Same dumb play.”

      “Yeah, right,” Krista mentally shrank back from the suggestion. “New job. He’s the kind of guy that everyone probably talks about.”

      “Yeah, true. And if he doesn’t have a girlfriend, which he probably doesn’t, all he wants to do is sleep around and then talk about it. I hate man-sluts,” Jasmine pronounced, going back to her beer.

      “Yeah,” Kate agreed into Krista’s nod, “But they sure are nice to look at!”

      All the girls fell on the bar laughing. A truer statement had never been uttered. The three of them were worse than any man when it came to gawking. They’d all three turn and look, smiling appreciatively, and then walk away without bothering to say hello, having no time for the man. Heartache or a bad lay was rarely worth the nice face or body.

      Still…a girl could look!

      “But when are you going to get back out there?” Jasmine asked, as her knowing chuckles subsided.

      These girls, to some extent—Kate more so than Jasmine—knew her history. They knew about the bad nights and the dark days. They knew her recovery from the scared, weak woman her ex-boyfriend Jim made. They were her support network most of the time, but sometimes, like now, they branched out and pushed.

      Krista shrugged uncomfortably. Jasmine was right to push. Krista was young. She’d made some mistakes—one in particular—but she couldn’t let that dictate the rest of her life. She did need to move on. She needed to learn to trust again. She needed to find someone safe who wouldn’t jerk her around.

      She just didn’t feel like starting today. She said as much.

      “But you do need to, though,” Jasmine persisted in a quiet voice.

      Krista sighed, tears springing to her eyes unbidden. “Jim got ahold of a Facebook account. He’s been messaging with threats.”

      “What?” Kate yelled. “When did this happen? Why am I just hearing about this?”

      Krista waved her away, desperate not to let Jim ruin her day. “It was bound to happen, right? Even when he was cheating on me, or…the other stuff…he was always possessive. He thought we were going to get married,” Krista snorted in derision. “It’s just a computer. He doesn’t know where I am.”

      “What’d you do? Did you contact his parole officer?” Kate pushed with round eyes.

      Krista shrugged. “He wasn’t breaking any laws. I closed all my social media accounts.”

      “I never use that crap, anyway. You’re not missing anything,” Jasmine deflected.

      “Well, me neither—hence us not knowing this first-hand, but… Shit.” Kate stared at her drink.

      The girls stared at their drinks for a quiet moment, each reliving some memory from Jim they’d rather forget. After a second, Jasmine said, “What did that salesman say when you waved his paper in front of his face?”

      She could turn around on a dime, thank God. She steered the conversation back to safer waters.

      After a deep breath, Krista said, “I didn’t hear what he said—I sprinted out of there too fast!”

      “He wasn’t mad?”

      “No. When I met him later, he was smiling about it. Definitely not mad.”

      “Oh my god…” Jasmine had a somber look, like she’d just found out someone had just died. “He totally knows he makes you nervous!”

      “Yup,” Krista said, peeling the label off her beer. “It was a print-out of some graphs for a sales presentation.”

      “He works on the same floor?”

      “No, thank God. He printed it from the art department. It had his name on it and everything. He had to go reprint.”

      Jasmine started laughing.

      “There’ll be no living with him now. You’re screwed,” Kate said as she shook her head.

      “Yup.”

      ~~~~
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      Synopsis:

      Sara thought she had it all, but when her life turns upside-down, she does the only thing she can think of: pack up and follow a childhood dream. She takes a job on a dude ranch in rural Montana hoping to pick up the pieces.

      She never thought she’d see him again.

      Mike Frost is all grown up. 6’2” of solid muscle, he’s the best friend from her youth, and the man every woman wants. With a list of successes a mile long, Mike has it all…

      Except for the one that got away.

      Sometimes you have to start over to find your happily ever after.

      

      Excerpt:

      “Trust me, those two classes will seem like five! Oh my God…” Christie’s fingers wrapped around Sara’s wrist. “Don’t freak out!”

      Sara started and looked up quickly, expecting some sort of emergency. Instead, her gaze met a wide expanse of muscular shoulder. “Why? What’s happenin—”

      “Hi, Mike,” Christie said, yanking on Sara’s wrist to make her step closer.

      In confusion, Sara tilted her face upward and met that spun-honey gaze she’d seen a moment ago.

      “How are you?” Christie asked.

      The fingertips digging holes in Sara’s arm were starting to hurt.

      Mike’s gaze flicked toward Christie. He nodded before his focus settled back on Sara a moment later. “Sara Michaels, right?”

      “Um, yes?” she answered hesitantly.

      He stared expectantly.

      Her eyebrows rose slowly. Was she supposed to recognize him, somehow?

      Taking his extended pause as a yes, she scanned his vaguely familiar face. High cheekbones and a narrow nose adorned his handsome appearance. The color of his eyes was even more spectacular up close, with bursts of browns, hazel, and flecks of green wrapped in lush black lashes. Completing the tableau was a strange sort of command in his bearing—dominance, almost—with a hint of arrogance that often came from a silver spoon and a lingering case of Huge-Bank-Account-Itis.

      She shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t think I know you…”

      “I’m Mikey Frost,” he said. “Jack’s son. We grew up together…”

      Her brow furrowed as she made sense of those names.

      “Mikey Frost…” she whispered, calling up the face of the boy in the back of his parents’ car, waving as he drove away.

      She looked at the man in front of her again, struggling to wipe away the haze of memory. With difficulty, she placed the handsome, chiseled face over that of the pudgy boy’s from her memories. Those same eyes looked at her.

      A thrill ran through her. “No way,” she breathed. Emotions, long forgotten, bubbled up out of nowhere. Butterflies filled her stomach.

      “No freaking way,” she said, louder. The world spun around her as joy blossomed.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” she screamed. Like a teenager, she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Holy heck, Mikey!”

      She stepped back so she could see his face. “I haven’t seen you in… Jesus, how long has it been?”

      His lips quirked as he scrutinized her. “A long time. Years and years.”

      “Not since you moved to—where was it? New Jersey?”

      “Connecticut.”

      “Right! This is so nuts.” She slapped his arm, and then hugged him again.

      “How are you?” he asked, his eyes delving into her.

      She sighed into her smile, recalling the profound feeling of a friendship so deep it could be called family. Emotion moved within her as she processed this face out of her past.

      “Wow! I just—it’s just so good to see you. We should have kept in touch.”

      “We were fourteen—well, I was fourteen. You were, what, twelve when I left?”

      “Eleven,” she said. “Still, I don’t know. You were like my brother. I missed you. I can’t believe you’re here! What a crazy coincidence.”

      “Sara, we should go…” Christie was staring after two larger women moving off toward the house.

      Mikey followed her gaze and nodded. “Christie’s right. Ethel and Florence won’t treat you well if you’re late.” His eyes once again settled on her face. “I’ll catch up with you at the fire pit. We’re staying in the area tonight, so I’ll be around.”

      He took a step back to let her go.

      “Wait!” She lurched forward, clutching his arm. The memory of him, of their youth, tugged at her. Made her want to attach herself to him like she used to.

      “I mean, obviously, yes. I need to go. But…” Sara shook her head, embarrassment creeping up at her actions. “I mean…”

      He gave her a small smile. “I’ll see you tonight, okay?” He smoothed her hair from her face. “I’m not leaving forever—never was, remember? I told you I’d see you again. And look, here I am. Magical.”
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      “Good morning, beautiful.”

      My eyes fluttered open as dim sunlight streamed in through the windows. The air had that “early morning smell” that said it was way too early to have my eyes open.

      Hunter stood by my bed holding a tray with legs. I could just make out a small white vase with a flower, and the rim of a glass. The smell of bacon wafted toward me.

      “Hi.” I rubbed my eyes, trying to get the sleep out. “What time is it?”

      “It’s five thirty. I need to drop you off at home on my way into the office.”

      “Why do you go to work so early?” I coughed, trying to wake up my vocal cords.

      “I’m hoping I can actually concentrate today. I need to get some things ironed out for this takeover. Here, Mrs. Foster made you breakfast.”

      In another situation I might’ve whined about getting up, and then stayed securely under the covers for another fifteen minutes, but with a tray of breakfast being presented to me I wasn’t about to complain. I scooted up and braced the pillows behind me, suddenly wide awake. “She must work really long hours.”

      Hunter’s grin left me star-struck for a moment, as I took in his handsomeness. It was almost as pleasant seeing him first thing in the morning as having breakfast delivered.

      “She must like when I entertain, which was why the late night, but she’s usually here early.”

      Hunter put the tray over my lap and laid one of his shirts next to it. Then he leaned over and gently touched his lips to mine. As he was about to back away, he must have decided better of it, and connected a little more firmly. His hand touched the back of my head as he nibbled my lips, moaning softly. When he stood up, a small smile touched his lips again. “That I have never had.” He brushed my hair back from my face. “A woman to wake up to.”

      He gazed at me with soft brown eyes for a moment longer. With another small smile, he gestured to my tray and turned to walk away. “Eat. It’s getting cold.”

      I didn’t have to be told twice.

      As I ate, I reflected on my luck to have ended up in Hunter Carlisle’s bed. Yes, he had problems, and some serious baggage in the form of a contractually obligated fiancée, but he was trying to open up. He’d admitted last night that he wanted to try and have a relationship.

      I was all for it. Right after I ate breakfast.

      A half-hour later I sat back and looked out the window, and finally decided I should get up. I’d thought Hunter would be encouraging me to get moving, but he’d gone downstairs shortly after delivering breakfast and hadn’t returned. I figured I should be a big girl before he got irritated and said I couldn’t come back.

      I glanced at my pile of clothes, and then at his pajama bottoms and shirt. I should wear one set, but I wanted to wear the other. As it was my first time over here, and I really wanted to come back, I reached for my own clothes. Testing the boundaries would have to wait until next time.

      I shrugged into my jeans, a pleasant soreness from last night acting as a reminder, and walked a few steps to glance in the mirror.

      I flinched.

      I had black smudges under my eyes, my hair looked like I’d stuck my finger in an electric socket, and one side of my face still had a light dusting of blush.

      “After seeing this face, he’ll rethink wanting normal.” I cleaned myself up as best I could, using the tried and tested method of licking the pad of my finger and wiping it under my eye to remove the black. I tied my hair back and picked up my handbag.

      All was quiet outside Hunter’s room. I made my way downstairs, too shy to call out, as we weren’t the only ones there. I didn’t want to alert the fiancée to my whereabouts. He wasn’t in the living room, nor in the dining room. I popped my head in the kitchen and found Mrs. Foster wiping down the counters.

      “Have you seen Hunter?” I asked in a tiny voice.

      She glanced up with raised eyebrows. “Oh. Good morning. Yes, he’s in the library.”

      “Great, thanks.” I turned to leave before remembering my manners. I turned back. “And thanks for breakfast. It was delicious.”

      “No problem, sweetie. That’s my job.” She smiled at me before returning to her task.

      I should’ve probably brought down the empty tray. Oops.

      I headed off toward the area of the house I hadn’t seen to yet. I figured that was where I would find the library. As I got halfway down the hall, I heard voices raised in an argument. I slowed down.

      “Blaire, I gave permission for visitors of a sexual nature—I did not give permission for sex parties. You can spend your time how you will, but in my house, there will be boundaries.”

      “Oh, really?” a girlie voice spat back at what was definitely Hunter. “As I recall, you didn’t specify any of this in your precious contract.”

      “If you look at the detail, you will see that I covered any acts that might reflect badly on my dealings in a social or business aspect. My housemate having wild orgies, participating in flogging, bondage, self-mutilation, among other things, is not something I want your strangers spreading around my circles of influence.”

      “Your live-in housemate? You arrogant prick! What happened to fiancée?”

      “This is a business arrangement, Blaire, between your father and mine. I went along with it to attempt to cut my father out of my life. This was understood in the negotiations that you sat in on. Since he has not been cut out of my life—he’s more in it now than before this agreement—I’ll be looking into a breach of contract.”

      “Is that right?” she snapped with a cutting and snide voice. “So let me get this straight. You won’t fuck me, but you don’t want anyone else fucking me, either? What am I supposed to do, take up a monk robe?”

      I heard a sigh that was distinctly Hunter’s. “I’m not saying to stop having sex, Blaire. I’m saying go about it with some discretion, or take it somewhere else.”

      “Somewhere else? I live here, too, Mister Carlisle. And don’t think I don’t know what’s going on here. Your cook told me all about your pretty little piece of ass. She was trying to throw it in my face, the bitch. I’ll bet that’s the street trash secretary I’ve heard about, right? You’re not only fucking the hired help, now you’re bringing them around?”

      I withered against the wall. I should really turn around and walk away. I didn’t need to hear any of this. At the same time, the roadblock that was Blaire, and the contract she represented, was now very clear. She might not love Hunter, but she wanted him. She didn’t sound like a girl that was happy not getting what she wanted.

      “Watch yourself there, Blaire,” Hunter was saying in a low and dangerous tone.

      Blaire scoffed. “So it is her. That’s your type, is it? Sweet and naive. I should’ve known. Men like you don’t want sexually enlightened; you want the dumb little virgin that you can lead around by the nose. Well fuck you, Hunter Carlisle. If I can’t have any fun, neither will you. If you keep bringing her around, I’ll make your life hell, you got that? I’ll show up at your business lunches, I’ll spread nasty rumors around your social circle—if you try to trade me in for a troll like that, so help me God, you will rue the day!”

      A beat of silence passed before Hunter said, “Are you done?”

      “Not even remotely, you controlling piece of shit. Not even remotely.” I heard the pounding of bare feet on wood before a wild-eyed woman emerged from the room along the hall. I sucked in a breath at her beauty. Hunter might’ve called it manufactured, but everyone else would call it model-worthy. Long blond hair framed her heart-shaped face in a series of waves. Her full lips, colored deep red, were currently pressed tight. Bright blue eyes and high cheekbones made her stunning. A long silk robe parted at the front, revealing a slim body with large, perky breasts and a cleanly shaved pubic area. She’d been fighting virtually in the nude. It hadn’t slowed her down at all.

      “Well, well, well. What have we here?” She slowed in her sensuous walk, not bothering to pull her robe closed. “If it isn’t our deflowered little princess…”

      I stayed frozen against the wall for a moment, terrified for reasons I couldn’t explain.

      “Come to find your master?” She stopped in front of me. Her hip jutted out.

      I tore my eyes away from her bald pubic area, and then her exposed breasts. I really wasn’t used to being confronted by naked people.

      “Excuse me,” I said, trying to slide along the wall like a coward, trying to sneak past. Her eyes shone with a maniacal flare that said she was capable of extremely damaging things. I didn’t think rules bothered her, and I knew I would be the target if she decided to torch someone’s house while that someone was tied up inside.

      “What’s sad is, you think he actually likes you. Let me fill you in, sweetheart. Hunter Carlisle doesn’t like anyone but himself. He is a selfish bastard with a giant ego, and he wants a fixer-upper to drape across his arm to appear like one of the people. To seem like one of his workers. You’re Cinderella for now, but you’ll be old news tossed in the garbage when he has what he wants.”

      “Blaire!” Hunter’s voice boomed through the hallway. I jumped.

      A vicious smile spread across Blaire’s face as she beheld me. “Watch your back—I may decide to stick a knife in it. I would hate it to be a surprise."

      She took a small canister out of the pocket of her robe and unscrewed the top. Turning toward Hunter, she poured a little line of white powder onto the skin between her thumb and forefinger. She threw Hunter a malicious glare before bending her head down and snorting up the line. She wiped her nose with her thumb before screwing the top back on the canister. She smirked. “Oops. Another rule broken.”

      With a last scathing look at me, she turned and sauntered away.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Hunter said in a troubled voice. “She’s never been one to maneuver, but I’m starting to think her father was offloading her, rather than securing her a comfortable future.”

      “She’s…precious.” I tucked a flyaway behind my ear and leaned against the wall. “And she’s always here?”

      Hunter’s gaze turned to me. He closed the distance between us and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into his body. “Yes, unfortunately. She doesn’t work, and she doesn’t have a place of her own. Part of the deal was that she’d move out of her father’s house and live with me. I think she thought I’d buckle and become a husband, of sorts. One like my father was. I’ve disappointed her.”

      “Then why doesn’t she want to find someone else?”

      “Money.” Hunter kissed the crown of my head.

      “So…you’re locked in?” I couldn’t prevent the hollowness in my voice.

      Hunter squeezed me tighter. “I’ll figure something out.”

      As Hunter led me to the library, my mind started whirling. He might be able to figure something out, but if that woman didn’t get what she wanted, I’d be the first she’d blame.

      I remembered the vicious, manic look to her eye and shivered. It was a pretty safe bet that she was capable of terrible, malicious acts. If Hunter brought me here again, she’d probably find ways to make trouble. I’d made a terrible enemy, one likely to be as unpredictable as she was dangerous.

      Cold hands of fear crept through my body. I’d have to be on my guard, but would that be enough?

      

      A little before nine, I walked toward my desk with my computer in hand. Brenda was just coming down the hallway with two cups of coffee. As soon as she saw me, a huge smile lit up her face.

      “You’re back! Oh thank God. I thought I was going to have to quit.” Brenda set the cup down and sipped her coffee as she looked down at me. “Please say you’re staying.”

      “Until he freaks out again, yes.” I laughed as I booted up my computer.

      “He was a bear the last half of the week. He sent one of those interviewees running from his office in tears.” Brenda made her way to her desk. “Good. Bert will be pleased—did you see him?”

      “Yes, he picked me up this morning. He said pretty much the same thing you just did.”

      “Oh yeah—when the big boss is in a bad mood, everyone gets it.” Brenda set her coffee on her desk and glanced at the cup in front of me. “You better get that in to him, but then I want to hear how this happened. Hunter Carlisle does not like to admit he was wrong. I hope you made him beg—that pisses him off even worse.”

      Smiling, I picked up his cup and headed into his office. The light streaming in was a welcome sight, as was the handsome man in the expensive suit looking at his computer. I put the cup down where I always did, and saw a grin crease his lips. He didn’t look away from the screen, though, just like normal.

      With a grin of my own, I started to walk away, glancing back when I was halfway out of the room. As he’d said at my mother’s house, he was looking, watching my butt as I made my way out. He glanced up at me and winked before turning back to his computer.

      When I reached the door, I heard, “Olivia…”

      I turned back. His burning gaze hit me, full of command and power. “Plan on staying late tonight. I have some things I’d like you to do…”

      Tingling with expectation, I left his office and settled in my chair, needing a moment before I started to tell Brenda the short version of why I was sitting in this office, and what kind of trouble I might have waiting for me if I tried to steal Hunter away from the woman that had signed a contract.
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      “Did you…want to see me?” I edged into Hunter’s office. I’d pushed myself on him a few times, but this was going to be the first that was a little more…preplanned. I felt strangely sheepish about it.

      His deep brown, hooded eyes looked up. His gaze raked my body, giving me pleasant shivers. A small crease formed between his eyebrows as he glanced at the clock. Regret took over his expression. “I’ve been called into a late meeting.”

      “Oh.” I glanced at my watch, even though I knew the time. “Well, then…”

      With sleek and graceful movements, he rose from his seat and came around the desk. I took a moment to admire his muscular frame and perfectly tailored, expensive suit.

      “Time for a quickie?” I ran my hand up his hard chest.

      “What are your plans after this?”

      “I have no plans. Just home.”

      He traced my cheek with his thumb. His smoldering eyes delved into mine. “Come to my house tonight.” It wasn’t a request.

      I hesitated. I did not want to encounter that crazy woman he lived with. “Maybe…my place…instead?”

      “While I do love spending time in places as small as my closet, I’d rather not brave your roommate.”

      “My roommate is an ass, granted, but yours is bat-shit crazy.”

      He kissed my forehead. “I’ll take care of Blaire. Stop at your house and gather whatever you’ll need. I’ll pick you up in an hour.”

      His deep timbre vibrated through my body. “Okay.” I was entirely too complacent when it came to Hunter Carlisle. I couldn’t do anything about it, though. The man had his hooks in me.

      “Good.” He leaned down, his lips grazing mine softly. Shocks of pleasure lit up my body as he nibbled my bottom lip. His large, warm hand slid from my chin to my neck, then down over my chest. He cupped my breast, kneading softly as the kiss intensified. His tongue entered my mouth, his hand leaving my breast and reaching under my skirt. I moaned as deft fingers danced up the space between my thighs. I clutched his shoulders as he cleared fabric away from my sex. Two fingers lightly traced along my slit, sliding my wetness over my clit before he started to massage.

      “Oh,” I breathed into his mouth.

      My eyelids fluttered as his fingers moved and applied pressure against my opening. I widened my stance, letting my hands roam across his chest, remembering that the door to his office was wide open. Anyone could walk in.

      The thought thrilled me.

      “Hmm, you’re so wet.” His deep growl rumbled hungrily.

      I exhaled as two fingers worked into me. His thumb ran lazy circles across my clit, enhancing the pleasure, picking up the pace as my breath quickened.

      “Yes,” I sighed. My toes curled slowly as the pressure in my core intensified.

      “Bring something sexy tonight,” Hunter said in a husky voice, his finger-thrusting harder now. Faster.

      Heat spread across my body. I gripped the back of his neck, holding his head down, my lips against his.

      I was incapable of answering. Or kissing. All I could focus on was the delicious feeling of those fingers and the pulsing pleasure throbbing up through me. I moaned as my body tightened. I held my breath, feeling the unbearable height right before—

      “Oh God!” I exalted, shuddering against him.

      He smiled down at me. I couldn’t smile back. All I could do was breathe raggedly for a moment as I came down. Shock waves of pleasure zinged through my body as he adjusted my panties and straightened me out.

      “One hour.” He kissed me and turned away, back to work.

      “It’s going to take me an hour to get home,” I mumbled, trying to walk with legs made of Jell-O. Not that I was complaining.

      Wiping the sweat from my brow, I made my way out of the office. Bert, Hunter’s driver, wasn’t out front—he’d probably gone home for the day—so I dialed the number for Hunter’s car service. The bus would probably be faster, but getting chewed out by Brenda, and then Hunter himself, for not taking private transportation wasn’t worth the aggravation.

      Twenty minutes later I let myself into the small apartment I shared with Jane, a woman who really should know to pick up after herself by her late twenties. Sadly, that was not the case.

      “You’re home late.” Jane sat on the couch in a faded, holey T-shirt. She had a bowl of ice cream in her lap and a smear of chocolate on her cheek.

      “I’m always home late. My boss is demanding.” I quirked my eyebrow. Since when did she start noticing my schedule?

      I put my keys in the bowl by the door and made my way into the kitchen, ignoring the dirty plates stacked in the sink. None of them were mine. Call me stubborn, but I’d rather live in disarray than clean up after a grown woman I wasn’t related to.

      “Your rent check was on time. And here I thought this month would be your last…” Jane continued to look at me, an easy feat in an apartment as big as a shoebox.

      “Yeah. Boss. As in, guy that tells me what to do in exchange for paying me.”

      Jane didn’t respond. She also didn’t stop staring.

      Trying a little harder to ignore her, because it wasn’t easy, I sulked off to my room as I thought about my options for that night. Thanks to Hunter’s charge card, I had a bunch of sexy, lacy things I could choose from. But he was used to those. I wanted something that would make him salivate. That would make him lose control.

      My mind went to the night I wore my old shirt. He’d practically jumped me. Naked was also an option.

      He’d said something sexy, though.

      After shoveling the mostly terrible dinner into my mouth, I did grab an old shirt, as well as some pajama bottoms. I also grabbed a silky nightie, a garter, heels, and fishnets. I’d see how the evening played out.

      I stepped into the bathroom to grab some overnight products, like a toothbrush and hair product. As I made my way back to my room, Jane said, “Where are you going?”

      “Not real nosy, are you?” I muttered.

      “Huh?”

      “Just going to stay with a friend.”

      “A new job and a new man, huh? Or are you fucking your boss? Because that is never a good idea, Olivia. But you needed a job, so I get it.”

      Wow.

      Ignoring her was impossible. Wasn’t going to happen.

      I went back in my room and shut the door. Hiding was a safer bet. Otherwise, I might lose my cool and throw a frying pan at her head.

      Everything packed, I sat and stared for a moment, wondering what I should do next, but then my phone chimed. A message from Hunter flashed on the screen. “Coming up.”

      A blast of excitement stole my breath for a moment as I jumped off my bed and grabbed my bag. I yanked open my bedroom door as a knock sounded.

      “A little eager, aren’t we?” Jane said in a droll voice.

      Yes. Yes I was.

      Knowing I was wearing the stupid smile of a lovesick girl, I ripped the door open and beamed at the incredibly handsome man standing in the hall.

      “Hi,” I said. It had only been an hour since I’d seen him last, but who was counting.

      Hunter’s sexy gaze paused on my face for a moment, which I knew was flushed with desire, before sliding past me into my apartment. That small crease in his brow appeared again.

      He’d been in my apartment before, but had always been distracted. This was the first time he had been able to calmly look around.

      “So it is the boss, huh?” came Jane’s smug voice. She sucked so hard.

      “Ready?” I asked Hunter, suddenly embarrassed.

      “Yes,” Hunter answered as he stepped out of the way, looking past me with a focused, power-filled stare.

      Jane’s eyes widened and her mouth snapped shut.

      I needed to learn how to do that stare.

      I stepped into the hall as he closed the door behind me.

      “Sorry about the mess,” I said in a whisper. If Jane heard me, she was liable to run into the hall to defend herself aggressively. “She…doesn’t like to clean. And I don’t like to clean up after her.”

      “How long have you lived there?”

      Hunter held the door open for me when we reached the street. The cool blast of a San Francisco night greeted me as I stepped out onto the sidewalk. A black town car waited with its hazards on, double-parked.

      “Way too long. It’s cheap, though. And until lately, that was the only reason I still had a place to live. Thank you.” I took Hunter’s hand as he helped me into the car. “I cleaned up after my mom when I was growing up,” I continued when he had slid into the seat on the other side. “I hate living in filth, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to be someone’s bitch. You know…if I’m not their daughter…”

      Hunter didn’t comment as the car pulled away from the curb.

      “If you didn’t work me so hard, I’d look for a place of my own.” I smiled over at him, but he continued to stare straight ahead.

      A weird tingle of uncertainty had me fidgeting with the hem of my shirt. I knew Hunter didn’t care that I was poor. I knew this. He’d said it. But it was a hard fact to digest. From what I knew of rich people, they didn’t like hanging around with those who weren’t. My old boyfriend dumped me because he’d been embarrassed to have me on his arm. And he looked up to Hunter, so…

      I blew out a breath. Insecurity: one of life’s more irritating pastimes.

      The car stopped in front of a giant house in the wealthiest part of San Francisco. The view was spectacular, overlooking the ocean and giving a glimpse of the Golden Gate Bridge.

      Hunter got out as the driver opened my door for me. I hoisted my bag only to have Hunter take it from me, his jacket thrown over his shoulder.

      “Is that all, sir?” the driver asked Hunter.

      “Yes, Mr. Portsmouth. You can go.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      I crossed in front of Hunter onto the sidewalk and up the path to his front door. After opening the door, he waited for me to enter in front of him.

      “Did you eat?” he asked once we were in the foyer and the door closed behind him.

      He put my bag at the base of the stairs. Soft light illuminated the hallway, enhancing his handsome features. The sweet scent of flowers from the arrangement on a small table tickled my nose.

      His eyes delved into mine. “I haven’t had dinner. I called ahead and had Mrs. Foster prepare something. Are you hungry?”

      “I’d be hungry for Mrs. Foster’s food anytime. If she’s cooking, I’m eating.”

      “Such faith in her after only sampling her pot roast.” He put his hand on the small of my back and gently applied pressure, having me walk toward the kitchen.

      “It was a really good pot roast.”

      “I take it you don’t cook.”

      “I cook. Kinda. But I don’t cook, if you know what I mean.”

      “I see.”

      He probably didn’t.

      He directed me through the richly decorated and spacious house and into the kitchen. He left me standing by a small table in the corner while he retrieved two covered plates from the oven. He set them on the center island, but then hesitated. “Would you like to eat in the dining room…?”

      “Oh.” I looked out through the archway, remembering the large, somewhat sterile dining room. “Can we just eat here?” I motioned to the worn table next to me.

      “Of course.” Suddenly fluid again, Hunter moved around the kitchen, gathering silverware, glasses, and wine with economic motions. He set two places on the table, opened the wine, set the glasses, and then retrieved the dome-topped plates. He set each down and stood behind a chair, looking at me.

      “Are we going to say the Pledge of Allegiance, or…”

      His brow crinkled. “Would you like to sit?” He pulled the chair back a fraction more.

      “Oh, right. Sorry, I didn’t expect the whole gentlemanly treatment at a kitchen table.” I moved in front of the chair and sat as he pushed it in for me.

      “If not here, where?” He removed the domes from the plates and set them on the island. I looked over the lasagna in the center of the plate. The smell wafted toward me, absolutely divine. He then poured the wine before taking his seat.

      “It’s just a lot of extravagance for a kitchen table. I’m not really sure what comes next.” I laughed, glancing at him to take my cues.

      “Manga!” With a grin, he picked up his knife and fork.

      “What? You’re not going to put my napkin in my lap for me? What kind of host are you…” I faked being put out as I slid my napkin out from under my utensils.

      “I’m going to enjoy this, I already know it.” I placed a morsel on my tongue. The flavors exploded, so much better than most of the restaurants I’d ever eaten at. A symphony in my mouth.

      “Oh man,” I said with closed eyes, just taking a moment. I needed a little quiet time to process how good this lasagna was. “She’s a pro. No two ways about it.”

      When I opened my eyes, intent on getting another bite into my mouth as quickly as possible, I noticed Hunter staring at me. He hadn’t taken a bite yet.

      I gave my signature flush. “Sorry.” I slowed my movements, lest he think I was a savage. “I haven’t eaten this well for a long time. Not since my father cooked for me.”

      I chewed the next mouthful slowly. To try and dislodge his stare, I motioned at the table. “You eat here a lot, huh? Not at the big table?”

      “I do, yes. It’s usually just me, and it’s usually out of economy.”

      “What do you mean, out of economy?”

      He used both knife and fork at all times, something common Americans didn’t. I generally switched hands for the fork when I needed to cut.

      I eyed my knife, wondering if I should adopt the practice.

      “I eat to live. I lift weights for fitness. I work to disappear from reality.” He took a sip of his wine as his eyes lost focus. He glanced away. “You shame me, Livy.”

      “What for?” I asked around my full mouth. I really needed to go to charm school.

      His expression turned uncomfortable. “You…live.” He nodded toward my plate. “I see how you’re enjoying your dinner. The pleasure you’re taking in it. I see the passion when you work on Bruce’s project and know that, while I’m good at what I do, I don’t feel that passion. I’ve…never really lived, I don’t think. Not like you do.”

      “Oh.” Warmth spread through me. I shrugged one shoulder. “Don’t compare yourself to me. You have great cooking all the time, whereas I eat hotdogs and Top Ramen. You’re doing your dream job, while I’m only just getting the chance to work on something I went to school for. We’re just in different points in life. You were like this once, too, you just forget.”

      Hunter looked at me for a while longer, but didn’t share his thoughts. Instead, with a pensive expression, he turned his attention to his food. I noticed his movements slowed, though. He looked away to his left. He was tasting. Exploring the flavors.

      I bit my lip to hide the delighted grin and tried to ignore the deep, warm feeling that grew stronger the longer I spent with him. My regard for him was flowering into something powerful. Something intense and profound.

      I let out a big exhale. Dangerous waters, Olivia.

      I took a sip of the wine to distract myself from a feeling that was quickly taking over me.

      And moaned.

      Hunter’s eyes found me again.

      “Sorry.” I stared into the depths of that burgundy liquid. “But you also get some great wine all the time, whereas I get two-buck Chuck. Wowza. Good stuff.”

      “You’re trying to rub it in my face now.” His lips turned into a smile. He shook his head, glancing at the wine before going back to his dinner.

      “Well, well. What have we here?”

      I froze mid-chew.

      Blaire stood in the doorway to the kitchen, glaring down at me like I was a filthy rat.

      Hunter’s gaze hardened. “Can I do something for you, Blaire?”

      All hip and breast, the beautiful woman sauntered into the room with her arms folded. She glanced at my plate before homing back in on my face. “Didn’t think to invite me to dinner, hmm?”

      “We never eat together, Blaire. You’re usually otherwise engaged.” Hunter turned back to his plate.

      “Yes, usually I am. Because usually you don’t have time for anyone else. You work, you eat, you work out, you shower, you go to bed. So who is this Hunter Rochester Carlisle who brings home a secretary, I wonder…” Blaire leaned against the island, her face screwed up in scorn and hatred as she stared at me. “I warned you.”

      My throat tightened. I couldn’t tell if she was talking to Hunter, or to me. She’d warned us both, sure, but I was the only one who might die from it.

      “Blaire, as you know, the rest of this dish is in the refrigerator,” Hunter said with a patient voice. “Mrs. Foster is always happy to make you a plate.”

      “Your hired help hates me, Hunter. They judge me, but for some reason, don’t judge you. Now, why is that, do you think? You hire women to fuck you. You pay them to be your sex slaves. Yet I am the one being judged. Seems highly unfair.”

      Hunter put down his fork and turned in his chair to face her. Fire burned in his eyes. “We’re trying to enjoy our meal. If your sole purpose is to cause problems, please see yourself out.”

      A flash of pain rolled across her face before rage covered it up. Her eyes burned just as brightly as his, but with a maniacal light. “I didn’t invite anyone over tonight. I thought maybe we could be alone. But I see that you’d rather fuck the hired help.” She pushed off from the island. “I tried to be nice, Hunter. I really did try. But now I guess I’ll have to teach you a lesson.”

      She sauntered over and stopped right next to Hunter, staring down at him with hate sparkling in her eyes. “I don’t like people making a fool of me, Hunter. It really doesn’t sit well.”

      “I am not responsible for that.”

      She scoffed. “Aren’t you?” Her gaze flicked to me before she slowly walked out.

      When she was gone, Hunter turned back to his plate and stared at his food for a moment, his fists clenched and his lips thinned. He took a deep breath and picked up his fork. “I apologize for that.”

      “Should I go?” I asked.

      His deep brown gaze hit mine, anger mixed with uncertainty. “No. You’ll stay here tonight. I need to…take steps, however. I don’t want you subjected to that every night.”

      Shivers covered my body upon hearing him speak like we’d be spending nights together in the future. Lots of nights. Maybe every night.

      I smiled, and probably blushed, as my face felt suddenly hot. He must’ve seen it, because his eyes softened immediately. His gaze dipped to my lips again. “Finish up. I have to work out, but then I’d like as much time as possible kissing you.”

      

      An hour later I stared down at the clothes I’d brought for bed as Hunter used his workout room. I probably should’ve been in there with him, working off the brick of food I’d just eaten, but sometimes feeling guilty was much better than lifting weights.

      I stared down at the shiny material of the slinky lingerie I’d brought. Then switched my gaze to the homely pajamas that I knew, especially in this mood, would drive him crazy. He’d set the mood when, after dinner, he came up behind me as I was rinsing my plate. He’d slipped his arms around my waist. He’d kissed my neck softly, stilling my movements. Without a word, he moved me to the side and took the plate from my hand. “Enjoy the rest of your wine. I’ll clean up.”

      I smiled, thinking about it. He’d turned all domestic on me, so soft and subtle compared to the Hunter at work, but with the same current of power and command. There were very few men who could do both, but he was one of them.

      Heat sparked in my groin as I let my fingers trail over the silky material on the right.

      I’d feel sexier in that, with the garter and maybe even heels.

      I glanced at the cotton pajamas again.

      But he’d feel more comfortable, and maybe more open, if I wore frumpy pajamas.

      I bit my lip, bracing my hand on my hip in indecision.

      That was when I noticed the folded pile of clothes on the chair near the fireplace. His T-shirt and some light sweats—the very ones I hadn’t put on that morning in case he got weirded out.

      A smile graced my lips as I packed away what I’d brought. His clothes were the best of both worlds. I’d feel sexy for reasons it was hard to explain, and he’d get the domestic vibe he loved. Win-win.

      I took off my clothes, all of my clothes, and stepped into his sweats. As expected, they fell down to the middle of my bare butt. I threw on his shirt, letting it drape over my body.

      I looked like a woman in a Hunter sack.

      I hoisted up the sweats and looked around for a way I could keep them up. A belt would look weird, especially since there were no belt loops, and using a safety pin would make getting out of them awkward.

      With a frown, I looked around the room for divine inspiration. That was when I noticed the draft. There was a door open.

      I’d closed the doors so I could get dressed.

      I glanced up, half terrified I’d see Blaire running at me with a chainsaw and a hockey mask.

      Hunter stood in a tank top, glistening and beautiful, his muscles on display with a sheen of manly sweat. A drop of liquid ran down his cheek and into his five o’clock shadow, rugged and gorgeous. His sweats clung in the right ways, hugging his muscular thighs and cupping his large manhood, currently starting to tent his pants.

      He wiped a thumb across his lips as his eyes drifted down my body. “Come into the bathroom.”

      The command in his voice sent shocks into me. I didn’t even remember to add the “please.” I was moving before I could process the words properly.
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      Hunter turned and shut his bedroom door before following me across the room. He threw a T-shirt in the hamper as he entered the bathroom behind me. As I turned to face him, I felt his strong hands on my hips.

      He pushed me against the wall. His lips claimed mine, needy and eager, rough and commanding. He pushed down my sweats and ran his hands up the sides of my thighs.

      I reached out for his shoulders, but he caught my wrists and pushed my hands up and out to the sides, bracing them against the wall. He was taking charge. This wasn’t a time for sexual equality, it was a time for me to pleasure, or be pleasured, as he saw fit.

      My chest tightened with excitement.

      His tongue entered my mouth as he captured both my wrists in one of his large hands. I moaned as his hand slipped up my shirt and pinched a nipple. Shooting pulses of both pleasure and desire fired through me, pooling in my core.

      He stepped back, grabbed the hem of my shirt, and ripped it over my head. He tossed it to the ground before letting his gaze travel my body once again. Taking another step back, he eyed me like a predator might. He pushed down his sweats and boxers. His large erection bobbed out, ready and eager.

      “Turn on the shower to whatever temperature you want,” he commanded.

      Swallowing a lump of seedy desire, I opened the glass door to a large, square shower. I turned the knobs until I had the right temperature, only to step out and notice he was reentering the bathroom. The clothes were still on the ground, and he wasn’t carrying anything, so I had no idea what he’d been doing, but the look of hot lust in his eyes left me with no time to dwell on it.

      “Get in,” he said in a firm voice, moving with that muscular gracefulness that had all the spit drying in my mouth.

      I stepped into the warm spray, letting it coat my head and wet my hair. He stepped in after me, and despite there being plenty of room, he pushed me against the tile wall before reaching up to adjust the showerhead. The spray hit our bodies as he leaned down to my lips.

      I chanced my hands on his shoulders. When he didn’t push them away, I let my touch run along his collarbone and up to his neck before grabbing the back of his head. An urgency came over me that wasn’t expected. I needed him, right then.

      I pulled on the back of his neck, making the kiss harder. He growled into my mouth, lifting my knee high. His body dipped right before his hard length seared into me.

      “Oh,” I moaned, my eyes fluttering.

      His lips met mine again, sensual and passionate. He thrust into me, filling me up and hitting all the right spots. I moaned into his mouth as he thrust again, the tempo speeding up quickly. The warm water beat down on us as he rocked deeper into my body. It felt so good.

      “Oh God,” I said, everything tightening in my body to exquisite pain. “Oh—”

      He pounded into me, holding my knee on his hip. Tingles turned into crashing waves of pleasure right before eruption!

      “OH—!” An orgasm ripped through me, stealing my breath away.

      “Hmm,” he groaned, shaking against me in a climax of his own.

      He slowed as the last waves of delight flowed through me. His kiss became lighter, but no less sensual. His head backed up, his deep brown eyes delving into mine. Something sparkled in their depths I couldn’t make out. Without a word, he took a step back and ran his fingers through his wet hair and then down his face.

      I shook out my arms. I felt all loose and tingly. Little bursts of pleasure still sparked through me.

      I stepped away from the wall. And then my knees gave out. “Oh crap.”

      Hunter caught me against his perfect body. I clutched his shoulders.

      “You okay?” he asked softly, running his lips across mine.

      “Yeah. Sorry. You took all the strength out of me.”

      He smiled as I straightened up. After watching me for a moment, probably to make sure I didn’t swan-dive into the glass door of the shower, he grabbed a purple bath pouf and a bottle of Chanel body wash from the shower caddy.

      “I’m not sure which is more ridiculous.” I adjusted the temperature to a smidgen cooler. “A seriously muscular man using a girly purple pouf, or that he uses designer body wash. I mean, why not go for Dove? Save some money and match the pouf.”

      “This is for men.” He held the body wash out for my inspection.

      “And the pouf?”

      “Mrs. Foster takes care of the shopping. Usually the pouf color is a secret.”

      “So, you’re saying I’ve got the goods on you? Hmm.” I tapped my chin. “How will I use such scandalous information…?”

      He laughed, something I’d rarely heard him do, as he lathered up the pouf and moved my body into the spray. “Sorry, I should’ve told you to get your toiletries.”

      “I don’t mind smelling like you,” I muttered, a little embarrassed to make the admission.

      The pouf slid over my body gently, followed by his hand. When I was lathered up, he washed the pouf and put it back. He then let his palms roam over me, kneading my breasts before massaging my back. His hand worked down and cupped a butt cheek before sliding to the other. His fingers ran down before rubbing between my legs, cleaning up the slickness from our lovemaking.

      “You’ve got me hard again,” he said, letting his lips drift down my neck. As evidence, his length slid between my cheeks and against my slit. “Let’s lie down this time. I don’t want you falling and getting concussed. Let me just clean up really quick.”

      With economic movements, he soaped himself before rinsing. I watched his hands drift over his mouthwatering body. White suds washed down his bumpy stomach, so deliciously cut. The muscles on his back and arms flexed and moved as he washed his hair.

      He turned off the water and gently steered me out of the shower, placing me on a towel laid on the floor. With another towel, he dried me slowly before wiping himself down.

      I grabbed the decorative green towel from the rack, and then paused. “I can use this, right?”

      His brow furrowed. “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “I don’t know. Some people like certain towels to be for decoration only.”

      “Go ahead.”

      He finished drying himself and walked out of the bathroom, tossing his towel into the hamper as he passed. I wrapped up my hair in a towel turban before following.

      The lights had been turned off in the room. Five candles flickered romantically, placed around the room to spread out the soft glow. He’d even turned the bed down, folding back the comforter so as to make it more inviting.

      “Since when does a mogul billionaire get all romantic?” I asked with a delighted smile.

      “Since he met someone worth putting in the extra effort.” Hunter led me to the bed. He kissed me softly. “But, I have to admit, I was in a different mood when I set this up.”

      I frowned at him and looked around. “What do you mean?”

      Hunter stared at me for a moment before shaking his head. “I’ll show you another time.” He kissed me softly, backing me up to the edge of the bed. His hand wrapped around the back of my neck as his lips met mine. He leaned forward, making me lean back until I was scooting across the mattress. I laid my head on the pillow, our lips still connected.

      “I just want it soft and sensual right now,” he murmured against my lips. “I want more of those desperate whimpers.”

      His tip rubbed against me slowly before easing past my nether lips, taking the breath from my body. Sighing, I let my head fall to the side, focusing on the feel of him inside of me. Before I looked back at his handsome face, though, I noticed a black strip of fabric lying on the nightstand. Next to it lay a pair of handcuffs.

      As my gaze went back to Hunter’s eyes, darkened with desire, I remembered his commanding tone earlier. His dominating presence.

      Heat ripped through me.

      With him, it wasn’t a question of if I’d let him, it was when he felt like it. I trusted him implicitly.

      He must’ve read that thought in my eyes, because a slow smile curved his shapely lips. “Another time.”

      I noticed it then. The seriousness in his gaze as he moved within me. The tone to his passion. His eyes were so soft. So deep. Emotion rode his movements. He’d welcomed me into his home, he’d shared his past, and now he was connecting with me in an extremely intimate way.

      I wrapped my arms around him, feeling the heat. Feeling the intense emotion. My body ramped up, hard and fast, needing him. Craving his touch.

      “Hunter…” I kissed him harder, the pleasure mounting. It burned through me. “Oh!” An orgasm dragged me under, drowning me in bliss.

      “Oh G—” I squeezed my eyes shut as waves of ecstasy rolled through me. His body shuddered.

      As the shock waves subsided, leaving me in a pleasant glow, he shifted to the side and then curled around my body protectively. His hot lips kissed my neck softly. I fell into the moment, feeling the warmth swelling. Knowing what it meant.

      I sighed and snuggled deeper into him. “Beds are good.”

      Hunter squeezed me just a bit. “Well said.”

      I chuckled. “I think Blaire is probably going to kill me. Seriously. She’s crazy. What were you thinking?”

      “She can’t hurt you. She’s just a spoiled child that only got attention from a nanny growing up. Like me.”

      “You seem…a lot better adjusted.”

      “I’m not, Olivia,” he whispered. “I function, and I earn my way, but how many men do you know who employ women in place of a relationship? I’m not as spoiled, or as violent, as Blaire, but I’m just as delusional about what I can have in life. And so far, like her, I’ve had everything I’ve wanted.”

      “To a degree,” I said.

      His silence hinted that he wasn’t sure what I was talking about, or that maybe he didn’t agree. “You still have your dad in your life, and we both know that’s no fun. You lose battles with the board a third of the time. And you couldn’t outfit your plane with that hideous red carpeting you were after. So no, not everything.”

      He nuzzled my neck, making warm fizzles crawl up my middle. His arms tightened around me. “And soon, when you realize what a shallow bastard I really am, I’ll lose you.”

      His tone was light, almost playful, but I heard the edge in it. The insecurity.

      “As soon as you realize what a psycho I am,” I replied, “you’re out the door.”

      He squeezed me again. “Not likely.”

      I snuggled back into him with a smile. “You’re not a shallow bastard, Hunter. You’re a rude one. Someday you will say please all the time. I have faith.”

      “Again, not likely.”

      “Challenge accepted.”
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      The next day I arrived at the office at my usual time. Hunter had once again dropped me off at home insanely early, as that was when he went to the office, leaving me to sleep for another hour before I got ready for the day and lugged myself in.

      “Morning.” Brenda set Hunter’s coffee on my desk.

      “Good morning. Anything pressing for today?”

      “For me? Yes. For you? I have no idea. He has you doing harder stuff these days. Bet you wish you hadn’t let him know how smart you are…”

      I smirked as I opened my computer, then grabbed Hunter’s coffee as my machine booted up. “Shows what you know. I like being busy.”

      “Busy and harassed are two different things. You’re just too young to know it.”

      “Jaded!” I accused.

      “Yeah. One step ahead of you.”

      I laughed as I let myself into Hunter’s office. As usual, his attention was focused on his computer. I put his coffee on the corner of his desk, where I always did, and turned to walk away.

      “Olivia.”

      “Yup?” I turned back.

      “I have a business meeting in the city at the end of the week. Dress is business casual. I’ll require your presence.” He leveled his commanding business stare at me. “I’ve emailed you.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. Telling me like this seemed a little heavy-handed. “Okay…”

      He turned back to his computer.

      What the hell?

      Screwing up my face in confusion, I turned with the intention of finding that email. It was obviously super important for him to call this much attention to it.

      “And Olivia…” he said as I was halfway to the door.

      “Yeah?”

      He was still staring at his computer. His hand was braced on his mouse, his finger raised, as though he was just about to make some important, life-altering click.

      The man was in a strange mood, to say the least.

      He said, “My mother is having a dinner party in a couple weeks. It is…not business. I wondered if you would accompany me. I’d like you to meet her.”

      Hunter Carlisle was asking me to meet his mother! Holy crap!

      My first instinct was to squeal. Luckily I didn’t. That would’ve been ridiculous. Instead, I wiped the hair away from my face with the back of my hand and batted my eyelashes.

      Only slightly less ridiculous.

      “Sure. Yes, of course. I would love to. Will you be telling me what to wear to both occasions?”

      He glanced at me, a sparkle lighting his eyes. “I’d like to say no, but…”

      “I don’t have any fashion sense, I know. For a guy so heavily into fashion, I have no idea why you don’t have more gay friends.”

      “That’s a stereotype, and I don’t have any friends,” he mumbled, his shoulders tensing.

      I waved him away. “I’ll leave you to your pity party, then.”

      As I left his office, I couldn’t help a delighted smile.

      “What?” Brenda asked as I sat down. “You look like he just gave you a gold bar.”

      “Kind of did. Wants me to meet his mom.”

      Brenda’s eyes widened. Her cup lowered slowly. “Well ho-ly crap. What did you say?”

      “Yes, obviously. What do you think I said?”

      “Knowing you, I have no idea. Wow. His mother, huh? That’s big news.”

      “Yeah. I probably shouldn’t be this giddy, since he still maintains he can’t love, and he’s a shallow monster, but…I am.”

      Brenda huffed and turned back to her computer. “He’s a drama queen. I assume you aren’t taking that seriously?”

      “Mostly. But he’s in a dour mood. Beware.”

      “That’s his default. I’m well used to it, my dear. The way he’s been smiling lately makes me worry that he’s unbalanced. I wonder if he’s about to go postal.”

      “You two have a strange relationship.”

      “It’s not me, it’s him.”

      I smirked and clicked into my inbox.

      

      By the end of the day, my sexy systems were fired up, knowing spare time usually meant Hunter naked. I walked into his office with a sure step and excitement bubbling up.

      He sat at his desk as normal, the setting sun casting long shadows that reached across the office floor. He looked up when I approached, his gaze flicking to the cup of coffee in my hand, and sliding over my body.

      “Last call,” I said with a husky voice, reveling in his handsome face and broad shoulders. “I’m ready to go. Do you need anything?”

      His brown eyes were trained on me, deep smoldering fire. I set his cup on the corner of his desk, ready to strip. Equally ready to pleasure him. Or myself. Or us both.

      “No, I’m all set. See you tomorrow.”

      I felt like I’d been dunked in a pool of icy water. My body went rigid. He didn’t even want to see me later?

      “Oh.” I shrugged before swishing my hair off my shoulder. “No problem.” I gave him what I hoped was a confident smile. “See you tomorrow.”

      His gaze lingered for a moment, probably assessing, before turning back to his computer.

      What the hell?

      The walk back to my desk was a confused one. He’d been all mushy last night, he’d asked me to meet his mom, and then…he sends me home alone?

      In the grand scheme of things, this wasn’t a big deal. We weren’t even dating. Not really. There was no reason why I would spend every night with him.

      I kinda wanted to, though.

      Half pouting, I grabbed my computer and headed toward the elevator. I hated this part of a new relationship—or whatever it was we were doing. The wondering. The questioning. I should have just asked him why he didn’t want to spend every waking moment with me…

      I huffed as I got into the elevator. Yeah, that’d go over real well.

      

      The next few days went exactly the same. He didn’t strip me, didn’t demand to be undressed, and he didn’t invite me over. He gave me an assessing look, and wished me goodnight. He was treating me like a buddy. Not even a buddy with benefits!

      I was definitely in the insecure girl stage of the relationship, or whatever this really was. By the end of the week I was a ball of stress, so when I found myself outside the building, waiting for Bert, I hadn’t expected the “Hey!” out of the blue.

      I jumped and swung around with a pointed finger. “Hah!”

      My friend Kimberly walked toward me with a sensuous gait, loosely curled hair spilling over her shoulders, and a quizzical smile. “Why are you pointing at me?”

      I dropped my finger as a blush crept into my face. “Sorry. That was my attempt at defense from an attack.”

      “Pointing and laughing is your natural defense against attackers?”

      “I wasn’t laughing, I was shouting. Apparently that scares people away.”

      “If it does, then you’re not doing it right…” Kimberly laughed. “Where have you been?”

      I gave her a belated hug in hello. “Working my tush off! I’m so sorry I haven’t returned your call—I’ve been wound up so tight.”

      “It’s fine—” Kimberly cut off as Bert pulled up in the sleek black town car.

      He heaved his sizable girth out of the driver’s side and walked toward me with a grin. “Ready?”

      “Oh.” Kimberly backed up a step.

      “Do you want to come over?” I asked Kimberly, wanting to clutch her and drag her regardless of her answer. I hadn’t seen her in a while, thanks to the job and Hunter’s emotional sabotage, and missed her.

      She shrugged, smiling at Bert. “Sure. I have a few hours.”

      “I have to get ready for a business meeting…dinner…thing, but you can pick out my clothes. You like that sort of thing.”

      Kimberly laughed as she followed me to the car. Once we were both tucked in, she said, “So you get a ride to functions?”

      “I have to take the car everywhere, actually. Hunter doesn’t trust public transportation and yet he trusts cabs, for some reason. When his car service is busy and Bert is off, he wants me to cab it. Apparently having no witnesses doesn’t worry him.”

      When we got to my apartment building, I asked Bert, “Are you picking me up, or who do I call?”

      “Mr. Carlisle will be around to pick you up.”

      “Ah. You get to go home on time. What’s the occasion?”

      Bert got out of the car with us, holding the door even though he hadn’t been quick enough to open it. He shrugged his huge, meaty shoulders. “I think he’s using the limo tonight. He probably wants to impress these business guys.”

      I scowled. Brenda had said the meeting was more of a formality than anything. Everything had been hashed out behind closed doors. This dinner was to shake hands and celebrate the contract that had been signed. They called it a meeting, but it wouldn’t be in any meaningful sense.

      “Huh.” I shrugged and waved at Bert as I made my way into the building, Kimberly on my heels.

      “So what have you been up to, Miss Busy?” Kimberly asked as we climbed the stairs.

      I gave a world-weary sigh. “Long hours, number one.”

      “Yeah. Part of the job…”

      “Plus, this guy Bruce—whose company we’re buying—has a project I’m working on. It’s just for fun at the moment, but at the rate we’re going, he’s thinking we have a moneymaker. So he’s talking about partnering up for that.”

      “Is that the guy who offered you a job?”

      “Yeah, but I turned it down. Well…kinda. I said I’d work on it in my spare time while I worked for Hunter full-time.”

      “Do you have time?”

      I let us into the blissfully empty apartment.

      “Not really. But it’s really fun. And great experience. More up my alley, you know? Besides, it’s really hard to say no to Bruce. He’s just so passionate about creating and programming—it’s great working with him.”

      “And what’s going on with Hunter?” She settled on my bed with a beaming smile.

      “Don’t get comfortable just yet—you have to pick out my outfit!” I opened my closet door and invited her to take a look. Hunter had given me leave to dress myself, amazingly.

      Which had added fuel to my crazy fire.

      “Oh.” She bounced up.

      “He’s… We’re…” I slumped onto the edge of my bed. “I don’t know. It was going great—you know, but then…”

      I told Kimberly the whole story, from his fears, to Blaire, to his strange indifference this last week. “I don’t know what’s going on and I’m afraid to ask. I know he doesn’t think he can love, but we’re so close. Closer than he’s been with anyone in a really long time. I just don’t understand how he could just shut it off.”

      Kimberly settled on the bed next to me and gave me a firm hug. “You didn’t say the L-word, right?”

      “No way! Are you kidding? He’d run away screaming. And plus I don’t…” I let that thought trail away as I analyzed the deep and intense feeling deep in my gut. I thought of how much I liked talking to him, and how lonely I’d been this past week without him.

      My stomach flip-flopped. Oh crap.

      “What?” Kimberly asked, watching my face.

      “Nothing.” I was not going to admit the extent of my feelings. Not until I had a better grip on them.

      “He’s probably just busy and stressed out, like you are.” Kimberly rubbed my back with a supportive smile. “Seriously, Livy, the way he acts with you—that man can never have taken a woman home. Not ever. And he’s taken you home twice. That means something. Just give him time.”

      I massaged my shoulder, working at the tension knots in the muscles. “I’m just worried that if I give him too much space, he’ll forget what it’s like being with me, and be okay giving me the boot.”

      “That’s because you’re a woman, and we’re hardwired to think into things too much. Guys don’t spend their lives thinking about this stuff. Trust me.”

      “And then there’s his crazy fiancée to worry about… That chick is cracked.”

      “She sounds…” Kimberly hesitated.

      “Bat-shit crazy.” I nodded. “She is. She’s crazy. But she sounds like a scorned woman. I might end up like her.”

      “No you will not!”

      I laughed at her indignant reaction. “I think she likes Hunter, but he doesn’t give her the time of day.”

      “Can you blame him? I mean, she signed a contract to marry him. From what you just said, he wasn’t shy about his lack of regard for the situation. She was deluding herself.”

      “Aren’t I, though?”

      Kimberly gave me a hard stare. It was the “I am running out of patience for this” stare. “He didn’t make you sign a contract, he has taken you home, and he asked you to meet his mom, Olivia! He likes you. What more proof do you need?”

      “Ugh!” I flopped back on my bed. “I know. I know. But it’s just weird that he didn’t want anything to do with me this week.”

      “He probably thinks it’s weird that you didn’t want anything to do with him this week. Goes both ways.”

      “Stop making sense. It’s ruining my mope.”

      Kimberly laughed and lightly slapped my thigh. “Let’s pick you out something to wear so you’ll look fabulous. Looking good always cheers me up.”

      She started swishing through the clothing in my closet. She paused on a dress as she said, “But the Blaire situation…I’d be worried about that.”

      “I am. She has a bunch of money. She can pay people to…I don’t know. I’d say slash my tires, but I don’t have a car.”

      “Just watch your back, Olivia. I’ll see what I can find out about her.”

      I did not like that Kimberly was telling me to watch my back. It meant a lot of my fears were probably true.
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      “You look good. No—stop messing with it!”

      Kimberly swatted my hand away from my hair, a sort of half updo with curls and hair spray and bobby pins. It was so firm and riddled with hair spray that it felt like a wig, yet somehow it still managed to look loose and natural. Kimberly had a gift.

      Regardless of how it looked, though, I felt like I was going to prom. All I needed was a gaudy bracelet of flowers and I was all set.

      “When’s he supposed to be—”

      A knock sounded at the door, cutting Kimberly off. She gave me an excited smile and followed me into the living room.

      “That for you?” Jane was in the kitchen, making herself something to eat. She looked me up and down.

      “Yeah, I got it.” I opened the door to Hunter. He stood with a black button-up shirt hugging his delectable body. His gray pants showed off his trim waste. His hair was in that contained messy style he did so well, and his face was shaved clean.

      My heart started pounding as I looked at his handsome face. “Hi,” I said in a breathy voice.

      “Ready?” That hooded, smoldering gaze, reminding me of our sweaty bodies entwined in ecstasy. It had my knees going weak and warm tingles spreading through my body.

      He glanced behind me. “Hello, Kimberly. Nice to see you again.”

      “H-hi, Mr. Carlisle. I was just helping Livy get ready.” Kimberly tucked a lock of hair behind her ear with a bright red face. Desire shone clearly in her eyes. It was something most women couldn’t help in Hunter’s presence.

      “You did a great job. She looks beautiful.”

      I smiled like an idiot and walked forward, taking his arm.

      With Kimberly following behind, we descended the stairs and out through the front of the building. Once there, Kimberly said, “Okay, well, I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Livy.”

      “Do you need a ride somewhere?” Hunter asked as he gestured toward the double-parked limo. The driver stood in front of an open door, not at all concerned about the traffic congestion he was causing.

      “Oh, that’s okay. I’m not far from here.” Kimberly smiled up at him before giving me a little wave.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I promised.

      Hunter led me to the limo and handed me in before crossing to the other side and climbing in.

      “How do you always get in my building?” I asked once he was settled, determined not to let my anxiety over his behavior show tonight.

      “I had a key made.”

      Shock widened my eyes.

      His smile was evil. “That’s not true. The last couple of times I showed up as someone was leaving. I got lucky.”

      My exhale was noisy. “Good. I think that would skirt the line between flattering and creeping out.”

      “You look beautiful, Livy.” He took my hand. “I’m sorry I haven’t had time for you this week. I’ve had…things on my mind.”

      And just like that, all my wondering melted away. “It’s okay. I did a bunch of work for Bruce.”

      “Yes. He said. He’s pleased with your work.”

      “It’s fun.” I bobbed my head, hoping I hadn’t showed my discomfort throughout the week. As the limo slowed in front of one of the prominent, swanky hotels in San Francisco, I switched to business. “So, we’re just supposed to smile and shake hands in this thing?”

      Almost immediately, Hunter’s expression closed down into one of importance and indifference, and he looked out the window at what awaited him. When the limo stopped, he stepped out of the car. My door opened a moment later, the limo driver waiting right beside it so I could get out.

      As I joined Hunter on the sidewalk, his hand connected with the small of my back and directed me up toward the entrance. “You won’t need to say much. Dinner will consist mostly of men congratulating themselves, trying to ease off the stress of the price we settled on. Afterwards, we’ll head to the bar and put in some face time.”

      “And I needed to come…why?”

      “Because I wanted you to be with me.”

      A thrill coursed through me as Hunter opened the door and followed me in. We went through the grand hotel to the dining area a level down. I turned my smile and glittering eyes on, and my brain off, as we entered a sea of suits with only a few women.

      “Someday, I’ll be at the head of a company despite my sex,” I mumbled.

      “Yes, you will. In the meantime, keep your eyes open and your mouth closed. Watch how the top people interact with each other—what language they use. That way, when you’re in a position of power, you’ll know how to best communicate to get what you want.”

      “I also need to learn how to play golf.”

      “Watching baseball and football wouldn’t go amiss, either.” Hunter’s hand left my back as a gray-haired man with a bright smile and too-white teeth approached.

      “Hunter Carlisle! So glad you could come!”

      I let patience envelop me in order to endure the night.

      

      Two hours and a delicious meal later, I found myself waiting for Hunter to get us some drinks. He’d chosen the location: a booth mostly obscured by a velvet curtain, nestled into a corner as the hotel’s way of using all available space. He’d done his time chatting and socializing, earning plenty of pats on the back, but he never once smiled. No one seemed to have minded.

      “Room for me?” Hunter showed up at the table with two drinks and tight eyes. He wasn’t having the time of his life either.

      “Yup.” I slid over so he could sit next to me. He placed my cosmo in front of me and sipped his scotch.

      “How long do we have to stay?” I asked, glancing out past the curtain to the laughing and jeering businessmen.

      “I’ll make one more appearance when I go get a refill, then we can go. I’ve taken the liberty of booking us a room here. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Oh.” I looked down at my outfit to hide the relieved smile of him wanting to spend the night with me again. “I didn’t bring a change of clothes.”

      “I’ve had that taken care of. I have something I want to show you tomorrow.”

      “About work?”

      He sipped his scotch again, his eyes pointed out toward the business melee. “I plan to work from…home. Tomorrow.”

      The hitch in his voice, and the strange uncertainty in his tone, had me looking at him more closely. A small crease had formed between his eyebrows, and I didn’t think it had anything to do with this meeting. Before I could ask, though, I felt his hand sliding up my thigh. The fabric of my skirt bunched at his wrist.

      My legs spread of their own accord. I had no control over it. I also had no control over the moan that resulted from his fingers tracing down my panty-covered slit.

      “People might see,” I whispered with my eyes closed, doing absolutely nothing to dissuade him in any way.

      “I know.” The heat in his voice sent shivers down my spine.

      I spread my legs wider, feeling reckless and aroused. His fingers dipped into my panties, rubbing along my wetness, before plunging into my body. I moaned again, leaning against the table as the strength went out of me.

      “Sit on my lap,” Hunter said quietly, taking his hand away so he could undo the buttons on his pants.

      Red-faced and on fire, I glanced out toward the public. “Hunter! Here?”

      “Yes. I need you. Right now.” With a hand on my shoulder, he gently pushed me toward the wall, scooting with me. When we were in the most secluded place possible, the push turned into a pull, coaxing me onto his lap.

      “Oh my God!” I said excitedly, glancing out toward the melee again.

      The booth was large and the table was small, so there was plenty of room to maneuver, but still!

      “I can’t do this…” I bit my lip. Desire lit me up, naughtiness made me squirm in expectation, but the fear of getting in trouble had me hesitating.

      “Olivia, let me remind you that we are at a work function. As such, you are under a verbal contract to give yourself to me whenever I require.” His tone had dropped into that deep, commanding tone that vibrated through me. “I want to fuck you. Sit on my cock.”

      I exhaled as my desire burned. “Holy heavens.”

      Before I knew it, I was positioned over him, sitting in his lap with my skirt pulled up my back and my panties moved to the side. His hard, bare length rested between my wet, aching slit.

      “That’s better.” His hands roamed up my chest and cupped my breasts. “Rise up.”

      I did as instructed. I felt his tip run along my wetness before pausing at my opening.

      “Sit,” he ordered.

      I lowered my body back down slowly. His girth pushed past my lips and into my opening, filling me, chasing the breath from my lungs. My thighs hit his, lodging his manhood deeply within me.

      “Now rock against me, Livy.” He put a hand between my thighs. His middle finger rubbed my clit as I rocked forward, feeling him slide deep within me.

      Sweet sensations mingled with the thrill of doing this in public, heightening the pleasure. I tried to keep my eyes open, keeping lookout in case anyone should wander up, but it felt so good.

      “Faster, Olivia,” Hunter breathed.

      I sped up, stroking him with my body and exalting in the feelings. His hand on me kept pace. Heat curled within my core before unfurling.

      “Yes,” I said urgently, focusing on his hand, on his deep slide, on the thrill of the moment. I leaned forward as instinct replaced logic. Fear of being discovered only heightening the pleasure. I lifted and came back down, hearing a smack as my thighs slapped against his.

      “Hmm,” Hunter said, his movements on me turning coarse. Harder.

      That pushed me higher.

      Panting, I rocked my hips, occasionally rising up and slamming back down for the jolt in pleasure. I bit my lip to keep from moaning. My core tightened. My breath hitched. His fingers played over me expertly.

      “I’m going to—” A climax stole my words. The breath rushed out of me as my body blasted apart.

      Hunter shook in orgasm beneath me, leaning against my back as my movements slowed down. Taking deep breaths, I shuddered as shock waves vibrated through me.

      He nuzzled into my neck as we came down, still holding me tight. “Even a moment after I’m with you, Livy, I want you again. It’s constant.”

      I wanted to ask why he’d stayed away from me the week before, but I didn’t want to ruin it. Instead, I closed my eyes, soaking in his embrace.

      He straightened up then, and moved me off him. “We’ll have one more drink and then get out of here.”
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      The next morning I stepped out of the shower and into the kind of bathroom only the best hotels could boast. A fluffy white robe hung on a hook for me, which I took after I mostly dried off, and wrapped my hair up in a towel turban.

      In the cool air of the temperature-moderated room sat the closet, full of a new wardrobe I had neither picked out, nor needed to return. Hunter arranged for his people to outfit me in exact sizes, and in colors and cuts that suited both my body and my complexion.

      Or so Hunter said when I had marveled at the wardrobe the night before.

      “Have the documents arrived?”

      I looked into the main area of the suite where couches stood in front of a large TV hanging on the wall. In the corner, Hunter sat at the desk with his laptop open and his cell phone held to his ear. He’d been that way since the small hours of the morning.

      Realizing he wasn’t talking to me, I ducked back into the bedroom and took my place in front of the closet, marveling at all the finery. As it was Saturday, jeans and a shirt would be perfect.

      I picked through the selections, the equivalent of a week’s worth of clothes, only to find there were no jeans. Scowling, I looked again. Nope.

      Disappointed, I chose a pair of slacks instead, as well as a top that was way too nice for a weekend.

      The dresser had all new underwear, with lacy bras and panties as well as standard cotton fare. I chose lace, because really, at the price Hunter paid, it would probably be more comfortable even than the cotton.

      When I asked why Hunter stocked the room as though we’d be staying a while, he’d tilted his head in confusion and said, “There was no telling what you’d want to wear, so I had my assistant get everything.”

      Everything except jeans, apparently.

      I spent time brushing out and blow-drying my hair, and putting on a light dusting of makeup. That was the problem with nice clothes—a messy ponytail and plain face didn’t really go. I had to at least try to look pretty.

      After that, I visited the safe, struggling not to be uncomfortable as diamond earrings, tennis bracelets, and all manner of gems glittered at me. I didn’t really want to put any of these on. They matched the clothes, but there was no telling what I’d do to them. I might scuff a ruby, or accidentally lose an earring, or…who knew? I wasn’t practiced in wearing expensive things—I didn’t know how to take care of them.

      I reached forward anyway. Hunter wouldn’t take my fear as a viable reason to refrain from wearing his purchases. He’d just tell me to start practicing.

      After I chose the plainest of the options and fastened them on, I stood in front of the mirror. I now looked like a richer version of myself, and I had to say, the transformation was great. I felt like a princess.

      If only I could relax at the same time. This just wasn’t Saturday attire.

      I walked out into the main room as Hunter set his phone on the desk and went back to his computer. I barely stopped myself from plunking down in the couch as I might have done in jeans. Instead, I sat almost gracefully. I crossed one ankle over the other. Then uncrossed, because I didn’t feel like being dainty.

      “What’s wrong?” Hunter asked, still staring at his computer.

      “Nothing. Why?”

      “You’re sighing loudly.” He swiveled in his chair and dropped his arm over the back. His sexy gaze took me in. “You look great, apart from the scowl. What is it?”

      “Do you never wear normal jeans?” I blurted.

      He glanced at my slacks, and then the flats I’d chosen when I would’ve rather had Toms or Sketchers. Hunter’s fashion assistant needed a reality check.

      “You feel too dressed up.”

      “Very astute, Mr. Carlisle. You’ve solved the riddle.”

      The corners of his mouth tweaked upward. He turned back to his computer, closed it, and then slipped it into his computer bag. He stood, dropping his phone into his pocket. “Shall we go? We’ll do the errand first, then you can take me shopping and dress us both like street urchins, if you want.”

      “Street urchins…?” My scowl etched more firmly in my face. I stood. “I didn’t see anything to pack up all the clothes. How are we supposed to get them out of here?”

      “The assistant will take care of it.” He slung his computer over his shoulder and came toward me.

      A flash of warmth stole my breath away. I reached out for him before I knew what I was doing, just wanting to touch him. His lips touched mine softly. He opened my mouth with his, flicking his tongue in playfully. His arms came around me, holding me tight. He had my toes curling right before he backed off a bit.

      “Let’s go,” he said softly, loosening his hold.

      “What’s the hurry?” I ran my hand up his chest.

      “This situation is temporary. I want to figure out something…a little more permanent.” He kissed me again before stepping back.

      Not knowing what he meant, but completely on board, I half stumbled toward the door before I realized what I was doing. “Right.” I glanced around, feeling like I was forgetting something. I was about to leave a hotel room without anything in my hands. It just felt weird. “What about my clothes from yesterday?”

      “The assistant will grab everything.”

      “Who is this assistant?” I asked, doing one more sweep. I almost wanted to take the robe just to have something in my hands.

      “She only just started. You’ll meet her soon. Ready?”

      I walked out of the room, glancing back furtively. “Why the new assistant?” I asked as we made our way to the elevator.

      When the doors opened, a smiling attendant greeted us. He waited for us to enter and then pushed the button for the ground floor. He clasped his hands in front of him and pointed his face demurely at the ground.

      “I need certain things looked after. How are things going with Bruce?” Hunter asked as the elevator chimed. “We didn’t get a chance to discuss it.”

      Yes, because you were in the middle of a personality change.

      When the doors opened on the right floor, the attendant put his hand out to ensure we weren’t caught if they randomly closed, and said, “Have a good day, sir, ma’am.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at him. Then, when out of earshot, I said, “It feels weird that the hotel doesn’t trust its patrons to operate an elevator.”

      “It saves us from having to keep an elevator assistant on staff.” His voice was colored with humor.

      “Sure, joke, but know that this hotel is basically calling you an idiot. They don’t trust you to push the right buttons. They probably assume you poor rich sods will be riding the elevator all day, not sure how to get out. That, or you’ll be wandering the halls, lost, calling out for your assistants…”

      Hunter laughed. “Or maybe they’re using the flattery of a helper to create another job or two.”

      My eyebrows lowered, because while I didn’t think that was strictly true, it was certainly a perk for the work force.

      “How’s it going with Bruce?” Hunter repeated as we stepped out of the hotel.

      I allowed myself to be steered to the right, where he handed a ticket to a man at a small podium. “Great, actually. I have a bunch of stuff I need to do later today. Or tomorrow. But it’s fun work, so I don’t mind it.”

      “More fun than being an office assistant, huh?”

      I grimaced, because it was. It was in my field, whereas what I was doing for Hunter was not even remotely close to what I studied in school. I loved learning new things, but I also loved programming.

      “He’s half thinking of getting another business going,” Hunter said as a sleek sports car pulled into the carport in front of the hotel.

      A man in uniform stepped out and hustled over with keys. Hunter slipped him a tip as he stepped to the passenger door and opened it for me.

      “Arrive in a limo, leave in a supercar. You need a team of assistants.” I smiled at him as I sat in the plush leather seat.

      “I have a team of assistants,” he replied before he closed the door and walked to the driver’s side.

      “I doubt his wife will be thrilled with him starting another business,” I said as Hunter steered the car out of the hotel’s carport.

      “He plans to keep it small this time.”

      “There’s no way.” I shook my head, checking social media on my phone as Hunter drove. “He thinks big, like you. He’ll start small, but as soon as that gets rolling, he’ll reach for more. You wait.”

      “Yes, he will. I’ve been…advising him. If he reaches in the right way, and organizes things properly, there’s no reason why he has to do the heavy lifting when things escalate. He can maintain creative control, company control, and stay married.”

      “So you’re taking over already?” I snorted.

      “Just advising. He has to come up with a project first.”

      “Which he will. The one we’re working on will seriously rock. Seriously.”

      “He’ll need investors…”

      “He’s rich. He’ll probably just fund it himself,” I argued.

      “At first, sure. But it’s a big risk, and advertising is expensive. It’d be better to gamble with a larger company’s money. At least until the ball is rolling.”

      I glanced up as we hit the crest of a hill and started down. The ocean sparkled in the distance with the sun beating down on it, the winters in San Francisco often better than the summers, and the day lending proof.

      “We’re not going to your house, are we? I don’t really want Blaire yelling at me today.”

      “We won’t be seeing Blaire.”

      It was a non-answer, and I didn’t much like the elusiveness of it. He didn’t take her seriously, and it would probably earn him a knife in his back. For me, it’d probably be an axe to the head. The less I had to deal with that woman, the better.

      “Well, we’re only a few months away from putting our game in beta testing. If that goes well, we can get it live in no time.”

      “And then the work really starts.”

      “Not for me. I’m just the laborer. I don’t have anything to do with the business end of things.”

      “You will.”

      I rumpled my eyebrows at the conviction in Hunter’s voice. We slowed into a turn. Thankfully, it was taking us away from his house. A few minutes later, he turned into a driveway of a three-story building. The first story appeared to be just the garage.

      “Who lives here?” I asked in confusion.

      The garage door rose. He pulled into the cavernous space and shut off the car. The door started lowering behind us.

      “Is this the hideout for your secret drug cartel or something?” I asked as I got out of the car. “Are there going to be topless women in there cutting and bagging coke?”

      “You watch too much TV.”

      As we entered the house, I noticed the tightness in his eyes and the rigid set of his shoulders.

      What was going on?

      He started up the stairs, his gaze everywhere at once. He checked out the freshly painted wall, the banister, the steps themselves, and the ceiling. On the landing, he brought out a key before glancing at the second set of stairs leading to the third floor.

      He fit the key in the lock and clicked it over. I expected him to step aside and direct me through the door, but he didn’t. For the first time since I’d met him, he stepped in ahead of me.

      Warning bells went off. Blaire and villains and homicidal clowns could’ve been waiting in there for all I knew.

      “Are we in danger?” I asked in a hush, following him in a hunch. I was ready to run and I didn’t care who knew it. The first sign of danger and I was out of there.

      Hunter’s gaze took in the polished wood floor of the entryway that turned into a hallway to the back of the flat—because this was, indeed, a flat. Not an apartment, like I lived in, where there were a few units per floor. This was one living space that took up the whole floor of the building, with another flat above where someone else lived. And judging by what I could see so far, it was huge by San Francisco standards.

      “I’m thinking of buying this building, and wanted your thoughts,” Hunter said as he took two steps to the right and stood in the mouth of an archway.

      “Oh.” I straightened up. “Why didn’t you say so? I was thinking the worst.” I put my hands on my hips and checked things out.

      A large kitchen opposite the entryway had granite counters and all the latest appliances. A mat graced the ground in front of the sink, and the wine rack in the corner was fully stocked.

      “Does someone live here now?” I asked as I moved through the spacious kitchen and into the dining area on the other side.

      A large table, set with crystal and china, was set up in front of a filled china cabinet. Off to the right of that, in the front of the flat, crouched a sofa and chairs looking on a large entertainment system and huge TV.

      “Not at the moment, no.”

      “So whose stuff is this?” I circled back around to the door, Hunter dogging my steps.

      He didn’t answer me. Instead, he put out his hand toward the back of the flat. “The bedrooms are at the back.”

      Weird. And since when did he need a second opinion? His way was always the right way, regardless of the logic involved.

      It occurred to me that often houses being showed were staged with furniture and decorations, though this one didn’t have anything on the walls. Those usually came with a realtor passing out information.

      Although Hunter would probably bypass that.

      I passed a bathroom with a new sink and vanity unit, and glanced into an empty bedroom opposite. This one looked out into the atrium, a hollow in the middle of the building letting light in. At the back were two more bedrooms, one a master with a huge bed, curtains, a TV, and other fine things, and the other bare. Beyond those rooms was a large balcony with stairs leading into a backyard.

      “There’s an en suite bathroom off the master bedroom.” Hunter pointed into the room.

      “I have no idea what the value of flats are out here, Hunter,” I said, stepping back into the hallway. “I don’t know how I could possibly help you.”

      “Do you like it, though? Does it fit your tastes?”

      “My tastes?” I shrugged, looking around again. “I mean, yeah. It’s really nice. Renovated and spacious. You could get a pretty penny in rent, even though it’s way out in the Richmond District.”

      “Would you live here?”

      “If I was in college, had plenty of money and good roommates, sure. I’d brave public transportation for this place.”

      “Only if you were in college?”

      I walked back to the living room before glancing at the kitchen. “If I had a family I would, too. Although I doubt I’d want to raise a family in the city, personally. But if I did, this would be a great place. Otherwise, I’m getting too old for roommates.”

      “Why would you need a roommate?”

      I planted my hand on my hip and gave Hunter a leveling stare. Sometimes talking to a man who owned his own island was exasperating. “This place is huge, Hunter. Even if I could afford it—and with prices in this city, I doubt I could, not even with the huge paycheck you write me. And there’s way too much space. I’d use a quarter of it, maybe. I’d end up dusting and cleaning a giant place I’d only use a little bit of. Doesn’t make sense for a single person.”

      He stared at me with a blank expression, as though prompting me to come up with another, more reasonable assessment. Realization dawned on me.

      “You’ve already bought this place…” I wasn’t sure if I was accusing him or just completely mystified.

      “Yes.”

      “And had it updated and furnished…”

      “Furnished. It has already been renovated. A cleaner is scheduled to come every month—more, if you need it. The new assistant is not only highly competent, she can cook. She’ll take care of all your needs. It’s still in escrow, but I was given leave for you to start moving in.”

      “Wait…” That wasn’t quite the conclusion I had come to. “My needs?”

      I looked around again, this time with wide eyes. “Are you smoking crack? I can’t live here!”

      “Why? The place you live in now is filthy and tiny—you’re not happy there. You were planning to move anyway. I’ve solved the problem.”

      “You’ve become my keeper.”

      His brow furrowed. “How so?”

      With an open mouth, I stared at him. Sometimes the man was just dense. “I can’t afford this place, Hunter, which means you don’t plan to make me pay. Which means you are putting yourself in charge of my living arrangements.”

      “Your landlord is currently in charge of your living arrangements, as is your current roommate. What’s the difference? Consider it a perk of the job.”

      “But you’d have a key…”

      “Yes. And I will use it when I want to spend the night here.”

      Shivers went down my spine. He stared at me with that hot, commanding gaze, sucking out my will to resist. I shook my head slowly, feeling the desire to give in take hold.

      “I don’t need a quarter of this space,” I muttered. “And it’s so far away from downtown. Getting anywhere will take forever…”

      “With Blaire making things difficult for you, you can’t stay with me until I deal with her. I can’t stay in your place, for obvious reasons. This solves those problems. You will take the car service when you need a ride, or use your own transportation, which we’ll pick out next weekend.”

      He stepped forward, his eyes dark with arousal. His arm snaked around my middle and pulled me into his hard body. “I don’t know if I can give you a future, Olivia. I’m not sure I can keep you happy long-term. But I’m going to try. For you, I’ll try anything. That is my compromise. This place, that I can visit anytime, will be yours.”

      I looked deeply into his eyes. The heat in my middle swelled and overflowed. “What happens if all this ends?” I asked in a breathy whisper, lost in his smoldering gaze. “Where do I go?” It had to be asked.

      “You can stay here forever, if you want. This is yours. Upstairs will be a home gym. The extra bedrooms can be offices or whatever you want. This building was purchased for your use for as long as you need it. Change any of the furnishings—you have unlimited spending. Make this place your home.”

      His dominating gaze and the heat in his voice had my sex aching. The last of my strength to resist melted away. “Okay.”

      He bent to my lips, his kiss passionate and deep.

      “What does the bedroom look like, again?” I asked in a needy voice, running my hands up his chest.
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      He wasted no time in getting me to the other end of the flat, his hands peeling away my clothes as mine ripped at his. We backed into the bedroom, lips connected, urgency hurrying our movements. I yanked his shirt out of his slacks and pushed the fabric over his broad shoulders. His perfect chest greeted me. I worked his pants down next, my breath speeding up as he undid the buttons on my blouse. When my bra fell away, he leaned down and fastened a hot mouth to my nipple. I moaned softly, running my fingers through his hair. He straightened up and shoved down his boxers, probably intending to flip me on the bed next, but I had other plans.

      I dropped to my knees, taking the base of his erection in my fist and running my tongue over his tip. I sucked him in, fondling his balls with my free hand. As I withdrew, I stroked to the accompaniment of his soft groans.

      I sucked him in again, withdrawing faster this time, pumping my fist in time with my efforts. I bobbed over his hard cock, taking him deep in my throat before letting up, increasing the speed to match his breath, his flexing muscles, and his groans.

      “I want to come inside you, Livy.” Hands grabbed under my arms and hoisted me up. His length popped out of my mouth.

      A moment after standing, I was falling again, hitting the mattress with a bounce. He was between my thighs immediately with his mouth, pushing my legs apart so he could lick up the center of my heat. His mouth focused on my clit as two fingers dipped into me.

      I moaned and bucked into him, already needing him inside of me.

      He must’ve sensed it, because he climbed up my body in a hurry. His hard chest raked against my taut nipples, sending shooting pulses of pleasure through my body. He braced his hands under my knees and pushed my legs high on his waist, angling before plunging deep inside of me.

      “Oh God,” I said in surprise, not expecting the sudden depth from the position.

      He slammed into me, hard and fast. His mouth covered mine in a bruising kiss, spiraling me higher. I clung to him, gasping and panting with each thrust. His body crashed into mine. My core tightened and shivers racked my body. Before I could even get my bearings, suddenly the world spun, as an orgasm ripped through me.

      “Oh!” I shouted, arching back.

      “Hmm,” Hunter moaned, shaking with his own release.

      His movements slowed, became languid. His lips trailed down my neck and back up, sliding along the bottom of my jaw. I was still panting with the climax, but his soft ministrations started building me again. His slow movements pushed my pleasure higher.

      “No.” Hunter pushed up from the bed, looking down on me with a face shining from fatigue. He shook his head. “No. Don’t start up again.”

      “Me? You’re the one still kissing me all sweetly!”

      His mouth turned upward as he straightened. “You’re so damn sexy, Livy. I orgasm and immediately want you again. It’s…distracting.”

      “Hmm. So what now? Do you have a lake you want me to look at, or something? A beach? Maybe a summer home in the Hamptons?”

      “I have work to finish up. I can camp out at the dining room table, if you don’t mind…”

      “Only if you’re naked. My house, my rules.”

      He gave me a full smile, making me blink up at a man so handsome it should be outlawed. He could have any girl he wanted. Any girl. What was he doing with me?

      “What happened?” he asked, pulling me closer. He ran the back of his hand over my cheek. “Where’d the smile go?”

      “Sorry. Just blinded by the sun. Which is your beauty. It’d be a really good place for a Shakespeare quote, actually. I just sound stupid.”

      “She is beautiful, therefore to be woo’d. She is woman, therefore to be won,” he said.

      I leaned in to him, slipping my arms around his waist. “Smart and hot. Did it hurt?”

      His eyes sparkled, probably knowing what was coming. “Did what hurt?”

      “When you fell from heaven. Did it hurt?”

      He kissed my forehead. “No, actually, because I climbed up through hell.”

      I laughed as he stepped away. “Meet you at the kitchen table. No clothes, right? That’s the deal?”

      “Correct. Except I don’t have my computer.”

      Hunter paused at the door. He looked back at me. “I’ll have your assistant bring it over. You need to meet her anyway.”

      I watched his muscular butt move away, pleasantly distracted for the moment. When he was gone, I looked around. Then shook my head. The man was insane. He had bought a whole building—two flats and a garage—just to have his crush close. Money was nothing to him, granted, and real estate was a great investment, especially in this city, but he hadn’t done this for anyone else. Not even for his fake fiancée. In fact, instead of putting her here, trying to get her out of his hair, he had bought it to give me a nicer place to live. He was thinking of me more than himself. He was a really, really good guy.

      And I loved him.

      I blew out a breath and just stood still for a moment.

      Holy shit. I loved him.

      Obviously, yes, I knew it was coming. I knew I was on the road to l’amour, but actually realizing I was there…

      With a guy that didn’t think he could properly love…

      Well, I’d been in worse situations. Might as well just ride it until it bucked me off like all the others.

      “I’ve really stuck my foot in it this time.”
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      “A little late today…” Brenda said.

      I glanced at Brenda as I passed her desk, slightly harried and fully prepared to blame it on Hunter if he got mad at me. I set my computer up and noticed the cup of coffee on the edge of my desk. “I moved out to the Richmond District. It takes forever to get in here now. I had no idea seven miles would take that long.”

      “Nice place, though, right? You can thank me for finding it.”

      “He had you scouting last week, then, huh? The papers must have gone through in record time. I had no idea things could move that quickly.”

      “They can when the buyer is sitting on a pile of gold.” Brenda turned in her chair and surveyed me full on. “It’s getting serious between you two…”

      I shrugged, dipping a finger in the coffee. Lukewarm. “You couldn’t take this in to him?”

      “He doesn’t like to see me. He likes to see you. So if I take it in, he downs it so you’ll bring him another. That man does not need more caffeine. He needs a hit on a bong.”

      I smiled, getting up to get a fresh cup. “We’re not getting serious, no. We’re the equivalent of dating, I think. I’m not sure that he wants to know how I feel…”

      “Ah.” Brenda leaned against her desk. “No, probably not. He’s a bit closed off.” She turned back to her computer. “You’ll figure it out. It’s nice to see him happy. At least what passes for happy, anyway.”

      I rolled my head to loosen my neck as I got him a fresh cup of coffee, grabbing one for myself as well. He’d stayed over last night, and whether it was a good idea or not, I had spent the night with my head on his chest, savoring the feeling of his arm wrapped around me. It had been really great at the time. My neck wasn’t so great this morning, though.

      After setting my cup on my desk, I walked into his office, noticing the light spilling over his features and highlighting his ridiculously handsome face. It was a view I loved seeing every morning.

      As I set down the cup, he glanced up with a quirked brow.

      “What?” I asked, bracing my fist on my hip. I was ready for it.

      “Lose your way this morning?”

      “It wasn’t my idea to move so far away.”

      His eyes sparkled as he looked back at his computer. “The takeover of Bruce’s company is moving quickly. I wouldn’t be surprised if he starts hounding you to get the work done on his side project…”

      “Oh.” I relaxed my tense shoulders. I’d been ready for a fight—I had to simmer down now. “It’s fine. Since you work so much, and I live in the boonies now, I’ll have plenty of time in the evenings to get to it. Janelle is working on outfitting the extra rooms with offices.”

      Janelle was the new assistant Hunter had hired for me. A woman in her early forties, she was efficient, great at working on her own initiative, and one helluva cook. I absolutely loved her. Even though my instincts screamed at me to not accept yet another thing from Hunter, I just couldn’t send her away.

      Besides, I had created a job by keeping her. That was what I kept telling myself, anyway.

      “Did you give notice to your old roommate?” Hunter asked in an even tone, clicking on an email that came in as we were talking.

      “Janelle is drafting it today. She said she’d deliver it, too. She’s in the process of moving all my stuff to the new place. Your office will have a bed in it, by the way. For people who come to visit.”

      “My office?” Hunter glanced back at me, a small crease between his eyebrows.

      Uncertainty churned in my stomach. “Th-there was the extra room, so I figured I’d put a desk in it for you. You know, so you don’t have to sit at the kitchen table like you did over the weekend…”

      He stared at me in silence for a moment before turning back to his computer. I stood awkwardly, not sure if I should say something further. I didn’t want him to think I was asking him to move in or anything, but I did have that extra room, and it had plenty of space…

      I opened my mouth to explain, but then closed it again. The man had bought a building for me—buying him a desk with his own money and putting it in the spare room wasn’t a trip down lover’s lane. If anything, it was a nod to him for purchasing the building in the first place.

      Without another word, I about-faced and walked from the room. I wouldn’t tiptoe around him. It wasn’t my style. Mostly.

      “Okay, then,” I said, returning to my desk.

      “Atta girl!” Brenda exclaimed, not bothering to look over.

      I crinkled my brow as I got to work. She had randomly cheered me on for no reason. I kind of loved it.

      

      It was a little after noon and I’d just decided to get myself a sandwich when I heard, “Incoming,” in a low voice.

      I glanced over at Brenda, wondering what she was talking about, when I caught sight of movement coming our way. I glanced at Hunter’s schedule, seeing he had time blocked off for a couple hours.

      “Do I need to stay?” I asked, clicking out of the calendar. Scheduling meetings and looking after the guests was something that fell under Brenda’s jurisdiction.

      Before Brenda could answer, blond hair in loose curls framing a beautiful face caught my eye. A high-dollar tailored suit wrapped around an incredible body, the skirt reached her the mid-thigh revealing a shapely and tanned leg.

      Blaire.

      Cold washed through me as her eyes hit mine. She smirked in a condescending way as she stopped by Brenda’s desk. Beside her stood a tall man in an equally expensive suit carrying a briefcase. He looked expensive and important, and screamed lawyer.

      “I’ll let Mr. Carlisle know you’re here. Please have a seat,” Brenda said in that frosty way she had when she first met visitors. Hunter couldn’t have done it better himself.

      Blaire flashed me another condescending smirk as she sauntered toward my desk. “So.” She ran her finger along the edge as the man with her walked away toward the seating area. “Working girl, huh? How’s the boss treating you?”

      “Great.” I pointedly looked at my computer, pulling up a spreadsheet I was working on to have something, anything to do instead of having to talk to her. My stomach rumbled, but there was no way I was going to get up and walk out. Not while she was playing the intimidation game. I had to stand my ground.

      “He hasn’t come home the last couple nights. I heard he bought his new mistress a flat. How quaint. You must feel like Cinderella.”

      “Big words, coming from someone living in his house with nowhere else to go…”

      Oops. I hadn’t meant to say anything. I did not need to stoop to her level. Nor did I need to incite rage in a crazy person.

      “And at least I have a ring.” She rested her hand on my desk. The large diamond on her ring finger glittered in the light. “I haven’t put much effort into seducing him. I figured he’d come around on his own. But based on your prancing around him like a dog in heat, it seems I have to up my game…”

      Do not respond. She wants you to respond. Don’t do it!

      I clenched my jaw, staring at my spreadsheet.

      “I’d be worried, if I were you…” Blaire smirked.

      “He’ll see you now,” Brenda said, standing from her desk. She gave Blaire a frosty look as she passed, pausing in Hunter’s door.

      Blaire smirked at me again before leaning down. Her expensive-smelling perfume wafted by my nose. “Watch yourself, little girl. I know where you live now.”

      She straightened as the man she was with passed her. With a soft laugh I could only describe as terrifyingly evil, she followed Brenda and the man into Hunter’s office.

      My release of breath was a noisy affair. I slumped against my desk.

      “What a bitch,” Brenda whispered as she closed Hunter’s door. “She’s here to try and keep Hunter in that stupid contract he signed.”

      “Does she have a shot?”

      Brenda paused by my desk. She looked down on me with the sparkle of anger in her eyes. “She doesn’t, no. But I heard Hunter talking—the problem is with his father. There was an exchange of inheritance on the premise that Hunter would marry Blaire. I think whatever Hunter’s dad had going with Blaire’s father mostly fell through or didn’t work out—I don’t know the details. But Rodge has to agree to release Hunter of his liability.”

      “And he won’t because he knows Hunter wants him to.”

      “Exactly. If Hunter breaks the contract, there will probably be millions in damages. Millions. It would cripple Hunter financially.”

      “I thought Rodge married Hunter’s mom for money because he didn’t have any…”

      “His business was in trouble, and then yes, he got a bailout. But then he made the most of it. Now he’s worth a pretty penny.”

      My heart sank. “Hunter will probably have to go through with it.”

      Brenda’s expression turned comforting. “Don’t underestimate Hunter. He can be sneaky when he wants to be. He’ll figure out something.”

      I endured Brenda’s pitying gaze as she settled at her desk. “Looks like he wants a witness,” she said a moment later. “Not that I blame him.” I caught her closing a PM before she grabbed a notepad and got to her feet.

      As she let herself into Hunter’s office, I couldn’t help but reflect on the situation. Hunter was sneaky and extremely intelligent, but Rodge was those things as well as being cunning and malicious. If it came to a battle between father and son, I had a feeling the father would win. Rodge would be holding a grudge, since Hunter had secured the takeover from Bruce. He wouldn’t want Hunter to have another victory.

      

      Two hours later, the door to Hunter’s office opened in a swirl of anger and perfume. Blaire stormed out, heels punching the floor with each step. She paused in front of my desk, beautiful despite her red face and lips pressed together in anger. Her nostrils flared as they stared down at me. “You won’t win. I’ll make sure of it!”

      I stared up at her, trying to keep my face blank and composed, as the man with her laid a hand on her shoulder.

      She shook him off, staring down at me in rage for another moment, before turning and stomping off toward the elevator.

      “Spoiled little brat,” Brenda said when Blaire was out of earshot.

      I couldn’t help a small smile. “She didn’t get her way, I take it?”

      “Not at all,” she said in a whisper. “It’s exactly as I said earlier. She has not got a leg to stand on. Plus, get this…”

      Brenda moved to the front of my desk, glancing at Hunter’s open door for a moment. She lowered her voice even more. “Her dad cut her off. Well, kind of. She gets an allowance, but her trust fund has almost dried up. She needs to marry rich, but word’s gotten around of how crazy she is. Her dad won’t give her another penny, and he doesn’t care about the contract with Hunter because the business with Rodge has also dried up. Not a leg to stand on…”

      Brenda turned up her nose with a smile, tapping my desk. “Serves her right.”

      “But Hunter still has to go through Rodge.”

      Brenda shrugged as she made her way to her desk. “He’ll figure it out.”

      

      At the end of the day, I shut down my computer and lugged myself into Hunter’s office. He was turned toward the large wall of windows behind him, looking out on the sunset.

      “You okay?” I asked quietly, stopping by his desk.

      “Come here, Olivia.”

      I walked around his chair and paused by his knee, looking down on him. He took my hand and pulled gently, placing me on his lap. I leaned against his chest, running my thumb along the stubble of his chin.

      “Blaire wear you out today?”

      His arm came around my waist. “No. If anything, that was a victory.”

      “Brenda said your dad was standing in the way of you getting out of the contract.”

      Hunter’s hand rubbed up my back and around to my collar line. Deftly, he undid the first button. “Yes. He is. He’s given his requirements for releasing me from the contract without messy litigation.”

      My next button popped open. His hand trailed down my middle.

      “What’s that?” I asked as my breath sped up.

      Hunter opened another button. Then the last. He pushed my blouse open, exposing my see-through, black, lacy bra. His lips softly met my neck as his hand cupped my breast. It seemed he didn’t plan to answer me.

      “Hunter,” I said.

      I barely heard his release of breath. His hand fell to my knee. “He wants to take you on a date.”

      I stiffened.

      “He wants a date, and he wants to take you home and spend the night with you.” Hunter leaned his forehead against my chin. “He wants this because he knows I would never allow it. He wants to tarnish you in my eyes.”

      I struggled to find my voice. “What happens if you say no?”

      “I fight the contract, of course. In truth, I’ll stand to lose a lot of my wealth. I don’t care about giving my inheritance back, but he worked a lot of damages into the contract. It’s like he knew this would happen. I’m only telling you because I don’t want you hearing it from Blaire or my father.”

      “He wanted the upper hand regardless of your decision…”

      “Yes. He’s always been one for strategy.”

      “How long will you have to be married to Blaire?”

      Hunter shook his head, putting his hand to my jaw softly. He looked up at me, his eyes soft. “I won’t marry her. And I won’t give you to my father. I’ll fight it. Fortunes can always be rebuilt.”

      Tears came to my eyes. “I can’t let you do that for me, Hunter. I won’t sleep with Rodge, but I won’t be the reason you lose everything, either.”

      “Shhh.” Hunter pulled my head down, brushing his lips against mine. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll figure it out. You’re mine—I won’t give you up. And I won’t make a fool out of you by marrying Blaire and keeping you as a mistress. You’re better than that. You’re better than me and my fucked-up life. I’ll fix this somehow, Livy.”

      His kiss deepened as his hand fell to my breast again, kneading softly. His fingers played across the swell before pausing at the clasp in the center. A quick flick had it popping open. He pushed the fabric to the side before breaking the kiss and leaning across me, taking one of my nipples in his hot mouth.

      I sucked in a breath as his hand fell between my legs. His fingers ran down my panty-covered slit, wet with need. He rubbed the top in a circle while sucking my nipple. Pleasure heated my body, pulsing through me.

      “Bend over the desk,” Hunter demanded softly. He helped me off his lap before standing up with me. His eyes were soft yet smoldering, filled with desire and longing both. “I need to be inside of you.”

      I walked to the desk and bent over, feeling my ardor rise. I felt him behind me, his legs brushing up against mine. Palms started mid-thigh and pushed upward, moving the fabric of my skirt up and over my butt, exposing my lacy thong.

      A brief pause almost had me looking back before I felt a hot mouth against my panty-clad sex. I moaned as his hands landed on my knees, coaxing my legs wider apart. I complied eagerly. Fingers hooked around the fabric covering me and pulled it to the side. A scorching tongue licked up my center.

      “Hmm,” I moaned, laying my cheek against his desk.

      His touch disappeared. Cool air assaulted what a second ago had been blasting heat.

      A zipper sounded.

      My heart started to beat faster as I waited for him. Bent over his desk, exposed, anticipating what he would do next.

      Clothing rustled. A blunt tip made a trail down my aching sex.

      “Oh, Hunter,” I said, my lips fluttering with the delicious contact.

      The tip stopped at my opening. Light pressure had me pushing back, wanting the thrust. Wanting him deeply inside me. His palms braced on my butt, though, keeping me pinned.

      His erection barely pushed past my lips, then stopped.

      “Please, Hunter,” I said. Shivers spread fire through my body. Tingles heightened the expectation, promising exquisite pleasure. “Please…”

      More pressure, entering me slowly. Not enough.

      “Deeper,” I moaned, clutching the desk in desperation. “Deeper, please, Hunter. Fuck me!”

      Agonizingly, the tip pulled out. It slid along my pounding sex, teasing.

      “You’re mine, Olivia,” Hunter said in a hoarse whisper. “I won’t ever share you or give you away. Not for anything, do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      His palms slid over my butt and up my back. His chest lay on top of me. A hard thrust had him pushing deep into my core.

      “Oh!” I exclaimed as his thighs hit mine.

      “You’re mine,” he whispered again, his mouth to my ear. He crashed into me then, hard and dominating. Each thrust was like a shock of pleasure, exploding through my body.

      I moaned and writhed, shoved against the hard wood desk with each thrust. Our skin slapped together. My body wound up, incredibly tight.

      “Oh, God,” I exclaimed as the friction vibrated through me. “Oh, God. Oh my God!”

      He pounded into me, unyielding. The sensations grew, expanding. Larger. Overcoming me.

      “Oh Hunt—oh Go—” Words failed me. My teeth clicked closed. My jaw clenched. Colors burst behind my eyes and a boom of orgasm rocked my body.

      “Olivia,” Hunter groaned, shaking over me. His hands gripped me tightly.

      He leaned over me more heavily as I panted against the desk, both of us quaking in the afterglow. He kissed my cheek softly with his hands braced around me possessively.

      There was no way in hell I would sleep with Rodge, that was for sure. But I had to admit that part of this was my fault. I’d been integral in getting Bruce to Hunter’s side, and Rodge knew it. I was a part of this issue. A big part.

      I had to help fix this, even if it meant going into the belly of the beast and visiting Rodge on his home turf. It was the only way.
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      It was a long week, made longer by the amount of work I had on my plate, and the emotional upheaval threatening me. Hunter had his usual million projects going on, but Bruce had stepped up his production and requested a bunch more from me as well. I’d get home after a long day and walk straight into my office, starting the hobby job that didn’t actually pay anything.

      And then there was the contract.

      I could see the stress eating away at Hunter every day. At work, I’d hear him shout into the phone, something I’d never heard him do before. When I took him his coffee, he might be pacing in front of the window. He tossed and turned at night. Occasionally, when he was in the middle of a nightmare, he’d mutter something along the lines of, “No, Dad, don’t take this one!”

      He was reliving his horror of the maid, the woman who ruined him before he’d even turned eighteen. The woman who’d chosen his dad over him, crushing his young, inexperienced heart. Hunter was applying that pain to me. He worried he’d lose me the same way.

      On Friday, the day before I planned to take matters into my own hands, I called Kimberly, to ask her advice.

      “Have you talked to him about the situation?” she asked.

      “Yes. Well…I tried,” I said as I paced my office. “He doesn’t want to talk about it. Brenda said he’s liquidizing a bunch of his assets, prepared to hand it over. This will devastate him, Kimberly. It might even bankrupt him.”

      “It won’t bankrupt him, Livy. Not even close. The man has way too much money for that. Plus, he is so smart, he’ll make it all back in no time. Don’t worry about that. But he will have to start over on some things. All because of you.”

      I leaned against the wall. “I should feel blissful and happy that he likes me this much, but all I feel is guilt.”

      “He hasn’t said he loved you, but he’s prepared to lose practically everything for you…”

      I could hear the excitement in her voice. She was missing the point here. “Kimberly, this isn’t a romantic situation. I can’t do this to him.”

      Kimberly scoffed in exasperation. “Olivia, he’s making a choice. He could just marry Blaire, stay with her in a sham marriage for however long, like he’d originally planned, and then get an annulment. Who cares—certainly no one else would. That setup isn’t unheard of. The fact that he won’t do that and keep you as a mistress…”

      I gripped the phone in anger, hating Kimberly’s squeals of delight. I put my hand to my head. I felt sick. “I have to fix this.”

      “Do not tell me you’re going to go through with your dumb plan.”

      I wandered through the empty flat, which was huge and lonely. Hunter was staying at his place tonight, having said he would be working late. I thought he just wanted some time alone. Or maybe he intended to have it out with Blaire again. He had a lot at stake. I didn’t begrudge him taking some time to reflect.

      I just wished that didn’t make me have to reflect too.

      I plopped onto the couch and leaned back, closing my eyes. “I have to. It’s the only way. He’s trying to sacrifice for me, and what am I doing?”

      “You’re giving him what no one else can—a loving woman who isn’t after his money.”

      “I’m giving him a headache at the same time as bleeding him dry.” I shook my head. “I have to go.”

      “Well, then, I’m going with you,” Kimberley said firmly.

      “No, you’re not.” I rubbed my eyes, feeling tired and strung out.

      “Olivia, if Hunter finds out you went to his father’s house, he’ll never trust you again, especially if you go alone. And if it works? He’ll totally think you had sex with his dad. You don’t want that. He doesn’t want that. You need a witness.”

      “If you come with me, Rodge will know it’s precisely because I needed a witness. I doubt he would bend if it wouldn’t hurt Hunter in some way.”

      Kimberly was silent for a moment. “True. Dang! Wait…I’ve got it. We can do both—send you alone, and give you a witness.”

      “How? You have a crystal ball that works?”

      I listened to her plan, feeling a fraction of relief work into my gloomy outlook. Her plan was a good one.

      

      The next day, after I’d finished sorting out some things for Hunter and equally as much for Bruce, I slipped into a sexy, revealing dress and applied the brooch Kimberly had bought for me. The sun was just dipping behind the horizon as I walked out to the living room.

      Kimberly and Janelle waited for me on the couch, their chatter dying down as I walked into their midst. Kimberly held up her phone, recording the situation on video.

      “Okay, describe what you are wearing,” Kimberly prompted.

      I took a deep breath and put out my hands. “A sexy dress that Rodge will think I am wearing to try to seduce him.”

      “What else?” she continued.

      I pointed to the brooch. “A spy brooch. This has a small camera in it that should catch most video, and will definitely catch the audio.”

      “Hopefully.” Kimberly turned the phone so the camera was facing her. The screen pointed at me. “We tested—”

      “Kimberly, all it sees is your chin. Turn the camera around.” I adjusted the brooch, letting my hands fall away as Janelle got up and came over. She took over adjusting so it looked right.

      “Oh.” Kimberly rolled her eyes. “I’m stupid.” She turned the phone back around before tapping the screen. She pushed the phone away a little, no doubt making sure to capture herself just right, and started again. “We tested it, and it seems to get fisheye kind of video and pretty good audio. If Livy doesn’t go swimming with it, it should do the trick.”

      “I feel like a rinky-dink spy,” I muttered, smoothing my dress.

      Kimberly hit the screen again. “Tell him what else you have.”

      I looked around, holding my hand out for Janelle to give me my clutch. From it I took a small vial with a couple pills. “The secret weapon.” I shook the vial, rattling the pills inside. “This will knock him out.”

      “What else?”

      I groaned and took out a condom and a small bottle of lotion. I held them both up with a grimace. “The condom will be thrown on the ground. There is no way I am going to touch his penis.”

      “She is going to drug him, then she’ll open his fly and shirt, so he thinks he got kinda naked. Then she’ll leave the condom with lotion on the ground so he thinks he…you know.”

      “Ejaculated,” Janelle added, tucking the items back into my clutch with a grimace to match mine.

      “Yeah. Gross. Then she’ll leave.” Kimberly brushed back her hair. The phone jiggled in her hand. I was pretty positive this video shoot wouldn’t produce the best-quality picture.

      “I will try to talk him into breaking the contract before I have to actually pretend to give it up, though,” I explained, putting my wrap over my shoulders.

      “No way will he pass up a chance to get you naked,” Kimberly said in disgust. “That man is gross. And there’s no way he will keep all this quiet. Which is why the video is essential.”

      “Right. As is the counter-contract we had drawn up.” I took a piece of paper from the table.

      “I don’t think that’s what it’s called,” Janelle said in her soft voice.

      Kimberly tapped the screen and adjusted the phone again, now recording herself. “I explained everything to my lawyer and got him a copy of the contract you signed, Hunter. Don’t ask me how—I’m sneaky. Anyway, he drew up something that will negate the contract if your dad signs it. Olivia, sacrificing herself, plans to subject herself to your gross dad in order to try and help you out and prove she loves you.”

      “Kimberly!” I screeched, clattering over in high heels to try and snatch the phone.

      Kimberly gave an evil grin. “Not love, Hunter. Just…intense lust boardering on desperation to continue being with you—”

      “Kim—berly!” I ripped the phone away and ended the recording. I glared down at her. “You better edit that out if you ever have to send this to him!”

      “Livy, he has to know by now. You might as well just say it.”

      “One thing at a time. First, I need to get through tonight without damning myself. If I do have to drug this guy, he could rat me out. I’d go to jail.”

      “That’s why you have to wait until the drug leaves his system before you come forward with the video.”

      “Except the video will show me slipping him the pills.”

      “Not if we edit the video, dummy.” Kimberly winked at me. “I swear, you are terrible at espionage.”

      “Just make sure you provide plenty of evidence of him drinking heavily,” Janelle said, fixing my hair. “That’ll explain him passing out.”

      I took another deep breath, butterflies waging war in my stomach. I was no good at lying, and I hadn’t forgotten how I had felt when Rodge had pushed himself on me.

      I checked my clutch, running my fingers along the tiny bottle of pepper spray, just in case.

      “I just hope Hunter forgives me for this if he finds out,” I murmured as I placed the order for the cab. I didn’t want to take a car in case Hunter got a report about who was taken where. My hope was that he’d never find out about this.

      “We’ll have proof nothing happened, Livy,” Kimberly said. “We’ll make sure he can’t blame you.”

      I nodded miserably. “He wouldn’t want me going at all. He’ll be mad I took this upon myself.”

      “He’ll get over it.” Kimberly patted the couch. “Come sit down and have a glass of wine to relax.”

      “Janelle, you can go at any time,” I said, moving toward Kimberly and the bottle of wine resting on the coffee table.

      “I’ll wait until you’re tucked into the cab.” She moved to sit down as well.

      I took a sip of my wine with a shaky grip. I wasn’t sure I was up to this.

      

      An hour later, I arrived at a large house in the East Bay. The immaculately landscaped front had a path cutting through it, dotted with ankle-high lights leading up to a grand front door surrounded by pillars. The porch light was on, as were various lights inside the house.

      I sucked in a breath through a tight chest as I paid the cab driver. Climbing out of the car, I squeezed my clutch to my stomach, going over the various items inside. My brain constantly went back to the pepper spray.

      I rang the doorbell with a shaking hand as the cab driver sped away.

      Whatever happened to waiting to make sure the patron was safely inside…

      Although, in this situation, that might have been worse.

      The door opened slowly. A young, pretty girl stood in front of me with large, luminous eyes and a heart-shaped mouth. She wore something like a French maid’s outfit, with a white apron overlaying a little black dress. The hem of the skirt portion came to her mid-thigh, revealing long legs encased in fishnet stockings. Her ample cleavage peeked out of her low-cut top.

      I could barely prevent myself from shaking my head in disgust. She was probably no more than eighteen, and wearing a revealing outfit designed to show off for her employer. Based on what I knew of Rodge’s past, he not only looked, he sampled the merchandise. Disgusting.

      “Miss Jonston?” the young woman asked in a sultry voice.

      “Yes.” I took a step forward.

      “Follow me.” She stepped to the side so that I might enter the house before closing the door behind me. She took her position as my guide, walking on high heels that couldn’t possibly be comfortable to wear for the whole day, and swinging her generous hips.

      We walked through the hallway, past the stairs leading to the upper floor, and into a dimly lit den. Books lined the wall and couches took up the middle of the floor, facing each other. Soft music played in the background as candles sent flickering light up around the room.

      “Olivia.” Rodge put down a snifter filled with an amber liquid before standing. His eyes glittered with arousal as a slow smile soaked up his features. “I’m so glad you could come.”

      “Hi, Rodge,” I said, fighting to match his smile. It wasn’t easy. The man gave me the creeps.

      “Stacy, honey, will you bring in the trays?” Rodge didn’t take his eyes from me as he spoke.

      “Of course, Rod—Mr. Carlisle.” She curtsied, of all things, and bustled out of the room.

      “A little young, hmm?” I asked as I took a seat across from him on the couch.

      He sat back down slowly, his eyes roaming my body. “She has no complaints.”

      “I bet not. I’m sure the money’s good. And whatever happened to…your girlfriend?”

      He smiled without humor as the maid returned, carrying a tray laden with finger foods. “Would you care for something to drink?” she asked.

      “A red wine would be great, thanks.”

      “Stacy, honey…”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Carlisle.” She walked to the left, where a small bar was stationed. From the countertop she took a bottle, inspected the label, and then opened it. She poured two glasses.

      “Are you worried I might spike your drink, Livy?”

      Cold trickled down my spine with the familiar way he spoke to me. I hated that he’d used my nickname. He held the power here, or at least he thought he did, and it showed in his tone. He saw this as a victory over me, and over his son.

      I composed my face, doing everything I could not to grit my teeth or grimace. “A little,” I replied honestly. “You’re the type of man who is not afraid to cheat to get what he wants.”

      “Yes. I am.” He gave me that slimy smile as he took his glass of wine from Stacy. He waited until I took mine before raising his a little in a silent salute. After he took a sip, he crossed a leg over his knee and got comfortable. “I’ve backed my son into a corner. He has no choice but to part with you for a night. You see, he’s never been without more than enough money. Even though he’d be left with plenty of fortune for a normal man, he wouldn’t know how to function. He hasn’t had to scrape the bottom like I have. Add that to his lack of interest in those around him, and he’ll give his prize to his sworn enemy.”

      “You have him all figured out.”

      “He’s my son, after all.” Rodge took a slow sip of his wine, watching me over the rim of his glass. “And once I’ve had you, he won’t want you anymore. You do know that, right?”

      I swallowed. I did know that. Even though I wouldn’t sleep with Rodge, me being here would be enough to signify my guilt to Hunter. He’d be hard-pressed to believe me when I said I didn’t touch his dad, and worse, he would have a hard time forgiving me, if he ever did. In Hunter’s eyes, all this would be betraying him, not saving him. Hopefully the video would lessen the sting.

      I took a sip, trying to hide my hand shaking. Rodge gave me that slow smile again.

      “I knew Hunter would give you up, but I must admit, I didn’t know if you would agree. You must really care for my son…”

      “And by saying that, you’re saying I must really not like you…”

      Rodge chuckled as he reached to the table for a piece of cheese, bringing his body closer to me. “Part of this is exciting because I will be conquering you, of course.”

      “And that doesn’t bother your ego at all, huh? Having to coerce a woman into bed?”

      “Not at all. Some women flock to me because of money, some power—women always want something.”

      “What a limited view you have of the female species. So, by your definition, I am after something. What is that?”

      Rodge’s eyes shone as he looked at me. “My son, of course.”

      “Yes, but it’s an act of selflessness. That’s not wanting something—that’s giving to make someone else happy. I don’t fit into your definition of a female.”

      “If I allow him to get out of this contract, he’ll also have more money than me. More power. You’re going for the big prize.”

      “Except when he finds out I’m here, he won’t want me. So what’s the prize?”

      Rodge popped the cheese into his mouth as he stared at me. His eyes marginally squinted. “That, I’m afraid, I haven’t figured out. You’re a smart girl—much smarter than the girls he usually employs. What is your angle, Livy? You must have one.”

      Stacy walked in. “Sir, dinner is ready.”

      I stood, hardly having taken a sip of my wine. Rodge stood with me, still staring. Trying to figure me out.

      I gave him a sly smile. “Like I said, I don’t fit into your definition of female.”

      “You do. I just have to find out how.”

      I rolled my eyes as I followed Stacy. We passed through spacious rooms decorated with dark colors and strange modern art. The smell of cooking wafted toward me as we passed through an archway to a room with a large dining table featuring a large but low arrangement of flowers. The lights were dim here too. Two place settings faced each other across the middle of the table. I had hoped we would each be at either end, but he’d gone for the intimate approach. Unfortunately.

      I sat where Stacy indicated, putting my glass in front of me and resting my clutch on my knees, hidden by the tablecloth. My goal was to slip the drug into his drink toward the end of dinner, so that when we moved to a more intimate setting, he was already feeling drowsy.

      How I would do that was a concern. A big one. I wasn’t very sneaky.

      “You just want to get the night over with,” Rodge said as he settled.

      My stomach turned. Knowing my expression probably showed my distaste, I took a sip of wine. Lowering it slowly, I cleared my throat. “I’m here to fulfill my end of the agreement. I don’t have to like it, and, quite frankly, don’t plan to. But I’m no fool, Rodge. I don’t intend to…go through with this unless I have something signed from you, waiving your rights.”

      “What would you have me do, scribble it on a napkin?” He laughed as Stacy and another pretty girl, about the same age, and wearing the same outfit, delivered soup.

      “I brought something for you to sign. I won’t touch you until it’s signed.” I waited until the soup was in front of me and the women gone before I picked up my spoon and swirled it around. I had no appetite, and I really wondered if there was something in the food. I planned to drug him and leave—I wouldn’t put it past him to do the same to keep me here.

      Rodge’s face lost the smile. His eyes turned shrewd. “I’ll sign it after.”

      “No way. I want it before, or I’ll leave right now. I don’t trust you.”

      Rodge lifted the spoon to his mouth and sipped his soup slowly, some sort of creamy concoction that actually smelled really great.

      “Why do you want me, really, Rodge?” I asked despite myself. “You can get younger, obviously. And prettier. Why waste your time trying to force me? Why do you hate your son that much?”

      “I don’t hate my son. But I don’t like that he’s trying to rise above his station. I made him. I taught him, gave him a place to start his career. What does he do? He takes what I offer, and then uses it to leverage a better position. It doesn’t stop there. Rather than waiting until I die to receive his inheritance, he works out a deal to cut me out of his life early. Now I don’t have as much to offer another heir that would follow my teaching. So you see, I’m just balancing out the power once again. That’s all.”

      “What’s the matter, can’t marry into money again? All the women with their own fortunes see you coming, and the young ones still have Daddy to protect them?”

      He sneered at me. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand my situation.”

      “That’s probably a compliment.” I moved my spoon around my soup. “So you’re restacking the power in your favor…”

      Rodge gave me a smug smile. “Exactly. As it should be with father and son.”

      “You don’t have any other kids, though.”

      “No.” Rodge’s eyes flicked down at his soup for a brief moment as a sour expression crossed his face. It was gone almost immediately.

      “Ah. Not for lack of trying, though. You think going young will help, but it’s the old sperm that’s the problem…”

      His eyes snapped up to me, anger blasting out. Just like his expression from a moment before, though, the emotion was gone a moment later. Back to cool and collected, but I had affected him. That was a sore subject.

      “Anyway,” I said, “you’ll have me, you’ll devastate him again—so you think—and then you will, what? Dance naked in the moonlight? What will you gain?”

      Rodge gave a small shrug. “The upper hand. With a man like Hunter, the upper hand is a great thing. It really gets under his skin.”

      “You sound like an adolescent.” The girls came and removed our soup. I saw that Rodge’s was nearly empty, and I got a quirked eyebrow from Stacy, as my bowl was still almost full.

      Next came a chicken dish that also smelled truly divine. This I did sample, though with a churning stomach from just being in Rodge’s presence, not to mention the fear of what Hunter would say if he found out. I didn’t eat much before I laid down my fork and knife.

      “So tell me,” Rodge said conversationally as he cut into his meat, “how do you like graduating from a pristine college with a great education, only to become a secretary?”

      “First, executive assistants for large corporations make a lot of money. Second, I do much more than administrative duties.”

      “Of course you do.” He gave me a condescending smile as he raised his fork to his mouth. “And what will you do when Hunter fires you for fucking his father?”

      With shaking hands, I pushed my plate away and put my hands on my clutch. I took out the vial and emptied one of the pills into my palm. I had no idea how I was going to get it into his glass, but it was better to be ready than miss an opportunity.

      “I guess I’ll just have to wait and see…” I said in the same conversational tone.

      Rodge laughed, putting another bite into his mouth. “I’m no longer hiring, if that was your thought.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      “I also don’t have room for a mistress.”

      “I’m heartbroken.”

      Rodge took a sip of his wine. “You seem like such a soft touch, Olivia. I thought you’d be a doormat. But you have some fire to you. You know your own mind.”

      “And let me guess—you hate that in a woman.”

      He laughed again, putting down his cutlery. “Only when she says no.”

      The girls came out and removed the plates. I got another quirked eyebrow. Dessert came and went, and eventually he stood, gesturing for me to do the same.

      “Shall we move to the den, Livy?”

      My stomach swirled and twisted. I followed him with shaking limbs and the overwhelming impulse to cry. I felt trapped. I wanted Hunter to come and save me, as stupid as that was. I wanted him to just barge in, say he’d found another way, and let me run out of here.

      I followed behind Rodge, and sat on the couch where I’d been before. This time, he sat right next to me. His cologne assaulted my nose and stung my eyes, the fragrance probably delightful on someone else, but sickly sweet on him.

      “I need you to sign that waiver,” I said with a trembling voice I couldn’t help. I scooted a little away, hating that his thigh was rubbing against mine.

      “What’s to prevent you from leaving if I sign it?”

      Rodge’s voice was low and husky. I felt a finger run softly up my arm.

      Shivering in disgust, I bent forward to my clutch, the pill still in my hand. I took out the folded waiver and held it up to him. “I’ll let you keep hold of it until after, and then I’ll take it and go. Immediately. I’m not sleeping in the same bed as you.”

      Rodge took the piece of paper from me. He leaned forward and put his glass on the coffee table before straightening back up, angling away from me to catch some light in which to read.

      Seeing my opportunity, I grabbed the open bottle of wine left from before and poured us both full glasses. As I turned to straighten back up, I glanced at him, seeing him struggling to read the print. I dropped the pill into his drink, laughing to cover the small plunk. “Need glasses?” I taunted.

      Rodge’s brows lowered as his eyes shifted back and forth over the page.

      “You had someone draw this up,” he said.

      “Obviously. I’m not an idiot.”

      He lowered the paper, looking at me with a shrewd gaze. “Why are you doing this? I have to know.”

      “I’m the reason Hunter is in this mess. I’ll be the reason he gets out. I owe him that much.”

      Rodge squinted. “Why else? You don’t owe him your dignity.”

      I sipped my wine, remembering Kimberly’s comment about editing. “I love him.”

      Rodge laughed heartily at that, putting the waiver down on the table and taking up his wine glass. He took a large sip before shaking his head. “Now I see. Ensnared. You think this will make him love you back. What a fool you are. You should be after the money or power.” He shook his head again. “My son doesn’t love, Olivia. You must know that. He won’t get soft-hearted because you risked yourself for him.”

      “I don’t plan to tell him. I’d hoped you’d do the right thing and let me go…”

      He stood smoothly and crossed the room to a small desk in the corner. From it he extracted a pen, his eyes sparkling in the firelight when he was on his way back. When he returned, he casually signed and dated the form, leaving it where it was when he was through. He tossed the pen across the coffee table, took another sip of wine, and twisted toward me from the edge of the couch. His gaze roamed my body.

      “No. But if you’re good, and you scream real nice, I won’t tell him. You have to let yourself thoroughly enjoy it, though. I’m not the man you think, Livy. My hands can be surprisingly gentle…”

      I tried to swallow past the lump in my throat. I knew he was being crude just to make this worse for me. He was playing mind games. I also knew he would try to get me to enjoy it so I hated myself for it. He’d take more time with that goal in mind.

      I had no intention of being around that long.
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      I took up my glass of wine and eyed the bottle. “Do I have to be sober for this?”

      He smiled as I took a big gulp of my wine. He followed suit, drinking most before setting his glass down and waiting for me.

      “Seriously. More.” I held out my glass. Smirking, he filled it, and filled his as well, emptying the bottle.

      “Why Blaire?” I asked, allowing him to hear the tremor in my voice. I wanted him to think I was stalling because I was nervous. Which I was.

      He leaned back with his body facing me. He strung his arm across the top of the couch, bending at the elbow so he could flick my hair with his fingers. “Her father had a struggling business when the economy crippled him. I wanted in on it, so I offered a bailout. Little did I know my shares wouldn’t be worth much when all was said and done.”

      “Why didn’t you marry her yourself?”

      “And take something her father wanted to get rid of? The woman is wild. She’s a handful, and she spends like the spoiled brat she is. I wanted nothing to do with her.”

      His fingers trailed down my cheek.

      I shivered, but prevented myself from jerking away. His oily smile said I didn’t prevent the grimace, though.

      “So you pawned her off on your son.”

      “Yes I did. I figured he’d just get used to her and eventually try to get her knocked up so he could finally have a child.” His delighted smile set off warning bells.

      “And why does that amuse you?” I asked in a weak voice, trying to ignore his hand trailing down my neck.

      “Because she can’t have babies. Or so her father said when he’d had too much brandy. She got her tubes tied—never wanted the little leeches, apparently.”

      “And Hunter doesn’t know that?”

      “Of course not.”

      I blinked in disbelief. “Are you a sociopath? You’re his father! How can you be so cruel?”

      “Like I said, he left me. My company wasn’t good enough for him. Too small. I don’t let betrayal go unpunished.”

      I rolled my eyes, and then shuddered in disgust as his hand dipped in toward my chest and ran over the swell of my breast.

      “I can’t—” I jerked away, hating his touch. Hating this house and everything about this.

      I squeezed my eyes tight, desperately wondering why I hadn’t used two pills. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “Stalling just prolongs the inevitable,” he said with a smile in his voice.

      I opened my eyes, my hate-filled glare landing on him. It made his smile burn brighter. I looked at the waiver lying on the table.

      “I’ll do you right near, then you can take it and go. No sassle.”

      The lump in my throat was back. My eyes stung. I hated this. Only then did what he had said leak into my brain.

      I turned back to him, noticing his eyes drooping just a little bit. Swallowing, I leaned back, aiming my chest toward him so the camera would catch everything. I didn’t make a move toward him, though. I left my hands in my lap, stiff.

      His smile turned hungry. He reached out with a slightly limp hand, hitting the center of my chest. His brow creased a little as he adjusted, flopping his palm onto my breast.

      “Just get this over with,” I said, turning my face toward the couch back.

      As expected, he chuckled darkly, slowing down. He moved over to the other breast before working with numb fingers at the strap on my dress.

      “Snur faburn.” His eyebrows pinched over his eyes before his head rolled. He looked at his hand before his head rolled again. His body fell against the couch back, and he reached out to me.

      I caught his hand by the wrist and held it. He pulled back, which only succeeded in tipping his body toward me when I wouldn’t let go of his hand. I hopped up quickly, grabbed his glass, crossed the room to the small bar, and poured it down the sink. I did the same with mine, then brought the decanter of brandy to the coffee table and left it there, along with two snifter glasses, both with a little of the brown liquid in the bottom.

      Moving quickly, I took out the condom and lotion before snatching the waiver from the coffee table and jamming it into my clutch. With shaking hands, hoping none of the maids tiptoed in to check on things, I made sex sounds as I ripped the condom pack and unrolled the latex. I squeezed the small bit of white lotion into the end before dropping it and the wrapper on the ground.

      A quick glance told me the coast was still clear, so I heaved his body fully onto the couch, on his back, before ripping open his fly and yanking it down.

      “This so sucks,” I muttered, ripping his shirt open. Buttons flew all over. I didn’t care. I yanked open his pants a moment later and reached into his small briefs to find an erect penis.

      “Oh, ew,” I said with bile rising in my throat. He must’ve taken Viagra.

      Gagging, skin crawling, I put some of the lotion onto him, just to make it seem used a little, and wiped my hands on his pants. I put the unused lotion into my clutch, so no one would be the wiser, and grunted sexually a few times in a male voice.

      There was no way this would fool anyone, but I had to try.

      Straightening up, and mussing my hair and clothes, I quickly swept my gaze around the area to make sure everything was in order, took off my shoes so I didn’t make too much noise, and snuck off toward the door. Hopefully no one would check on him for a while.

      I left the house and slipped on my shoes, bringing out my phone to call a cab. As I hurried down the front walk, I caught sight of someone walking in rapid strides toward me. My breath caught as I lowered the phone, ready to run or scream or who knew what.

      “Olivia.”

      The dominating voice shocked into me, releasing the stress from my body and relaxing my muscles. I should’ve been nervous as Hunter reached me and grabbed my shoulders. I was on enemy soil, after all. But I wasn’t. Not even a little. Just utterly, completely relieved.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” he asked.

      His gaze went to my hair and then down to my clothes, lingering on the brooch for a second. He looked back at my eyes. “Did he touch you?”

      Tears of relief came to my eyes. “No. He didn’t do anything. I’m okay.”

      Hunter pulled me in, squeezing me tightly to his chest.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked in a breathy voice, not able to properly breathe with his bear hug, and not caring.

      “First, I need to sort this out—” Hunter released me and turned toward the street. “My car is over there. It’s unlocked. Get in and wait for me there.”

      “No!” I stepped into the middle of the path hastily, putting my hands out. “You can’t go in there!”

      His expression closed down into one of suspicion. “Why?”

      I took the vial and the waiver out of my clutch and held it up to Hunter. “One, because I drugged him, which is illegal. Two, because I got what I came for. This absolves your contract. Or…absolves Rodge’s portion—I’m not really sure how it works. But Kimberly’s lawyer drew it up, so it’s binding. All you have to do is file it and you should be okay.”

      Hunter took the waiver slowly, scanning the writing before glancing at the moon. He must not have had enough light to see what it said. He took the vial next, wiggling the little bottle. The remaining pill clattered against the plastic. His gaze hit me again. “How did you get him to sign this without—”

      “Can I explain in the car, please? I have no idea when his maids will check on him. I’d rather not get caught out here.”

      Hunter glanced at the door again, his expression turning into a mask of cold anger. The small hairs on my neck rose as his upper body muscles flexed against his shirt. He wanted to go in and have words with his father.

      His chest rose before he exhaled loudly. He brushed the stray hairs from my face before sliding his arm around my shoulder and leading me back to his car parked across the street.

      Once on the road, I asked again, “What were you doing there?”

      “I came home—excuse me. I showed up at your flat after I took care of some things. Kimberly and Janelle were there watching the remote transmission from your brooch. They didn’t think I’d be over…”

      “I didn’t either. Earlier today you didn’t think you would…”

      “Two nights without you is too many.”

      Shivers raced across my arms. I couldn’t help the delighted smile, masked by the darkness in the car.

      “You were just sitting down to dinner. I…wasn’t happy when I realized where you were.” His voice dropped in pitch, the anger at the discovery burning hot. “Kimberly tried to explain, but I was already headed for the door. She played the video as she chased me to the car. What was being said finally sank in as I was sitting into the seat. I watched the whole thing then. Listening to you two explaining what you were doing. She told me why…”

      “I couldn’t let you lose everything for me.”

      His hand balled into a fist in his lap. “My father isn’t the most trustworthy person. What if you’d got yourself in too deep and couldn’t get away?”

      I reached into my clutch and pulled out the pepper spray. “Then I would’ve sprayed him.”

      Hunter rolled his shoulders, getting onto the on ramp to cross the Bay Bridge. “I wish you hadn’t done that. This. Any of this. This shouldn’t concern you.”

      “But it does. You wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for me. Also, did you know that Blaire can’t have kids? She doesn’t want them.”

      “Yes. I do. She threw that in my face at one point. It wouldn’t have mattered. She was a means to an end. She wasn’t any more cruel than I was. We each wanted certain things. I’m the one that backed out. She deserved more.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, right. She was in it for the money.”

      “So was I.”

      “No harm, no foul, then. Plus, you can’t tell me you were just in it for the money. You were also preventing your father from siring another heir, weren’t you? He took a bunch from your mom that wasn’t his, and if he’d had another kid, he would’ve split the inheritance. Or cut you out entirely.”

      Hunter’s jaw tightened, the green from the dash illuminating his handsome features. “You must’ve had a long chat with my father.”

      I laughed. “I might’ve…goaded him a little. He’s just so creepy. And such an asshole. I would advise you not to watch the transmission.” I glanced out the window, wiping under my eyes to clear any straying makeup. “He spelled out why he’s such an ass to you. Basically, he thinks you betrayed him. That’s all you really need to know.”

      “I did know that. He’s not as sly as he thinks he is. He wanted to sit on his empire with his son pulling strings and helping him with his unethical tricks. Since I wouldn’t, I became the enemy.”

      “And I thought my mom was bad…”

      “Can’t even compare. Your mother is narcissistic. My father is…”

      “Evil.”

      Hunter kept his silence for a while. The rumble of the car filled the space as the streetlights flashed by. The scenes from the night flashed by with them, my memory highlighting all the things that could’ve gone wrong. All the things that almost did go wrong. I got lucky. Barely, but I did get lucky.

      “Are you mad?” I asked in a whisper. “That I went to his house, I mean. Are you fighting trust issues or anything?”

      He glanced over before moving his right hand off the steering wheel and taking mine. “No. I’m not mad. Or suspicious. I can’t say I wouldn’t have been, though. If you hadn’t recorded it, and if Kimberly hadn’t explained… You know me. Better than anyone else. You can read me.”

      “It’s not hard. A person just has to pay attention.”

      “Not many would. Or do.” His fingers threaded in between mine. “I was afraid that I’d be too late. That something would happen and you wouldn’t be able to get away. I underestimated you.”

      I scoffed, still staring out the window. “That’s not hard. Even Kimberly said I was terrible at espionage. You should also know that I had to touch his…you know. It was gross, but it had to be believable. I don’t want to go to jail.”

      “You won’t.” His voice filled with power and determination. “Nothing from tonight will come near you. I’m sorry that you thought it did in the first place.”

      I dropped my head against the seat as he said, “So you followed through with your plan. With the condom and…”

      “Yeah. That’s why I had to touch…you know.”

      “And he signed on his own? You didn’t forge?”

      “He signed. I said I wouldn’t touch him unless he signed. He thought I would go through with it at that point. If I hadn’t drugged him, I wouldn’t have been able to take the waiver unless he let me. He thought he was in control.”

      Hunter nodded slowly as he pulled into the garage of my flat. When the car was silent, he sat for a moment, holding my hand without moving. Finally, he looked over at me, the light from the garage shining in and highlighting his features. “Thank you, for what you did. It was an act of selflessness. I realize that. Regardless of my hang-ups over your involvement…thank you.”

      “I was worried you’d find out and not understand.”

      “I know,” he whispered. He leaned over and touched his lips to mine softly. “I don’t deserve a woman like you. I haven’t done anything in my life to warrant this luck.”

      “You’re calling hanging out with me luck? I’d better get that engraved—no one will believe you actually said luck. As opposed to misery.”

      He kissed me again, deeper this time. Warmth filled my body, my mind falling into the kiss as I had into his eyes a few moments ago.

      “C’mon,” he murmured against my lips. “Let’s go upstairs.”

      Something occurred to me as we walked up the stairs and into the flat. He dropped his keys into the bowl by the door and led me down the hall to our—my—room. “You watched the whole video Kimberly took?”

      He switched on the light and turned to me, pulling me into his body. His lips found my neck, kissing down to my collarbone. “Yes.”

      “The whole video?”

      “Yes.” He pushed my hair from my face as he kissed my jaw, and then my lips. His hands fell down to my shoulders, pushing the dress straps down my arms. The dress slunk down my chest and then thighs before pooling on the floor.

      “There was talk of editing things out…”

      My bra fell away. His hot tongue flicked my taut nipple, sending shooting sparks of pleasure throughout my body. His hands skimmed my ribs. Thumbs hooked into the elastic of my panties where they wrapped around my waist. He pushed the lacy material down.

      “Yes,” he said right before his hot mouth fastened around the nipple, sucking.

      My head fell back as deft fingers worked between my slit, making everything slick. Two fingers pushed into me as his thumb circled my clit. “And me trying to get the video away from her…”

      His mouth left a trail of heat up to my lips. He shrugged out of his dress shirt before unbuttoning and pushing down his pants and boxers. He pulled me closer again, the feel of his delicious body against mine making my eyes flutter closed.

      “Yes.” He kissed me passionately, his hands applying pressure on my back until my front was basically coating his. He shifted a little, backing away to adjust. His erection slid between my legs, rubbing against my incredibly wet and aching sex.

      I sighed as his lips sucked softly at my neck. His hands rubbed down my bare back and squeezed my butt cheeks. His hips moved away and then came back, rubbing his soft skin against mine.

      “And you’re not going to fire me for breaking the rules?” I asked in a hush, torn between extremely turned on, and uncomfortable because I knew he’d heard the love admission.

      “We’ve broken a lot of rules, Livy.” Hunter sighed as he pulled his hips away, dragging his velvety manhood against me. He angled up and brought his hips back in. His tip pushed past my barriers and entered my body slowly, filling me up.

      I slid a leg up his thigh and hooked it around his hip. He nibbled my lips as he pulled out, rubbing just right. He thrust slowly, deep and intense. His tongue entered my mouth, matching his body’s movements. He pulled out, and this time, his thrust came hard and fast.

      The contrast made me moan, melting into him in erotic bliss.

      “I want to pleasure you, Livy.” Hunter pulled out of me. “Pull the sheets back. Get your heating lotion, the handcuffs, and the blindfold.”
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      A thrill zinged through my body. With tingling legs and a nervous smile, I went to the closet and retrieved what he’d asked for. When I came back, he took the items from me before turning me around. The soft material covered my eyes, tightening as he tied it behind my head. I felt the whisper of fingertips down my arms, giving me goosebumps.

      His heat moved away, leaving my back uncomfortably cold. In darkness, I heard the bed creak and shift, fabric being ruffled. Metal jingled. Butterflies filled my stomach.

      I’d never done this before. I’d never trusted someone enough to let them tie me down in any way. I’d never met someone that I could trust so completely.

      I’d also never been with someone like Hunter.

      Without warning, he scooped me up into his arms. I squealed in surprise. A moment later, I felt his muscles lengthen and contract around me, as he climbed onto the bed. The soft mattress received me as he put me down. He drew up my hands above my head. Cold metal encircled each wrist.

      Another thrill tore through me as the ratchet sound announced the handcuffs closing. I moved, feeling the shackles catch and hold my wrists.

      A warm hand settled on my shin before moving up my body slowly. It traveled over my thigh, going wide around my hip and over my belly. I sucked in a breath as his palm cupped a breast. His thumb ran across my nipple.

      I moaned, arching into his hand. His other hand touched down on my other breast, his thumbs now moving and tweaking both nipples.

      I licked my lips and spread my legs, pulling at my hands, feeling the fire of being completely at his mercy. His hands left my breasts, making me whimper in disappointment. A moment later, though, cool wetness rubbed into my breasts and around my nipples. Between my legs was next. My nipples began to tingle with heat before my sex did the same, the warming lotion spiking the pleasure.

      The bed moved under me. Some part of him glanced across my thigh. The soft clunk of the lotion bottle touched down on the nightstand. I felt his movement before a warm tongue licked up my center.

      “Oh,” I moaned, tilting up into him. Palms pushed my thighs wider. His mouth sucked me in, his tongue swirling as it did so. His palms disappeared. I waited, wondering where they would touch down as his mouth moved up. His tongue played with my clit, his hands still absent.

      I breathed out the expectation. My core started to tighten in excitement as I gyrated up into him. I pulled at my hands, deliciously trapped. I arched, moaning as his suction increased.

      A finger flicked my nipple unexpectedly.

      “Oh!” I jolted, throwing my head back into the pillow. I pulled at my hands again and bit my lip. His mouth worked me harder as his fingers gently twisted my nipple.

      Shooting jabs of pleasure shocked into my body, pooling in my sex. The tightness intensified, winding up. I writhed, unable to move far with my hands caught. Unable to touch him.

      “Yes, Hunter,” I said through a tight throat, gyrating into his mouth. I strained against the handcuffs and arched, wanting his touch harder. Wanting more.

      His hand rubbed down my stomach. Another hand joined the first, firm strokes down my lower belly and over my thighs. I spread my legs wider and arched again, needing his touch to work with his mouth. Needing a part of him inside me.

      As if reading my mind, one of his hands lifted, appearing on my breast. The other felt down my slit before dipping in.

      “Oh, yes. Oh. Yes!” Unable to help myself, so damn aroused by the cuffs and blindfold, at his mercy, I writhed on the bed wildly. I swung my hips into and away from him, working with the pounding of his fingers inside me. I felt the pull of his mouth on my most sensitive spot. Aching in my core from his other hand rubbing my breast.

      I bit my lip again, pulling at the bed. Struggling. Wanting to touch him. Turned on that I couldn’t.

      “Yes, Hunter. Harder—” The sensations burned through me. My heart hammered as everything clenched tight deep down inside of me. So tight. Felt so good—

      “Ah!” I shuddered uncontrollably in release, pulling with my hands. The wood cracked under the strain.

      Hunter’s hands roamed over me, softly sending waves of pleasant shivers through me. I panted, rubbing my thighs along his body as his soft breath blew against my fevered and aching sex.

      “Fuck me now, Hunter,” I commanded, somehow feeling more powerful even though I was tied up and blinded.

      His body rubbed up mine, as my taut nipples rubbed against his harder pecs, ripping a moan from my throat. His lips hit mine. His tongue penetrated my mouth as my legs spread wider to accommodate his large body.

      Without hesitation, he entered me, diving in deep. I moaned, wrapping my legs around his waist. His kiss deepened as he plunged, thrusting into me. Filling me up.

      I started gyrating again, having skipped the second warmup phase and already tightening in anticipation of an orgasm. The bed shifted as he plunged, hard and fast. The wood creaked with the strain of me pulling on it, loving being tied down. Loving being taken.

      “Yes, Hunter!” I exalted. Our breath mingled, both of us breathing hard. I rocked my hips, meeting his downward thrusts. Our bodies slapped together. My moans grew louder.

      “Olivia,” Hunter whispered in my ear. He sucked in my earlobe as he dove into me.

      Heat, then a slow burn, took over me. I wanted to admit I loved him. That I needed him.

      I bit down on my lip. I held it in. Just in case. He knew, but he hadn’t heard it straight from my lips.

      Instead, I arched up, taking more of him. “Oh, Hunter. Oh God—I’m going to come.” It hit me. Blistering pleasure exploded and then wrapped around me, so tight it cut off my breath. Colors blasted behind my eyes. I trembled beneath him, feeling him shaking over me.

      His lips found mine again, deep and sensual. His movements slowed way down. “It just keeps getting better with you,” he said softly, reaching up and undoing my blindfold. His handsome face and soft eyes came into view. Moonlight sprinkled across his shoulders.

      He kissed me again as he let me out of the handcuffs.

      “This bed was chosen specifically, wasn’t it?” I asked with a tired smile, turning to my side. He pulled the covers over us and snuggled in behind me. “You wanted something you could use handcuffs with.”

      “Aren’t you glad I did?”

      I sighed in contentment as his arms came around me. “Yes. I liked that.”

      He kissed my neck. “So did I.”

      

      The next day I poked my head into the spare bedroom Hunter used as an office. He sat hunched over the desk with his hands clasped and his arms flexed.

      “You okay?” I asked softly, only my head visible. He’d had an outburst a moment before, something he only did when dealing with the contract with Blaire.

      He looked up and unclasped his hands. A smile adorned his face. “That waiver will hold up in court if my father takes it that far. Blaire’s father had already backed out, and the small print was written with Blaire having absolutely no power of her own. It’s resolved. I’m free of it.”

      Delight bubbled up through me. I stepped further into the room. “Are you relieved?”

      “Very.” He sighed. “It’s amazing. It’s like a weight has been lifted. I had no idea it had affected me this much. I have you to thank.”

      “Meh.” I waved him away, leaning against the wall and crossing my arms. “Just call me private eye.”

      “For that, too, but I meant…for helping me see that there was more to life than a shallow contract and a stressful domestic setting.”

      “Stressful domestic setting? I don’t think that does what you’ve been dealing with justice. I mean, finding strange, naked men on your coffee table must have traumatized you.”

      “Come here.” He held out a hand. I took it and let him pull me onto his lap. He put his arms around my waist. “Nothing really traumatized me, no. But it was a constant nuisance. I didn’t like going home.”

      “Again. Don’t blame you. She’s very pretty, but insane.”

      He gave me a squeeze. “My dad knows you drugged him. He says he’s going to fight that waiver.”

      I froze in Hunter’s arms. He gave me another squeeze. “He’s not going to get proof for his suspicions. You have nothing to worry about.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “But you said the waiver would hold up—how else would he fight it?”

      “I told him you had a recording, both video and audio, of your dealings with him. He said a lot of things he wouldn’t want anyone to hear last night. With that document in excellent shape, and his signature legit, he’s got nothing. He can’t even hold over me that he was with you—I told him about the lotion.”

      “Wait…” I turned so I could see Hunter’s face. “How do you know what was said?”

      “I watched the transmission. It’s saved on your computer.”

      My mouth dropped open. It hadn’t been edited. Rodge had signed the paper because I said I loved Hunter. Which, yes, was redundant to the other video, but this time I’d said it. It’d come out of my own mouth.

      “I don’t think it’s healthy to sleep as much as you do.” He winked and stood me up.

      “But…” I blinked down at him. “You’re not mad? Or weirded out about things…that were said…”

      His eyes softened. “I’m not sure. And I’m battling some things that still haunt me from the past, but no. I won’t fire you for breaking that rule.”

      The love rule, he meant. He was okay with me loving him.

      The warmth that had been growing these past weeks flooded me. I’d dropped the L-bomb prematurely before. It hadn’t worked out well.

      I smiled like an idiot. I didn’t even care that he had no plans to say it back yet. He was okay with it. The rest would come. “Okay, then.”

      “Remember, next Friday is the dinner party with my mother. Blaire is going to be there, so…we’ll have that to deal with.”

      Hunter turned back to his laptop as if he hadn’t dropped a huge bomb in the middle of this conversation.

      “Blaire? At your mother’s?”

      “My mom sent the invite to my house with both of our names on it. She doesn’t agree with my dealings with Blaire, but she’s the type to ignore unpleasant things—it’s how she coped with my father for so long.”

      “Does Blaire know you’re definitely out of the contract?”

      Hunter leaned against the desk again, bowing his head. His shoulders flexed in irritation. “Yes. I’ve given her a month to move out, and she’s responded with a great many threats. She’s going to turn up wherever I am. I have no idea who she’ll bring to my mother’s house, if anyone, but her sole focus will be me. She doesn’t like losing.”

      “Is that who you were yelling at?”

      “I don’t yell, Livy. Although I do, occasionally, loudly state important facts.”

      “Ah.” I smirked and made my way to my office, which was a storm of boxes. Janelle had done a great job bringing everything over from my old apartment. She’d even gotten help, she’d said. Jane had stayed out of the way or opened the door, always smiling pleasantly. Those months when I didn’t have much money obviously strained her view of me, and she was another woman who could hold a grudge.

      I pouted as I read the rooms of the house written on the side of the boxes. There were three total—bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen. The kitchen only had one box, and within it, two appliances. Or so the detailed description noted. I had a feeling the appliances were things Jane wanted to get rid of, because I didn’t remember having anything.

      I moved three bedroom boxes out of the way so I could get to the first bathroom one I’d seen. Tearing into it, I found soap and face wash and things I’d already bought to tide me over. I didn’t find my three unopened packs of birth control pills.

      Frowning, I looked for the next bathroom box. “Why are they all on the bottom?” I asked in exasperation.

      “What’s that?”

      I jumped and spun around. Hunter paused in the door with raised eyebrows.

      “I was talking to myself. Butt out.” I turned back to the stack of boxes.

      “I was thinking of going out to dinner, and then stopping by my house and getting a few things. When can you be ready?”

      I blew out a breath, blowing my hair away from my face. “Now, if you help me get these bathroom boxes out when we get back.”

      “Sure. Let’s go.”

      “Pushy.” I smiled and followed him into our—my—room.

      I hadn’t thought of this flat as being solely mine since I’d moved in, and neither had he. I wondered what would happen when Blaire finally moved out of his place. Would I stay with him again, or would he continue coming here when he wanted to see me?

      The shower started. “Come in here, Livy. I need to fuck you.”

      All the thoughts fell out of my head. I’d have to revisit my desire to skip toward the bathroom. That couldn’t be normal. “Yes, sir.”

      

      The week went by quickly. Hunter stayed over every night, setting off before me in the mornings, as usual, but often leaving the office with me. He worked out, ate, and finished up a few things from “my” building. Mrs. Foster now had a key to the flat and made breakfast for us, with Janelle doing the late shift and making dinner. Because of the shift changes and the two assistants combining efforts, Hunter and I got a fresh meal whenever we wanted it. Between them, they cleaned, straightened, and organized our whole lives.

      I really loved my life. Money might not be able to buy happiness, but it could sure ease the troubles and promote laziness.

      The only thing that was still going horribly wrong was Blaire. The woman would not let it rest. She’d found out where the flat was, and waited for Hunter a few days a week. Once she got face time, she was slinky and sexy and ready to seduce him at a moment’s notice. She’d even reached for his zipper on the street like a crack-whore needing a fix and willing to do anything to get it. The whole situation was madness.

      “You have that dinner tonight?” Brenda asked as I was packing my computer up.

      I glanced at the clock. It was still only four, leaving me three hours to get ready. I’d probably need all three, too, because Blaire would be there, looking drop-dead gorgeous.

      “Yeah.” I slung the pack over my shoulder. “With the mother.”

      “She’s a sweet lady,” Brenda said, swiveling in her chair and facing me. “Mind your manners, though, because she’s very…wealthy.”

      “Like, proper?”

      Brenda gave one large head-bob. “Yes. Prim and proper at all times. It stresses me out.”

      “When did you meet her?”

      “She’s come through here a few times. Usually for Hunter’s birthday. She’ll take him to lunch or dinner.”

      I stepped into the doorway to Hunter’s office. “I’m headed out.”

      He looked up from his computer, nodded, then turned back to his work. He didn’t balk at the extra time it would take me to get ready. He knew the score.

      “You’re supposed to say goodbye…” I waited for a reaction. I saw his lips quirk upward, but he ignored me. He would start saying please, thank you, and goodbye, so help me God. He might even give me chocolates and flowers. Why not? If I was going to put the effort in, I might as well go big.

      Just not today. I had to beautify.

      “Okay. See you on the flip side,” I said to Brenda as I passed.

      “Yup. Have a good weekend.”

      Bert was waiting for me by the curb. It then took an hour to get home. Those seven miles were a killer. I really hated living so far away from the city center.

      As we pulled up, Bert let out a low whistle. “That’s not good.”

      I glanced up from my phone where I’d been looking at code. It took a second for my eyes to adjust. When they did, I saw what Bert was looking at. Scrawled across the garage in bright pink spray paint was the word “Bitch!”

      “Great,” I muttered, looking hard at the door. It was still closed, thank God. Hopefully that meant she hadn’t been able to get into the house. I had no doubt that this had been done by Blaire. She was a sore loser.

      “Do you want me to go in with you?” Bert asked.

      “Yes, please,” I said in a small voice. “It looks like Blaire wasn’t thrilled Hunter got out of the contract.”

      Bert clicked on the hazards and got out of the car. He came around and opened my door before shadowing me through. The walls in the hallway looked fine, and the door to the flat itself was untouched.

      “Here, Livy, let me.” Bert took the keys from my shaking hand and opened the door. He stepped in first, the giant muscles on his body flexing. His huge arms drifted away from his sides, ready to fight.

      I blinked at him for a moment. I’d never seen him get aggressive. He’d always been sweet around me. But as he walked into the kitchen with nimble feet, perfectly balanced, it was like seeing a complete stranger.

      “What did you say you did before being Hunter’s driver?” I asked with a dry mouth. I knew he would never hurt me, but truth be told, I worried about what he would do to whoever he found.

      “I did a little boxing before playing in the NFL.” He passed me by, having looped around through the living room, and was now headed toward the back of the flat. “I think it’s okay, Livy.”

      I stared after him. “The NFL? And you need a job?”

      A moment later he walked toward me again, his body seemingly deflated and his happy-go-lucky outlook back in place. I wasn’t fooled, though.

      “It’s clear.” He smiled and handed back my keys. “I was second string in the NFL. I didn’t make millions like some of the others.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Mister Carlisle pays well.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I started and tore my eyes away from the man I really needed to get to know better. “Sorry.”

      “Anyway, I’ll see ya, okay? Knock ’em dead!” Bert gave me a pat on the shoulder before leaving.

      I glanced around the empty flat. That was nuts.

      Without waiting any longer, I hurried into the shower. A quick scrub later and I was in front of my closet. The doorbell chimed.

      “Who…” I stayed still, listening. It chimed again. “…is that?”

      Worried that it might be Blaire, I hurried to the front of the flat and edged closer to the window. I peeked out and saw an unknown car in the driveway, blocking the garage, and a brunette with a rolling suitcase waited at the door. It wasn’t Blaire.

      In confusion, I went to the speaker system as the door chimed again. I pushed the button to talk. “Who is it?”

      “Olivia? It’s Pat. I’m here to do your hair and makeup.”

      Pat! She had been the mastermind behind my appearance when I went to the first business meeting with Hunter.

      I eagerly pushed the button to buzz her in and opened the door. I heard her clomping up the steps. She was looking around with appreciative eyes when she reached the landing. “Nice place. You’ve moved up in the world.”

      “It’s Hunter’s. This is his solution to not wanting to spend the night in my old place.”

      “Don’t blame him. That apartment was a disaster.” She wheeled her suitcase into the living room and whistled. “This is definitely Hunter. Look at all this space. You’re a lucky girl.”

      “So he doesn’t trust me to do myself up for his mom, huh?” I asked with a grin.

      She brought over a chair from the dining room and placed it in the living room area. She lowered her suitcase so it was lying flat before unzipping it and removing makeup items. “He just said you needed help preparing for a special occasion.” Preparing, in Pat language, was relaxing. “Get the champagne flowing, girlie, and grab your dress. I want to see what I’m working with.”

      “I don’t think we…” I opened the fridge as the front gate clanged. The door opened a moment later, admitting a red-faced and bustling Janelle.

      She looked around, smiled at Pat, and then hurried into the kitchen. “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she called. “The bus just stopped for no reason and told us all to get out—I had to walk eight blocks!”

      “I didn’t even know you were supposed to be here.” I wandered to where I could see her. Her upper half was behind the door of the fridge.

      “You have my schedule.” Janelle took out a bottle of champagne and some chocolate-covered strawberries.

      “Have it, yeah. Look at it, no.”

      “C’mon, let’s go,” Pat said, shooing me toward my room. “I want to see what you’re wearing.”

      I led her to the back of the flat and left her standing at my bedroom door as I pulled out a sophisticated dress in deep, sparkly blue. I laid it on the bed as I pulled out some jewelry to go with it.

      “Shoes?” Pat asked, analyzing the selection.

      I pulled out some black heels, and then a pair of strappy sandals. “One of these.”

      “Black heels. It will age you just a little. You don’t want to seem too young and hip with a parent. Okay. I think I got it.”

      “Did Hunter have any directions?” The last time Pat had helped me, Hunter had a very precise way he wanted me to look. Turned out his ideas were perfect and looked awesome. He knew how to look the part better than anyone I knew.

      “Nope. He’s pretty laid-back about this one. It surprised me.” She glanced at my robe. “Put on something not so fluffy and meet me in the living room. Let’s get started.”

      It took Pat an hour and a half to get me looking like a million dollars. The woman was a genius of the highest degree. Hunter arrived halfway through the transformation, grabbed a glass of brandy, asked Janelle to make him something to eat, and escaped to the bedroom.

      “And the finishing touches…” Pat fastened the jewelry on and dropped the shoes at my feet. When everything was ready, she and Janelle stepped back.

      “Lovely!” Janelle exclaimed, smiling.

      Pat smiled, too. “Perfect. You’ll knock ’em dead.”

      “I’ll get Mr. Carlisle,” Janelle said, walking toward the back of the flat.

      Butterflies filled my stomach at what came next. “Oh God, I’m going to meet his mother.”

      “Relax. You’re smart and sweet—you’ll do fine.” Pat sat on the couch with a glass of champagne.

      Hunter came into the room wearing a casual dress shirt without a tie. The deep cream hugged his cut chest and cinched down his trim waist perfectly before tucking into black slacks. I closed my eyes as his delicious smell hit me, his cologne mixing with his natural scent, distinctly man. Safe, protective, and mine.

      I smiled as he stopped in front of me. His gaze took in my dress, my accessories, and finally stopped on my eyes. “Perfect. You look beautiful.”

      “Thanks,” I said, reaching forward and slipping my hand in his.

      He held it for a moment, squeezing before checking the time. “Shall we?”

      The butterflies came back in force. I blew out a breath and gulped down the last of my champagne. “Okay.”

      “Here.” Pat hopped up and handed me a nude shade of lipstick. “Remember to reapply.”

      “Got it.” I took my clutch from Janelle before turning so she could drape a wrap over me. Hunter shrugged into a leather jacket and waited for me by the door.

      “You ladies going to just hang out?” I asked as I made my way to Hunter.

      “Yeah. There’s all these appetizers Janelle made, not to mention champagne—” Pat resettled on the couch.

      I looked at Hunter. We always had Janelle and Mrs. Foster in the flat, but it was weird for Pat to assume she could hang when the owners were gone.

      Hunter answered my reservations by winking and slipping his hand around my waist. “Ready?” he asked quietly.

      I shrugged. “Sure.” I waved at the ladies and let him guide me down to the garage and into his car.

      “You’re driving this time, huh?” I asked as the garage door opened and he started the car.

      “Yes. There is plenty of parking.”

      “And you don’t mind Pat staying in the house when we’re not there?”

      “No. I’ve known her for a long time. I trust her, and I trust Janelle. They’ll look after things. It’s no different than leaving Kimberly behind.”

      That made sense.

      He paused in the driveway as the garage door closed. I could see his lips thin as his eyes trained on the pink scrawl. He didn’t say anything, though, just waited until the garage was fully closed before backing out.

      Hunter’s mother lived across the Golden Gate Bridge in a stupidly wealthy area where a large house would be priced in the millions. Not a mansion, just a large house. It was the area where all the wealthy people, who worked in downtown San Francisco in extremely well-paying jobs, lived.

      “I just can’t get behind the idea of an area where you spend millions on a normal-sized house. You could have a palace in middle America for this kind of money.”

      “But then you’d have to live in middle America.” Hunter parked the car in between a shiny Mercedes and a Tesla, and across the street from a Porsche.

      “What’s wrong with middle America?” I didn’t make a move to get out of the car. Even if I looked like one of them, they’d be able to sniff me out, easily. I was from modest stock, and rich people could tell.

      “Snow, sleet, cold, not to mention landlocked—need I continue?” Hunter smiled at me and got out of the car.

      I was pretty sure a little snow would be a small price to pay for affordable housing, but I couldn’t tell that to someone who owned an island. He just wouldn’t get it.

      The door opened, allowing a swirl of cold air into the car. I pulled my wrap tighter around me before I took Hunter’s hand to get out of his sleek sports car. “I forgot that the temperature shifts by ten degrees across the bridge.”

      “At least. It’s chilly here.”

      I smoothed my dress and then looked around again. “I feel like Cinderella. I’ll probably have to pull a runner in a few hours when everyone realizes I still have something called college debt…”

      “Not Cinderella.” Hunter put his arm around my shoulders as we walked up the walkway to the front door. “Belle from Beauty and the Beast. You were smart and beautiful before I found you. The only change you made was putting on nice clothes and jewelry. It’s still the same you. I was the one who turned from something ugly into something I hope, one day, you’ll be proud of. The transformation was all on my side. Because of you.”

      I leaned into him as warmth filled my chest. He squeezed me tight as we arrived at the door. He turned me to him, lifting my chin so he could give me a soft kiss. He looked into my eyes for a moment before giving me a smile, then rang the doorbell.

      “You don’t just walk in?” I asked, savoring the soft look he’d just given me. Trying to commit to memory the beautiful words.

      “Do you just walk into your mother’s house?”

      “No, but your mother likes you. Right?”

      He squeezed me close again. “She likes to hang on to ceremony with these types of things. Besides, her butler insists on the right way to do things.”

      “She has a butler?” I mumbled as the door swung open slowly.

      An old man that may or may not have already died and refused to admit it stood in the doorway wearing a black suit and a bright red bowtie. Wrinkles lined his face and white wisps of hair stuck out from his head. “Mr. Carlisle. How nice to see you. And Miss Jonston, I presume?”

      “Mr. Smith, hello. How are you?” Hunter guided me forward as the butler stepped back to admit us before closing the door behind us.

      “Just fine, Mr. Carlisle. Just fine. May I take your wrap, miss?”

      Hunter shrugged out of his jacket as the oldest butler in the world draped my wrap across a coat hanger, moving so slowly a turtle would be impatient.

      “Please, follow me.” Mr. Smith led us down a wide hall adorned with well-polished furniture and really neat art. My gaze was captured by a painting and became trapped, following the colors and lines within the frame.

      Despite the fact that everything seemed high-dollar and of the best quality, it gave the impression of having been bought long ago and kept in good condition. The style, and an occasional faded color or two, lent it that older person feel that said Hunter’s mom hadn’t updated her furnishings in a while. Not that she really needed to—it all still looked great. Just…dated.

      When did I start noticing this type of stuff?

      “You were raised here?” I asked quietly as we made our way through a large room and toward the low murmur of voices.

      “Partly. My mother had a large estate in Arizona.”

      “Had?”

      “She had to sell in the divorce.”

      “Why Arizona? Talk about landlocked…”

      “That’s where she grew up.”

      We entered a large room where a crystal chandelier hung from the middle of the ceiling. About twelve people were gathered, all in shirts or dresses. Everyone but us were in their later years, something I could tell by the loose folds in their necks or the liver spots on their hands. Faces were a different story, though. Most of the women looked ten years younger, at least, than their bodies. The men were the same, genteel and sophisticated.

      “Who has the fountain of youth in their backyard?” I asked Hunter as the butler bowed and slowly left the room. He was like wrinkles on a couple sticks badly held together.

      A middle-aged woman in a caterer’s suit with a black bowtie and a blank expression approached. “Can I get you two something to drink?” she asked.

      Hunter looked at me, indicating I should answer first. “Champagne, please.”

      “Scotch for me. Neat.” Hunter waited for the woman to nod and disappear before he said, “My mother has youthful friends. As you can see, they keep themselves in shape.”

      Now that he mentioned it, I saw that he was right. Women and men alike were slim or average, none overweight, and only one on the stockier side. They didn’t loaf around, either, unlike the butler. They moved well and easily, laughing often and smiling most of the time.

      I straightened up a little. They also all had great posture.

      “Hunter, dear.” A striking lady approached us with a slight smile. Her elegantly spiky hair said “fashionable” and her glimmering black dress screamed “sophisticated.” She had the same trim physique and ageless appearance as the others, highlighting this with mostly nude makeup. Her jewelry was similar in style, size, and cut to mine.

      And now I knew where Hunter got his style and taste. He’d learned from a master. Thank God he’d arranged for Pat to come over!

      “Mother.” Hunter gave his mom a light kiss to her cheek. He stepped back and turned to me, slipping his arm around my shoulders. “This is Olivia. Livy, this is my mother, Trisha.”

      “Hello.” Trisha put out a hand as her hazel eyes sparkled. “It is so nice to finally meet someone that has Hunter’s affection. He doesn’t usually bring anyone around.”

      Except Blaire, as she had been invited…

      “Hi.” I shook her hand, trying to match her light, soft tone and the grip. I figured mimicking her in manners would be my best bet. “It’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Oh. That’s nice.” Trisha looked at her son fondly, patting him on the shoulder. She turned back to me. “Where are my manners? I’ll take you for a tour while Hunter gets his business out of the way early.”

      “You know me too well, Mother.” To me he said, “I just want to talk to one of my mother’s advisors about an investment. Will you be okay for a few minutes?”

      “Sure. Of course.” Nervous jitters made my hands shake, forcing me to clasp them in front of me so as not to betray my lie. I didn’t want to be left alone with his mom—she’d figure out I was a fraud and probably tell her son to run away screaming.

      “Great.” Surprising me, Hunter gave me a light kiss to the temple before he took his arm away.
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      “Lovely.” Trisha waited for Hunter to move away before politely putting out her hand, gesturing me toward the right. “And where did you grow up?”

      I nearly had to lean in to hear her. “Just north of here—San Rafael.”

      “Oh yes, of course. Beautiful area, like this one. A bit more removed from the fog and chill of the city.”

      “Yes. Summers get warm there, unlike San Francisco.”

      We walked down a hall, slowing in front of a painting. Trisha stopped with a patient smile, letting me take a look before walking slowly on.

      “Did you decorate?” I asked, uncomfortable with the silence.

      “In part. When I first moved, I used an interior designer, but I gave my input.”

      “Hmm. Mhm.” I clasped my hands behind my back, searching for something else to talk about. Despite what I’d said, Hunter really hadn’t said much about his mother. I had no idea what she did for fun, if she liked jokes, what she did with her day—I had no basis for a conversation, and asking basic questions might prove my earlier lie.

      “Do you go into the city often?” I said as we paused near another piece of art, this one a painting of a statue beside an explosion of flowers.

      “Not often, no. I shop there on occasion, but it is awfully busy.”

      “Yes. Very congested. I used to live downtown, which was great, as I don’t have a car. I could walk everywhere I needed to go—everything was right there. I was used to all the people. But now I live out near the ocean, and while it’s still kind of busy, it’s way slower out there. Downtown seems much busier to me now.”

      We climbed the stairs and turned left at the top. I had never been on a tour of anything with so few words. In all reality, I could’ve seen and learned a whole lot more if I’d just wandered around on my own. She wasn’t describing the pictures or telling me any family history. Heck, she wasn’t even grilling me about her son. Even though she seemed really laid-back and extremely genteel, I was starting to get more than a little uncomfortable.

      “This is my favorite piece,” Trisha said quietly as she clicked on the hall light.

      I dutifully looked at the mess of a painting on the wall. Then leaned a little closer, not believing this had actually been put on sale.

      A creature of some sort sat on a blob of brown. A man on a log? He held a gray sluglike thing. In front of him was a large, round blue area. Within it were strange shapes of all colors, one looking close to a five-year-old’s attempt at a fish. At the top was a round sun with the customary lines for rays.

      The thing looked like a child painted it, for cripes’ sakes. And it probably cost millions.

      “Oh. Wow.” I nodded and smiled. “It’s really interesting.”

      Trisha gave me that soft smile. “Yes. A lovely attempt by Hunter when he was six. He wanted to be a painter at the time.”

      My mouth dropped. My smile turned into a wry grin. “Get out!” I stepped closer, seeing that the brown smudge was a dock, not a log, and he was, indeed, trying to draw fish. “Wow. I had no idea he had been a budding artist.”

      “Oh no, he was never any good.” Trisha moved down the hallway to another mess of a painting, this one depicting a camping scene with a big brown blob in the far right. The dotted white of stars stretched across a streaked black sky. A burning flame, fairly well done, twisted up from strange greenish…sticks? Another creature, definitely supposed to be a human, sat with a tree trunk next to him. A squiggly gray line was on the other side.

      “Fishing pole,” I said, pointing to the tree-trunk-looking thing. “Fish.” I pointed to the gray line. “Fire, stars—I have all that. What’s the brown blob?”

      “A bear, I believe.”

      “Oohhhh.” I nodded, chuckling. “A nature scene with an element of danger.”

      I heard Trisha’s soft laugh as she led the way to the young Hunter’s next masterpiece. This one was a meadow under an orange sky streaked with pink. A half circle of yellow with hazy rays lay on the picture’s horizon. The green foreground had various colored dots, some representational of flowers, and some a lazy attempt to fill up the page.

      “Looks like he got tired of making flowers…” I pointed out the examples.

      “Yes. He didn’t have the constitution of a painter.”

      My eyes slid over the painting. “This one is way better than the others. It actually portrays a feeling. There’s kind of a…sweetness to it.”

      “He was a few years older when he did this one. It was his last. His dad pushed him toward money and business shortly after he finished this piece.”

      “Well, I’m sure he’s way better at business than he was at painting, but…it’s kind of a shame he let go of the hobby. He doesn’t have any hobbies now. Or none that I know of. Even golf is for business.”

      “Exactly. And if you’ll notice, all these are outdoor pictures. Wild, wilderness. He did so love to play in the dirt. He was always begging me to go camping. He has a fondness for the outdoors that, sadly, I never indulged. I regret that now.”

      I glanced back at the other pictures before looking again at the meadow. It was true—fishing, sitting beside a roaring fire under the stars, and finally, when he was older, a beautiful meadow filled with wildflowers at sunset. He had none of that now. No nature. Hardly even a yard, actually.

      Trisha continued down the hall. I followed, my mind whirling.

      “I used to like camping,” I said, remembering my own childhood. “My dad took me a lot. I was really good at fishing—very patient. I didn’t touch the fish once I caught them, though. My dad dealt with the hook and cleaning it and all that. It was fun. Those were good times.”

      “Maybe you can take Hunter one day—show him what he’s missing.” Trisha clicked another switch and light showered a guy’s room. There was a picture of a sports car on the wall with a half-naked woman leaning against it, sticking out her huge boobs. A desk off to the right had an old computer, some pens and paper, and a stack of magazines. I bet that if I lifted the mattress, I’d find a nude magazine.

      “Hunter’s room?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Yes. I kept it as he left it. Not quite what you would expect…”

      “Uh, no! I can’t believe he left that picture of the car up. He would’ve been old enough to know how clichéd that was…”

      “Men don’t notice things when they’ve no need to. If he didn’t have assistants now, you would know he was a bachelor. For all his attempts to be a grown man, he has the traits of a teenage boy. I’m convinced they all do until they have a wife who makes them grow up.”

      “Hunter seems plenty grown up.” I shook my head, unable to help myself, and lifted the mattress.

      “I had that removed. But you are correct—boys aren’t always as sneaky as they think they are.”

      “Not as sneaky as women, anyway.” I laughed, walking back toward Trisha. “My mind is blown.”

      “Hunter was forced to grow up. His trouble with his father made sure of that. I have every belief, however, that having a baby, and raising a child, will remind him of some very good years. It would be good for him.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It sounded suspiciously like she meant me. Like he would have a child with me. I’d just met this woman and Hunter wouldn’t even say he loved me—what was she smoking that she thought this was a good idea? I could just have been after what was in his bank account for all she knew.

      She met my gaze and smiled. “He is too serious these days, don’t you agree?” She turned, not waiting for an answer, and led the way back out of the room.

      I followed with numb limbs. This situation had just become completely surreal. “I think he is afraid of having kids,” I mumbled.

      “He is afraid to make the mistakes his parents made. He needs an intelligent woman who cares for him deeply to reassure him. I worried he would never find one, with his lack of social life. I’m delighted he is looking at other options.”

      Often people were worried about getting the approval of their boyfriend’s parents. Not me. I was worried about one trying to hit on me, and the other using me as a baby factory. One wanted to strip his son of everything his son loved, and the other wanted to shove love in his face.

      Hunter was right—there was no normalcy here. His parents were nuts.

      My mom might not have cared about me until Hunter walked in, but then I was suddenly invited to her party. All her parties.

      All of our parents were nuts.

      Hunter looked up as we returned to the gathering, his eyes tight and his face devoid of expression. I had one moment of confusion before I heard the laugh and recognized the gorgeous woman standing beside him.

      Blaire said something to a tall man she was talking to before draping her hand on Hunter’s arm. Her dress fit her snugly, showing off her stellar body. The top swooped low, giving her ample chest plenty of breathing room, and a slit showed all the way to her mid-thigh. The woman was a knockout, but a little too scantily dressed for this crowd, thank God.

      “I do so apologize for inviting his former…ward,” Trisha said in a low tone laced with distaste. “I had not spoken to him before I sent out the invitation.”

      “She’s…no fun,” I replied.

      Hunter stepped toward me as I closed the distance, his mom by my side. Blaire’s hand dropped when Hunter moved away, and she looked over.

      Fiery hate crouched in her glittering eyes as she saw me. She gave my dress the briefest of glances and smirked.

      “Trisha! Hi!” Blaire gave Trisha a giant smile. She kissed the older woman on the cheek. “You are looking great!”

      “Thank you, Blaire. It’s lovely to see you again.”

      “Yes. And thank you for the invitation. It’s been so long.”

      Hunter stepped up beside me and threaded his hand around my waist. He pulled me in close.

      “I was just telling Hunter the other day—”

      Blaire cut off for a second as Hunter moved us away. She started talking again a moment later, but I lost track of what she was saying.

      “Did you see my failed career as an artist?” Hunter asked, moving through the room, away from everyone else.

      “You knew she’d show me that, huh?”

      He stopped next to a large window. Cool, smooth blackness pressed against the other side. He turned to me, his eyes delving into mine. “Yes. She’s been dying to show someone those. All her new friends see those first.”

      “She thinks I should take you camping.” I ran my hand up his hard chest, wanting to tell him she also thought he should start a family, and that I wanted him to start it with me.

      “We’d get eaten by bears.” His eyes glittered down as his lips tweaked up at the corners.

      I fell into his gaze, lost in those velvety brown eyes. “Or so your painting would have me believe.”

      “I was telling the future. That’s why I never went camping—I knew what would happen.”

      I smiled, stepping closer. Heat warmed between our bodies. I angled my face up as he looked down on me. His eyes trained on my lips. “Livy…” he said quietly, his breath brushing my face. His hands clutched my back, shaking a little. A small amount of fear wormed into his gaze, but it was drowned out by something else. Something I also felt, and longed to say. “I luu—”

      “Hunter, you bad boy!”

      Hunter jerked with Blaire’s voice, his head snapping up.

      She sauntered slowly toward us, her hips moving more than should be possible while still walking in a straight line. “It’s time for dinner. Didn’t you hear the bell?”

      Hunter dropped his hands, still standing close to me. “I didn’t.”

      Blaire stopped and turned, waiting for us to follow along. Her thin eyebrows lifted. “Well? Let’s go, silly! We don’t want to keep everyone waiting. It’s rude…”

      “Of course.” Hunter’s tone had dropped, coarse and expressionless. It was the voice he hid his emotions behind, showing the world a robot.

      His hand settled on the small of my back as he guided me forward, passing Blaire.

      “What? You’re not going to escort a lady into dinner?” she asked in a light tone hiding razor blades.

      Hunter’s body went rigid for a moment before he stopped. He put out his hand like a man might have done in an old western, waiting for her to take it. He moved his hand from my back and held out his arm the same way for me.

      “This still happens, huh? This leading women to dinner thing?” I mumbled, taking his arm.

      “Oh, Hunter, didn’t you school her about polite society before you brought her here with your mother’s closest friends?” Blaire laughed in a condescending way. “You have your work cut out for you there.”

      Little did she know, I’d seen Titanic twice. I knew the drill.

      We walked through the room and into the large dining room with crystal and china set out along the table. Two vacant seats were on the other side of the table, each with a little white card in front of it. A single space stood in front of us, the little white card reading “Blaire” in beautiful script.

      I heard Blaire tsk as Hunter left her in front of her place and continued around the table to the two open seats.

      “Sorry about that,” Hunter said as he pulled out the chair for me.

      “Not at all. If it’s good enough for the Titanic, it’s good enough for me.”

      He gave me a quizzical look.

      “They did that in the movie—leading ladies to dinner… Never mind.” I put my napkin in my lap as he sat beside me.

      As everyone settled down, servers poured wine and water. Trisha said, “Welcome, everyone, and thank you so much for coming!”

      Smiles and returned thanks murmured around the table. She continued, “As I’m sure you know, we have a new addition to our party. Please welcome Olivia. She has taken on the nearly impossible task of keeping my son in line.”

      Everyone laughed. The woman next to Hunter patted his forearm.

      “Lovely to meet you,” the man next to me said. He stuck out his large, callused hand. I’d noticed him earlier, as the stockiest person of the group, but it was now clear that his larger frame came from muscle rather than being padded with fat. “I’m Mike.”

      I shook his hand, noticing how rough it was, as though he’d worked outside all his life. “Hi.”

      “And what do you do?” Mike asked with a pleasant smile.

      “Oh, I work—”

      “Yes, Olivia.” The clear voice rang out for the whole table to hear. Blaire looked at me with malicious, sparkling eyes. “What do you do?” Blaire turned to the man next to her. “I’ve met Olivia before, but never had a chance to talk to her properly.”

      The man smiled politely and looked at me, giving me his undivided attention. In fact, the whole table had, apparently eager to get to know the new person. Swell.

      I swallowed nervously. Hunter’s hand came to rest on my thigh. “I work for Hunter, actually. That’s how I met him.”

      “And what is it you do for Hunter?” Blaire asked with a light but knowing tone.

      “I’m his assistant,” I said, feeling my stack of debt. These people had assistants; they weren’t assistants. I didn’t fit in, and I’d just admitted it.

      “Livy majored in Computer Engineering at Stanford and fell victim to the economy,” Hunter added in a nonchalant voice. Many of those at the table groaned and shifted, nodding in understanding. “She tried to refuse my job offer, but as you know, I’m a man who gets what he wants…”

      Mike laughed in a booming voice as a server slid a salad in front of him. “Still haven’t got hold of my company, young man! I’m holding out.”

      “Not yet, no,” Hunter said, leaning back so a server could place a salad in front of him. “But you’ll retire soon enough. I don’t have long to wait.”

      “Mike will never retire. He has his life in that company!” a man down the table added with a smile. “It’s like a kid, but it never rebels.”

      “Oh, it tried to rebel. The economy hit us pretty hard, too. We had to make some big cuts—running lean now. Not a lot of work coming through.” Mike picked up his fork as he looked at me. “I own a construction business. I built it from the ground up. Started out with nothing but blood, sweat, and tears, and now I get jobs from all across the nation. You have to start somewhere.”

      “Hear, hear.” The man down the table raised his glass.

      “Olivia doesn’t do traditional assistant work for me,” Hunter said as he put his glass down and picked up his fork, eyeing his salad. “She’s no good at it.”

      My mouth dropped open in disbelief as Trisha said, “Hunter! That is no way to talk about—”

      “I’m not saying that as a fault,” Hunter hastened to say, raising his hands to stop his mother’s rebuff. “But when you show her a spreadsheet, she forgets about lunch plans, meetings, plane tickets—all her focus is taken by that spreadsheet. Organizing schedules is not her strong suit, which works out well for me. I have a fantastic EA for those needs. With Olivia, I hand her tasks that might take a week if I passed them to the correct department. With her, I get them in a day. I’m spoiled.”

      “Code, not spreadsheets,” I muttered. Nobody noticed.

      “I was never any good at organizing, either,” Mike said in a kind voice, and winked at me.

      “She is working on a project with the owner of a company we are taking over,” Hunter continued in a strong voice. “They’re developing a game app.”

      “A game app?” Trisha inquired.

      “It’s a video game that’s meant to be played on your smart phone,” I clarified, picking at my salad. “The app will be free to download, but after a certain number of levels you’ll have to pay to continue.”

      “That’s where they get ya!” a woman with bright red lipstick said at the end of the table opposite Trisha. “I play a couple of puzzle games my daughter downloaded to my phone. They’re very addictive.”

      “What kind of game are you designing?” a woman with nearly white hair next to Hunter asked.

      “I’ve convinced him to make it a type of puzzle game with a war theme. Violent games do extremely well right now, so we’re going to start with that. If it does well, we’ll come out with another game that is more puzzle than war for those who like nonviolent games.”

      “Oh, I don’t like those shoot-’em-up games all the kids are playing.” The woman with red lipstick shook her head adamantly and reached for her wine.

      “When will you release?” Mike asked as Trisha and another couple people murmured about the shoot-’em-up games.

      “In about a month, I think. We’re nearly ready.” I smiled with the excitement I always felt when talking about the game. “We’ve worked really hard on it. You never know how it’ll do, of course. It could flop and then all that time would be wasted. But hopefully it won’t.”

      “It won’t flop,” the woman next to Hunter said with a reassuring smile.

      “Looks like you love that line of work.” Mike eyed me with a steady gaze. “Even if it doesn’t work for you, it’s a good hobby. You should always strive to do what you love.”

      “Since when do you love pushing a shovel around?” a graying man with a smile said.

      “I get a young buck to work the shovel. But there’s nothing like working in the outdoors. Or standing at the foot of a building that you helped build.” Mike put his fork on his half-empty plate and pushed it forward. A server came to clear it immediately. “I’ve always loved to build. To make things with my hands. What a wonderful thing to get to do what you love. Young Hunter here hasn’t realized that yet. But he will. Then he’ll really perform miracles.”

      “You’re incorrect. I do love what I do. I’ve always loved business,” Hunter said.

      “You love business, but you don’t love reporting to a committee of pompous, snooty types, isn’t that right?” Mike leaned forward so he could see Hunter around me.

      Hunter chewed, looking straight ahead. He didn’t respond.

      As if Hunter’s silence was answer enough, Mike nodded. To me, he said, “Hunter loves to build, too. He loves to take a company that’s faltering and make it into something slick and shiny. You know how I know this?”

      Mike looked around the table. All eyes were on him. “He came to buy out my company when it was in the worst shape. Mismanaged, tons of problems—hell, I didn’t know what I was doing. I’ll admit it. He saw the potential, saw what it would take to get it on the right track, and wanted to push up his sleeves and get to work. His sales pitch?” Mike’s gaze went around me to Hunter again. “‘Let me build your company the right way so you can build your dream.’ Well, he was talking about high rises. That was always my dream—build a grand high rise in a bustling city.”

      Mike leaned back and wiped his mouth. He gave a smile as he continued. “I wouldn’t sell. I was just about bankrupt, but it was my company. I wanted to see it through, right or wrong—I was a bit stubborn back then…” More than a few people snorted at that. “That was when I realized Hunter was more like his mother than his father. He helped me anyway. As a family friend, he rolled up his sleeves. He got into the trenches with me without ever asking what he would get in return. He gave me advice a young man shouldn’t know, not even with another twenty years’ experience. He showed me the right path, and he helped me stay on it. Still does, as a matter of fact. He owns a quarter of the company now, but if I’m honest, he should get credit for half.”

      “My advice wasn’t insightful, it was logic. You were just too busy with your hammers and nails to realize it,” Hunter said in a soft voice, laying down his fork on an almost empty plate.

      Mike scoffed. “Yeah, right. You don’t have to pretend to be humble in front of your girlfriend…”

      Hunter’s lips threatened a shy smile. He slipped his hand back onto my thigh.

      Mike watched the server deliver the next course before he said, “When he finally does get to build his dream company, watch out, world. That thing will take off.”

      “So when Olivia’s hard work takes off, Hunter can step in and build her an empire.” The woman with red lipstick smiled. “I miss the days of young love, when you had your whole lives ahead of you.”

      “What are you talking about—you still look sixteen!” the graying man said in a booming voice.

      “Oh!” The woman with the red lipstick touched her hair with a delighted smile. “Don’t I wish.”

      “I don’t. I was poor and clueless.” Mike laughed.

      Everyone laughed as the conversations broke up, people turning to talk to those closest. As I took a bite of my lamb, I noticed Blaire’s eyes on me, burning with hatred. Her plans to ostracize me from the group had failed.

      For a woman that liked to win, she didn’t do it very often…

      I’d probably see her wrath eventually, but right now, I just wanted to enjoy Hunter’s family and friends. He was opening up another little part of himself, and I was eager to become a part of it.
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      The rest of the dinner party went surprisingly well. Trisha’s friends were cordial and polite, easy to talk to and always friendly. They were never once snobby, and no one seemed to care about my background. Aside from Blaire constantly trying to be wherever Hunter was, and always trying to butt into his conversations, I had a great time.

      The next week went quickly, with a haze of work blending the days together. It turned out Bruce and I were a lot closer to launching the app than I’d originally thought. We had a few tweaks and some coding problems, but a beta test had actually gone out to a select group of computer geeks. They’d be harder on our game than normal people, but they’d also find ninety-nine percent of the bugs.

      This meant, of course, that Bruce was more hyped up and anxious than normal, sending me fixes and issues throughout the day. I took lunch breaks just to work on his notes. The moment I left Hunter, I was working for Bruce. It was brutal.

      When the next Saturday rolled around, I was in my home office with the stack of boxes, staring at the computer with puffy eyes. I entered the last few lines of code, tried to think of anything else I could possibly have to do, and then fell back in my chair with a huge sigh.

      “Finally!” I rubbed my tired eyes. That should keep Bruce off my back for a few days. Maybe.

      I checked the time. Hunter would probably be over soon. Hopefully.

      I thought back to his almost-admission from the week before. He had been going to say he loved me. It had to be. He hadn’t said anything since, but I often saw that emotion in his eyes. The emotion he’d had when he started to say the word. It was just a matter of time.

      I turned around and stared at the stack of boxes. What a pain. I hated unpacking. I wouldn’t even need most of the stuff. Janelle had stocked the flat pretty well.

      My gaze roamed over the various boxes, as I tried to figure out where to start, when it snagged on two boxes at the bottom. A chill passed up my spine as I stared at the word “bathroom” printed on the side.

      “Oh shit,” I whispered, getting up with wooden movements.

      My phone rang. I barely heard it.

      Like a zombie, I moved one box after the other, working down to that “bathroom” box. Once there, I ripped it open and rifled through it.

      It didn’t have what I was looking for.

      I found the next and did the same, pushing past some bath towels to find my little blue canvas bag. I took it out and stared at it.

      I had been a week without taking the pill. And not the sugar pill week, either, where your body and Aunt Flow battle, cramps make your life miserable, and you just wait for the end. No. The week after that.

      I’d had sex nearly every day. Unprotected.

      What the fuck had I been thinking?

      I never forgot the pill. Never! I was religious about it. Always had been. I’d never even had a scare before, I was that conscientious.

      Yet this last week it hadn’t crossed my mind once. Not once.

      I groaned.

      Hunter had trusted me. This was such a big deal, and Hunter had trusted me with it in a way he hadn’t trusted anyone else. But aside from that, what the fuck was I thinking?

      Hyperventilating, I walked out to the living room. Once there, I wiped my suddenly damp forehead and sat on the couch. My phone rang in my office again.

      I had to tell him. There was no way around that. We’d have to use condoms for the rest of the month, and he’d want to know why.

      My stomach churned. The good news was that I probably wasn’t pregnant yet. Ovulation happened more toward the middle of the cycle. I think.

      I got up and paced in the middle of the living room.

      He was supposed to be home in an hour or so and we were going shopping for God-knew-what. Naturally, I should just wait until he got home, admit my mistake, and assure him we were probably fine.

      Fear worked through my body and out through my limbs. I shook out my hands. He had every right to be extremely pissed off about this. I had majorly screwed up. This wasn’t one of those situations where both parties were equally to blame; this was all down to me. I’d assumed responsibility, assured him I was trustworthy, and then been negligent.

      I started back to my office, thinking that working might distract me until Hunter got home. I could do some things for Hunter. Or go over that code again for Bruce. I didn’t have high hopes that it would work, but pacing in the middle of the floor wasn’t doing any good.

      As I passed the door, I heard the gate of the building clang. I froze. It could be anyone. Janelle often stopped by on her day off—maybe she’d forgotten something. Or maybe Mrs. Foster had…

      I watched the door handle turn before the door swung open. In stepped an incredibly handsome man with a tailored suit, loosened tie, and sexy bedroom eyes.

      “Why are you home so early?” I said in a hoarse voice.

      A crease formed between Hunter’s eyebrows. His expression turned into one of confusion as he closed the door behind him. “Are you okay?”

      “You’re home early,” I said again.

      “What’s the matter?” Hunter walked toward me, reaching out to brush his hands across my cheek when he neared.

      I flinched, fear clawing at me. Tears came to my eyes. “I fucked up, Hunter. I fucked up really bad.”

      “Hey.” He grabbed me, pulling me into his body. “What happened?”

      I pushed against him, struggling out of his grip. A terrified, angry tear rolled down my cheek. I wiped it away as my chin trembled. “I forgot to take the pill. All week I forgot. I’ve been without protection.”

      Fear welled up again, not just from what he might say or do, but from the uncertainty of what that just might mean. I was young, just starting out, and had no solid ties to the man in front of me. If he fired me, I would immediately go back to unemployed with a mountain of debt. How could I possibly raise a child, too? How could I afford it, much less grow up to nurture it? I could barely take care of myself!

      “It might be okay,” I said, mostly to myself. I wiped my tears with a trembling hand. “I don’t think I ovulate until the middle of the month. So if we use condoms now, I think we’ll be okay. We should. I’m pretty sure. I’m really sorry—there’s no excuse. I just…I have no idea how I forgot. I really don’t. I was looking for them two weeks ago, and meant to come back, and then it was my period week, so that was fine, and then, somehow…”

      A hiccup interrupted my babbling. I sniffled and wiped my hand across my face. “I just remembered today. I was thinking about all the boxes behind me and then…”

      I looked up through my lashes. Hunter stood motionless, staring at me with a straight face and rigid body. This was the expression and stance he used to distance himself from what was going on around him. Still he didn’t speak.

      I let my shoulders slump as I swallowed back a sob. “You trusted me. I know that. I broke that trust. But please believe me, Hunter, I didn’t mean to. I really didn’t. I honestly don’t know how I could forget. I never forget about that kind of stuff. Not even when I’m not sexually active—I’ve never forgotten before.”

      A sob racked my body as I withered within his stare. I threw up my hands helplessly. “I don’t know what I can do right now. What’s done is done. And I accept it if you—”

      “Is it mine—would it be mine?”

      “Wh-what?” I managed.

      “If you did get pregnant. Would it be mine?”

      My face dropped. I was incredulous. “What do you mean, would it be yours? Who else’s would it be?”

      “That’s what I’m asking.”

      “Of course it would be yours. I don’t think God plants babies in women like me.”

      In a flash of memory, I realized why he was asking. The last time he thought he might be a father, it had actually been his dad’s baby. He’d been lied to, and it had killed him.

      “Sorry—when you ask a question like that, it sounds like you’re accusing me of cheating. I mean…you are, but…I get why.” I wiped away another tear. “Yes, you’re the only man I’ve been with since the beginning. And before that I was on a dry spell, so if the worst happens, it’ll have your DNA.”

      “I have your word? I trust you, Olivia, but I need to hear you say it.”

      I huffed, fresh tears springing to my eyes. “You did trust me, yes. And look where it got you. But yeah, it’d be yours.”

      I heard Hunter exhale before he gathered me up into his strong arms. “Okay.”

      “What do you mean, ‘okay’?” I mumbled, curling up in his arms. I needed love right now. I needed support and encouragement, because I was terrified what might happen. What it would mean in my life.

      “I mean that this is okay.” He pulled his upper body back and ran his fingers along my jaw line, applying pressure to make me look up. His eyes were soft and deep. “I love you. I didn’t think I’d ever love again, but since I first saw you, you pulled at me. You sucked me in. I can’t live without you, Olivia Jonston. I’ve found in you what I’ve always wanted in a woman. You turned me from a heartless bastard, living in a colorless world, into someone who sees the beauty in everyday life. You’ve taught me to feel again. I’ve never been this happy, in my life.”

      More tears rolled down my cheeks, and not from fear this time.

      He smiled and leaned down, kissing the trails of moisture. “My mother loves you, too. It took her the same amount of time to see in you what I do. She knew you had a hold on me from the first, and she knows I’ll never let you go.”

      “I thought you were just waiting for me to realize you were awful and take off?” I huffed out a laugh.

      He laid his hand against my cheek. “I’m afraid I’d follow you. I can’t let you go—it isn’t in me. You have me wrapped around your finger, and I’d bend whichever way I needed to make you happy.” He wiped my cheek with his thumb.

      I took a deep, shuddering breath. “But what about the lack of protection issue?”

      “I’m ready. I’ve always wanted kids—why not start now?”

      I shook my head a fraction, the fear from a few moments before still coursing through me, but now love and joy were fighting it. “You’re supposed to be angry.”

      He smiled and pulled me into his chest. “I’m not. Not at all. You’ve been stressed, busy—plus, you did ask me to help you get the box out. I knew what you were looking for, and I forgot all about it. So you see, it’s not just your fault.”

      I tucked my face into his chest. “I’m not really ready yet, Hunter.”

      “We’ll use protection from now on, and just see what happens, okay? But let’s not worry about what we can’t control. There’s no point in it.”

      I closed my eyes and took a big breath, soaking in his heat and assurance that everything would work out. “Okay.”

      “Now. Let’s get changed. I want to go shopping, and then we can go out for a late lunch or early dinner.”

      I reached up and gently grabbed his face, turning it down to me. He bent, knowing what I wanted, and captured my lips. I opened my mouth, moaning when he filled it with his tongue. One more time wouldn’t matter…

      Urgency overcame me. I stepped back, pulling him with me. My fingers tore at his shirt, popping a button open and pulling another off. Two more followed, skidding against the floor. I ripped at his pants, yanking them open and shoving them down.

      His hands slid under my shirt and pushed my bra up, cupping my breasts. His palms rubbed against my hard nipples and sent shooting sparks of pleasure through my body.

      “Take me, Hunter,” I begged, undoing my pants and pushing them down. I shimmied out of them, hooking a thigh high on his hip and pulling him closer.

      His erection hit off me. He grabbed the base of his cock and directed it to my opening, his lips greedy and insistent on mine. The tip pushed at my wetness. He thrust, sheathing himself to the hilt.

      “Hmm,” I moaned, clutching at his shoulders.

      He grabbed me by my thighs and hoisted me up, pinning me against the wall. He pulled back and thrust again, starting to build a hard and fast rhythm. I tilted my hips to meet his plunge, and then pulled back, stroking him.

      “Yes,” he said softly, our breath mingling. Heat blistered between our bodies and unfurled deep inside me.

      “I love you, Hunter,” I said, my heart thumping with intense emotion, my body reveling in the pleasure of having him inside me.

      “I love you,” he murmured.

      The feelings, both physical and emotional, shocked into me, taking me higher. I held on to his shoulders, moaning into his mouth. Soaking up the exquisite pleasure. Feeling something deep inside that I’d never felt before. Love, pure and sweet, spiraled outward, overcoming me. Flowering between us.

      “Hunter,” I groaned, kissing him passionately.

      His hands tightened on my hips, holding me in place while he plunged into me. I held on with everything I had, my body coiling. The pleasure coalescing. My breath came out in pants. My moans grew louder.

      Still the pleasure built.

      “Oh,” I breathed, rocking against him.

      Harder he strove, our bodies crashing together. The sensations tightened in my core. My toes curled.

      An orgasm blasted through me. “Oh!” I exalted, shuddering against him.

      His body shook against me with his own release. His arms snaked behind me, holding me tight. He buried his head into my neck as he shook again.

      I hooked my ankles around his back and draped myself onto him as the last of the pleasure washed through my body.

      “Now it’s my fault, too.” He lightly sucked at the hot skin on my neck. “But really, what’s one more day?”

      “I think I will blame you for that, just because it makes me feel better. A little.”

      “Good. Let’s shower, and then get going.”

      “Always in a hurry.”

      Hunter stepped away from the wall and put me down gently. His expression had turned serious. “We may not have a baby yet, but I’m hoping eventually that we will, Livy. And when that day comes, we can’t work this much. Neither of us can. Not if we want to raise a child right. I want to be a good father. I don’t want to raise a child like I was raised. So when we do eventually cross that road, God willing, we’re going to need to compromise on our work commitment. Promise me that.”

      “But…you’re the one with the high-powered job, Hunter. I work this much because you say I have to.”

      “You are working two jobs right now.”

      “Well…yeah. But that’s more of a hobby. I don’t have to do that.”

      Doubt flickered across Hunter’s features. “Just promise me.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Of course. I’m not going to pass up a man saying he wants to be a good dad.”

      He kissed me on my forehead and took my hand, ignoring the clothes left on the floor. As we entered the bathroom and Hunter stripped the rest of the way, I couldn’t help but wonder. “What are you going to do if you have to scale back working? Something always comes up.”

      “Change jobs, probably. Maybe start my own company. We’ll see.”

      My eyebrows rose as he turned on the water. “I’m not sure if anyone has mentioned this, but having your own company is often ten times the work.”

      “That’s if they don’t know what they’re doing.”

      “Um…” I let the word linger in a way that said, “I don’t think that’s accurate…”

      He obviously caught my drift, because he said, “We’ll cross that path when we come to it.”

      “Bridge.” I stripped and followed him into the shower.

      “What’s that?”

      “Bridge. Cross that bridge—never mind.”

      

      With Hunter driving, we crossed the Golden Gate Bridge and drove into the heart of Marin. I’d asked Hunter repeatedly what we were shopping for, but he hadn’t said. It wasn’t until we were pulling into the car lot that I finally figured it out.

      “No way. I told you I didn’t need a car.”

      “You’re living in a part of the city where a car is essential. You don’t have one. Therefore, you need one.”

      A salesman looked up from a couple he was helping out on the lot. His gaze took in Hunter’s expensive ride, and then Hunter himself when he stepped out of the car. I had made him wear jeans, but he wouldn’t fool anyone. The Rolex, the Prada sunglasses, the way he wore those jeans—he had money, and this salesman could see it from across the car lot.

      Unfortunately for that salesman, though, someone in the building we were parked next to could see it as well. A man in his twenties came out of the glass doors with greased-back hair, a tacky gold watch, and a dress shirt that fit him too loosely. He was the epitome of what I’d imagine a used car salesman to look like, if a bit young, and I didn’t expect to find someone like him on a luxury car lot.

      “Hello!” The younger man gave Hunter a smile before smiling at me next. “How are you today?”

      Hunter looked at the man and, without answering, turned toward the glass building. He’d slipped into his business persona, which could be considered rude at the best of times. Since it also meant power and money, though, people like these salesmen ate it up.

      “I certainly don’t need a car like this,” I told Hunter in a quiet tone as we wandered toward the shiny Range Rovers on the showroom floor.

      “Being that you haven’t driven much in the last four or five years, I think safety is key.” Hunter sauntered up to the nearest model.

      “This is an extremely safe car,” the salesman said, shadowing us.

      Hunter turned with a quirked eyebrow. He gave the salesman a hard look. “We need some time.”

      “Of course. No problem.” The man gave a serious-looking nod. “Just let me know if you have any questions. I’ll be right over there.”

      Hunter’s arm slid around my middle. “It’s safe, it’s reliable, it’ll get you out of the desert or mountains, and it is supposed to be extremely comfortable.”

      “I live in San Francisco, so deserts and mountains aren’t really my concern. Hondas are reliable and safe and inexpensive. If you are determined to buy me something, why not that?”

      “Do you not like the Range Rover?”

      “Hunter, I don’t need anything this extravagant!”

      “How about an Audi? Mercedes?”

      “I think you’re missing the point…”

      Hunter led me around the car and opened the driver’s-side door. He pushed me toward the seat. “Sit in it.”

      “A Mini. Now there’s a good idea. Small, fits in parking places, built well…” I peered into the sea of leather, inhaling the new car smell.

      “I will not curl up into a ball to fit in a car.”

      “Who said you’d get to ride in my new car?” I stepped up into the car and wiggled into the seat. “Oh man.” The leather molded to my butt.

      “It is really big, though,” I muttered as I looked behind me. The car seemed to stretch back to infinity.

      “Let’s look at the other models and see what you think. Then, if you want something to compare it to, we can look at other manufacturers. I want you to be comfortable.”

      “I’d be comfortable in a Mini.” I took Hunter’s hand as I climbed out of the car.

      “Within reason,” Hunter amended, leading me to the other vehicles.

      We didn’t look at other manufacturers. We didn’t even leave the showroom. What we did was look at all the models, each as awesome as the last, and then my involvement dropped away as Hunter decided to order one custom built. I had no idea why. I couldn’t tell the differences between any of the models beside the appearance, and every one of them had more than enough whirlies and buttons for my needs.

      After Hunter chose the features I “needed,” the haggling began. The young salesman soon realized that he was out of his league and called in the manager. Two against one, and still Hunter dominated. It was pretty awesome, I had to say.

      It wasn’t until the end, when both men were staring at each other with hard eyes, that Hunter dropped the bomb. “I’ll be paying cash.”

      A greedy sparkle lit up the manager’s eyes. “Yes, sir. I’ll see what I can do.”

      In the end, Hunter got nearly what he wanted, the salespeople weren’t completely moping, and I was terrified I would crash this new and shiny automobile in the first month.

      “What do you want to do now?” I asked as we left the dealership.

      “Go home, order in, and make love to you.”

      I smiled like an idiot. “Sounds good.”

      

      Wednesday morning and I was looking around the office with shifty eyes. Hunter had indeed made love to me on Saturday, and then Sunday, and then Monday and Tuesday, too. He woke up and reached for me. He brought me in for nooners, and he tried to get some in the evening. It would be great, except he kept trying to finish without protection. He wanted to try for a baby.

      Actually, he was trying for a baby. He was trying to make me lose my mind enough to forget about protection. Half the time it worked.

      I should’ve been mad about that, probably. I’d said I wasn’t ready, and he should respect that. The thing was, though…I kept thinking about how I’d forgotten the pill. My mind always went back to his mother’s conversation, and about Hunter wanting kids. I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d lodged that information in the recesses of my brain as code for the time is now, because I wasn’t mad at Hunter. Not at all. I kept up my resistance, but I let him break me down on occasion. I let myself forget, and then reveled in his tender kisses and embraces.

      I didn’t know what I wanted anymore. Apart from Hunter, obviously. I wanted him with a passion that couldn’t be natural. If love potions were a real thing, I’d look around his house for a cauldron and a pointy black hat, because that was what it felt like. Every time he came into a room I felt a smile bud, even if I was completely focused on something else. I sighed when he touched me and hung on his every word when he spoke.

      I was annoying myself, but I couldn’t help it. I was lovesick. It was ridiculous. But holy moly I did love that man.

      “Stop thinking about the boss and get that report done,” Brenda said as she set a cup of coffee on my desk.

      Brenda looked down at me with a grin. “If you checked out any more, you’d have drool running down your chin.”

      I wiped my chin with the back of my hand, just in case, then reached for the coffee cup. “Sorry. He’s just… Things are just weird right now.”

      Brenda huffed and went to her desk. “I don’t know about weird, but I’ve never seen that man so happy. I don’t even know him anymore. It’s stressing me out a little.”

      “Maybe you’ll take it as a hint to lighten up.”

      “Nah. Being grumpy works for me. Someone in this office has to scare visitors.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, and with a flip-flopping stomach, I walked into Hunter’s office. I’d decided that today would be the day of “no.” I needed to get better at saying it. Since that first yes I’d been hopeless at standing my ground. Not so now. I would reclaim my ability to deny him.

      “Hey, baby,” Hunter said as he leaned back in his chair. He turned his body to face me.

      “It still weirds me out that you say baby. I feel like saying please should come before pet names.”

      “Saying please has no effect on you. Saying baby makes you blush and your eyes sparkle.” He watched me put his coffee on the corner of his desk before he reached out to me. “Come here.”

      “No.” I got a zing of adrenaline. That was weird.

      His brow furrowed for a moment and his eyes hardened. He hated when a flat no was thrown at him. I almost wanted to giggle.

      “Come here…please,” he said.

      “No.” I wrestled with my mad urge to laugh manically and run from the room.

      He clasped his hands in his lap. His face closed down into a business mask, but his sexy eyes started to burn. “I want to kiss you, Olivia. Come here.”

      “No.” I lifted my chin, unable to help a smile working at my lips. I turned and walked from the room. When I got back to my desk, I said to Brenda, “Sorry in advance.”

      Brenda glanced over. “Why? What did you do? You better not have quit, young lady, because I’ve never had it so easy in this office, and I don’t know that I have it in me to go back to working hard.”

      “Nothing like that. I’m just going to tell him no a little more often.”

      Brenda groaned. “Is it too much to ask for a quiet life?”

      With the next round of coffee, I couldn’t help a little saunter in my step. Keeping the smile away was even harder. I put the white cup on the corner, lining up the base with the little ring it had left behind. I was anal like that.

      The tick tick of typing stopping. He swiveled in his chair. I risked a glance from under my eyelashes as I finished settling the cup. He was staring at me with his hands clasped in his lap. His expression was blank. He was trying to figure me out.

      “Get me some water,” he said.

      “Please,” I finished for him.

      I walked from the room without telling him that I would. I was going to, of course. Saying no would be reserved for personal matters. He wouldn’t fire me, but I didn’t want to cause problems.

      Brenda looked up as I passed by my desk toward the kitchen. “Did you spill, or did I screw up the coffee?”

      “He wants water. He’s trying to figure me out.”

      “Oh, Lord help him.”

      After getting the water and passing by again, Brenda said, “Be easy on him, Olivia. Men can’t handle our insanity. They’re too dumb.”

      I laughed as I entered the office. The tick tick stopped immediately. Hunter looked up, watching my progress. As I handed him the water, he didn’t ask what my problem was, or if something was the matter, he just watched.

      “You’re welcome,” I said, as though he’d said thank you.

      He put the water on the desk. “I want to make love to you, Olivia.”

      I felt an almost physical tug to step closer to him. I swallowed down my immediate urge to say, “Yes, please!”

      Instead, I took a deep breath, raised my chin again, and said, “Fantastic insight. But…no.”

      He clasped his hands in his lap again. The slow burn in his eyes turned to liquid fire. His shoulders shifted just a tiny bit, hardly noticeable, but suddenly I got the impression of power and command in his bearing. His ability to control a room was magical. And so damn hot.

      This day of no might be harder on me than it was him.

      He didn’t say a word as I walked from the room. I could feel him watching, though. The silence pressed down on me in expectation. He was planning, working out my motives and figuring out how to get around them. He wouldn’t force my acceptance; he’d coerce it. I’d just plopped an emotional chessboard onto his lap, and he was going to play it for all it was worth.

      It was scary how well I had come to know the man in such a short time.

      “This is kind of thrilling,” I said in a breathy voice as I sat in my chair. My hands were shaking and my sexy systems were all revved up.

      “What’s his situation?” Brenda stopped what she was doing, turned to me, and took another sip of her coffee.

      “He’s intrigued, I think.” I giggled. “It’s weird, though, because if the roles were reversed, I’d be a mess of ‘What has gone wrong? Is he going to dump me?’ He’s just trying to figure out how to get what he wants, though.”

      Brenda snorted. “Men and their egos. So he’s not pissed, huh? I should’ve figured.”

      “No, not mad.” I clicked into the report I should’ve finished by now.

      “What are you trying to get?”

      I shrugged, leaning closer to my monitor. “Don’t know. Just…saying no.”

      Brenda barked out a laugh and turned back to her computer. “The two of you are made for each other.”

      “You should talk,” I mumbled. “Before me, you matched his grumpiness exactly.”

      The next coffee delivery was uneventful. Hunter didn’t look up from his computer. He didn’t give me a command or ask anything of me. I could tell he noticed my presence, though. His eyeballs stopped moving. He had a page of words in front of him, and he was staring, but probably unfocused.

      Tee hee!

      Once again, I stopped myself from smiling. I turned and made my way from the room. As I walked out of the door, I turned my head just enough to see his desk in my peripheral vision. His body was pointed toward me.

      “He must think I’m nuts,” I mumbled as I sat at my desk.

      Brenda didn’t even look over. “You’re not boring, that’s for sure.”

      In the middle of the day I got a ping.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Come in here.

      Olivia Jonston: You forgot the please. Is this work related?

      Hunter Carlisle: Yes. Per our verbal agreement, I need to fuck you.

      Olivia Jonston: No.

      

      A few minutes later, he responded.

      

      Hunter Carlisle: Are you staying in the office for lunch?

      Olivia Jonston: Yup. Want me to order something for you?

      

      Radio silence.

      I stared at the conversation. Nothing happened.

      I tapped my fingers on my desk, wondering what his game was. It wasn’t like him to give up this easily. I also kind of wanted another reason to say no. It was making me excited and eager for when he finally worked around me and got his way.

      How would he get his way?

      “Stop giggling.” Brenda reached in her drawer of menus. “Do you want food?”

      “Read my mind. What are you ordering?”

      “Hunter wants Japanese.”

      I leaned against the desk, incredulous. “He asked you to order him food?”

      Brenda frowned as she glanced up. “He always does.”

      “I just asked him if he wanted me to order something for him.”

      Brenda went back to her drawer, shifting through the takeout menus. “He probably knows you’d get the order wrong.”

      I didn’t think that was it, but Brenda was right. I probably would. He had quirky tastes with some things, and I always felt bad with the overbearing and exacting orders, so I missed an item or two.

      I looked back at the message. I stupidly wished he’d asked me, though. Or just…kept talking to me. It was a fun game to shut him down, but it also meant I didn’t get to chat or touch him. I missed him.

      “This lovesick issue is kind of annoying,” I announced, pulling my report back up.

      “Can’t back out now. He’ll win.” Brenda held up the menu. “Want something?”

      “It’s irritating how well you know him.”

      “Uh oh. Sounds like this game has lost its appeal. Or were you apologizing for yourself earlier?”

      I scowled at her, making her laugh, before going back to my report. “And no, thanks. He knows Japanese is my favorite. This has to be a no situation.”

      “Were these rules of yours pre-planned?”

      “Nope, and I am starting to realize that my lack of planning is biting me on the butt.”

      “Yup.” Brenda picked up the phone to order.

      A new email came into my inbox. It was from Bruce. “Crap.” I opened it immediately and looked over the contents.

      “What?” Brenda loved to be in on all the action.

      “We got a bug report from the geeks that tried out our game. What the hell…” I scanned the pages of problems. “How could all this have been wrong?”

      “That’s the thing with geeks. They’re too smart for their own good. Now you know what it’s like working with you.”

      “Hilarious,” I said in a dry voice. “Can you order me some Indian, Brenda? I want to look at some of these.”

      “Sure. Are you going to escape to the conference room?”

      “Yeah. Call this my lunch break.”

      “Got it.”

      Heaving a sigh, because I knew tonight would be a mess of frustration with this game, I heaved myself out of my chair and headed away from my desk. Games with Hunter would just have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      “Incoming.”

      I looked up with bleary eyes before glancing at the clock. It was almost six o’clock. Brenda was buttoning up her coat and facing the elevator.

      I saved the report I was finishing up. My mind strayed to the problems I still wanted to go over with Bruce’s stuff. I’d knocked out half the list already. The issues were just tiny things, and some were already known quantities that Bruce was working on. Still, I was tired. Doing two jobs, for two tough bosses, was hard work.

      A man walked toward us carrying a huge bouquet of sunflowers. Under his arm he held a big red box in the shape of a heart on top of a clipboard.

      “Did I fall asleep and wake up on Valentine’s Day?” Brenda asked as the guy came to stand in front of her desk.

      The man set the flowers down on Brenda’s desk and grabbed the red box and clipboard. “Uhhm…” He put the box down and ran a finger down the page on his clipboard. “Olivia Jonston.” He looked up at Brenda.

      Brenda pointed at me with a scowl on her face. Her gaze was accusatory. “Who’s this from?”

      The excitement of getting flowers and candies delivered was tarnished in that stare. “You didn’t order them?”

      “No.” She moved closer to me as the man put the flowers and chocolates on my desk.

      “Okay.” The man raised his eyebrows and pushed out his lips, apparently asking if I was all set.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      He nodded and walked away.

      I grabbed the card among the sunflowers as a small bit of worry trickled into me. Unless my dad was back from the dead, the only person I could think of that both knew my favorite flower, and would actually send them, was Jonathan. Hunter would not like that development at all.

      I opened the white cardboard. Inside was typed:

      

      Love is not love

      Which alters when it alteration finds,

      Or bends with the remover to remove.

      O no, it is an ever-fixed mark

      That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

      It is the star to every wand’ring bark,

      Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken. (Sonnet 116).

      I love you. -Hunter

      

      “What the hell?” I sat down as I stared at the note.

      “Who’s it from?” Brenda asked, leaning over me.

      “Hunter.”

      “Hunter?” Brenda’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Who’d he get to order them?”

      A conversation fluttered in my memory. He’d once asked me to have sex with him on autopilot. He’d simply told me to go in there and drop trow. I’d responded that he should come out here with flowers and chocolates and recite Shakespeare.

      I fell back into my chair, still staring at the note.

      “He must’ve ordered them himself,” I said.

      Brenda was leaning over me, reading the note. When she straightened up, she was staring at me with wide eyes. “In all the years I’ve known him, that’s a first.” She put her hands on her hips. “I almost want to cry.”

      I laughed to try and hide that I was crying a little. “Me too.” I wiped a tear from my cheek.

      “Huh.” Brenda went back to her desk. “That’s sweet. He’s a good guy.”

      “And he totally maneuvered his way into a yes.” I ran my hand over the chocolates. They weren’t even great quality; they were the silly, clichéd kind. And they were perfect.

      I stood as Brenda grabbed her handbag.

      “See you tomorrow,” she said.

      I made my way into Hunter’s office. He didn’t look up as I closed his door, nor when I locked it.

      “How did you know sunflowers were my favorite?” I asked as I came to stand beside his desk.

      He typed a few things, clicked “save” in his spreadsheet, and pushed back from the desk. “I asked your mother if your father had ever bought you flowers. I figured he might have when you played dress-up. What else would you bring a princess?”

      He stood and came around to me. His eyes were soft as he put his arms around me. “And I was right. Why sunflowers?”

      “In the park where we always went to play and have picnics, there was this patch of sunflowers. It took me a while to realize their faces followed the sun. I thought it was so magical. I knew plants were living things, but that was like they had a brain, you know? At least to a six-year-old. My dad planted some in his backyard and I used to play in them all the time. It just became a thing.”

      Hunter lightly touched my lips. “Why were you saying no? Was it something I did?”

      “So guys do wonder about that stuff…”

      “Was it?”

      I undid the buttons on his shirt, feasting on his delicious upper body. “You have a meeting in thirty minutes. We need to hurry. Kinda.”

      “Olivia?”

      I undid the button on his fly and pushed down the zipper. “No.” I reached in and captured his velvety shaft.

      He sucked in a breath. “I like when you resist,” he murmured against my lips. “I like the challenge. I know you’ll give in eventually.”

      “You do, huh?”

      “Now I do.”

      He backed me against the desk and lifted, sitting me on the edge. His hand worked up my inner thigh as his kiss hardened. Tricky digits grazed my panty-covered sex before stripping the fabric to the side.

      “Oh,” I sighed, opening my legs wider. He felt up my wetness before a finger dipped into my body. I moaned. My core tightened.

      I leaned back and pulled at the back of his neck, making him lean over me. His body coated mine, hot and hard. His tip pushed at my opened before sliding inside.

      “Hmm.” I wrapped my legs around him, squeezing him closer.

      He thrust. His manhood pushed deep into me.

      “Let’s not use protection this time,” I whispered.

      He paused for a second, probably making sense of what I’d said. Then he said, “God, I love you, Olivia. You give me the hope of a different life. A better life. Never leave me.”

      “Please…” I smiled against his lips.

      “Please,” he said softly. Lips still close to mine, he ran his hands up my chest and over my arms, pushing them flat onto the desk. He threaded his fingers through mine as his pace sped up.

      I felt his urgency. His fire. His hips rocked into mine, his manhood inside of me taking all my focus.

      “Oh, Hunter.” I gyrated my hips up, taking more. A new feeling scorched my insides before flowering, opening up, and spilling out. A love like I hadn’t experienced before, one that could not be defined, took over.

      We might be creating life.

      Urgency took over my movements. Suddenly, something else was driving me. A different kind of love. I thought of a baby, of a family, of Hunter and me together forever.

      I ripped my hands out of his and wrapped my arms around his shoulders. My kiss turned manic. I needed him with a desire I couldn’t control.

      “Take me,” I urged. “Take me, Hunter.”

      His arms scooped under me. He lifted, picking me up before stepping out of his pants. I continued to rock, kissing him, as he walked us over to the couch. He dropped down, laying us down awkwardly. My leg was trapped by our bodies and my neck was bent awkwardly. He didn’t stop, though. Still thrusting, harder, he pounded into my body, as desperate as I was.

      “Floor,” I directed.

      He rolled, taking me with him. He crashed to the ground, me on top of him. I pushed off his chest, riding him. I rocked my hips forward, feeling the delicious friction.

      “Yes, Livy,” he said, his hands finding my hips. He lifted and then pulled back down, adding more force.

      “Holy—” I bounced again, jarred with unspeakable pleasure. Over and over. Harder. “I’m getting close.”

      He sat up, wrapping his strong arms around me again. “I love you.”

      “I love you, Hunter.” I rubbed my taut nipples against his hard chest. His length worked in and out of me, winding me tighter. Driving me crazy.

      “Oh yes. Oh God. Oh yes!” I squeezed my eyes shut, holding on for dear life.

      We pushed through a plateau into unbearable pleasure. Our movements became smaller. Tighter. His muscles flexed against me. I bit into his shoulder, unable to push on but desperate to all the same.

      “Come with me, baby,” he commanded.

      I exploded. Fractured. Color blossomed between my eyes. Ecstasy washed over me as he shook. Panting, I vibrated in the shock waves of one hell of an orgasm.

      “Wow,” I said quietly, losing all the strength in my body. I melted around him, laying my head on his shoulder.

      “I hope you are pregnant, Olivia. I haven’t been with you that long, I know, but it doesn’t matter. I knew when I first met you, and despite trying to push you away, you just kept getting closer. This feeling I have for you will never go away, I’m certain. I just want to add to it.”

      “I know, Hunter.” I kissed his neck. “Eventually we will.”

      “Maybe soon.”

      “Maybe.”
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      Two weeks later, my life hadn’t changed much. I was still trying to use protection, and I failed most of the time. After a while, I wondered what the point was. If it was going to happen, it was. If not, that was probably good until I had known the guy for more than a couple months.

      I needed to stop thinking about time frames. It made the situation sound totally crazy.

      “Thanks, Bert,” I said as he dropped me in front of my flat. I flicked my phone screen, checking the most recent updates to the game.

      “I thought you were done with that game, Livy?” Bert said, waiting for me to get out of the car.

      “I was supposed to be, but Bruce found something else. It’s as if he isn’t stacked with work in this takeover. I’m stacked with work.”

      “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “I don’t either. Okay.” I pushed the door open and swung a leg out. Once out, I closed the door. “Bye.”

      I probably should’ve said the farewell before closing the door. Oh well.

      Head still bowed over the game, I made it to my front door and reached into my handbag for keys. On autopilot, I let myself in and trudged up the stairs. At the next door, I did the same, only blinking out of my fog when the door lock didn’t clunk over.

      I pushed the door open and peeked in. “Hello?”

      I stepped in and stared. Then blinked as I felt heat prickle the back of my eyes.

      Pink scrawl ran up my wall. “Fuck you bitch!” Down the hall had more scrawl, graphic pictures, and other horrible things marring the beige. At my feet lay debris: glass, bits of wood, and pieces of what had once been a little ceramic elephant. Pictures had been torn from their frames and thrown about. Pots and pans littered the kitchen floor along with more broken glass.

      “Livy.”

      I looked down the hall in a daze. Hunter was emerging from the bedroom with a stern look on his face. He’d left the office early, saying he had to run an errand. Janelle or Mrs. Foster must’ve called him.

      “What happened?” I asked in a wispy voice, tears coming to my eyes.

      “We’ve had a break-in. The police are on their way.” He put his arms around me and hugged me to him. “It was Blaire, though I’m sure you guessed. I checked the surveillance.”

      I shook my head before resting my cheek against his chest. “Surveillance?”

      He kissed the top of my head before leading me to the living room. Once there, he cleaned off a spot on the couch and sat me down. Beside me was a large slash, revealing the cushion. The TV had a spider web of broken glass marring the face. The coffee tables, drapes—everything was ruined. She’d gotten to literally everything in the room and destroyed it.

      “Blaire did some damage to my property as she was leaving. After she left graffiti here, I installed security cameras in the entryway to the building and the hallway. I planned to put them in here as well, but wanted to talk to you about it first. She beat me to it.” Hunter’s arms tightened. “We have her for breaking and entering, but not for destruction of property unless they run prints.”

      Tears overflowed as I looked at all my stuff. It was new, yes, but it was still mine. I’d claimed it. I’d called this home. Hunter’s and my home. And now it was tarnished. I wasn’t sure I’d feel safe after this.

      “This isn’t exactly a knife in the back, but it sure sucks,” I said as I leaned into Hunter’s warmth.

      “I’m sorry, Livy. I thought I was absolved of her. With the contract out of my life, and her out of my house… I was naive.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I closed my eyes. “What does the bedroom look like?”

      “We’ll stay at my house tonight.”

      So ruined, then. She’d done the whole apartment. Not that that was a surprise.

      “Do you have your project for Bruce saved in the cloud?” Hunter asked quietly.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. She—”

      I held up my hand. “Don’t tell me.”

      The doorbell chimed. Hunter got off the couch and leaned toward the window. “The police are here.” He went to let them in.

      I looked around in misery. She’d gotten me right where it hurt the most. This had technically been Hunter’s building, but it was our home. We shared everything. He spent more time in this place with me than in his own house. She’d broken into my refuge and plastered herself all over it in a way I surely wouldn’t forget. I had no idea how she’d gotten in, which meant that even if we changed the locks, she could probably do this again. She’d tarnished the purity I had with Hunter.

      The police came in, hard-eyed and severe. They looked around and started asking questions, but I didn’t concern myself. Hunter would handle that. Instead, I texted Bert. I wanted to get out of there. Maybe I’d hit up the library until Hunter was done. I needed to think. I needed a new plan.

      

      The next day I sat at my desk as the time clicked over to 8:00 p.m. I wanted to go home.

      Where was home?

      It certainly wasn’t my flat at the moment. When I’d first walked in, I hadn’t seen the extent of the damage. That had changed when I had to walk through with the insurance agent.

      The master bedroom had been the worst. My clothes had all been cut and ripped, as had Hunter’s. Pictures were destroyed, the bed linen had been tossed out into the backyard, and she’d defecated in the middle of the mattress.

      It was the last that I couldn’t believe. She had pooped on my mattress. It was so far out there… I didn’t know what to think.

      I pushed myself up and made my way into Hunter’s office. As I walked toward him, he glanced up, and then leaned back. He watched me sit across from him.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Are you okay?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “I pressed charges against Blaire. She’s under house arrest until her trial. Her father is taking charge of her.”

      “I’m sure he’s not thrilled about that…” I crossed my leg over my knee.

      “No. More than that, though, he’s embarrassed. He offered me his sincerest apologies. She’ll be on a tight leash. You don’t have to worry about her anymore.”

      I scoffed. “How can you be sure?”

      “I let him know that if she comes within a hundred feet of you, she will go to prison. Also, if anyone that is in any way linked to her harms you, I will bury her or him. His business is faltering. I can give it a solid push.” Hunter clasped his fingers in his lap. “I’ve made sure that he’ll keep her in line or he’ll cut her off. Blaire would never be able to function without money. She’s out of your hair.”

      “That’s good, but the damage has been done.” I wiped a tear away.

      “I’m sorry, Livy.” Hunter took something out of a drawer and came around his desk. He knelt in front of me, holding a key. “Will you consider moving in with me? You can change anything in the house you want. If you need a room to yourself, you can have it. An office, your own TV room, anything. Whatever you want.”

      I smiled as my heart warmed. The flat had never really been mine—I knew that. I’d loved it because it was Blaire-free. Since that was no longer true, it had lost its appeal. What I wanted was to be with Hunter. I didn’t really care where.

      “Yes,” I said, taking the key. “Okay, yes.”

      A smile lit up his face as he pulled me up and hugged me close. “I’m sorry it had to happen this way, but I’m glad of the final resolution. Let me close everything down and we’ll go. I’ll take you home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Two days later I let myself into my new home. Hunter’s and my home. All traces of Blaire had been cleaned away. Her room was now a guest room. The places in the house she used to frequent were being redecorated. Anything she had bought or brought in was long gone.

      My keys made a clink as they dropped in the bowl by the door. I headed upstairs to our room. Hunter had left work early to take care of some things with the flat and said he’d meet me at home. I figured he’d be in there.

      Across the large room, the bathroom door was open. I could barely hear water slapping the base of the shower.

      I wandered closer, stopping in the doorway. “Hunt—” I cut off as my gaze hit the counter.

      The water shut off. The glass door rumbled on the tracks as it opened, showing the fantastically cut body of Hunter, wet and glistening. Heat rolled through me, and then extinguished as my gaze went back to the counter.

      “I’m not even sure if I’m late, Hunter.”

      He grabbed a towel and rubbed away the wetness. “You’re two days late, I thought you said. Last night…when we were watching TV…”

      “No.” My phone drifted down to my leg, the code I’d been looking at forgotten. “I mean, yes, I did. But I can’t be sure because things might be different off the pill, so I don’t really know…”

      “And now we will.” He motioned toward the pack of pregnancy tests. “I was afraid you’d sneak off and do it by yourself, Livy. I want to be here for it.”

      I gave him a pretty fantastic scowl. At least, it felt that way. Because I totally would have snuck away. I wouldn’t want him hovering over me, watching the process. Not only that, but I knew he hoped the test would be positive, and I was worried he’d get his hopes dashed if it wasn’t.

      I also had to admit that mine would be dashed, too. I’d been thinking a lot about it. I was young, and it was early, but…something about it just felt right. A little reckless, maybe, but at least money wouldn’t be a problem. The problem would be working hours. Both mine and Hunter’s. But that would be an issue regardless, and he’d already identified it.

      “I’m not going to get out of this, am I?” I said as he slipped his arm over my shoulders.

      “I’m not going to push you, but…”

      “You’ll mope.”

      “I don’t mope, Olivia.”

      I scoffed. “Say that to Brenda and see what she says.”

      Hunter kissed me on the temple before leaving the bathroom. “Brenda has a false view of things. I’ll just be…”

      “Waiting on the bed with bated breath, I know.”

      “My mother wants to have us to dinner soon, too. She wanted to check with your schedule.”

      “I—” I didn’t get to finish. He’d closed the door behind him.

      “So I’ll just do this now, then, will I?” I said to the empty room.

      I put my stuff on the counter and grabbed the test. I bit my lip, because I knew his look would be all kinds of sad when this came up negative.

      I put my phone on the counter with the screen lit so I could still read the lengthy email Bruce had sent me, and took out the wand. I braced, holding it just right, and let go.

      “Ew!” The stream hit off the side and splashed me. I angled. My shoulder hit my phone. The device went skittering across the floor. “Oh, come on!”

      “You okay?” Hunter called through the door.

      “A little privacy, please?” I yelled at him.

      Muttering swear words, I cleaned myself up and fastened the lid on the test. There probably wasn’t a romantic way to do this, but this was a bit ridiculous.

      I reclaimed my phone and opened the door. Hunter was sitting on the edge of the bed in a pair of pants but shirtless.

      “How’d it go?” Hunter asked as he stood. His stare fastened to the white plastic stick in my hand.

      I wanted to say, “Well, I peed on myself, so what do you think?” Instead, because he didn’t need the added stress of me being super stressed and really grumpy, I said, “Fine.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed. He sat down next to me. His gaze was still glued to the test.

      “If it doesn’t happen, Hunter, just know that it’s okay. Okay? We don’t—” I cut off as his expression turned to one of incredulous delight. I looked down at the little window. “Oh crap.”

      I wiped my forehead and then my eyes. I stared at the little plus sign. “Kimberly said coming off the pill and immediately getting pregnant was highly unlikely…”

      Hunter took a few quick steps into the bathroom. When he came back he was reading the package. Apparently “+” wasn’t a dead giveaway to him. The package lowered. The biggest smile I had ever seen on Hunter’s face.

      I was struck mute. Transfixed. In that moment I couldn’t imagine anyone, ever, being more handsome than this man. Adonis had nothing on this guy.

      “We’re pregnant, Livy!” He threw the package on the bed and bent to me, scooping me up into his arms. “We’re pregnant!”

      I felt my own smile blossom. I had life inside of me. I was going to be a mom. Hunter was the father of my baby!

      He put me down gently. His lips connected with mine, deep and passionate. I lost myself in the feel of him, his safety. I ran my hands up his chest as his arms hugged me close. When he backed up, his sexy, smoldering eyes stared down into mine. For a brief moment, I saw a flicker of doubt. A hint of fear. But then they started sparkling again over his beaming smile. “I love you so much, Olivia Jonston. This is the best day of my life. Thank you.”

      He bent and scooped me up into his arms again before carrying me downstairs and into the living room. He settled us both on the couch, the same place I’d said I was late. His fingers threaded through mine as I snuggled against him.

      “Promise me something, Livy,” Hunter said after a quiet moment.

      “What’s that?”

      “Promise me you’ll bear with me, okay? I know it’s mine but…I have ghosts haunting me. Please don’t be offended or sad if I ask you if it really is my baby. Or if I have times of jealousy. I won’t mean them.”

      “I know, Hunter. I might yell at you anyway, though.”

      He squeezed me affectionately. “That’s okay. As long as you stick by me. There is only one of you in the world—I’d be lost without you.”

      We’d been through a lot of turmoil, Hunter and I. From my misgivings, to his, we’d worked around contracts and made it through his father and Blaire. We’d earned this moment. We’d earned our future together as a family. I couldn’t have been happier.

      
        ~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

      

      
        Don’t miss the conclusion in book 4~

        and take advantage of the preorder sale!

      

      
        http://eepurl.com/bs9eYX

      

      
        
          
            [image: Forever, Please]
          
        

      

      
        Thank you for taking the time to read my ebook.

        Please support the book and help others by reviewing on Amazon or Apple or other stores.

      

      
        Check out a few of my other titles here.

        

        To hear about new release and sales, join the newsletter: http://eepurl.com/bs9eYX

      

      
        Lend it! All my books are lending-enabled. Please share with your friends.

        Recommend it. If you think someone else might like this book, please help pass the title along to friends, readers’ groups, or discussions.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Forever, Please (book 4)

        

      

    
    
      
        The story continues in the third book:

        Forever, Please

      

      
        
          
            [image: Forever, Please]
          
        

      

      Excerpt:

      Chapter 1

      

      “Come in here.” Hunter passed by my desk with a determined stride. His palm slapped the door, pushing it wide as he went into his office.

      I looked over at Brenda with comically wide eyes and a thin mouth. “Sounds like I’m in trouble…”

      “I’ll say. What’d you do?”

      I got up and grabbed my notepad, just in case the bad mood wasn’t directed at me. I didn’t have high hopes. “Not sure.”

      “Close the door,” Hunter said as I made my way toward him.

      A thrill arrested me. My breath quickened. Since moving in with him two months ago, we hadn’t partaken in much office fornication. He usually just left work earlier and went home with me. He wanted to take his time. I was all for being bent over the desk, though. Since finding out I was pregnant, he’d been too gentle by half. I needed a good rogering.

      “You wanted to see me?” I asked with a grin. I stood beside his desk.

      “Sit.” He leaned his elbows against the desk. The light from the windows behind him showered his broad shoulders. His sexy, hooded eyes trained on me. I marveled at his handsome face, with its strong jaw, straight nose, and lush lips.

      I was the luckiest girl in the world to be able to kiss those lips. To feel his firm touch and reap the benefits of his clever fingers. There was a list a mile long of girls that wanted him, but he’d chosen me. I didn’t have to understand why; I just had to bask in the glory.

      “Your game goes live tomorrow, right?” Hunter asked, his gaze dipping for a brief moment, touching my stomach. “Come here.”

      “I—huh?”

      He stood and reached for me. “Come here and sit on my lap.”

      I smiled like an idiot. I bounced up and grabbed his hand. He reeled me in before sitting on his chair and settling me onto his lap. His lips grazed my neck as his palm covered my belly. “How are you?”

      I laughed with the change in his tone. “I’m good. Kind of tired. The baby blogs say that’s normal, though.”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. You’re doing too much. You have shadows under your eyes and you’re dragging.”

      I tensed. “Hunter, I haven’t had much choice. We had the final push for the app these last few weeks. We’re good now, though. The marketing is all set up, the game is loaded, the bugs are worked out—we’re ready. Now I can relax.”

      “Bruce says you have another project coming up. You have more levels to design for this game…”

      I got off his lap. I couldn’t help my testy tone. “You’re my boss in this job, Hunter. You’re not my boss with the side project.”

      “It’s my job to look after you and our baby, Olivia. You’re doing too much. It has to end.”

      I snatched up my notepad. He’d been saying this for the last few weeks. Over and over he harped on about the amount of work I was doing, but at the same time, most of it was for him. By the time I finished all of his tasks, it was late. Then I could do what I loved, which was working for Bruce. In order to break this cycle, I had to choose. One job or the other. Hunter knew it, Bruce knew it, and, unfortunately, I knew it too.

      The problem was that the one that paid well, and was with the man I loved, didn’t interest me. My favorite part of the day was working on Bruce’s projects. Most of the new levels were my design. Bruce was starting to step away a little to come up with the next great thing while I took on the future of the current game. I even had an idea for a game of my own.

      I shook my head and started for the door.

      “Olivia.” The deep, commanding voice dripped down my spine and pooled in my lady parts. I slowed despite myself. I loved when he used that tone. It did things to my body that should be illegal.

      I turned to him, raising my eyebrows in a silent question.

      “I love you. Good luck tomorrow.” He turned to his computer.

      Warmth spread throughout my chest. My heart surged.

      I left the office, wondering where my irritation at his talk had gone. The man could knock me off balance way too easily.

      “Did you get in trouble?” Brenda asked as I sat down.

      “Kinda. Same old thing—I work too much.”

      “That’s rich, coming from him.”

      “I know, right?” I scoffed. I’d found my irritation again. “He works more now than before—” I snapped my mouth shut. I was about to say “before I got pregnant.” That was a big no-no. All the blogs and books said it was best not to tell anyone before the three-month point, when the chance of miscarriage dropped significantly. Besides that, I wasn’t married, hadn’t known Hunter that long, and didn’t have one thing in my future figured out. There were more than a few reasons not to spread the news around yet.

      “What is he doing so late, anyway?” I asked as I turned to my computer. “I tried to spy on him, but his calendar is locked up tight.”

      “He had me block it off for structural organization. Probably trying to fit the pieces of that new company into this one.”

      “Huh.” I squinted at my company email. Seeing that nothing new had come in, I checked my personal email on my phone. Three new messages, all from Bruce.

      “What was that sigh for?” Brenda was facing her computer.

      “You’re nosy.”

      “You’re more interesting than my job.”

      I read the first message, then the second, then rolled my eyes on the third. “Bruce is just as demanding as Hunter. He wants me to complete a bio for our website.”

      “You have a website? What’s it called? I wanna look.”

      “It’s not live yet. For a guy who just sold his business, Bruce is hellbent on jumping right back into the fire.”

      “At least you like the work.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      I pulled up the report I was supposed to be working on, but my brain kept sliding sideways. First it would go to Bruce’s emails. Then I’d think about the game I wanted to design until my thoughts returned to the baby.

      It wasn’t just me using this body anymore.

      Holy crap, I’m pregnant!

      I worked on hiding my smile. If Brenda randomly glanced over and saw it, she’d ask what I was so happy about. Being happy was sometimes a personal affront to her mood.

      I still couldn’t believe it. I was going to have a baby. With Hunter Carlisle! Karma was shining on me; that was for sure. I didn’t even care that he’d gotten way overprotective. Given his past, he was forgiven.

      Letting a small smile curl my lips, I tried again to focus on my work.
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Chapter One

“Come in here.” Hunter passed by my desk with a determined stride. His palm slapped the door, 

pushing it wide as he went into his office. 

I looked over at Brenda with comically wide eyes and a thin mouth. “Sounds like I’m in

trouble…” 

“I’ll say. What’d you do?” 

I got up and grabbed my notepad, just in case the bad mood wasn’t directed at me. I didn’t have

high hopes. “Not sure.” 

“Close the door,” Hunter said as I made my way toward him. 

A thrill arrested me. My breath quickened. Since moving in with him two months ago, we hadn’t

partaken in much office fornication. He usually just left work earlier and went home with me. He

wanted to take his time. I was all for being bent over the desk, though. Since finding out I was

pregnant, he’d been too gentle by half. I needed a good rogering. 

“You wanted to see me?” I asked with a grin. I stood beside his desk. 

“Sit.” He leaned his elbows against the desk. The light from the windows behind him showered

his broad shoulders. His sexy, hooded eyes trained on me. I marveled at his handsome face, with its

strong jaw, straight nose, and lush lips. 

I was the luckiest girl in the world to be able to kiss those lips. To feel his firm touch and reap the benefits of his clever fingers. There was a list a mile long of girls that wanted him, but he’d chosen me. I didn’t have to understand why; I just had to bask in the glory. 

“Your game goes live tomorrow, right?” Hunter asked, his gaze dipping for a brief moment, 

touching my stomach. “Come here.” 

“I—huh?” 

He stood and reached for me. “Come here and sit on my lap.” 

I smiled like an idiot. I bounced up and grabbed his hand. He reeled me in before sitting on his

chair and settling me onto his lap. His lips grazed my neck as his palm covered my belly. “How are

you?” 

I laughed with the change in his tone. “I’m good. Kind of tired. The baby blogs say that’s normal, 

though.” 

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. You’re doing too much. You have shadows under your

eyes and you’re dragging.” 

I tensed. “Hunter, I haven’t had much choice. We had the final push for the app these last few

weeks. We’re good now, though. The marketing is all set up, the game is loaded, the bugs are worked

out—we’re ready. Now I can relax.” 

“Bruce says you have another project coming up. You have more levels to design for this game…” 

I got off his lap. I couldn’t help my testy tone. “You’re my boss in this job, Hunter. You’re not my boss with the side project.” 

“It’s my job to look after you and our baby, Olivia. You’re doing too much. It has to end.” 

I snatched up my notepad. He’d been saying this for the last few weeks. Over and over he harped

on about the amount of work I was doing, but at the same time, most of it was for him. By the time I finished all of his tasks, it was late. Then I could do what I loved, which was working for Bruce. In order to break this cycle, I had to choose. One job or the other. Hunter knew it, Bruce knew it, and, unfortunately, I knew it too. 

The problem was that the one that paid well, and was with the man I loved, didn’t interest me. My

favorite part of the day was working on Bruce’s projects. Most of the new levels were my design. 

Bruce was starting to step away a little to come up with the next great thing while I took on the future of the current game. I even had an idea for a game of my own. 

I shook my head and started for the door. 

“Olivia.” The deep, commanding voice dripped down my spine and pooled in my lady parts. I

slowed despite myself. I loved when he used that tone. It did things to my body that should be illegal. 

I turned to him, raising my eyebrows in a silent question. 

“I love you. Good luck tomorrow.” He turned to his computer. 

Warmth spread throughout my chest. My heart surged. 

I left the office, wondering where my irritation at his talk had gone. The man could knock me off

balance way too easily. 

“Did you get in trouble?” Brenda asked as I sat down. 

“Kinda. Same old thing—I work too much.” 

“That’s rich, coming from him.” 

“I know, right?” I scoffed. I’d found my irritation again. “He works more now than before—” I

snapped my mouth shut. I was about to say “before I got pregnant.” That was a big no-no. All the

blogs and books said it was best not to tell anyone before the three-month point, when the chance of miscarriage dropped significantly. Besides that, I wasn’t married, hadn’t known Hunter that long, and didn’t have one thing in my future figured out. There were more than a few reasons not to spread the news around yet. 

“What is he doing so late, anyway?” I asked as I turned to my computer. “I tried to spy on him, but

his calendar is locked up tight.” 

“He had me block it off for structural organization. Probably trying to fit the pieces of that new

company into this one.” 

“Huh.” I squinted at my company email. Seeing that nothing new had come in, I checked my

personal email on my phone. Three new messages, all from Bruce. 

“What was that sigh for?” Brenda was facing her computer. 

“You’re nosy.” 

“You’re more interesting than my job.” 

I read the first message, then the second, then rolled my eyes on the third. “Bruce is just as

demanding as Hunter. He wants me to complete a bio for our website.” 

“You have a website? What’s it called? I wanna look.” 

“It’s not live yet. For a guy who just sold his business, Bruce is hellbent on jumping right back

into the fire.” 

“At least you like the work.” 

I couldn’t argue with that. 

I pulled up the report I was supposed to be working on, but my brain kept sliding sideways. First

it would go to Bruce’s emails. Then I’d think about the game I wanted to design until my thoughts

returned to the baby. 

It wasn’t just me using this body anymore. 

 Holy crap, I’m pregnant! 

I worked on hiding my smile. If Brenda randomly glanced over and saw it, she’d ask what I was

so happy about. Being happy was sometimes a personal affront to her mood. 

I still couldn’t believe it. I was going to have a baby. With Hunter Carlisle! Karma was shining on

me; that was for sure. I didn’t even care that he’d gotten way overprotective. Given his past, he was forgiven. 

Letting a small smile curl my lips, I tried again to focus on my work. 

AT EIGHT O’CLOCK I ROLLED MY SHOULDERS AND SAT BACK, TOTALLY DRAINED. MY EYELIDS DROOPED AND MY

body felt completely depleted. This growing a human thing was taxing on the energy front, I’d say that much. 

I took a deep breath, checked my phone, but ignored the little red button on my email. I’d bet those six messages were all from Bruce. The man couldn’t consolidate. He’d think of something, fire off an email, think of something else a moment later, and fire off another. Apparently a notepad for ideas

leading to a summary was too much to ask. 

I walked into Hunter’s office. When he noticed me, he glanced at the clock at the top of his desk. 

His lips turned into a thin line. 

“Don’t say anything,” I warned. Not waiting for an invitation, I walked directly to him and draped

myself across his lap. I flung my arms around his shoulders and buried my face into his neck. “It

won’t help.” 

“How much work do you still have to do?” 

“For you, or for Bruce?” 

He paused. “This isn’t working, Olivia. We agreed to stop working so much when we had a

family. Our family starting quickly doesn’t negate the need to slow down.” 

“I have six months to slow down. Let’s just get this release out of the way, and then I’ll have less to do. A couple more days and I’m in the clear.” 

“What do you have to do for Bruce tonight?” he asked as he softly ran his fingertips down my

back. His hands pulled on my silk blouse, untucking the ends from my skirt. His palms ran up the bare skin of my back. 

“Little things, I think. By the time you’re done here, I’ll be done.” 

“I might be late. I have a couple meetings.” 

“I didn’t see any on your calendar…” 

His fingers glided over my bra strap. A quick tightening and then my bra loosened. His hand slid

over my skin until he reached up and cupped a breast. 

I moaned as my nipple tightened under his palm. 

“I’m just trying to square everything away. I foresee a few late nights hammering out a new

direction for the company.” 

I let my head fall back as he kneaded my breast. “Does that brain ever shut off?” 

His lips traced a trail of heat up my neck. “How are you feeling?” 

“If you’re asking if I’m feeling good enough to bend over your desk, I absolutely am.” 

His hand dropped to between my thighs. I spread my legs as my breath quickened. His fingers

traced down the middle of my sex before pushing aside my panties. He rubbed in the right spot. 

“Oh, Hunter.” I put pressure on his chin, turning his head my way. I nibbled his lips as a digit

worked into my body. My core wound up, needing him. 

I put my palm on his cheek and deepened the kiss. My tongue flirted with his as his finger sped up. 

His thumb worked lazy circles around my clit. 

“Oh.” I sighed against his lips, gyrating clumsily while still on his lap. His pace quickened, 

rubbing and thrusting. My body started to burn. My moans intensified. 

“Oh, God. I’m going to—” My words cut off in a hasty release of breath. Shivers racked my body

as pleasure coursed through me, setting me on fire. I spasmed with the climax before melting in his

lap. 

After I’d come down, Hunter stood me up gently. His body pushed against mine, trapping me

against the desk. His kiss became insistent as his palms worked up the outside of my thighs, lifting my skirt. I wrapped my arms around his neck, lost in the kiss. In the feel of him. 

He turned me around. A palm in the middle of my back had me bending. I heard his belt jingle, 

and then felt his blunt tip against my opening. 

“Hmm,” I said as my eyes fluttered closed. 

That tip applied pressure, parting my folds. I braced, expectant. His hard length entered me

slowly, so large. The breath rushed out of my lungs, everything focused on the searing pleasure that worked into my body. 

“Yes, Hunter.” I bent over further, wanting more. 

His chest lay against my back as his hips met my skin. He held himself inside me before backing

out slowly. 

“Faster,” I begged. 

He complied. With a hard thrust, he entered me completely. I moaned, pushed against the desk. 

“Let me know if this is uncomfortable,” he said softly, his voice shaking slightly. 

He pumped into me again, and then again, his movements becoming frantic. I braced against the

desk, my eyes closed, as pleasure ran through me in waves. My core, already warmed up, was now in

overdrive, soaking up each thrust in ecstasy. 

“Yes, Hunter,” I said. I gripped the edge of the wood, focused on that pounding pleasure. On the

friction. On his body inside mine. “Oh, yes.” 

I rocked my hips in tiny movements, adding just that bit more. The feelings now overwhelming. 

The sensations pulling me under. 

“Oh God. Oh my God. Oh—” Everything tightened up. My toes curled. 

“Oh!” I blasted apart. Intense wave after wave rocked through me. The orgasm stole my breath as

Hunter quaked over me. 

His hands slid down my arms. His fingers threaded through mine as we came down, panting over

the desk. 

“I promised myself I’d be more careful with you,” he whispered. 

I turned my face toward him until his lips were glancing off my cheek. “The human body isn’t that

fragile, Hunter.” 

“Still. I don’t want anything to go wrong, Olivia. I don’t want you or the baby put in any kind of

danger.” 

If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a tiny plea in his voice. His past was trying to encroach on this

conversation, I had no doubt. 

I straightened up. I knew a moment of regret when his body left mine—something that never

seemed to go away—before I turned around and put my arms around his neck. “I’m good. I need a

little bump and grind every so often.” 

He gave me a lingering kiss. “Okay, off you get.” He helped me straighten up my clothes. “I don’t

want you awake when I get home. You need your rest.” 

“What time are you coming home?” 

“A couple hours, I think.” 

I gave him a flat look. “That’s more than a twelve-hour day, Hunter. I’m not the only one who

agreed to work less…” 

He kissed me on the forehead. “Off you get.” He gently nudged me toward the door. 

I should’ve argued, but those orgasms put me over the tired cliff and I still had work to do. 

I dragged myself to my desk, packed everything up, and headed home. Once there, I grabbed the

dinner out of the oven, went to my office, and opened my personal laptop. Time for job number two. 

I just hoped all this work was going to be worth it. Tomorrow would be the moment of truth on if

we’d wasted our time or not. Unfortunately, tomorrow would also be a deciding factor on my future

involvement. If this took off as Bruce said it would, I’d have some hard decisions to make, because

Hunter was right—I couldn’t keep this up. I had two full-time jobs. I’d have to choose, and I wasn’t sure that I was going to choose Hunter. 

Chapter Two

My eyes were glued to the screen of my phone when Bert pulled up outside. I didn’t have any sales

numbers yet, but the game was live. People could download it, anywhere in the world. 

But was anyone downloading it? 

“Good morning,” Bert said as I climbed into the passenger seat. 

“Hey, Bert. Did you download the game?” 

“Yep.” He held up his phone for me to see. “Right there. I even played a couple levels—it’s pretty

fun.” 

“Thanks.” 

The car pulled away from the curb. “When will you know if it is doing well?” 

I refreshed the app store and started scrolling through the ranking. “I think it takes a while. The

marketing campaign starts today. Bruce seems to think the strategy is genius, but he’s not a marketing guy. There’s no telling if his plans will work. He probably plastered up a few flyers on the corkboard at his local college thinking that was still how college kids got their news.” 

“I thought he had a really profitable—get out of the way, you…” I grabbed the handle on the door

as Bert swerved. “What is it with Mercedes drivers? They think they own the road.” 

“You are driving a Mercedes, Bert…” 

“Exactly—why can’t they drive like me?” 

I didn’t point out that they were. 

Bert turned onto one of the busy streets that ran from one end of the city to the other. “Anyway, I

thought the owner had a really profitable business before this?” 

“Yes, but he had no idea how it exploded. He’s really smart, but there’s a reason he sold to

Hunter.” 

“Oh. Well, I’m sure he knows a thing or two. But how is he paying for ads? On his own dime?” 

“No, he got investors. He incorporated his business. I own a bit of it, as well as some investors. I mostly just look after the code, though.” 

“I still don’t know how you do it, Livy. I really don’t. Working for Mr. Carlisle, I wouldn’t have

the stamina to work for anyone else, and I mostly just sit around, waiting for someone to need a ride.” 

“I’m tightly wound.” 

He blew air out of his nostrils, his version of tsking. He pulled up in front of the office building. 

“Okay, Livy. Text me if you hear anything.” 

I thanked him for the ride and made my way in, gripping my phone the whole time. I dropped my

bag on the floor and checked my phone again. No change. 

Brenda came down the hall as I received a text. 

KIMBERLY: GOOD LUCK! I’M SO EXCITED!!!! 

“WHY THE CONSTIPATED LOOK?” BRENDA ASKED AS SHE SET HUNTER’S COFFEE ON MY DESK. 

“You’re a real gem, you know that?” 

“Why yes I do.” She sipped her coffee, looking at me over the rim of the mug. “Well?” 

“My game went live.” 

“Oh, right.” She went back and settled in her desk. She fished her phone out of her purse. “I was

supposed to buy that.” 

“It’s free. You just download it.” 

“Right. And how do you make any money?” 

“Jesus. Does no one play games on their phone?” 

Brenda swiped at the screen. “You need friends your own age.” 

“It’s free to play for a certain number of tries, but then you can buy more lives, and various other components to enhance the game. You buy them all in the app.” 

“Ah. It’s that kind of racket, is it? Okay—oh, here it is. That’s a fun little picture. Oh crap…

what’s my password…” 

I rolled my eyes and grabbed Hunter’s coffee. I wasn’t sure if her download was worth the

aggravation. 

HALFWAY THROUGH THE DAY I SAT AT MY COMPUTER, SHOULDERS TENSE. THERE WAS A MOUNTAIN OF WORK TO

get through and I hadn’t been able to focus on any of it. My phone lay on the desk right next to my

keyboard, staring up at me. 

I tried to resist. 

Grunting in frustration, I swiped the screen and tapped into the app ranking. Bruce said we most

likely wouldn’t see anything for a couple of days as the game gained momentum, but I couldn’t help

myself. The dial spun, updating. I flicked my finger, watching the ranking upload as the numbers got bigger. I let out the breath I was holding as one hundred blazed by. 

“Oh my God!” I jumped up. I snatched my phone and clutched it in both hands. “Yay! It’s at one-

thirty-five! That’s something.” 

“Oh yeah?” Brenda got up to look. She wasn’t in the habit of checking her own phone for

anything. Her kids still called her work line. 

I held the phone toward her and pointed. 

“Cool. So you’ve got a few downloads.” 

“Yeah… I wonder how.” 

“How many friends you got?” 

“Like…three.” 

Brenda scoffed and grabbed her coffee cup. “Let me refill before you head in to Hunter. I’d hate

to have you make two trips.” 

“I get the feeling you aren’t as excited as I am…” I scowled at her, but my smile came right back. 

I logged out and called Bruce. 

“What’s up?” he answered. 

“Did you see? We’re in the ranking! On the first day!” My voice was so high I was squealing. 

“Oh yeah?” Why did Bruce and Brenda sound exactly the same? “Looks like our marketing push

is working. I figured it would.” 

I shook my head and blinked. “You need to be more excited.” 

“It’s only day one, Olivia. As my kid would say, ‘slow your roll.’ We don’t want to be a flash in

the pan. We want longevity.” 

“You sound like Hunter.” 

“I take that as a compliment. Okay, gotta go. I have a list of things I still have to do, including take my wife to dinner.” 

“Okay, well, I’ll keep—” I brought the phone away from my ear, realizing that the call had been

disconnected. “He  acts  like Hunter, too.” 

“How?” Brenda put Hunter’s coffee on my desk and then sipped her own. 

“He stopped saying bye when he hangs up.” I grabbed the mug and headed into Hunter’s office

with barely contained excitement. Bruce might not be fazed, but this was my first business venture. I was over the moon that it was at the tail end of the ranking. I’d take flash in the pan over mildly

sizzling into a fast death. 

As I closed the distance to Hunter, my heart was racing and my smile was plastered over my face. 

I took in his handsome face, then connected with his sexy, smoldering stare. “Guess what?” 

His eyes started to twinkle as I set his cup in the corner of his desk. “What?” 

“The game—” A horrible pinch in my abdomen assaulted me. It felt like a hard, fast cramp. I

reached for the edge of his desk, knocking the coffee forward and spilling some of the contents. I

didn’t notice. Pain radiated through my lower half, a more pronounced cramp now. 

“Ow…” I put my hand to my lower abdomen. 

“What’s happening?” Hunter was up immediately. He came around the desk and bent over me, his

hand gentle on my back. “What’s the matter?” 

I took a deep breath. Ordinarily this wouldn’t be a big deal. I had cramps every month, often more

violent than this. But I shouldn’t be having cramps now. I didn’t think I should, anyway. 

Another wave of pain radiated through me. Was the baby in trouble? 

Fear pulsed. Tears came to my eyes. 

“Something might be wrong,” I said in a quivering voice. 

Hunter didn’t say another word. Neither did he panic, like I was about to. In a quick movement, he

scooped me up into his arms. We were walking toward the door a second later, his powerful strides

taking us from the room. 

“Mrs. Jones, get a car out front. I’m taking Olivia home.” 

“Yes, sir. Is she okay?” 

Hunter didn’t answer. He held me like a fragile vase, completely cool. He might’ve been waiting

for the elevator on any normal day. 

I put my head against his neck as another cramp vibrated through me. 

“Try to relax,” Hunter said softly as he entered the elevator. His voice was a tranquil breeze. 

“You’ve been very stressed lately, and along with excitement and today’s events, your body is

probably reacting. You just need to calm down. Take deep breaths.” 

I did as he said, but as another burst of pain made me whimper, I couldn’t ease away from the fear

that something was wrong. That I might be miscarrying. 

“Deep breaths, baby. It’s going to be okay.” Arms not even quivering from holding my weight all

this time, Hunter walked out through the lobby like a man on a mission. If there was anyone better in an emergency, I hadn’t met them. 

The car waited outside, its flashing lights signaling that it planned to double-park for as long as

was necessary. Bert rushed forward when he saw us. “What happened? Do you need help?” 

“Everything is fine, Mr. Ramous.” Hunter stopped next to the car with a white-faced and

concerned Bert looking over his shoulder. “Are you bleeding, Livy? Can you tell? I need to know if

we should go home, or to the hospital.” 

“I don’t know,” I said, my hands shaking. 

Hunter looked at me for a moment before bending to sit me into the car. “Take us to the emergency

room at California Pacific, Mr. Ramous.” 

A moment later Hunter sat in beside me and took my hand. His eyes were deep and comforting. 

“It’s going to be okay, Livy.” His voice took on that commanding edge, filled with power. “You need

to relax.” 

I took a deep breath, closing my eyes and leaning toward him. He pulled me in tighter. His

strength and solidity wrapped around me, stilling the tremors. I trusted in his voice. In his presence. 

“Okay.” 

Hunter took out his phone. After tapping the face a few times, he lifted it to his ear. “Yes, Dr. 

Cheung? Hello. I have an emergency. Are you on duty?” 

Hunter had set me up with Dr. Cheung as soon as we heard I was pregnant. The man knew

someone important in every profession. 

We pulled up outside the hospital a half-hour later, navigating through the San Francisco traffic as quickly as possible. “Should I wait, Mr. Carlisle?” Bert asked as he hustled to get my door open. 

“Yes. I’ll text you if anything changes.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Hunter helped me from the car and then scooped me up again. 

“I can walk, Hunter,” I said as he began his purposeful stride. 

“And I could just stand by and watch you go through a scary experience from a distance. I’d rather

be doing something.” He stalked toward a waiting room next to a store selling flowers and teddy

bears. He set me down gently. 

“I’ll go to the restroom,” I said. “Just to check on what’s happening.” 

Hunter was pulling out his phone again. “I’ll be right here if you need me.” 

I made my way across the lobby, savoring his confidence that everything would be fine. Once in

the restroom, with hands still shaking, I locked myself into a stall and pulled up my skirt to assess the damage. My eyes filled with tears as I saw a bright spot of red. “Oh no.” 

I did my business and lined my panties with toilet paper. I wasn’t bleeding that much, but I was

still bleeding. I didn’t know what that meant. 

I walked slowly back to Hunter, trying not to break down. When his gaze found me, I saw a

glimmer of fear spark in his eyes, but then the power and confidence returned. He was completely in

control. 

“The doctor is on her way. She’s getting everything set up.” He ushered me toward a chair. “Are

you still cramping?” 

I let my hand drift to my stomach. “No. But I’m bleeding a little—” I cut off as a sob choked me. 

“Hunter, I’m scared.” 

“I know. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” His arm tightened around me. “This is going to be fine, 

Olivia. Just take it easy. Breathe deeply.” 

I nodded and burrowed into him as much as I could, desperately trying not to panic. It had only

been two months, but I’d already fallen in love with my baby. I wanted to meet him or her, and then

watch as Hunter held our child for the first time. 

“Here we go.” Hunter helped me stand. 

“Hello, Livy. Mr. Carlisle.” A short woman with crow’s-feet at the corners of her eyes and deeply

etched laugh lines around her mouth walked up with hurried, purposeful strides. Her gaze fell on me

and a supportive smile took over her face. “Please, come with me.” She turned and gestured us on, no doubt thinking we’d both walk beside her. She didn’t balk, however, when Hunter swooped me up

again and easily kept pace. 

“Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong?” Dr. Cheung said as she directed us to the elevator. 

“I had some cramping and now I’m bleeding a little.” With her prompting, I told her how bad the

cramps were and the color of the blood. 

“Uh huh.” She took us through a few halls and into a room with a bed covered in white paper. 

“Just sit her on the bed. And you are the father, Mr. Carlisle, correct?” 

Hunter hesitated. His glance came to me for a brief second. “Yes…” 

I wished I hadn’t heard the question in his voice. This was a terrible time for his past to get in the way. 

“Yes,” I said firmly. Despite my fear and panic, I leveled him with a glare. He reached forward

and took my hand. It was a wise move. I didn’t want to have to break his kneecap for emotionally

abandoning me at a time like this. 

“And did you want him in the room for the examination?” she asked me in a slightly softer voice. 

I knew what she was asking. Would I mind if he saw me spread my legs and show the world my

hoo-ha. And frankly, as terrified as I was, I did a little. It had taken me years to feel comfortable presenting myself for an examination for a  doctor.  The man who used that area as a playground was another situation entirely. 

“He’s okay to stay if he wants to,” I said in a little voice. If I was expecting him to man up, I had to do likewise. 

“I’ll stay,” Hunter said, this time without hesitation. 

“Okay.” The doctor put her hand on the dreaded stirrups. “Why don’t you go ahead and use the

restroom. I’ll need a urine sample.” She handed me a small cup. “When you get back, I’ll need you to undress. Just the lower half. Here’s a drape.” She put the drape on the edge of the bed. 

I ducked out of the room, shadowed by Hunter. He didn’t seem to want to let me out of his sight. 

That was okay by me. Except for the bathroom. I shut the door right in his face. 

After I was done, which turned out to be a meager amount since I’d gone earlier, I handed over the

cup and then took off my skirt and undies. Hunter helped me tuck the drape around my hips before I

settled back on the bed. I didn’t bother telling him I’d have to pull it out from under my butt in a moment. This was awkward enough. 

After I was settled, the doctor wheeled a metal tray full of instruments toward me. “And how

severe was the cramping?” 

“At first it was like a bad pinch, and then like period cramps.” 

“Uh huh. And the bleeding sounds like it was fairly light. Okay.” She motioned me forward. 

With a sideways glance at Hunter, I scootched up into the incredibly awkward position where she

would examine me. 

“Knees, please.” She touched my knee, indicating I was supposed to relax and let them fall to the

side naturally. 

There was nothing natural about this position in front of my boyfriend. 

Dr. Cheung felt my abdomen and then examined me. After a moment she said, “Your cervix is fine. 

I don’t see any cause for alarm at first glance, but it is somewhat fragile. Yes, there—just a touch, and there’s a little blood. You’ll have a little more bleeding from this examination, but don’t let it cause you any alarm. Okay.” 

She pulled back her instruments and gave my knee a quick pat before turning away. I took my legs

down, adjusted the cover, and scooted back. She opened a folder and started jotting things down. “It’s pretty normal for women to have some spotting in the first twelve weeks of pregnancy. This is often

caused from extra blood flow to the cervix, in which any contact with the cervix can cause some of

this bleeding, like you saw. This can also be caused from stress, lifting heavy things, or fatigue. It’s best to avoid those, and whenever possible, lie down and relax if you feel your body reacting. 

“The cramping is probably also a sign that you’ve been too active, or putting your body through

too much. If you ever feel a tightening, definitely slow down. Sit or lie, drink some cool water… It’s good to keep an eye on it, so to speak. Give me or one of the nurses a call if you’re concerned. As it’s subsided now, I’m not too worried. I would caution you, though, to take it a little easier.” 

I got the stern look doctors were known for, and a matching “I told you so” look from Hunter. 

“I want to have an ultrasound, just in case,” the doctor went on, tidying everything. “If everything looks good, I think you’ll be fine until your next checkup as long as nothing else happens.” 

I took a big breath and let it out. Relief washed through my body. “Okay.” 

“All right. Go ahead and get dressed and meet me out at the nurses’ station when you’re ready. I’ll

walk you down.” She smiled at me, then nodded at Hunter. 

When she’d gone, I moved to get off the bed. Hunter pulled me up and hugged me close to him. 

“Everything is fine.” 

That was Hunter-speak for “what a huge relief!” 

I hugged him tightly before I disengaged so I could get dressed. “I panicked a little.” 

“That’s okay. It’s scary. It’s a little life we’re trying to protect.” 

I pulled on my skirt and let him help put me to rights. This was his version of taking an active

role. I loved it. It was the Hunter I always craved. The one he still hid from strangers behind his

distanced, unfeeling business mask. The guy he no longer hid from me. 

“One last test.” I smiled when I felt his hand on the small of my back, directing me through the

door and to the doctor. 

“All set?” The doctor smiled at me again and led the way. She didn’t comment on the fact that

Hunter let me walk this time. The fear had mostly passed. 

The next room was larger, with a big machine, screens, and room for a few people. There was

only one woman in there, though, tapping something into a computer resting on the machine. She

glanced up when we walked in. 

“This is Dr. Lund,” Dr. Cheung said as she stopped near the door. “She’ll be performing the

ultrasound. I’ll leave you in her very capable hands. Just call me, anytime, if you’re worried about anything else. Okay?” 

“Hello, Mr. Carlisle,” said Dr. Lund, a woman with frizzy blond hair. “Mrs. Carlisle, go ahead

and put this on for me. Just disrobe from the bottom down.” 

“Oh, I’m not—” 

“Here, Livy,” Hunter said, his eyes soft. He handed me the sheet. 

I stared at him for a second as a thrill of warm tingles seeped through my body. He’d stopped me

from correcting her! 

Oh my God, did he want to marry me? Obviously he’d tied himself to me forever with the baby

situation, but… did he want to marry me? 

My thrill was short-lived. The stirrups came out a moment later. Apparently this test would be a

bit more invasive than on the TV. 

Glancing at Hunter, I went through the same rigmarole before settling onto the bed and waiting for

the instruction to scoot my butt to the end and throw my knees in the air. It came as expected, leaving me in another precarious position. 

“All right.” Dr. Lund wheeled her chair closer to my knees while still on the side of the bed. She

didn’t plan to take up the normal gynecologist position, it seemed. She held up a thick plastic thing that looked like a wand. I knew exactly where that sucker was going. 

I glanced at Hunter again. Now that the danger was largely gone, this was damned uncomfortable. 

“There is some small risk in performing an ultrasound this way,” Dr. Lund explained, lubing up

the end of the wand. “However, Dr. Cheung has given the go-ahead. It looks like your cervix is fine to handle it, and you’re young.” 

“Dr. Cheung expressed some concern about her cervix being fragile,” Hunter said, stepping

closer. He put his hand on my shin protectively. 

I was clearly the only one thinking this situation was awkward. 

“The exterior of the cervix, yes. The wall. That doesn’t mean she has a  weak  cervix, however. 

Meaning it doesn’t have any bearing on her ability to hold a baby in the uterus. Since the fetus isn’t large enough for us to get a reading with the fetal Doppler, we’ll need to get a reading this way. The assurance greatly outweighs the risk.” 

Hunter nodded and stepped away a little. That explanation passed muster. 

I was glad he was pulling police duty. All I could focus on was that large probe and my spread

legs. I was not having fun…

“Okay…” Dr. Lund let the word trail away as she directed the probe into a personal place. She

put a hand on my knee as she looked at the scene, jockeying the wand into position. It jabbed me in a way that made me wince. 

Hunter stepped forward again, eyes on me. 

The doctor noticed. “It might be a little uncomfortable for a moment—I just need to find a good

spot to hopefully…” I winced again before she paused. “There.” 

Before I could look over at the screen, I saw a look of pure wonder pass over Hunter’s face. A

smile lit up his features, turning him from merely handsome into the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. 

“That’s our baby, Livy,” he said, putting a hand on my knee. 

I followed his gaze. On the black-and-white screen was a tiny little blip clinging desperately to a

wall in a cavernous location. The doctor hit a few keys on the keyboard and moved the wand around. 

I winced, uncomfortable. This time Hunter didn’t notice. His hand was shaking on my leg as he

watched the screen. 

“Can you tell if it’s a girl or boy?” he asked softly. 

“Not yet. We won’t be able to determine that until between sixteen and twenty weeks.” Dr. Lund

tapped another few buttons before moving the wand around again. 

Hunter’s gaze, dripping with both love and wonder, fell on me. He stroked my knee. 

“It’s yours,” I said softly, wanting him to thoroughly connect with this moment. Not wanting his

past to get in the way, as it so often did when he tried to open up. “That’s your little baby in there.” 

He rubbed my knee a little harder before looking back at the screen. “Is the baby healthy? Can you

tell?” he asked. 

“It looks good so far.” Dr. Lund hit another couple of keys before pulling the wand free. “These

are just the early stages, but the heartbeat looks fine. From what I can tell, the fetus is firmly attached to the uterus wall. I don’t see any warning signs right now.” 

She tapped my knee before wheeling closer to her keyboard and started to type. 

I wasted no time putting down my legs and securing the drape more firmly around my hips. “Can I

get dressed?” 

“Yes, go ahead. I’ll send these results to Dr. Cheung. Is she your OB-GYN?” 

“Yes,” Hunter answered. He looked at me. “She’s the best OB-GYN in the city.” 

“Yes, she’s very good,” Dr. Lund said, working at the machine. 

That was fine by me. I’d had to pick a new doctor when signing up for insurance. I wasn’t

attached to the lady I had randomly picked out of a book, nor her nurse who had seen me a month ago

to confirm I was pregnant and then ushered me quickly from the shabby room. 

“Okay.” Dr. Lund gave us a tight smile. “You’ll probably need that pad. You’ll have some light

spotting from this, I’d imagine. It’s nothing to worry about. Congratulations.” She nodded at Hunter and left the room. 

“Not great with the bedside manner,” I mumbled as I practically dove into my clothes. 

“This isn’t something a doctor generally does, I don’t think. This is more a nurse’s duty. I

requested a doctor to see you, though.” Hunter rubbed my back. “Thanks. For that moment.” 

I knew he was talking about calling out that he was the dad. “We all have our issues.” 

“I don’t have issues, Olivia. I have past…” 

“Issues. That’s what we, politely, call baggage. Or do you prefer I just call a spade a spade and

say baggage?” 

“Transgressions.” 

I laughed. I sighed hugely, letting the relief mask the niggling fear that something like this could happen again. I thought back to that little blip.  Our  little blip. 

“We’re having a baby,” I said with a smile. “And it’s tiny.” 

Hunter threaded his fingers into mine. “Yes. We are.” 

We walked out to the street where Bert was waiting with stress lining his face. “Are you okay?” 

I leaned into Hunter. “I’m good. Everything is fine. I just have to take it easy.” 

Relief washed over his face. “Well that’s a relief. Are you—” His gaze flicked to Hunter. He then

snapped his mouth shut and turned toward the parking garage across the street. “I’ll just run and get the car.” 

“I think the secret is out,” I said as we waited. 

“He doesn’t know anything for sure. You can still keep it secret if you want.” 

“I kind of want to tell everyone, but will just stop with him for now.” 

When Bert pulled up, Hunter escorted me into the car. 

“Where to, sir?” Bert asked. 

“My house,” Hunter said. “We need to drop Olivia off.” 

“I have a ton of work still to do, Hunter,” I said. I felt the stress creeping back into me. I leaned back against the seat and let my head fall to the side, watching the buildings pass. “You’re probably right. But I do still have lots to do.” 

“I’ve been giving you things that aren’t strictly necessary,” Hunter said. “You’re doing more than

any of the admins before you. I need to make some changes.” I saw Hunter glance at Bert before

directing his gaze out of the front again. “We’ll talk about this later.” 

Irritation welled up in me, bringing back a little stress. I took another deep breath and stared out of the window. When did I start getting so worked up about everything? It seemed like I redlined

pretty easily. That was not great for the baby. 

“This is going to take some getting used to,” I muttered to myself. 

A SHORT WHILE LATER, HUNTER OPENED THE FRONT DOOR AND TURNED TO ME. I PLAINLY SAW REGRET IN HIS

eyes. “I do have to go back. I can’t stay here with you.” 

“I know.” 

He paused, almost like he expected me to beg. 

Would begging work? 

I opened my mouth to apply a little pressure, but I knew that wouldn’t solve the problem. Instead, 

I said, “How are we going to fix this, Hunter? You’re in an extremely high-pressure job. You can give some of my work away, but that just means you have to stay longer. That’s not going to work. Not in

the long run.” 

He trailed his fingertips down my cheek. “I’ll figure something out, Olivia. I promised I would be

a good father. I will keep that promise. I just need some time. You’re my life, now. My future. I didn’t know happiness before you, and I couldn’t have happiness without you. I’ll protect you and that baby with everything in my power, but some things can’t happen in a day. I need you to bear with me, okay? 

Like you promised.” 

I blinked away a tear. “Backing me into a corner with super-sweet words. I see how you roll.” 

I closed my eyes as he planted a kiss on my lips. Then the kiss deepened. His hands came around

me, pulling me into his hard body. He stepped forward. My back bumped against the wall. My core

blistered with heat. My sexy systems swelled. 

“I need you, Hunter.” The scare returned, having me hesitating. “If only to kiss.” 

He scooped me up and carried me into the house. He gently set me down on the couch before

sitting down beside me. “We can do this safely,” he whispered as his hand drifted down between my

thighs. He circled my nub as his mouth made a trail up my neck. 

“Oh God,” I said as my head fell back. His lips connected with mine, needy and insistent. His

fingers picked up pace. Heat unfurled in my body, mixing with love. I clutched Hunter’s shoulders, 

falling into his kiss. The world dropped away. All I knew was Hunter Carlisle and this moment. 

I moaned as pleasure spiked. Everything in me wound up. So tight. So hot. 

“Oh!” I burst, bliss filling up my body. I sighed against his lips as I shook. 

His kiss turned languid. His fingers on me slowed down, but didn’t relent. “How do you feel? Do

you want another?” 

I smiled against his lips. “I think this is the opposite of stress. This is safe.” 

I undid the top button on his trousers and slid down his zipper. I reached into his boxers and

captured his smooth manhood, hard and huge. 

He moaned as I fell into the kiss again. Not able to help it, wishing I could feel him inside me, I

started with a fast pace, my palm gliding over that velvety skin. 

“Hmm,” he said against my lips as his fingers matched my speed. 

Desire pumped through me. I leaned on him more heavily, stroking faster. Kissing harder. His

touch, firm and insistent, sent pulses of pleasure through me. 

“Oh God,” I murmured against his lips. I panted, stroking. Feeling the heat against my palm. 

“Almost…” 

“I need something to catch—” 

I didn’t wait for him to finish that sentence. As my body ramped up for that final blast, I bent

down and sucked him in. 

“Oh—” He switched hands like a pro, reaching around my body and continuing to pleasure me. 

“Come with me, baby,” he commanded. 

Without warning, an orgasm tore through me. My body jolted and shook as he quaked under me, 

releasing into my waiting mouth. I exulted in the pleasure even as I felt him shake. 

When we were done, I wiped my face on his suit jacket. 

“Dirty move,” he said with a chuckle as he pulled me tight to his body. “But under the

circumstances, I won’t complain.” 

“I’m surprised you didn’t say ‘low blow.’ Get it?” 

“Hilarious.” 

“You’re only just realizing that?” I kissed his neck as he sat with his eyes closed, resting. 

Too soon he rubbed my back, a signal he wanted me to move so he could get up. When I did, he

stripped out of his jacket and inspected his pants. They’d need to be changed, no two ways about it. 

“What time will you be home?” I asked. 

“As soon as I can, but don’t wait up.” He looked at me seriously. “I will keep my promise, 

though, Olivia. Just give me some time. I’ll reward your patience.” 

“Yes, my liege.” I gave him a salute. 

His brow furrowed before a lopsided grin took over his face. He shook his head a fraction before

walking off toward the bedroom. 

I hauled myself off the couch and headed to my office. As I closed myself in and sat at my

computer, my mind turned to what I wouldn’t be able to get done for Hunter. Another wave of stress

rose up. Then the fear of what that stress meant. 

I knew I had to choose; that was a certainty now. The problem was, even if I knew  which  job I’d pick, I’d have to give notice. It would take a couple weeks to get out completely. 

With my body’s reaction today so clear in my mind, I didn’t know if I had a couple weeks. 

Chapter Three

“Goodbye, baby. I love you.” 

I felt Hunter’s lips on my forehead and his light touch across my stomach. I blinked as his

presence moved away. It took me a second to wake up, but when I did I caught his shape leaving the

bedroom in the early morning twilight. 

On a normal day I’d smile and go back to sleep, but this wasn’t a normal day. 

I came wide awake and grabbed for my phone. After punching icons with my thumb, I scrolled

through the ranking, looking for Bruce’s and my game. We’d hit thirty-one last night before I’d gone to bed. Bruce had said it was gaining momentum faster than he’d expected, and predicted it would keep

climbing. The marketing strategy was just getting going, apparently. 

I passed the thirties with a frown. Maybe he was wrong. 

My gaze scanned, then stuck to a nice graphic, scanned, stuck—I wasn’t seeing our game. As the

hundreds passed, my heart dropped. It had been a fast rise, but I’d thought the fall would’ve been

more gradual. 

A stab of fear pierced me. What if people hated it? What if they’d started playing it because it

was free and the graphic and description were awesome, but realized it sucked and left horrible

reviews? A bunch of bad reviews would sink that game. It would prevent other people from trying it. 

Even if we fixed the problems, assuming it wasn’t the foundation, people would steer clear if the

stars were low for the rating. 

Biting my lip, feeling the squeeze in my chest for possibly hurt feelings, I searched for the game. 

When it came up, I almost wanted to cover my eyes instead of meeting my fate. 

Taking a deep breath, I looked at the star rating. 4.5 with one hundred and three reviews. 

“That’s not so bad,” I mumbled. 

I tapped the game and flicked to the reviews. Five-star, five-star, five-star…one-star. I homed in. 

I couldn’t help it. The only bad review in the whole list, and it was the only one I could see. 

FROM: GMELOVR

This is th worst game ever!!!!!!! Terrible it suks u in then u hav to pay!! Rip off. Dont waste ur

time!!!!!! 

“A LITTLE HEAVY ON THE EXCLAMATION POINTS, HUH?” I MUMBLED. 

I hunched over the phone. I scrolled through the five-stars, some reviews lengthy, some small, all

praising how fun and addictive it was. Then my eyes stuck to the one-star again. 

I dropped the phone into my lap, dwelling. Maybe the fact that the gamer had to pay to keep

playing was a bad idea. Maybe we should have just used this game to get people to play our stuff, and make them pay for a continuation. That would prevent people from being angry and feeling cheated. 

I blew out a breath and looked at the time. Six o’clock. 

I glanced up at the door as I rubbed my stomach, trying to simmer down my stress level. Hunter

had left early. Usually he went to the office at seven. 

My mind drifted back to that one star. 

Could that one review really unseat our placement? 

I updated the ranking again, and then scrolled through, going slower this time. Twenties, thirties…

fifties, sixties… “Why so fast?” I said with that same sinking feeling. 

I dropped the phone and felt despondency settle over me. I blinked at the soft light of the windows

to clear the moisture from my eyes. Bruce said we wouldn’t be a sensation overnight. It would take

time. We might even need to climb out of the abyss with our claws to get noticed. He’d said to keep

the faith. 

This was probably a good thing. It would buy me time to get my life balanced out. With

yesterday’s scare still hanging heavy over me, I needed to admit that this was probably the best

situation for my baby. 

I took a deep breath, trying to clear away the disappointment. Good thing or not, I still hated to

fail. 

I thought about Bruce. He’d been so smug and sure of himself at launch. And when I’d called him

last night squealing like a thirteen-year-old, he’d taken it in stride. The man thought he couldn’t lose. 

Worse, he’d sucked me up with his infallible confidence. 

I lay back down, my phone in my hand, and checked our downloads on the website dashboard. As

it populated, I found myself blinking rapidly for the second time. 

I sat back up. 

The numbers were for one day. Just one day in the Apple app store—launch day, at that. There

was a lot of room for free play before anyone would be tempted to pay. Not only that, but they would potentially play the whole game, beginning to end, for free if they just waited for their lives to

repopulate. Bruce didn’t expect any sales right away. 

We’d made $2000. For the day. 

“Holy shit.” 

I checked it again, made sure it was just our company and just that one game. It was. 

As ninety-nine cents a hit, that meant a lot of people were buying. Sure, there were a couple of

bulk options, but mostly it was just that one small purchase. 

“Holy shit.” 

I hit the green call button before I knew what I was doing. 

“Olivia.” 

“Oh. Um. Hey, Bruce. Sorry—I shouldn’t be calling this early.” 

“No, it’s fine. I’m just in the office now. What’s up?” 

He was talking about his home office, the place his wife was starting to hate. “I thought you were

supposed to be a family man now…” 

“The wife is working out and kids are asleep. I’m being sneaky.” 

I laughed, then shifted, getting down to business. “Did you see the bad review?” 

“Which one?” 

A zing of fear worked through me. I didn’t want to have to face another. “I just saw one.” 

“There’s one for the US store and one for the UK. They’re pissed they have to pay for extra play. 

These types of games always get this kind of review. It won’t affect us. On the whole, our feedback is extremely positive. We’re doing better than I expected, and I was expecting miracles with the strategy we set up.” 

 We?  All I’d done was blink stupidly while he tried to explain our release schedule for the next couple of years. Hunter was teaching me the ropes of business, and I was grudgingly learning, but I

was more partial to shutting off my brain and programming. I’d hoped Bruce’s job would allow me to

do that. 

“I mean, the sales are great. I didn’t expect that. I know we have a bunch of expenses to pay for, 

but still…that’s a good haul, right?” 

“Are you kidding? It’s a great haul for the first day.” I could hear the excitement in Bruce’s voice. 

Finally! “We were liberal with lives and playtime. More liberal than the other hot games in this

category. This says to me that the players are so addicted, they are flying through. Yes, this is great news. Our testers loved it, but sometimes that means only the techies will get the game. This says to me that the average Joe gets it, too. We have a hit, girlie, and we haven’t even released on the other platforms! This is just the beginning. You wait.” 

I felt a smile bud. Then wither. “But we’ve already fallen off the ranking. Don’t we need to be on

there longer for visibility?” 

“What do you mean we’ve fallen off?” 

“I just looked. I didn’t see us.” 

“Wipe the sleep out of your eyes. We’re number five.” 

 Ah!  Tingles worked through my body. I jabbed the phone, turning on speaker before going back to the ranking. Sure enough, right on page one, there we were. 

 Number five! 

“I didn’t really pay attention to the first couple. Holy crap, Bruce! That’s insanely good, right?” 

“It’s beating our expectations, yes. We weren’t scheduled to hit this high for another day or so. 

This is more word of mouth and reviews than it is our marketing efforts, I think. Very good news. Very good. I’m excited about this, Livy. We have the dream team. Now. What are you thinking for the add-on levels? Did you get my email?” 

I stared at our game with a smile. Number five! That was so awesome. 

What Bruce had said filtered into my excitement. Reality seeped in slowly as the time to officially

get up approached. “I didn’t. I had a medical issue yesterday so I didn’t get as much done as I wanted to.” 

“Oh. Is everything okay, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

I blurted it out. “I’m pregnant. It’s still early—I haven’t hit that three-month mark, so don’t tell anybody—but I had a bit of a scare yesterday. All the stress isn’t good for me right now. I just have to figure out how to balance everything.” 

Bruce was silent for a moment. When he came back on, his tone was grave. “You should talk to

Hunter about this. Remember my telling you that family was more important than a life of work? That

includes this job, Olivia. You need to stay healthy. Tell Hunter what you have on your plate and see if he can organize things a bit better. I assume he knows about the pregnancy…” 

“Obviously, yes.” 

“Keep your hat on, I was just checking. As a father, I can tell you he is probably hellbent on trying to build an empire. That’s the second thing that went through my mind when I heard Mandy was

pregnant. Right after the joy was terror that I wouldn’t be able to provide for the family.” 

“I doubt Hunter is worried about money…” 

“I had a nice little nest egg, too. Men think about pregnancy differently then women. Women have

the home-court advantage in this. To us, it’s an abstract concept. We can see the effects of it, and we know it’s ours in theory, but it isn’t totally  real  until we can hold it in our hands. You feel it in your body—we just have to trust you that it isn’t gas.” 

I snorted laughter. “Nice.” 

I heard chuckling through the phone. “What I’m saying is women get ready by nesting, and men

like me prepare by setting up its future. That’s all I knew to do. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what is on Hunter’s mind too. Anyway, congratulations. Hunter must be over the moon. A few things make

much more sense, now.” 

“Like what?” 

“Nothing. Tell him about all this, though. About your workload. I know he wants you to succeed, 

and there is no one more OCD about business matters than he is. He’ll figure something out. 

Hopefully that will be making you choose…” 

“Don’t start that again.” 

Bruce laughed. “All right. Well, when you can, take a look at that email. We’re ahead of schedule, 

but I bet we’ll keep moving toward number one. I’d like to be ready when the tidal wave of

popularity comes.” 

I snorted. “You have a problem with confidence, anyone ever tell you that?” 

“Like I said, the dream team. The game is sound, thanks to me, the play is addictive, thanks to you, and our business strategy is ingenious. Watch out, Angry Birds, we’re coming for you!” 

I laughed in elation. “Okay, I’ll call you squealing again if we hit number one.” 

“Look forward to your call.” 

I paused a minute, didn’t hear his farewell, and said, “Okay, well…” 

I still didn’t hear it. I pulled the phone away and saw that he’d disconnected. “Good bye.” Rolling my eyes, I got up to get ready for the day. I couldn’t wait to tell Hunter. 

AS NINE O’CLOCK ROLLED AROUND, I STROLLED TOWARD MY DESK, TRYING DESPERATELY NOT TO DWELL ON ALL

the work I had to do. I needed to keep the stress down. As I dropped my handbag and set up my

computer, Brenda came toward me with Hunter’s cup of coffee. 

“Good morning. Everything okay?” She didn’t set the cup on my desk like normal. 

I gave her a relieved smile. “Yes. I’m good. Just a scare.” 

“Let me take this in to him and I’ll hear all about it. You scared the life out of me!” 

I waved her away as I stood. “I’m fine, really. You don’t need to treat me like an invalid.” 

“I wasn’t. Hunter said I should do the coffee duty from now on.” 

I stuck out my hand. “He’s being absurd.” 

She didn’t offer the cup. “Maybe, but he was being incredibly stern about it. Ridiculous or not, 

I’m not in the habit of crossing him when he’s in one of those moods. It’s not worth the hassle.” 

I shook my offered hand at her. “Give it. I’ll take the wrath, the big ninny.” 

Her look was wary as she passed it over. “This better not stick me in the middle of anything. Oh, 

hey—speaking of being caught in the middle. Hunter’s mom sent something here addressed to you.” 

She pointed to the corner of a white envelope sticking out from a blank notepad. “It came in after you guys left yesterday.” 

“Are you hiding it?” 

“Yeah. If she sent it here it means she wanted to bypass Hunter, right?” 

Curious, I set down the coffee. That was a good point. 

I fished out the envelope and found an invitation to her house dated for two weeks’ time. In it was

a little note:

 DEAR OLIVIA, 

 I apologize for the late notice, but I didn’t receive an acknowledgment from Hunter. I worried

 you two didn’t receive the invite sent to your residence. Hopefully this one will find its way. Hope to see you. 

 Best, 

 Trisha

“SHE’S ADDRESSED IT TO JUST YOU, DID YOU NOTICE THAT?” BRENDA HOVERED OVER THE DESK. “SHE THINKS

Hunter deliberately didn’t tell you about the dinner. He did that with Blaire all the time, so she had to invite Blaire separately.” 

I looked up at Brenda as those words sank in. “Why would she want Blaire there, firstly, and why

would Hunter be trying to keep it from me? He already told her about us. She was over the moon.” 

Brenda gave a tiny shrug. More of a shoulder jerk, actually. She glanced at my stomach so fast it

almost didn’t register. She covered it by walking toward her desk. “He’s a queer one where family is concerned.” 

Since when did Brenda lose the opportunity to speculate when drama was involved? That last

comment had seemed a little dour, too. “What do you know?” 

She tapped the spacebar on her computer to bring up the picture. “That’s common knowledge. He

has a colorful past, what with the maid and his dad and all that. Maybe he just wants to contain the potential crazy until he’s sure.” 

I shook my head, mystified. “You know, don’t you?” 

“That you’re pregnant? Yep.” She clicked her mouse in a nonchalant sort of way. 

“How could you possibly know? We haven’t told anyone!” 

Brenda gave me a leveling look. “I have been working for that man for years ,  Olivia.  Years.  You don’t make the cut by being blind and rational. You have to learn his moods, fit pieces of a greater puzzle together—hell, you have to be a little crazy yourself. I know that man about as well as I know my husband. If he didn’t pay so well, and throw so many perks at me, I would’ve quit a million times in the beginning. Trust me. I don’t need the head-wreck.” 

“You’re grumpy and insane, I get it. But how did you know?” 

She shrugged, turned toward me, and sipped her coffee. “He flipped yesterday. I’ve never seen

him react that way to something, and he’s often in high-pressure situations. He treats you like a

precious artifact usually, but even that has limits. Yesterday he left in a state of panic, and he came back relieved but overly determined. Something big is going on, and it’s got him all riled up. I did the math.” 

“First of all, he didn’t panic at all. He was the strong one. Secondly, you’re full of crap. There’s no way you pieced everything together from that and an invite. He told you, didn’t he?” 

She rolled her eyes. “He can hide things well, but you? When you don’t feel good, you slump

against the desk. You don’t drink coffee anymore. You get hounded by Hunter if you don’t eat—c’mon. 

I might not be Sherlock, but I’m no dunce. I already suspected, and his freak-out clinched it. I’m a little pissed that you barely got morning sickness, though. I threw up all day with both pregnancies. 

Just not fair. But then, my husband is the easygoing type. He didn’t assume I would break at any

moment.” 

“Yeah, well, he didn’t have his dad steal his love and his fake baby, either.” 

“True.” Brenda’s eyebrows rose. “How’s he been? He believes it’s his, I take it.” 

“Yes, but he has moments of doubt. He doesn’t harp on it, but I can see the hesitation.” 

“He got screwed over. I don’t blame him.” 

“What should I do about the invite, though? Why wouldn’t he want to tell his mom? Because he  is

sure. We know for a fact that I’m pregnant, and he’s admitted that he knows it’s his.” Hurt overcame me. “I don’t like that he’s treating this like he treated Blaire. That’s not good.” 

Brenda drummed her fingers against the desk. “I know him well, but I don’t know him  that  well, thank God.” 

“That’s not helpful.” 

Brenda gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Ask him. See how that goes.” 

“Do I have the power to fire you?” 

“This company had better hope not. I don’t think you know how a calendar works.” 

I gave her a scowl, but she’d already turned back. 

In trepidation, I walked into Hunter’s office. He glanced up, looked at my face, my stomach, the

coffee, and then my heels, in that order. He turned toward me and stood, coming forward to take the

mug. 

To his disapproving expression, I said, “Hunter, I’m pregnant, not an invalid. I feel totally fine. 

I’m very calm.” 

He steered me toward the chair in front of his desk and sat me down. He returned to his seat with

his coffee. “I don’t want you walking in heels, Olivia. There’s no point. You don’t need to make

things harder on yourself.” 

“I love you, but you’re being ridiculous.” 

Power and authority infused his smoldering bedroom eyes. He leaned forward slightly, pinning

me with his stare. “No heels.” 

The soft command sizzled down my spine and tingled my core. Facing the problem I always did

with him, I lost the willpower to say no. “Okay.” 

His eyes softened, a result of winning the overprotective war. “How do you feel?” 

I mentally checked in with my abdomen, as I’d been doing all evening yesterday and all morning. I

half held my breath, terrified I’d feel another pinch, or worse, full-out cramp. All was calm, though. If I kept myself calm and balanced, everything seemed fine. 

“I’m okay,” I said in the face of Hunter’s serious expression. What Brenda had said about him

being wound up yesterday gave me a whole new light on the situation. He might not show it, but he

was just as terrified as I was. Worse, he couldn’t check in physically like I could. He had to sit in fear, and hope nothing went wrong, with only my occasional assurances. That had to be a tough

position for a control freak like him. For  any  loving father, actually. 

Regardless of the fact that it wasn’t something I’d ever shared with a man, I completely opened up

about my female stuff. “No fresh bleeding, no pain. The pad was clear. I feel okay.” 

He nodded and sat back, relaxing. 

If only that was the only issue. 

My mind went in two directions—one was the elation from my game, and the other was doubt

over the invitation and what that might mean. I decided to explore the elation first. The other issue was squeezing my insides uncomfortably. “We’re number five in the charts.” 

His eyes started to twinkle. He leaned back and threaded his fingers together in his lap. “I saw

that. Great work. The response has been extremely positive.” 

My mind stuttered on his phrasing. Bruce had used nearly those exact words. 

“Did you talk to Bruce?” I asked suspiciously. It was like him to check up on me. Not that I

minded, but I liked to catch him when he thought he was using ninja stealth. 

“I’ve been following along. It helps me anticipate your moods.” 

My stomach rolled. I was unable to push away the worry about him hiding me from his mother. 

Trying for an unaffected tone, I went for a logical lead-in, and mostly failed. “Speaking of moods, I got an invitation to a dinner your mom is having. She said she didn’t hear from you…” 

Hunter’s look hardened. His broad shoulders tensed and his jaw clenched. He strapped on his

business mask, his way of trying to distance himself from emotion. I was not making things easy on the poor guy. 

“You used to do this kind of thing with Blaire,” I said softly. 

He didn’t speak for a moment. Finally he said, “This isn’t the same situation as with Blaire. Not

even remotely. It’s just…” His biceps flexed. He was uncomfortable and trying not to show it. Or

maybe trying not to acknowledge it. 

“You don’t want to tell your mom in case it turns out that this baby isn’t really yours, is that it? 

You don’t want to look the fool twice…” 

Pain and regret flashed through his eyes for a brief moment. “This is not a reflection on you, 

Olivia. I love you. I’m happier with you than I’ve ever been in my life. However, it’s hard to confront certain issues.” 

Relief consumed me right before a surge of emotion welled up out of nowhere. I threaded my

fingers together, trying to clamp down on the heat prickling the back of my eyes. I knew what he was going through. I understood why he wanted to close this off. I just wished my deeper desire to

celebrate this new life would get in line with logic. 

“Okay.” I shrugged like it was no big deal. “It’s your mom, so we’ll do whatever you want. We

can keep it a secret.” 

Like an avalanche, a wash of emotion ran over me. Fear, worry, the feeling of inadequacy and of

being undervalued blazed. Worst of all, the fear of being abandoned while in a life-changing and

precarious situation rampaged. 

I was losing the plot! Holy crap, where did all this come from? 

A tear leaked out. I brushed it away quickly, hating that I wasn’t staying strong for him. That I was making this worse for him. My stupid hormones were going crazy! 

“I’ll just politely decline.” I cleared my throat, trying to stop the quiver in my chin. “No problem. 

Okay, back to work.” 

“Livy—” Hunter got up and came around the desk as I was trying to make a getaway. He wrapped

me into his strong arms. “I’m sorry. Truly. Like everything, I need to go at my own pace.” 

“I know.” I curled up into his arms, feeling his possession of me. Giving myself into his keeping

once again. “Tell that to my hormones.” 

He kissed the top of my head. “We’ll give each other some room to act out of character, then.” 

“You might need to give me a  bit  more license in that regard, but yeah.” 

“I’m proud of you. For your game. I played a little—it’s really addictive. You did a great job.” 

“Not really, if you only played a little…” 

He backed up and lifted my chin with a finger. His lips slid along mine. “I love you.” The kiss

deepened, lifting my desire. His tongue danced in my mouth, light and teasing. 

Expectation surged. Arousal raged through me. 

I slid my hands down his hard chest and cupped his even harder bulge. “I emailed the doctor last

night. We’re okay for sex.” 

“There is no way I’m going to make love to you until we are absolutely sure, Olivia.” He nibbled

my bottom lip. “We’ll talk about it tonight. Worst case, we can get to third base. Or is naked petting second base? I’m not clear on the bases.” 

“I haven’t worried about bases since I was a virgin.” 

“So…a few months ago, right? Right before you met me?” I felt his lips turn up into a smile. “I

never got that chance. I’m happy to have you be my first in that respect.” 

Warmth like I had never known unfurled in my chest. A love so profound that I didn’t know how to

handle it moved through me. It was like his statement had me connecting with that time in my life

when everything was new and a little terrifying. When I explored, edging slowly into intimacy. He’d

just opened that door for us, and the effect was just short of soul-wrenching. 

A wash of tears drenched my face. Completely the opposite emotion, but exactly the same origin, I

was out of control and riding a hormonal wave of crazy. 

“Hey,” Hunter said quietly, looking down at me with concern. “What happened?” 

I smiled through my tears. “I’d like that. Being your first-base runner.” 

A small crease formed between his eyebrows. “These are happy tears?” 

“Yes. Stop trying to understand. Just go with it. I am.” 

He smiled, making me blink up at his handsomeness. “I love you, Olivia. And I am trying. I’ll

make all this right. I’ll be the man you need.” 

“Stop.” I wiped at my face. “You’re making the waterfall worse.” 

He kissed me again, full of love and longing, before backing off. “I have a lot of work to do. 

You’re distracting me. I’ll see you later when I can touch you.” 

My face heated, and then my body. I nodded without words and went out to my desk. It wasn’t

until later that I realized I was in the same boat, but for an entirely different reason. I didn’t want to tell my mom, either. I knew she’d have her hand out almost immediately. Her pursuit of rich men

would become the pursuit of her daughter’s favor so she could sidle up next to Hunter and his fortune. 

He hadn’t shrugged off marriage in the hospital, but he hadn’t mentioned it, either. A part of me

worried that if he was confronted with where I came from, he wouldn’t be as open to my taking his

last name. A bigger part of me wondered if he wanted to get married at all. 

Chapter Four

“ We did it! Oh my God, we did it!” I stood up from my desk with my phone clutched in my hand. 

I looked up at Brenda as she came down the hall with two cups for the afternoon coffee run. I pointed my screen toward her. “We hit number one!” 

A cockeyed smile appeared on her face. She took her cup back to her desk, not commenting, 

leaned over her keyboard to type a few things, then turned toward me as her mug made its way to her

mouth. That was it. That was her reaction—looking at me with a smirk while drinking coffee. 

“Brenda, this is a big deal!” 

“What happened?” Hunter came out of his office. I wasn’t even annoyed that now he had Brenda

message him so he could come out and get his own coffee to prevent me walking. My comment on that

absurdity could wait. 

I pointed the screen at him. “We’re number one!” 

He took a few steps, squinted at the screen, and then straightened up with those delicious, 

twinkling eyes. “Great job.” 

“This is ridiculous. You two are killing my mood.” I called Bruce, half bouncing in anticipation. 

“Yallo?” 

“Hey. We did it! We’re number one!” I braced with my hands out, waiting for the reaction. 

A couple of seconds later, probably the amount of time it took him to look it up on his own

computer, he said, “O-kay. Excellent. Now we’re in business!” 

I smiled like a fool and took a deep breath. This was huge. Our first game. Our first time. There

were so many apps and games, so many freebies, both big and small. We were nobodies with one

game within the thousands, and we’d hit number one. I was so excited I didn’t know what to do with

myself. 

“Now the real work begins,” Bruce said. 

I felt my smile wither. “You couldn’t let me enjoy that a little longer?” 

“We have to cash in on this momentum, Livy. Tonight I’ll run the update to limit how much we

give away for free. I’ll also check to see how fast people are getting through the levels. We might

need to make them harder.” 

“The ones toward the end are difficult enough.” 

“There are some smart people out there with no lives. If all they do is play, we need to stay ahead

of them.” 

I glanced at my computer, thought of the huge list of things I had to do for Hunter, and then the even longer list for the game. My whole body tightened up, immediately overwhelmed. I took a deep

breath. I could do this. I could stay balanced and stress-free. “Okay, I’ll—” 

The phone left my hand. I glanced up as Hunter put it to his head. “Bruce, she has to go… Yup…

Sure.” 

Hunted tapped it off and handed the phone back. His expression was not at all apologetic. “Send

me your to-do list for both this position and for Bruce. That is top priority.” 

“Here we go…” Brenda murmured, setting her cup down and bracing her chin on her fist. 

I felt my ire raise without warning. Frustration and anger turned into a lethal soup that zinged

through my body. Then came fear of what those emotions might do to my baby. Finally came tears, 

because my hormones were so jacked up I didn’t even know which way was up anymore. “Damn it, 

Hunter!” I yelled. I didn’t know what else to do. He was right in taking the phone, and the stress, 

away from me, and we both knew it. 

I hated admitting that, though. Yelling seemed like a better reaction. 

Hunter’s eyes lit on fire. “Come into my office.” 

“Please,” I said through clenched teeth as I stomped after him. 

As soon as we were both sitting, Hunter said, “You know very well that if I hadn’t ended that call, 

you would’ve spiraled. I remember the same look on your face from yesterday, Livy, right before you

bent over my desk holding your stomach. I’ve said before that my job is to protect you and that baby. 

If I have to save you from yourself, so be it. I make no excuses, no apologies. You need to choose, 

Olivia. No more delays.” 

Tears of frustration came to my eyes. “Look. If I don’t do this stuff for Bruce, he’ll replace me. I really don’t want that, Hunter. I love doing that stuff.” 

Hunter’s eyes softened. “So why don’t you do it full-time?” 

I scrubbed my palm against my knee. “What about you? You’d have to replace me.” 

“I can fill your role here much easier than Bruce can replace you should you quit. You need to do

what you love, Olivia. We both know that administrative duties give you no satisfaction.” 

“But…” I looked around. My gaze snagged on the couch, and then slid by the desk. “What about

the personal contract?” 

“Is that what has you worried?” Hunter crossed his ankle over his knee. “And here I thought you

were worried about me working more hours.” A smile dusted his lips. “I have everything I need in

you.” 

“Sometimes you forget, though. At least, when I started you did. You tried to call me in for a

faceless screw, remember?” 

His eyes lit on fire. I could read the desire in his look. “I don’t look for mindless fulfillment now. 

I look for you.” 

The fear eased, but didn’t totally disappear. “I don’t know. If I didn’t work here I’d never see you. 

There must be some way this can work.” 

“I’ll see you every evening and you can visit me here. You can even come in and work at my

table.” He pointed to the round table in his office. “Or you can use the conference rooms. Or my

couch. You shut everything out when you work and I find your presence comforting—I think that

would be a great arrangement.” 

I bit my lip in indecision. This was all happening so fast. 

In a last-ditch effort, leaning on my stubbornness, I said, “You can’t force me to choose, Hunter.” 

“I can fire you. And I will. What you do after that would be your choice, but it also doesn’t take a genius to know how relieved you’ll be to work on your code without my duties nagging at you.” 

I frowned harder. “You sure think you know everything.” 

He grinned and pushed forward. “I do. Think it over.” 

I walked out of his office shaking my head. I hadn’t stood a chance. 

“Did you get reamed out or what?” Brenda asked as I sat at my desk. 

“No. He offered to help me out by firing me.” 

“You two have a messed-up relationship, have I mentioned that?” 

I snorted. “You didn’t have to.” 

AT THE END OF THE DAY I LEFT THE OFFICE WITH A STRANGE SINKING FEELING. I DIDN’T REALLY WANT TO QUIT

working for Hunter. It was how I’d met him. It was how he’d more or less browbeaten me into loving

him. Everything had started for us with my first yes in the park. I was reluctant to let that go. 

Truth be told, I was also a little worried. I lived with him, and I was having this baby, but we

hadn’t talked about forever. The crazy-woman part of me didn’t want to give him more space for fear

he’d realize I wasn’t nearly as great as he thought. I was a plain Jane next to him. Not forcing my

presence on him every day might break whatever spell he was under. After that, kicking me out and

arranging custody rules would be a cinch. 

I needed to take my mind off this. 

I took out my phone as I waited for the car service. It was seven o’clock. Hunter said he had

another couple of hours to do before he’d meet me at home. While I should go home and work on the

game, which was still number one, I wanted to chat with a friend. I wanted to take my mind off the big decision I had weighing on me. 

I called Kimberly. 

“Hi!” she said on the second ring. “You have ESP. I was just going to call you. How are you?” 

I smiled at the peppiness in her voice. “Good. Want to meet for a coffee?” 

“Definitely. I’m in the financial district. Where are you?” 

“Same. I’m just leaving work.” 

“Dumb question, right?” She laughed. “Okay, I’ll make my way toward you.” 

The black car pulled up next to the curb. As the man got out, I took a couple steps toward him. 

“Sorry—false alarm. I won’t need the car for a couple hours.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” He didn’t even look put out. For some reason, that made me feel guiltier about

wasting his time. 

Ten minutes later I caught sight of the shining red hair bouncing with each of Kimberly’s steps. 

Her smile was bright and her hug warm when she reached me. “Hi!” 

“Hey. Where to?” 

“Jen and Rick are at a little café a few blocks from here. Want to go meet them? They’re back

together and fighting all the time.” She rolled her eyes. 

I hesitated. Jen and Rick would probably be drinking, as it was happy hour. Since I’d never

refrained from drinking in their presence, they would immediately realize that something was up. I

couldn’t very well tell Kimberly no, though. Then she’d ask why. 

Trying to cover up a pregnancy was not going to be easy. 

“That sounds…fun,” I said sarcastically. 

She laughed and looped her arm around mine. “They usually cut it out when someone else shows

up. What have you been up to? I saw that your app is at number one. How excited are you right now?” 

“Super. Super excited! I should be working on it at the moment, but I just don’t want to.” 

“How do you do it all? You’re going to crash.” 

“I know. Hunter is making me choose.” 

She loudly sucked in a breath. “No! What did he say?” 

I went over our meeting, what I was doing, and what it would amount to. 

“And you’re worried it’ll be out of sight, out of mind, huh?” Kimberly surmised when I was done. 

“It’s crazy, I know.” 

“It is, but I totally get it. I’d think the same thing. Because, you know, you got the job because of the personal thing. He won’t, though. The man is head over heels. Everyone talks about the smart girl who reeled in Hunter Carlisle. You’re a legend.” 

“Smart girl, huh? Usually I’d be proud of that, but Hunter is so gorgeous. People should be talking

about the pretty girl who reeled him in.” 

Kimberly scoffed and playfully hit my arm. “You’re beautiful. But beauty is a dime a dozen. 

Hunter has always had beautiful girls around him. He chose the genius girl.” 

“Genius?” I laughed. 

“Not like I’d set them straight.” Kimberly stuck her tongue out at me before pulling my arm

toward the door. “This is it.” 

She entered before me and hesitated in the entryway. 

“Two?” a hostess asked, reaching for menus. 

“No. We’re here to meet—oh, there they are.” Kimberly pointed at a table in the back surrounded

by four people. She turned to me with wide eyes. 

I groaned. Jonathan, my ex-boyfriend, was one of the four, along with Tera, who was a snob at the

best of times. 

“It’s fine,” Kimberly said as she pulled me toward the table. “He knows you’ve moved in with

Hunter. You’re out of his reach.” 

“It doesn’t prevent him from trying to be buddy-buddy with me to get closer to Hunter. He’d push

over his mother to get a job in Hunter’s company.” 

“Hey! Olivia!” Rick stood up as we approached and brought me into a tight hug. “Long time no

see.” 

“Hunter Carlisle works you too hard,” Jen said with a smile, standing up to hug me too. She then

organized the chairs so we could fit at the table. 

Tera gave me a smug smile before firmly putting her hand high on Jonathan’s thigh. “Hi, Olivia. 

Hey, Kimmie.” 

Kimberly’s fingertips dug into my arm. She’d realized the same thing I just had. Tera was dating

Jonathan. He’d dumped me because I wasn’t good enough and here he was, letting Tera rub his upper

thigh while she sent me gloating glances. 

If she thought that I’d be jealous, she was delusional. “Hey, everyone.” 

“I heard you have a game out. How cool is that?” Jen beamed at me. 

“Kimmie was really pushy about getting us to download it,” Rick said. “Now I’m addicted.” He

gave me a comic frown. “Not cool!” 

“What’s this now?” Tera asked. Her hand ran over the swell of Jonathan’s bulge. Her eyes

twinkled as she looked at me. 

I barely prevented myself from rolling my eyes. “I helped design a game. It’s doing pretty good so

far.” 

“Pretty good? That thing is rocking.” Rick tapped his phone and then pointed the screen at

Jonathan. Tera leaned close to him so she could see better, and to smear her body against his. 

I didn’t have to refrain from rolling my eyes that time—I just joined Kimmie and Jen as they did

it. 

The waitress stopped beside our table. She looked at Kimberly and then me. “Can I get you guys

anything?” 

“We need to celebrate,” Kimberly said as she fingered the small menu. “Beer or shot?” 

I tried not to groan.  Here we go. 

“I’ll just have a Sprite,” I said to the waitress. “My stomach isn’t feeling the best. I might be

getting sick.” 

“A Sprite? Nah. We’re celebrating! Have a beer.” Kimberly looked at the waitress. “We’ll have

beers.” 

“No, really—” I cut off as I felt a warm hand on my arm. I looked over at Jonathan, who was

making Tera sit farther back so he could lean across her to touch me. 

“Hey,” he said with a warm smile. “You really designed that game?” 

Confused at his touch and his tone, I stuttered out a “Yes.” 

Jonathan took his hand back but continued to lean against the table, his full focus on me. “That’s

pretty remarkable. And how about Hunter Carlisle? Do you still work for him?” 

“Yes. For now.” 

“I can’t believe you moved in with him,” Jen said with stars in her eyes. “When Kimberly told me

I flat-out refused to believe it. Hunter  Carlisle! I didn’t think he could be caught.” 

“Are you saying you’d dump me to get a piece of him?” Rick said with an annoyed expression. 

“Does everything need to be about you?” Jen shot him a glower. “I’m trying to talk to Livy.” 

“What do you mean, for now?” Tera asked. 

The waitress showed up with a round of beers and distributed them before asking if we wanted

any food. 

I leaned back, away from it. “That game is a lot of work,” I told Tera. “I’ll need to choose which

company I work for.” 

“No-brainer,” Jonathan said. “Hunter Carlisle.” 

“Well…” I shrugged. “That’s just admin work. I’d really rather do coding.” 

Jonathan gave me a placating kind of smile then, in a condescending voice, said, “You get to learn

business from a genius. I think that is worth the price of admission. He can open doors others can’t. 

You’d be a simpleton to walk away from that.” 

“She  lives  with him,” Kimberly said with spice in her voice. “She’s not walking away from him; she’s doing something she’s obviously better at. She can still learn from him.” 

“Dude, you’re full of shit.” Rick waved Jonathan away as he took a swig of his beer. “You have

no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“Here, Livy.” Kimberly moved my beer closer to me as she picked up hers. 

“No, I’m okay.” I lightly touched the bottle, nudging it away a little. 

“You’re really not drinking?” she asked, hesitating with her own bottle. 

Most people hated peer pressure. Kimberly thrived on it. 

“Why aren’t you drinking?” Tera squinted at me. 

The table fell into silence, all eyes on me. 

“I have to work after this,” I hastened to say. “Beer makes me drowsy.” 

“You still have to work?” Rick said. Tera was still staring at me, suspicion in her eyes. Her gaze

dipped to my stomach. 

Suddenly, I knew exactly what she was thinking. I’d trapped Hunter with a baby. He was the

unattainable bachelor. No one had ever been able to land him. Except for me, a girl without money

and without awe-inspiring beauty. And suddenly I was pregnant. 

It did look bad. 

“Excuse me,” I said as I stood. Tera squinted again as she looked at my belly. 

In a strange sort of panic, I made my way to the bathroom. This was silly. Who cared what people

thought? I knew that Hunter loved me. I’d known it before the baby. In fact, he’d been the cause of

this. He was the one who’d tried to get me without protection as often as possible. I certainly hadn’t trapped him. 

But man, it sure did look like I had. 

I washed up and analyzed myself in the mirror. I had a tiny paunch. Not at all noticeable. Most

people would assume it was chub. I took a deep breath and made my way back out. I was all sorts of

off balance with life. I needed to get a grip! 

“Livy.” 

I started and then stumbled into Jonathan. He caught me by the shoulders and directed me toward

the wall so people could get by. “Careful,” he said with a smile. 

“What’s up?” I asked, taking a step away. He was standing much too close. 

“Hey, you know, we don’t talk anymore. I miss that.” 

“Yeah, well, you broke up with me. It kind of put a damper on our nonexistent friendship.” 

He chuckled and placed his hand on my shoulder. “We were friends. I had a great time with you. 

We should hang out sometime.” 

“Um…” I was sure my smile screamed out my discomfort. I dipped and shifted like some weird

dance, hoping to dislodge that hand. “Maybe.” 

“Yeah. You know, I have some great ideas that Hunter Carlisle might be keen to hear. I mean, I

have a job, but I’d entertain making a change if the money was right.” 

“A job, right.” I dipped again before stepping away. His hand slid off. “You’d probably be better

off seeing what openings there are in the company. I don’t think there is much right now.” 

“Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Or him, if you thought to bring him around. I

could—” 

“Olivia.” The power and command in that tone had a delicious shiver dripping down my back. I

looked up as Hunter came to stand beside me. His arm worked around my waist before pulling me in

possessively against his side. His sexy, smoldering eyes trained on me for a moment before swinging

to Jonathan. He didn’t utter a word, but the question was obvious. What was my ex-boyfriend talking

to me about in the back of the restaurant, away from everyone else? 

This also looked bad. 

“Hello, sir.” Jonathan smiled, oblivious to the aggression radiating from the man beside me. “I

was just mentioning to Livy that we should get together for a chat.” 

“I told you to stay away from her,” Hunter said in a low tone. 

I looked up at him in surprise.  When? 

“Yes, sir, I realize that. I wasn’t thinking to meet her alone. I’d hoped you—” 

“C’mon, Olivia. We’re leaving.” Hunter firmly directed me in front of him. With his hand on the

small of my back, he guided me toward the table so I could get my handbag. 

“Is that your beer?” Hunter asked in what I could only describe as an extremely dangerous tone. 

Oops. That looked even worse. 

I had been chatting with the ex-boyfriend in a secluded spot with a beer waiting for me at the

table. I was not batting a thousand on this little trip out. 

“I didn’t drink out of it,” I said in a rush. 

“Hi, Hunter,” Jen said, standing and throwing out her hand to shake. 

“Hey, man.” Rick stood, too, but his smile was hard. He kept glancing at Jen, who was doing a

poor job of hiding the lust sparking in her eyes. 

“Do you need a ride, Kimberly?” Hunter’s hard gaze hit her. 

She glanced at her beer as her face turned bright red. She snatched her handbag off the chair and

stood, making no move to drain the last of her beer. It looked like she thought she was in trouble for drinking because I was. 

“Okay,” she said in a demure tone. 

Without another word, Hunter directed me out of the café and to the car waiting by the curb. He

had been as rude as usual, but I didn’t dare call it out. I was in so much trouble it wasn’t funny. Going along quietly until I could assess the damage was the name of the game. 

Chapter Five

“Okay, Livy, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Kimberly gave me a wave and a grimace as her gaze

touched on Hunter. I think she knew I was in trouble even though she didn’t know why. 

When the car was on its way again, Hunter said, “What were you doing with him?” 

“He wants a job. He’s seeing Tera now.” 

“He’s fucking Tera. He won’t take her to meet his parents.” 

“That’s…some personal knowledge. How do you know that?” 

Hunter looked at me, anger and suspicion in his eyes. “He broke it off with you because you were

from a lower social class. He loved you, Olivia. The slander he spread after he broke it off was

hollow. Now that you’ve been elevated to a higher class, he’d be more than happy to get any part of

you he could.” 

“How do you know all this? And when did you tell him to stay away from me?” 

“When I realized he’d be a possible threat, I made sure that I remained informed. I didn’t like

hearing that you were with him this evening, after assuring me you were going home.” 

“I didn’t  assure  you. And I didn’t know he’d be there.” 

We arrived in front of the house. Hunter’s mouth was a thin line as he helped me out then guided

me up the front walk. Once inside, he turned to face me. His muscles flexed and relaxed, his temper

burning hot. 

“You told me you were going home,” Hunter said in a flat tone. 

“And then I decided to meet up with Kimberly. She said Jen and Rick were at a café, so we met

them. I did not know he’d be there, Hunter, seriously.” 

Hunter turned toward the stairs without another word. He’d go dunk himself in work and try to put

some distance between himself and this situation. 

I trudged into the kitchen with a surly attitude and found Janelle at the stove. She looked up as I

entered. “Hey. I’d thought you’d be home earlier, so I’m just heating up your dinner. Was that Hunter I heard?” 

“Yes. He’s home.” 

“Oh, okay. I’ll just make a plate up for him.” 

She busied herself as I sat at the table in the corner. “I wish I could have a glass of wine right

now.” I’d told the house staff about the pregnancy for meal preparation and various other things. 

“If wishes were unicorns we’d all have a ride to work.” 

I leaned against the tabletop. That wasn’t helpful. 

“What’s up?” Janelle asked as she got out the milk. “Why the long face?” 

“Hunter caught me in the vicinity of an ex-boyfriend. Now he’s mad.” 

Janelle gave me a grimace and then a puzzled expression. “Hunter doesn’t seem like the jealous

type to me.” 

“He had a weird past and this baby is bringing it all out again. He’s not really rational.” 

“Oh, right—I heard something about that. This has got to be tough on both of you, then.” 

“Yes. For a lot of reasons. There are a lot of changes.” 

“There always is with a baby.” 

That also didn’t help. She was too practical by half. I wanted someone to allow me to mope and

wallow. 

After I had eaten, I headed toward my office. I needed to make Hunter talk about things, but I also

knew he was shutting down like a clam. I was exhausted, stressed, and unsure. I didn’t think I could work up enough anger to barge in there and demand he get over his issues. 

Instead, I worked until my eyes drooped, which was not long at all, then slunk into my room. I

was asleep soon after my head hit the pillow. We certainly wouldn’t be running bases together that

night. 

THE NEXT MORNING I TOOK THE COFFEE FROM BRENDA. THE UNCERTAINTY FROM THE NIGHT BEFORE HAD GROWN

into a tsunami of doubt. Hunter had come in last night, showered as normal, and then turned his back to me when he got into bed. He’d never done that before. Never! 

He hadn’t kissed me goodbye that morning, either, or said he loved me. 

I made my way into his office silently. Filtered light from an overcast sky softly touched his

shoulders and made a halo of light around his handsome face. My heart clenched as I neared, hoping I was making too big of a deal about all this. Hoping I was being a stupid girl. 

He didn’t look up. I might’ve been a ghost with an invisible coffee cup. It was like in the

beginning of my employment when he had kept me at an arm’s distance. 

Choking on my fear, I stood for a moment, looking down on him. I wanted to open the lines of

communication and sort this out, but I didn’t know how to start. His jaw was clenched and shoulders

tensed. I could tell that he just wanted me to go away. 

I set the cup down gently, still staring at him. His fingers moved over the keyboard, typing out an

email. He didn’t intend to acknowledge my presence. 

Downtrodden and miserable, I made my way back to my desk. 

“What’s your problem?” Brenda asked. “Do you feel like crap? Because that would make me feel

less jealous of your easy pregnancy so far.” 

I set up my computer, and then spilled. “Hunter kinda found me at a café last night standing close

to an ex-boyfriend. It was totally innocent, and not my idea, but he went a little…” 

“Crazy?” Brenda turned toward me and picked up her coffee. “Then what happened?” 

“Well…he also saw that I had a beer. I wasn’t drinking it—they ordered it for me. But it looked

all kinds of wrong.” 

“I’ll say. That certainly didn’t help. Then what happened?” 

“You love this drama, don’t you.” 

“Yes. New love is like a soap opera. So?” Brenda’s brow lifted. 

“He’s super distant now. He won’t even look at me. I don’t know what to do.” 

“Uh huh. Hmm. What would not-insecure Olivia do?” 

I frowned at her. “I don’t know that version of Olivia. Does she exist?” 

Brenda smirked. “What would the Olivia that balked on signing a contract do? Surely she

wouldn’t take this lying down…” 

I thought back to that time, when the stakes were nothing more than not giving myself for free. That had seemed like a serious issue at the time. Now I had a baby to think about, not to mention a place to live, a job, a future…

“Uh oh—you’re going haywire.” Brenda got up and grabbed a bottled water from her drawer. She

handed it over. “Drink that. You need to calm down. I don’t want to get in trouble for making you

panic. Mr. Overprotective would probably fire me.” 

“I wasn’t too thrilled about the overprotective issue until I landed in this place, where he’s really distant. Now I want that other guy back.” 

“You’ll figure it out. It’s up to you, though. You’ve always been the one to steer him where you

needed him to be. Left to his own devices, he would still be in his ivory tower, shut away from the

world.” 

Brenda went back to her computer. 

“That’s it? Just dump a ‘you’ll figure it out’ and turn around?” 

“Yes, Chicken Little. That man thinks the sun shines out of your ass. He’s going to grapple with

this until you drag him out. Bet you.” 

I scowled and tapped my phone with a heavy finger. The ranking was as I had left it, Bruce’s and

my game on top, garnering downloads and making a small pile of money. 

Why was it when one part of my life was going well, another part fell to pieces? It was one of

life’s cruel jokes. 

I clicked into my email, saw a bunch of things I needed to work on, and zoned out for a moment. I

didn’t really want to set up a meeting schedule for the rollout of some new software I didn’t know

anything about. It was mind-numbing work. The alternative, though, was learning about something or

other that I had no interest in. It wasn’t business in general, it was how this company operated. I

really didn’t care. 

I glanced longingly back at my phone. I could be writing code for the new levels. I had a dynamite

idea that would bend people’s brain in the right ways. I just knew it. I wanted to get to it. 

Hunter’s words came floating back to me. Choosing. 

If I chose what I loved to do, I wouldn’t have access to Hunter all day. He’d said I could work

from his office, but if he didn’t want to see me, that offer could easily be revoked. If we had a fight, like now, I’d sit at home thinking about him, hoping he didn’t lose his head and screw the secretary. 

“I’m in a fix, Brenda. I really am.” I leaned my face against my fist in a pout. 

“Fix a sandwich. Hey—” She turned to me in a sudden gush of impatience. “Get that schedule

done. I need to fit Hunter into it somewhere.” 

“Pushy,” I muttered, reaching for my mouse. 

THE DAY PASSED WITH ME ACTING LIKE THE COWARD I WAS. I’D BEEN INTO HUNTER’S OFFICE A FEW TIMES, 

delivering coffee or papers. Instead of talking to him, as Brenda kept urging me to do, or wrecking his head, like I was accustomed to doing, I just stared like a window shopper. It must’ve been really

weird from his end of things, but he never turned toward me. Never said a word. He was really

putting his all into ignoring me. 

At six o’clock I tapped my phone, checked my ranking, and then the reviews. I skimmed passed

the first horrible one, then the next. I’d seen those already. My eyes glazed with all the five-stars. 

Some people really did like the game. 

My gaze snagged on a new one-star review. 

“Stop hating the game!” I seethed at the phone. Then I groaned. I had been waiting for a review

like this. It was a long, drawn-out affair from an educated person who could string a couple words

together. Proper grammar and no typos made this person’s critique so much more valid. 

I read the person’s opinion in trepidation. Apparently, my game was trite and unoriginal. The

graphics were pleasing but play was clunky. It wasn’t hard in the least and it price-gouged. This

person thought that the designers were beginners, and it showed. 

My heart sank. This person had exposed the weaknesses perfectly. We  were  beginners, for the most part. And there  were  some clunky places. Trite, unoriginal? Yeah, I could see that. 

I hunched in my chair. Something snapped. I could only be the victim for so long. 

“I can’t have this many critics in life!” I stood in determination. 

“There you go! Give him hell!” Brenda put her fist into the air as she put her glasses into her

handbag. 

I marched into Hunter’s office, pushing aside my fear of what would happen if this conversation

went badly. If he lost his marbles and pushed me away, I’d lose the love of my life, sure, but I

wouldn’t be destitute. Bruce was still paying me, the game was increasing in momentum instead of

decreasing, and I could stay with Kimberly until I found another place to live. I could even move

somewhere cheaper. Working for Bruce meant my laptop was my office. He lived in Middle America

where rent was a quarter the price of San Francisco. I could easily move near him. 

Strapping on my big-girl panties, I came to a stop right in front of Hunter’s desk. Face schooled

into a bulldog-looking expression, I stared down at him with my hands on my hips. 

He ignored me. 

I’d heard of people  staring harder.  I had to admit, however, that I didn’t know what that meant. 

Should I lean forward with the bulldog expression? Was that what would do the trick? 

Couldn’t hurt. 

I added a lean to the situation. 

Now I was just staring closer with what was probably a constipated expression, I had no doubt. If

he didn’t look up at this, he was being obtuse on purpose. 

“I’m not posing for a wax sculpture, Hunter. Look at me.” 

His hands stilled over the computer. His arms flexed. Slowly, he turned his head in my direction. 

His power and command blasted through me, turning my spine to Jell-O and setting nervous tingles

through my body. His hard eyes and clenched jaw made me want to back up and apologize for

bothering him. He was firmly in his business pants, cast away from the world on his secluded island. 

This was the Hunter Carlisle the world saw. The one that hadn’t opened up to me. That hadn’t kissed

me. 

“What do you think is going to happen, Hunter?” I said, standing tall despite my desire to roll

over and play dead. “Do you think I’m going to leave you for Jonathan, or something?” 

He didn’t speak. Just stared at me. If this was a video game, my skin would probably melt off

from his laser vision. 

“Even if I did, Hunter, it would still be your baby. This isn’t like with your dad. That baby wasn’t yours. It was a lie. This isn’t. I’m pregnant with your kid, and if you pull out, and leave me, I’ll be trying to raise this little beast on my own. And I don’t know that I can do that. I’m scared, too, Hunter. 

I’m scared of how this will change my life. I’m scared of giving birth. And I’m scared that something will go wrong and I’ll lose something that I’ve grown to love so, so much.” 

I wiped at my face. I hadn’t expected to break down. I’d planned to yell, if need be. Not whimper. 

I couldn’t help it, though. What I had said was true. I  was  scared. I needed him. I wouldn’t lose anything by letting him know it. 

“I need you to be a man, Hunter. I need you to be  my  man, and not go running at the first small issue we come across. Because there will be many more things that remind you of your past. I’m sure

of it. Are you going to fly off the handle for all of those?” 

I tried to regain my hard stare. Instead, I had soggy eyes and a trembling lip. So much for the

tough-girl approach. 

Hunter sagged a fraction. He lowered his eyes to his desk. With a small shake of his head, he

stood slowly and came around the desk. When he reached me, without a word, he pulled me into his

hard chest. “This isn’t easy for me to let go of,” he said in clipped tones. “I am swinging between

wanting to walk away from you to save myself eventual pain, and locking you up so I don’t have to

worry about someone else getting you. I realize both of those things are ridiculous, but do you see

how an innocent encounter morphs into a disaster? All I hear is that I’m not the father. That it was all a lie.” 

“It’s yours, Hunter. I’ll repeat it as often as I have to. Seriously, Jonathan was just trying to get a job. He wanted to meet us both to chat. It’s you he’s after. I need to be jealous of him running off with you, not the other way around.” 

I felt a tiny squeeze. “I wanted to kill him. Still do. Stay away from him, Olivia. I can’t be rational where this is concerned. There’s too much at stake.” 

“I was already trying to stay away from him. Kimberly didn’t know he’d be there. She didn’t

know he was with Tera, either. The whole thing was weird, actually. But you have nothing to worry

about.” 

“And the beer?” 

“I tried to order a Sprite. I was distracted by Jonathan wanting to tell you some ideas he thought

you’d be into. Before you jump at it, he has a job. He’d be willing to hear your offer, though. Just so you know.” 

I felt another squeeze. “I’ll have to go with you to these meetups. Make sure they know not to

pressure you.” 

I thrilled at the idea. “You don’t need to be overprotective, but hanging out with my friends might

be nice. Having a life isn’t just a young man’s game, Hunter.” 

“I need to try harder, is that what you’re saying?” 

No, it wasn’t. But if that was what he took from it, I wasn’t going to say boo! 

“I’ll arrange it,” Hunter said softly. 

“You don’t have to arrange a meetup. You need to loosen up. I’ll just call Kimberly and see what

she’s up to next time you take an hour away from work. No biggie.” 

“I saw that your game is still on top. Congratulations.” 

Ah. The ol’ diversion technique. He was going to arrange it anyway. 

I decided not to push. One thing at a time. “Yes. I saw the latest terrible review before I came in

here. It’s a doozy.” 

“You shouldn’t look at reviews. It won’t help you.” 

“Some might. The critical ones.” 

“You’ll dwell. It won’t do you any good. There isn’t a single game in the charts with that high of a rating. What you designed is working. When did you plan to develop new levels?” 

I leaned my forehead against Hunter’s chest. “I’ll start working on it tonight.” 

I expected Hunter to remind me about my forthcoming decision, but he just stood and held me

silently. It was louder than if he’d uttered the words. 

I ran my hand up his chest and angled my face to him. His came down immediately, connecting his

lips with mine. I fell into the kiss, into the solid warmth around me, his firm touch. My body heated up. 

Before I knew what I was doing, I had his jacket halfway off. 

“Are you sure?” he asked with a heady voice. 

I hadn’t seen any more evidence of danger, and the doctor had given me the go-ahead shortly after

I was discharged. It was a green light. 

I ran my hand over his bulge, deliciously hard. It was all the answer I needed. 

He scooped me up and carried me to the couch. Once there, he set me down on my feet and kissed

down my neck before sliding his lips over my collarbone. Air caressed my skin as he worked my

blouse open. Then his hands felt up the outside of my thighs. 

I worked his buttons down, opening his shirt to reveal smooth skin. His glorious pecs and cut abs

greeted me. I kissed down his chest as I undid his pants. Reaching in, I captured his smooth shaft. 

He moaned softly. I stroked as I ran my tongue around first one of his nipples, then the other. I ran my palm over his pec again. His chest might’ve been cut from stone; it was so perfect while being

intoxicatingly warm. 

I straightened up to capture his lips. I lifted my skirt so his manhood could reach between my

thighs, rubbing just right. 

“We need to go easy, okay, baby?” Hunter murmured, lowering himself to sit on the couch. 

“Not  that  easy,” I responded, straddling him. I gyrated my hips forward, reaching behind me and through my legs, capturing his hard cock against my lace-covered core. I kissed him harder, needing

him. Loving him with everything I had and wanting to show it. 

Without preamble, I pulled my panties to the side and angled up. His tip slid across my wetness. I

moaned, directing it to my opening, and then sat down. 

“Hmm, Livy,” Hunter said against my lips. “I love you.” 

I ran my fingers through his hair as I let my head fall back, savoring the feeling of him filling me up. I moved my hips in a slow circle, enjoying the friction. Feeling the intimacy with Hunter, I rose before lowering again, straight down, taking him deeply into me. I moaned as my body tightened up. 

I pushed his head back so I had better access to his lips. I took him deep before backing off. Deep

again, then back, loving the feeling of him inside me. I nibbled his lips as cracks started to work

through me, the pleasure coursing, eroding my control. The kisses became more fervent. I invaded his mouth with my tongue as I moved up and down. 

“Oh,” I sighed, the desire rushing now. My movements became rougher. I sat and pulled back up, 

tightening up. Needing him. Needing to finish. 

“Yes, Hunter,” I exulted, closing my eyes and tugging on his hair. I crashed into him now, 

everything condensing. My body on fire. His lips on mine. “Oh, yes. Just a bit—” 

I squeezed my eyes shut as the pleasure turned white hot. I panted, my heart beating faster, love

filling me up. The sensations unfurled and took me higher. Blanking out my mind. All I knew was him

and pleasure. 

“Almost… Almost…” I strove harder, him inside of me, the friction exquisite. The couch

squealed as it rocked against the floor. 

I blasted apart, everything exploding into pleasure so intense it fused my jaw shut. Every muscle

flexed over him. I shook with my release as he tensed in climax under me, the orgasm so intense I

couldn’t even cry out. 

I slumped forward. Another wave of pleasure washed over me, making me tremble. Finally, I

started to relax in the glow of one awesome fucking orgasm. 

“Holy crap.” I gave another little tremor as I melted around him. 

“We should fight more often. Makeup sex really is everything it’s made out to be.” 

I laughed softly and threw my arms around him. “I love you, Hunter.” 

He kissed me softly and sat idly for a moment. I knew his mind had probably already turned to

work, but he was giving me a second in the afterglow. It was quite a difference from the first time we were together. 

“How do you feel?” Hunter asked after a few minutes of quiet. “Any cramping or signs of

danger?” 

“I feel good. No discomfort. No pain.” 

“Good.” He kissed my temple and I knew he’d reached his limit. 

I got up with a grin. “You made it five minutes that time. That has to be a record.” 

His scowl wasn’t the response I was looking for. “I’m not in the habit of taking my time when the

door is unlocked during working hours. I can make it up to you tonight…” 

“Ha!” My blurted laugh made him scowl harder. “I wasn’t commenting on your sexual prowess.” I

laughed a little harder as he helped me put my clothes back on. “I meant afterward. You hung out

longer instead of running back to your desk.” 

“Oh.” His expression cleared. A twinkle infused his eyes but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, 

he finished straightening up before he finally made his way to his computer. 

Even the great Hunter Carlisle, Sex God Extraordinaire, got twinges of performance anxiety. Who

would’ve thought? 

Still chuckling, I made my way back to my desk. Before I reached the door, though, Hunter said, 

“I’ll see you at home.” 

I stopped with my hand on the door. “Huh?” 

He looked up from his desk. “Your day officially ends at six o’clock, like Brenda. I want you to

leave at the end of the day. No exceptions.” 

“But I still have—” 

“No exceptions,” he repeated in that commanding tone. He turned back to his computer. That was

that. 

He was employing the ol’  force Olivia’s hand  technique. Sneaky. 

And I knew, sooner rather than later, it would be effective. 

I put everything away and made my way home. It was time to put the big-girl panties on for a

second time, and do the scary thing. I was about to choose my future. 

Chapter Six

Iwas sitting with the letter on my desk as Brenda walked up with the mug of coffee. She put the

white porcelain in front of me and stared, as she basically did every morning these days. My life was her largest source of entertainment. 

“You need a life,” I said. 

“I have a life. A boring one. What’s the look for?” 

“Nothing.” I looked at that stark white envelope. “Just going out on a limb.” 

“Did you get a visit from Ed McMahon?” 

“Who?” I checked my ranking. The game was still on top of the charts, puffing out its feathers

with pride. 

“I hate it when you make me feel old.” Brenda walked to her desk. “What’s on the day’s agenda?” 

I took a deep breath, picked up the envelope, and stood. “You won’t like today’s agenda much. I’ll

let it be a surprise.” 

I ignored her rumpled brow as I made my way into Hunter’s office. Friday was a good day to quit. 

I put the mug down in its place. I laid the envelope a little further in. Then I turned and got out of there like the coward I was. Back at my desk, I stood with a stiff back, opening and closing my hands to expel some nervous energy. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. This was a huge risk. I might lose my new job. Hunter might find a secretary he wanted to date instead of me. The sky might fall. All

terrifying thoughts. 

I sat and stared at my computer. I kind of hoped he looked at the resignation letter right away. This was a loaded situation. 

“Wait…should I have told him in person that I was resigning?” I had asked my computer, but

Brenda didn’t know that. 

“You  what?”    She swiveled toward me. “Get back in there and burn that envelope. You can’t resign!” 

I grimaced at her. She scowled back. 

“What are you going to do instead?” Her gaze hit my phone. “Oh, poo. You’re going to do that

game thing, aren’t you? Damn it. You like that better. Are you getting paid? You don’t want to just

keep doing it on the side? No, you probably can’t, can you. Hunter won’t let you go gray this early in life. Well, shoot. This puts me in a pickle.” 

“Are you talking to me or yourself right now?” 

She shook her head at me. “Selfish.” 

“Wanting to be happy is selfish?” 

“When it makes me have to work harder, yes. You should sacrifice for me.” She leaned against

her desk. The grumpiness didn’t clear from her face. “Are you excited or is Hunter making you quit?” 

“He is making me choose. I’m sure he’s not going to dump me if I don’t work here, so I figured I’d

do the thing I liked better. He said I could work in his office, though. I can visit.” 

Her eyebrows arched. “I wouldn’t if I were you. He’ll hire someone that’s not as smart as you, 

and then you’ll just have to help her do a mere fraction of your job. You should stay away until the new hire finds her feet.” 

“Uh huh. Back to the original question, should I’ve told him in person? I probably should’ve.” 

“Couldn’t you have told him at home? Why so professional all of a sudden? But yes, you

should’ve had a meeting and told him in person before you handed in the letter.” 

“Oh.” I stood, a ball of nerves all of a sudden. I peeked into his office. I could just make out his broad shoulders still turned toward the glare of his computer. I walked in gingerly. I could probably snatch the letter back and do a meeting, but he knew it was coming. It’d be best if I just tossed it out there. When you were screwing your boss, professionalism wasn’t the order of the day. 

As I neared the desk, though, I saw the letter open, pushed off to the side. It rested on the open

envelope. 

I paused. 

He glanced up, and then sat back, clasping his hands in his lap. Neither of us spoke. 

I cleared my throat. Then pointed vaguely toward his desk. “You, ah…read the letter, then.” 

“Yes. I’ve put in for a temporary employee. Or will, I should say. I’m proud of you. I think you

made the right choice.” 

I straightened up a little. That was nice to hear. “You’re not mad that I’m leaving you in the

lurch?” 

“Not at all. I expected this. I’ll start interviews right away. As soon as I can get someone

reasonable, you can train him or her, and then leave. Most of your job isn’t something a regular admin can do. You’ve been doing tasks above your pay grade.” 

“And above my intelligence level, I know.” 

His eyes twinkled but he said nothing. 

He wasn’t supposed to agree with me. 

“Are you calling me dumb?” I said, cocking my hip to the right. 

“You were able to do every task I set you. If they were above your intelligence level, you

wouldn’t have been able to. Modesty just wastes time.” 

“You could do with a little modesty, actually,” I muttered. 

A smile curved his lips. “Are you confident with this decision?” 

I shook my hand, palm up then down. “So-so. Bruce is bankrolling my salary right now. This

might not pan out.” 

“Investors are bankrolling your salary.” 

“Still. It might not pan out. Then what will I do for money? This is kind of a big risk. I never

would’ve done this if you hadn’t pushed me to it.” 

“Money is not a concern of yours, Olivia. I’ll guarantee income. You need to focus on your

happiness.” 

My heart warmed. I leaned against the chair facing his desk. “That’s nice. It doesn’t really apply, 

but it’s nice.” 

“Why doesn’t it apply?” 

I hesitated. To me it was pretty obvious. If the worst happened, I needed to look after myself. We

weren’t married—his money wasn’t mine. I made my own way in life. If Hunter did a one-eighty, I’d

need something to fall back on, and my savings right now weren’t big enough. 

I couldn’t say any of that, though. He wouldn’t understand, and because of that, I’d sound like I

was hinting for a proposal. I’d already triggered enough of his hang-ups—a week of smooth sailing

would be nice before I pushed something like  that  on him. 

“I just want to do well at this game,” I said to deflect. 

He looked at me for a while in silence, his expression blank. I had no idea what he was thinking. 

Finally, he said, “Did you need anything else?” 

“No. I was just making sure you got the letter. Brenda said I should’ve had a meeting…” 

“I pressured you into this. A meeting might have been overkill.” He turned back to his computer. 

“Wow. Mr. Charming today, huh?” I turned and made my way back to my computer. I was pretty

sure normal resignations didn’t go like that. Still, it was done. 

THE WEEKS WENT BY RELATIVELY QUICKLY. WHILE I WAS SUPPOSED TO LEAVE WORK AT SIX, HUNTER DIDN’T

enforce quitting time once I’d decided to leave the company. Instead, he had me help with finding my replacement. To the surprise and confusion of his peers, he chose an older woman with a husband and

kids. It was the first time in years Hunter hadn’t hired a beautiful, young assistant. Brenda said there was a lot of gossip, but since no one said anything directly to me, I ignored it. 

I trained the new assistant as best I could. He’d been right, though. The stuff she had to do was

basically fielding questions. Instead of tweaking budgets or creating marketing timelines, she was

instructed to send those tasks to the respective VPs to be handled in-department. The result would be a much slower turnaround, but less actual work for that admin. 

Once I’d finished training my replacement, and stopped working for Hunter, it was just me and my

laptop. I could get up whenever I wanted. I could wear yoga pants and a holey shirt all day if I felt like it. To do actual work, I could stay in the house, go to the beach, or whatever. The world was my oyster. 

I’d never been so lonely during the workday. I’d also never missed Hunter more. I even missed

Brenda’s surly attitude or Bert driving me into work. I loved my new job, but I missed having

coworkers to talk to. 

And now here I was, two months after I’d quit, making my way to the place I chose to work more

often than not. 

“Livy, let me get that!” Bert hurried around the car toward me. He took my computer from my

shoulder and then took me by the arm, escorting me to the car. 

Bert had not recovered from my scare. He thought I was breakable, and once I’d started to show, 

the man was worse than Hunter. 

“It’s not heavy, Bert,” I protested as he led me to the passenger seat. He opened the door before

handing me in, then stowed my computer in the backseat. 

“How are you today, Livy?” 

“I’m okay. I have to go up a size in clothes.” I bit my lip to stop my smile. I had a baby bump! I

still half couldn’t believe it. 

“My wife used to love Gap. They’re expensive, though.” 

“I think Hunter told Janelle to get a bunch of stuff. He doesn’t trust me to get the best.” 

Bert smiled. “I should’ve known, yeah. At least you don’t have to worry about it.” 

“Exactly. I wasn’t complaining.” 

“How’s he doing? He’s working long hours, huh?” 

I looked out the window. Yes, he was. Very long. He left the house at six most days and didn’t get

back until ten or eleven. He came home a smidgeon earlier on Sunday, but otherwise, he worked

seven days a week. 

“Have you ever seen him look so tired?” I asked. 

“Sometimes, if he’s got something stressful going on, but…” 

I nodded, because I knew what he was going to say. Hunter had stress and tired lines under his

eyes and lining his face. This pace was taking its toll. For a man that had made work his whole life, it said something that what he was putting himself through now was wearing him out. 

“I just don’t understand,” I said to Bert. “What is he doing that takes this many hours?” 

“Have you asked?” 

“Yes. He just says to give him time. That’s it. He needs time to get everything organized. The man

can plan out a whole chess game after my first move, so I know he’s got something figured out, but… I don’t know. I’m worried and feel responsible at the same time.” 

“He’s getting everything ready for you and the baby. I remember working a lot of hours when my

wife was expecting our first. I was trying to get enough for a house. I did it, too.” 

“I know. Bruce said something similar. But Hunter has a house. A few houses. And cars. And a

bunch of crap he doesn’t need.” 

“I don’t know, Livy. I’ve never understood him. Ask Brenda.” 

“I have. She’s really tight-lipped about it. She knows something, but that woman is a vault. It’s

annoying.” 

A laugh died in the back of Bert’s throat as we pulled up to the building. Before I could say

anything, he was out of the car and hurrying to my side. He grabbed my computer and helped me out

of the car. 

“Seriously, Bert, I can manage. Wait until I get really big before you hem and haw.” 

“Okay, Livy.” He held the door open before following me in. 

I held out my hand for my computer. Just like yesterday, and the day before, and every day since

I’d decided to spend my time coding here, he ignored my hand and followed behind me. 

Yes, this was the definition of crazy—doing the same thing and expecting different results. But I

really hoped that someday he’d catch on. 

I rolled my eyes as he waited right behind me for the elevator. Then followed me in. 

“You need to get a little dog,” Brenda said as I came into sight. She looked over her half-moon

glasses at me. “Usually the big bodyguards are carrying the celebrity’s dog.” 

“He followed me in again. I had no choice.” 

“I know. But you need to get a dog. Do you not listen?” 

I stopped in front of her desk. “What’s got you so bitter?” 

“I’m always bitter.” 

“Your scowl is more pronounced than normal. What’s up?” 

“I don’t see a difference,” Bert said behind me. 

I stifled a laugh as Brenda intensified her scowl at him. “That one”—she jerked her head to the

currently empty desk beside her—“can’t keep up. Neither could the one before her. Hunter is working

them all to death.” 

“You, too?” 

She sniffed. “I know the end game. I can hang in there.” 

“What end game?” 

Her lips pursed. She looked back at her computer, pulling a Hunter. She planned to ignore me

now. 

I rolled my eyes. They had plans, and they weren’t telling me what they were. 

I walked into Hunter’s office, prepared for my favorite view of the morning. I got exactly what I

was expecting. The light streaming over Hunter’s broad shoulders before I feasted my eyes on the

most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. 

I smiled, reveling in his splendor. “Hey, baby.” 

Bert unslung my computer on the table. “Okay, Livy. Call me if you want lunch.” He nodded at

Hunter. “Mr. Carlisle.” 

Hunter rose from his desk and came around, his eyes soft and a small smile dusting his face. 

“Good morning. How are you?” He wrapped an arm around my back and put his palm on my baby

bump. “And how’s the little one?” 

“Good. Both good. I’m worried about you, though. This is starting to get out of hand, Hunter.” 

He kissed my lips softly. “God, I love you so much, Livy.” He rubbed my belly. “Don’t worry

about me. Let me worry about you. How was the ride in?” He directed me to the chair at the table. 

“Same as always.” I took the proffered seat. 

“Do you need some water or tea?” 

“No, that’s okay. I can get it. Carey isn’t my assistant, she’s yours.” 

An edge crept into his voice, his business tone and power infusing his words. “You’re a guest and

she gets paid to distribute beverages to guests.” 

Guest? I was practically a tenant. “I’m good, Hunter. I’ll get it when I need a break.” 

After a moment he kissed the crown of my head. “Get to work, then.” 

Fawning one minute and commanding the next. The man had issues. 

“Hey, did you see this?” Brenda popped her head in the office and held out an iPad. 

“Brenda, you can just tell me where to look on my phone. You don’t need to bring in your iPad

every time you see my game…” I laughed as she walked closer, holding out the screen for me to

inspect. 

“My kids pull this stuff up. I don’t know how to find it. Look—” She pointed to the familiar

graphic of Bruce’s and my game. Apple had given us a banner on the storefront. 

I couldn’t wipe the smile from my face. It was just one of the many awesome things that had

happened with the game in the last two months. It had taken off. Flat-out gone wild. Our game had

stayed number one for a solid month. That was almost unheard of. It also hit number one with the

Android market, on PC, and even did well on e-readers that could download apps. Money was

pouring in. Enthusiastic fans clamored for more levels, more! We’d created a hit. 

Thank God I’d switched jobs when I had, because even working full-time, I was hard-pressed to

stay ahead of the players. I was trying to get the next game going, too, working through the same

process with that. I never had an idle moment, and I loved every minute of it. 

Soon after the game blew up, I thought Bruce was going to have a meltdown. After all, wasn’t this

a replica of his first company? It grew into a sensation virtually overnight and blindsided him with demands? 

Amazingly…history didn’t repeat itself. It was like he was expecting it. When we needed

programming help, he was already on it. When we got a mention on the  Ellen DeGeneres Show, 

Bruce was ready with a marketing boost directly after. The man was on fire! He’d definitely learned

how to run a business. And he still gave his wife plenty of face time. Win-win for him. 

“Yeah, they are pushing the game again because we got a mention on some comedy show,” I said. 

“They called us ‘wonderfully addictive.’” 

“Huh.” Brenda looked at Hunter, who was watching us. “I thought it was boring. I just don’t get

all these electronic games. I’d rather just read a book. My kids finally played, though. They liked it. 

Have you played it?” 

“I have, yes.” Hunter’s eyes sparkled as he looked at me. “I’m waiting for harder levels.” 

I sniffed. “You’re a little smarter than our test demographic, Mr. Snobby.” 

Hunter had ripped through the game in record time with very high scores. I was currently

developing a game just for him. I’d stump that bastard if it was the last thing I did. 

With that, I fell into my coding. The more I kept his focus, the longer he’d have to stay tonight. I wanted some fondling time. I hadn’t been able to stop at third base yet. He got me so worked up I

strived for home every time. 

Tonight, though, I’d show him what he had missed when he was a teen. I fully expected him to hate

me for it. 

Chapter Seven

“Hey, baby—” Hunter stopped in the doorway. 

“Do you need to shower?” I asked innocently. I was lying on the bed in his pajama bottoms and a

tank top that didn’t completely fit. It stretched along my baby bump, showing clearly that I was

expecting. 

His head shook slowly as his eyes traveled my body. His tie was loosened and his button-up shirt

was open down the front, revealing an undershirt hugging his cut pecs and lying against his flat

stomach. He unthreaded his tie all the way and pulled it from under his collar. He walked to the end of the bed before shrugging out of his shirt and then pulling off his undershirt. 

I sucked in a breath at the most exquisitely cut chest in the world. The thing was bumpy and

delicious. I got why women salivated just at hearing his name. 

Seriously, how the hell did I get so lucky? 

He stripped out of his pants and crawled onto the bed in his boxers, already tenting. 

“You look beautiful,” he said as he stretched out beside me. His hand traced up my hip and in, 

over my stomach and up. He didn’t touch a breast. Instead, he skipped over and ran his fingertips

lightly along my chin. He leaned in, grazing his lips across mine. 

Shooting sparks of expectation lit me up. I ran my hand up one powerful arm and then down his

side, feeling the play of muscles as he, in turn, ran his hand back down my side. I felt him deepening the kiss before leaning, gently pushing me to my back. He didn’t lie on me, though. Instead, he traced my stomach with his hand again, lightly. Softly. 

“When are we going to tell your mother?” he murmured against my lips. 

I tensed, not expecting that question. It needed to be done, I knew. She was my mom. For better or

worse, I really should tell her big news like this. 

“Soon. Probably. I don’t know. Maybe next month.” 

“Why not this weekend?” 

A surge of panic had me pushing him away without realizing it. He lifted a little, looking down at

me with those bedroom eyes, reminding me of sexy nights. 

I turned my head to the side. “She’ll just be weird about it. She already calls me periodically to

ask how it’s going with you. With this she’ll probably turn up at your doorstep with an overnight bag.” 

“Our doorstep. And what is your concern? That she’ll ask for money?” 

I rested my hand on Hunter’s big shoulder. “Truthfully…I’m sure she will. I don’t know if she

pissed away all her money, or she’s just afraid it’ll run out because she’s never really worked and

won’t start now, but that’s why she’s always chasing rich men. She’s after their money. She thinks I’m giving her an ‘in’ with you. This would be a big, golden gateway as far as she’s concerned. You don’t want to be subjected to that.” 

“I wouldn’t be. I’m no stranger to people wanting my money. What would make it easier on you, 

though?” 

I laughed sardonically. “I have no idea.” 

I felt Hunter’s fingers apply pressure to my cheek. I let him pull my face toward him before he

planted a sweet kiss on my lips. “Let me run interference. I can handle your mother.” 

“You don’t know my mother. She can wear down a rock.” 

His lips connected more soundly. “I’m more headstrong than a rock,” he mumbled against my lips. 

“Certainly denser. I can’t argue there.” I smiled as I ran my hand down his smooth back. “Why do

you want to tell my mother when you are ignoring yours like the plague?” 

Hunter kissed me soundly, stealing my focus. His issue with his mother was completely forgotten

for the moment. He was definitely great at running interference. 

He opened my mouth with his, then explored with his tongue. His hands found my breast now, 

kneading. His finger traced around my nipple, making me moan. 

“Wait, wait,” I said, already out of breath. My sex pounded, begging for him. But this was a return

to the past. I needed to stay in the safe zone, whatever the hell that was. 

The irony of being knocked up out of wedlock, and then trying to pretend I was a virgin, was not

lost on me. 

“Go slow,” I said against his mouth. “I don’t want to have sex.” 

His body peeled away from mine in a flash. His hands were gone the next second. Cold air

replaced his heat, and made me shiver. 

“I didn’t mean I  can’t have sex, just that I don’t want it,” I clarified. 

“Why? What’s wrong?” I heard the panic lining his words. 

Perhaps I should’ve approached this a little differently…

“I’m fine. And can have sex. And want to have sex. But I think it’d be better for you if you…

Look, I’m trying to stop at third base, okay?” 

He blinked at me for a second, as if trying to process the crazy words coming out of my mouth. 

“This just got awkward,” I muttered. I grabbed his thick arm and pulled. “C’mere.” 

A confused grin lit up his handsome features. “Do you think you can hold out?” 

“I have no idea.” 

His warmth came against me again as he shifted. “You scared me for a minute.” 

“Sorry about that. Sometimes I’m pretty sure it’d be easier if you could read my mind.” 

Hunter laughed as he traced my collarbone with his lips. “What’s off limits? This?” His hand

trailed over my breast slowly. 

I sighed, closing my eyes. “No, that’s okay.” 

“Hmm.” He peeled my shirt up, exposing my chest. His lips rolled over the swell of my breast

before his hot mouth closed over my taut nipple. He sucked as his free hand tweaked my other nipple. 

I moaned, running my hands along his shoulders. “That’s definitely okay.” My sex swelled, 

uncomfortable now. “I think more touching, too.” 

“Awfully forward of you. Naughty girl.” Hunter raised me up so he could slip my shirt off. “I

assume third base has nudity.” 

“It does now.” 

He went back to my nipple for a while before his hand slid gently over my belly. His mouth

stilled. Then he sighed. “I can’t believe we’re going to have a baby. This is a strange dream. I never thought it would happen.” 

“I am the maker of miracles,” I said, just about ready to push on the top of his head to get him

where I needed him. His sentiments were sweet and all, but this girl needed a little action. 

He scooted up, going the opposite way to where I wanted him to. I didn’t remember being so

sexually frustrated when I was a virgin. 

His lips connected with mine, hot and passionate. His hand moved down to my thigh, rubbing

along the outside. I clung to him, opening my legs a little. That hand was in the wrong spot! 

I felt down his stomach, marveling at the muscle, before dipping into his boxers. My fingers

glided along that smooth, velvety skin. 

“Is that allowed?” Hunter said against my lips, his breath heavy. 

“I think everything but sex is allowed.” 

“You’re making the rules…” 

“Oh, right. Then yes, everything but sex is allowed. And in the middle of the night when I

randomly wake up, desperate and horny, sex is allowed.” 

“Cheater.” He nibbled my lips as my palm worked down his shaft to the base. I took a firm hold

and stroked slowly. His groan was agonized. “I don’t think I’ll end up liking this very much.” His

hand dipped into my pajama bottoms. 

“Going backwards probably won’t be as much fun, no. Too bad.” I scooted forward, needing

more of his body against mine. I took him out of his boxers, pushing the material down. His tip hit off my clothed hip. 

I spread my legs, biting his lip a little when his fingers traced over my panty-covered sex. His

touch was firm but light, mostly teasing. I gyrated up, something a virgin probably wouldn’t do. I

didn’t care. I needed a little satisfaction. 

I latched on to his neck with one hand and stroked harder with the other. I pulled against his neck, making him put more weight on top of me. His hand moved to the top of my panties. His fingers dug a

little, and then his hand pushed back down. His skin slid over my wet sex. 

“Oh God,” I said, feeling the fervor. 

His finger circled my nub before dipping low and then entering my body. 

I moaned into his mouth, sucking in his tongue and gyrating my hips. His fingers worked in me, 

making the pleasure spiral inside me. I panted, tightening up. Feeling the heat. 

He went back down to my nipple, sucking it in, making it impossible to stroke him. I relented for

the moment, assuming he was about to explode. I knew how he felt. 

His tongue circled before he sucked harder. A tiny bite of pain edged the sensation. When he

backed off, the tingling amplified the pleasure, making me moan and arch up to him. His thumb

manipulated my clit as his fingers plunged. The heat simmered, then boiled. My body wound up. My

muscles flexed, one by one. 

“Oh God.” I dug my fingertips into his skin. “Oh Hunt—” I ripped apart. An orgasm tore through

me without warning. I moaned into it, shaking on the bed. 

As it drained, my kiss turned languid. I rubbed my hands against his hard chest before reaching

down and pushing his boxers completely off. He rose up to get the job done before letting me roll him to his back. 

I kissed his lips, hot and heavy, before moving down his fantastic chest. I trailed my tongue

between his abs before reaching his large manhood. I circled the tip with my tongue before sucking it in, taking it as far as I could go. 

Hunter’s hands fisted in the sheets. His exhale was audible. I chased my mouth with my hand, 

bobbing on him. After a while I backed off, keeping my hand going, before swirling my tongue around

his tip again. And then suction. 

“Holy f—” Hunter pulled at the sheets. His magnificent arms and chest flexed, thick cords of

muscle glistening in the light. I was transfixed, watching his body and completely forgetting about

what I was doing. 

Thank God for autopilot, even in this. 

“I’m going to—” He rose and moved me off him while grabbing his boxers. He exploded into the

material. 

After he cleaned up a little, he reached down for me. I’d been staring with an amused grin. 

“What?” he asked with a sleepy smile. 

“Didn’t want to deal with your handiwork when kissing me, huh?” 

He chuckled as he positioned himself next to me on the bed. He turned onto his side, running his

palm along my belly. “Not really. I doubted you’d mind.” 

He leaned into me, resuming the kissing. Deep and passionate, his lips moved over mine. His

tongue wet my bottom lip as his thumb hooked into my waistband. “I’m allowed to reciprocate, 

right?” 

“Encouraged to, yes.” 

“Eventually. I’m enjoying just kissing you for now.” 

I ran my fingers through his hair. “You don’t have to spell everything out. I am capable of putting

two and two together…” 

“Are you sure? I played your puzzle game. I’m not sure you have a head for it.” 

“Oh really? Is that right?” I scoffed. “Just wait. Wait until I unleash my current creation on you. 

You’ll cry, it’s so hard.” 

He rose up to look down on me. His brow furrowed. His business look replaced the passion and

desire from a moment before. “Are you talking about the new levels you’re designing?” 

It took me a second to react. I didn’t like the business look interrupting our playtime. “No. Those

are for the common folk. I designed some rough stuff just for you. It won’t have the shine and gloss because I don’t have the time, but it will make you pull your hair out. Just watch.” 

His hard look cleared. His expression melted back into that of love. He leaned back toward my

lips. 

“You’re not normal, did you know that?” I said through his kisses. “Normal people can’t switch

off sexy times that fast.” 

“I’ve had my whole adulthood to perfect switching into my business mentality. It’s only with you

that I’d rather not.” 

“Hmm.” I snuggled deeper into the pillow as I smiled, pulling him so he would move on top of

me. He leaned down to finish pushing off my pants and panties, then started to comply before freezing and looking down at my stomach. “Are you sure?” 

“I’m barely showing, Hunter. This is fine. You won’t squish the baby.” 

He moved over me slowly, putting his elbows on either side of me, and no doubt bracing on his

knees, to keep from resting on me fully. His kiss was sweet. “My baby.” 

I angled my head to get a deeper kiss. His hips turned toward me a fraction. His cock slid up my

wet sex. 

“Ohhh, wow.” My eyes fluttered and my body purred. I tightened my legs around him. 

His hips angled again. His cock slid away, and then came back again. A wave of arousal stole

over me. I tried to arch, but there wasn’t room. I pushed my hips back, deeper into the bed, creating some space. His tip slid down, through my nether lips. It stopped too soon. 

I pulled back a little more until that blunt head put firm pressure at my opening. I paused as my

nerve endings fired. Heat crashed into me. My body sizzled. 

“We shouldn’t do this,” I said into Hunter’s mouth. All humor had been erased. His smile was

gone. His body was frozen over mine, braced. His lips rested on mine, waiting. He was putting all the power in my hands. 

“Okay.” It was barely whispered. Hardly more than a release of breath. He didn’t move. 

I captured his lips with mine, angling up just a fraction. That blunt tip pushed at my opening. 

Threatening to enter. Expectation wrapped around me, heightening this moment. My core pounded, 

needing him. 

“I didn’t want to have sex,” I said again, begging him to either back off, or forgive me my inability to put on the brakes. 

“I know,” he said, pulling back slowly. The pressure lightened before his tip dragged along my

slit. 

Our breath started to labor. My body trembled under his. All my focus was on him near my

opening. On this precipice of intimacy. It didn’t matter that we’d done this before. It didn’t matter that neither of us were virgins. Strangely, it felt like we were. This felt like that first time when we

couldn’t deny ourselves any longer. When we were daring each other to keep going. To make our

bodies as one. 

I put one hand on the back of his neck, pulling his lips harder against mine. The other hand found

his back, gently, barely touching. I sucked his tongue into my mouth and slowly ground my hips

toward him. His tip moved. It paused at my opening again. 

I applied pressure with the hand on his back. 

“Are you sure?” he asked, a small tremor in his voice. 

“Yes.” 

His hips rocked forward marginally. His tip barely parted my folds. “I love you.” 

He drove forward. His manhood thrust into me, filling me up. 

“Ohhmmmm.” I wrapped my legs around his waist. He pulled back and then rocked forward. I

swung my hips upward. Sparks shot through my body. Pleasure unfurled like a flower, soaking into me

and boiling my blood. I lost all control. 

“You feel so unbelievably good,” Hunter exalted, his movements silky. His body sleek. 

I groaned, clutching him. I swung my hips up wildly, crashing into him as he rocked down onto

me. Everything tightened. My breathing labored. 

“Oh yes,” I said, over and over. “Yes, Hunter.” I squeezed him tightly with both my arms and legs. 

I held him in my body, the movements getting smaller now, but much more intense. Almost

unbearable. 

“Yes. Yes!” I just kept repeating it, over and over. It was like the track was skipping. Like a wire tightening around a spool, my body wound up. Pleasure coursed through me. Slapping me. Pulling. 

“Come with me, baby,” Hunter groaned in my ear. 

Color burst behind my eyes. My body blasted apart. I shook under him, violently, the orgasm

vibrating through my body. 

It took me a while to come down. Each time I thought I was ready to relax, an aftershock sizzled

through me. My arms and legs tingled. 

“That was the stuff,” I said with smile. “If only losing my virginity had been that good.” 

“I’m glad it wasn’t, for both of us,” Hunter said seriously, moving off to the side. His hand trailed across my stomach. “It makes it that much better with you. Let’s tell your mom tomorrow.” 

“Promise you won’t dump me when you go to leave and realize her hand is in your pocket?” 

“I doubt she’s as bad as you think.” 

“She’s  exactly  as bad as I think, if not worse. Trust me. She’s not even shy about gold digging in her old age. She goes right for it. The only guys that will give her the time of day are married.” 

“Desperation does strange things to people. I’ll look into it. She might just be mismanaging her

money.” 

“You don’t need to, Hunter. She’s not your problem. You have a crazy dad. That’s enough for

you.” 

Hunter stayed silent for a while, stroking my stomach. When he spoke next, his tone had deepened, 

almost sounding suspicious. “Why don’t you want me to help?” 


“Because…she sucks, Hunter. I told you. She’s embarrassing. You’re the father of my baby, but

you’re not tied to her. You don’t have to help her. I appreciate that you want to do me a favor, but I’m not sure I want you to get involved that much with her. It’s… There’s no other way to describe it. It’s embarrassing.” 

“What if we were married?” 

Tingles worked through my body. This wasn’t how I hoped he’d eventually bring this subject up…

“You can’t view marriage as a way to get into my mother’s financial situation, Hunter. That’s just

weird. And very unromantic.” 

He fell silent again, still stroking my belly. Eventually he rolled out of bed, turned out the lights, and came back, all without saying a word. He curled up around me. “I love you. Good night.” 

“Love you.” I turned so my cheek would be against his lips. He gave me a kiss before I turned

back, snuggling into his arms. 

My mind went back to the way he’d asked about marriage. Didn’t it matter to him at all? Worse, 

had I just put him off, making him think I didn’t want it? 

Chapter Eight

Iawoke the next morning as Hunter was opening the shades, allowing the sunlight to splash the room. 

I glanced at the clock. It was eight o’clock. 

“What are you still doing here?” I asked in confusion. I had to think really hard about what day it

was. “Today is Saturday, right?” 

He turned to me, in jeans that perfectly displayed his butt and strong thighs. I knew this even

though he was facing me because I’d picked them out. He was also wearing a shirt on the dressy side

that did a fabulous job of showing his cut upper body, leading down to his trim hips. I’d picked that shirt out, too. I had great taste. 

“I’m taking the day off,” he said. “So are you. We’re going to go see your mother. Among other

things.” 

“Among other things?” I rose up to my elbow. “What things?” 

“Do you want breakfast in bed, or would you rather go downstairs?” 

I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “I’ll go down. My taste buds have gone berserk. I might need to

forage through the kitchen until I figure out what sounds good.” 

Hunter didn’t say anything. After a second I realized he hadn’t moved either. He was staring down

at me with a blank expression. 

“What?” I asked, flinging the sheets off so I could get up. 

“I should’ve known that. I’ve missed a lot of your pregnancy. I’ve been given the rare opportunity

for a second chance, and I’m squandering it.” 

“Hey, glass-half-empty, cheer up. There’s still a million months to go.” I slipped on one of his

shirts. They were big and he liked seeing me in them. “And no you haven’t! I’ve seen you every day

since this whole thing began. I may not work with you, but I work near you. That counts.” 

I tied my hair up in a ponytail. He still hadn’t moved. 

I went to him and slipped my arms around his waist. “Do I have time for a shower before or

should I take it after?” 

His chuckle splashed breath across the top of my head. “Strangely, when you don’t try to make me

feel better about a situation, and instead think about food, it lifts the load off.” 

“Food is the great cure-all. So do I have time?” 

He kissed the top of my head. “Yes. I’ll see you downstairs. Dress in something pretty that you

like to wear.” 

“Something pretty that I like to wear? Cryptic.” 

“Something that’ll impress your mother,” he said as he made his way out of the room. 

I got nervous flutters. I really wasn’t looking forward to telling her. It would just cement the idea that now she could ask my rich baby-daddy for money. 

I really hoped she didn’t nudge and wink at me for trapping a rich man with a baby. It was the

kind of thing she’d think. In fact, it was the kind of thing a lot of people would think, apparently. When I’d told Kimberly a month ago, she’d squealed and freaked out, as I’d expected. But then she’d said I shouldn’t tell the others until I’d got a ring or there was no other choice. She worried that they’d think I planned an  oops. 

I shook it off as I climbed into the shower. There was nothing for it—I was pregnant, and today

would probably suck. Best to get on with it. 

A COUPLE OF HOURS LATER, HUNTER PAUSED IN THE GARAGE, LOOKING BETWEEN HIS SPORTS CAR AND MY LAND

Rover. Finally he put his hand to the small of my back to lead me to the passenger side of my Land

Rover. 

“I didn’t say you could drive my car,” I said as I climbed up into the seat. 

“Can I drive?” 

“What’s the magic word?” 

He was smiling as he got into the driver’s seat. “I love you.” 

“That is three words. And therefore, not correct. Try again, please.” I nodded toward him. “I just

gave you a hint.” 

He pushed the button to open the garage. His smile grew. “I love that you’re the mother of my

child.” 

“I’m not even going to count those words. Epic fail. Keep trying.” 

He started the car. “Last night was the best sex of my life, and it was because it was so much more

than sex. I love you more than I’ve loved anyone, ever. You’ve helped me to experience the world

around me, and that has allowed me a larger capacity to care. You are everything to me, Olivia.” 

I blinked away tears. I loved his sticky-sweet moments, when he took a look around him and

realized that he’d been living a half-life all this time. He then opened up his heart and put to words all the things he felt—rare for a man. 

“Wrong again,” I said, putting my hand on his upper thigh. 

“Please,” he said, pulling out of the driveway. 

“That’s it! Kind of jumped the gun on the privilege, though. Next time, you might try using it

 before  you drive away in my car.” 

“Ah. Is that how it works.” 

“It is indeed. Don’t worry. I’ll get you society-ready in no time. Next lesson, thank you.” 

It didn’t take long to realize we were going to see my mom before the “other things” he’d

mentioned. A thought struck me. His mom was out this way, too. Maybe he finally planned to stop in

and confront one of his remaining fears. We’d get my mom’s blessing—hopefully—and he’d get his

mom’s. That would make this day much less sucky. 

About a half-hour later we pulled to a stop outside of my mother’s house. My heart sank when I

saw her car in the driveway. I hadn’t called her to say we were coming. I should have, but I really

hoped she wouldn’t be home. 

“She’s home.” I opened the door as Hunter did. 

“These jeans are tight. I don’t think she can get her hand in my pocket.” Hunter came around the

car and took my hand. 

“It won’t be long until you know for sure, huh?” 

Standing in front of her door, I knocked. Then buckled down and ran the doorbell. Maybe she

wouldn’t answer…

The lock disengaged. 

“Damn.” 

The door swung open, revealing my mother, all done up and smiling. She had on a breezy, 

expensive-looking dress and glittering jewelry. Her hair was swept back, showing impeccable

makeup on her beautiful face, looking ten years younger than her true age. 

“Do you have company over?” I asked in confusion. She always did hair and makeup, but this was

overkill for a Saturday morning. 

“Just you!” She stepped back and gestured us in. “Welcome, Hunter. May I call you Hunter?” 

“Yes.” Hunter directed me in and then stepped in behind me. He was wearing his business mask, 

making him somewhat curt and distant. It had the effect of simmering down my mother’s exuberance. 

Strangely, it also calmed me. If anyone could handle my mom, Hunter could. 

“Come in, come in. I was so excited to get your call. Can I get you a drink?” My mother bustled

ahead of us, leading us into the living room. 

“You called her? That’s cheating,” I muttered. 

“A glass of wine, maybe?” she asked, watching as we sat. “Brandy?” 

“Coffee is fine for me,” Hunter said. He glanced at me. 

“Water, Mom. Thanks.” 

“Sure. Stay right there.” She glided out of the room. 

“I’ve never been on this end of her people-pleasing side. It’s weird.” I leaned against Hunter as

he took my hand again, threading his fingers between mine. 

“I didn’t plan on being here long. We can leave whenever you want.” 

I made as if to get up. He smiled. “Let’s break the news first.” 

My mom came back in with a tray. She set the tray on the coffee table and distributed drinks. She

offered a plate of crackers and cheese to Hunter. 

He shook his head before looking at me. 

“Olivia?” My mom said, moving a little closer. 

“No, thanks.” 

She set the plate down and situated herself in the chair across from me. Her legs crossed at the

ankles and her dress swished just right. She leaned against the arm of the chair in a way that said

 relaxed  and  interested in your conversation  at the same time. The woman could entertain better than anyone I’d met. She was a pro. 

“We can’t stay long, Mom,” I started. It needed to be said. 

“I’m just so happy you stopped by. I’ve been trying to get you over for months!” She gave us a big

smile. 

“Well…” 

“You are really cute together, let me just say,” she said. 

“Thanks, Mom. So, um…” I randomly gestured. No reason for it. Just movement to dispel some of

my nervousness. “We thought that you’d want to know that…I’m pregnant.” 

Her face froze, as though she had to stop all reaction to keep that smile plastered on. A shadow

crossed her eyes as her gaze dropped to my stomach. Her facial muscles danced as a frown wrestled

her pencil-thin eyebrows. Before it could win, that smile was beaming again. “Congratulations! 

That’s great!” 

She stood, all graciousness, and held out her arms. “Give me a hug. That is just great.” 

Her tone had changed. She had been overly exuberant before, but now it sounded like she was

struggling to be optimistic. As if depression were dragging her down. 

I hugged her, confused. After sitting down, I noticed that her smile had become forced. She didn’t

initiate the next leg in the conversation. 

“I’m four months along.” I took Hunter’s hand. 

She nodded, her smile sputtering. She looked at Hunter, and then down at her hands. “That’s

great.” 

“So…” I didn’t know what to say. I expected her to ask a few questions. Instead, she picked at her

dress, making sure it swirled around the chair just right, and then looked up at Hunter. Her forced

smile was back. 

“How is business?” she asked him. 

He squeezed my hand. “Just fine. I’m ahead of where I want to be.” 

“Oh that’s good. I hear you have a real head for business.” 

“I started a business,” I said. “Kinda. I’m a partner. The game we created has done really well.” 

“Is that right?” My mom looked at me with blank, uninterested eyes. I knew this look well. I just

hadn’t expected to see it today. 

“Yeah. I don’t work for Hunter anymore,” I continued. “We live together, though. I think I told you

that…” 

“You didn’t, no. You just said you were dating him. I didn’t think it would last, in all honesty.” 

Her smile was thin. She started, then laughed. “Just because you’re so fickle, honey, you know!” She laughed again, a high-pitched, uncomfortable sound. “She finally found someone who could meet her

high expectations,” she said to Hunter. “It’s so great.” 

“I think we need to go, Olivia,” Hunter said quietly to me, squeezing my hand. “Your mother

probably has a lot to do.” 

I expected my mom to resist. To engage us in conversation. Instead, she stood. “That’s too bad. It

was nice of you to visit, though, Hunter. Thank you guys for stopping by.” 

“That’s it?” I asked in confusion. I had wanted to leave early, but we’d just arrived. The departure was a bit abrupt. 

“What do you mean, honey? I’m so happy for you. It’s just great.” She didn’t mean those words. I

could hear it in her tone. 

Taken aback, I let Hunter lead me toward the door. Once there, my mom opened it and smiled. 

“Good to see you, Olivia. Nice to meet you again, Hunter. Congrats. That’s just great.” 

How many times was she going to say  great? 

“Okay. Bye, Mom…” I let Hunter direct me, utterly confused. Once in the car, I just stared at the

house for a minute, in a fog. “What the heck just happened?” 

Hunter started the car. “She’s jealous.” 

“Huh?” 

“She’s jealous. You landed the wealthy bachelor. Didn’t you say that that was her life’s plan? 

You’ve done what she could not.” 

“Usually parents are happy when their kids fulfill their dreams.” 

“I don’t know your mother that well, but I think you just reminder her that her life’s been a failure. 

She’s tried for how many years? You accomplished it in less than one. It probably galls. It did for my father as it concerned business. He didn’t try to hide his frustration like your mother did. That is a credit to her.” 

“When you got the better job, you mean?” 

“When I left my father’s company for a CEO position, yes.” Hunter sped up and got onto the

freeway, going in the opposite way to home. “He exploded in anger. Then threatened me. You’ve seen

the result.” 

“So my parental situation is less messed up than yours, huh? You try to beat me at everything.” 

Hunter took my hand. “I think she’ll come around. She tried to hide her disappointment. That

means she cares about you.” 

“As much as she ever did, anyway.” 

“That’s better than the alternative.” 

I couldn’t argue there. His dad was terrible. I guess I now knew my mom wasn’t horrible. Just…

not great. 

I looked out of the window for a while, but saw nothing. I had to admit that the meeting with my

mom wasn’t sitting well. I would rather have had her try to get money out of Hunter, in the open, than do this suffer-in-silence routine. Because she was suffering, I had no doubt. Hunter was right: she’d tried to land the rich guy all her life. All she’d had was disappointment. The one time she got close, she found out she was pregnant with a poor man’s child. I’d dashed what she’d probably thought was

her last hope. And now, here I was, getting it all. Getting her dream. 

She probably felt like I’d robbed her. 

“She’s never been great to me, and sometimes I’ve hated her, but this sucks.” I felt a rise of

emotion as we parked. “I don’t want her to be unhappy.” 

I felt Hunter’s fingers run through my hair. When I turned to him, his eyes were full of love and

sympathy. “We’ll give her a chance to get over her disappointment, and then we’ll try again. It’ll work out, Livy. Okay?” 

I closed my eyes, squeezing out a tear. I felt his thumb wipe across my cheek. “Your confidence is

soothing.” 

“Are you ready for the next event of the day?” 

I took a deep breath and looked around. We were at a cemetery. The cemetery where we’d buried

my father. 

“Why…?” 

Hunter was getting out of the car. 

I followed suit, more emotion springing up. He wanted to symbolically tell my dad I was

pregnant. Tears came to my eyes for the second time. 

“He’d really like you, you know,” I told Hunter as he took my hand. 

“Why is that?” 

“This—all the thoughtful stuff you do. He’d know that you were taking good care of me. And that

you made me happy. That was always his chief concern.” 

Hunter walked me up the grassy berm. As we approached my dad’s tombstone, I sucked in a

breath. 

Growing on his plot and around the stone were sunflowers. They pointed toward the sun, 

welcoming me. Filling me with memories. 

“Who…?” 

“I hope you don’t mind—I hired a gardener to tend his plot. He was such an important man to you, 

I felt you’d want him looked after.” 

I stood in front, dumbfounded. “I don’t know what to say.” 

“I hope I didn’t step out of bounds.” 

I shook my head, my lip quivering. “How do you think of these things for me while still being the

rudest man alive to everyone else? It doesn’t make any sense.” I laughed through my tears. “No, I

don’t mind. You didn’t overstep anything. I wish I could come here more often.” 

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask him a question.” 

Hunter stepped in front of me. Confused, because this had just become weird, I moved to the side. 

“Sir,” he said softly. He took a deep breath. “I wondered if I could ask your permission for

Olivia’s hand in marriage?” 

Chapter Nine

My world bleached of color for a moment as I processed what he’d said. I looked at him with

incredulous eyes as my stomach flipped over. 

He stood for a moment, just looking at the headstone, before turning to me with small worry lines

around his eyes. As soon as his gaze hit me, though, I could see the anxiety melting out of his

expression. 

The idiot wasn’t sure I’d say yes! What woman on the planet would turn him down, especially

one as head-over-heels as I obviously was? 

“Yes,” I said in a gush. Tears flooded my eyes. 

A delighted smile lit up his face before his brow furrowed. “Eavesdropping is rude. I haven’t

asked you yet.” 

He ran his fingers under my chin before bending slowly to run his lips across mine. “Shall we

go?” 

He straightened up and placed his hand on the small of my back. When I didn’t move, I felt a little

pressure, urging me on. 

“Are you serious?” I asked. I wasn’t budging. “You’re going to tease me with that but hold out on

the goods?” 

His hand slid to my waist and pulled me into his hard body. “All good things to those who wait.” 

I crinkled my nose at him and let him direct me back to the car. It took everything I had not to jump up and down in utter excitement. I had to call Kimberly! She would flip her lid! 

Hunter opened the car door for me and waited to assist me in. 

“Could you just…” I flicked my finger toward the front of the car. “Head to your side?” 

His smile combined with a confused brow furrow, like he was flashing me right now, might’ve

been my favorite of his expressions. 

I threw my arms around his neck and pulled him in for a kiss. I felt his arms come around me, just

as eager. I explored his mouth with my tongue, then backed off to nibble a little, before tilting my head and going for it, infusing the moment with all the love and passion I felt. My body got light, lit on fire, and tightened up, all at the same time. 

I broke away, panting. I eyed the car. How much would my belly get in the way in that confined

space? 

“Not in a cemetery,” he murmured. His hot lips trailed down my neck. “Anywhere but a cemetery. 

Or a church.” 

He had a point. 

I pulled him down to me for one last kiss before letting him step back. His eyes lingered on me, 

full of longing. His lips quirked, a grin threatening. He didn’t say anything, though, just walked around the car to the driver’s side. 

I took my chance. 

“Yay! ”    I quietly squealed, something only a girl could do effectively. I balled my fists and hopped around with a manic grin, delighted. Excited. 

 Hunter Carlisle wants to marry me! 

How did I get so lucky? Seriously! There were no words! 

As the last bubbles of exuberance swam up my insides, I slowed to the speed of a normal person. 

Hunter’s door opened on the other side of the car, showing that confused grin again. Man, the guy was so freaking hot. I could not believe this was happening. 

Taking a deep breath, I wiped the back of my hand across my brow, moving my hair away from

my perspiring face. It was a terrible cover, but it would have to do. 

“Need help?” he asked, not climbing in yet. He was probably waiting to see if I would falter

getting into the car. 

“Hunter, for the last time, I am pregnant, not incompetent.” I climbed in. “It’s not like this is a

monster truck or anything.” 

Hunter sank into his seat, waited until I had my seatbelt on, and started her up. “How are you with

fatigue?” 

“In general?” I asked. To his nod, I said, “I’m actually okay. I feel good. This stage is like a

second wind after you’ve been working out or something.” 

“So this is the glory time, right? The second trimester?” 

I gave him a sideways glance. “Trust you to do the research. But yeah, I think so. My food

aversion isn’t as strong as it was, and I’m not uncomfortable. These are the glory days.” 

He reached across the space and put his hand on my belly. “Do you want to know the sex, or

should we wait until he or she is born?” 

As we headed up the freeway, I was surprised when he pulled into the lane to take us across the

bridge to the East Bay. “Where are we going now?” 

I scowled at him, which was ruined by the smile drifting up my face. “Fine, keep your secrets. 

Um…” I scratched my chin, thinking about the sex. I didn’t much care if it was a girl or boy. I really hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I’ll probably want to know just so I can plan the colors. I hate yellow and don’t want a baby decked out in all green. Pictures would be ruined with that color scheme.” 

“We can have everything picked out while we’re in the hospital.” 

I frowned as we slowed for traffic to go across the Bay Bridge, both because my curiosity over

where we were going was getting the better of me, and because I hadn’t thought about not having to go baby shopping. 

I looked at him thoughtfully, enjoying the view while I pondered how lazy I wanted to be. “I think

I’d rather buy them. With you. That seems like a nice thing to do together as we get closer. Like a

valve to release some of the excitement or something.” 

Hunter glanced over with soft eyes. He moved his hand from my bump to then thread his fingers

between mine. “I agree. So we’ll know the sex, then?” 

“Would that be okay with you?” 

“Either way is okay with me.” After another moment, he said, “I wonder what he or she will look

like. If…” 

I squeezed his hand. “I hope he or she looks like you. You’re hotter.” 

His chest expanded and then deflated. “It’s still surreal. But I’ve realized something. If it wasn’t mine, and you admitted that to me, I’d still want you both in my life. You could admit you’re cheating with my father, were never faithful, and I’d still ask you to marry me, Olivia. I can’t imagine a life without you in it. I still have moments of doubt, but that’s just remembering the pain. I wouldn’t turn my back like I did with Denise. I couldn’t. I love you too much.” 

I brought our held hands to my belly. “I should record this conversation for when I gain fifty

pounds and wander around in nothing but sweatpants.” 

“We’ll get you the best sweatpants money can buy.” 

“Or how about when I am home all day, wading through dirty diapers and hormones, have

forgotten to brush my teeth and hair—forget about a shower—and want to toss you out of a window

when you ask how my day was. You’ll probably think back and  wish  you hadn’t broached the subject with my father.” 

Hunter chuckled as he pulled into a parking place on the side of the street. Lining the way were

little shops and restaurants. People passed by, some in a hurry, but many meandering along, checking out the wares in the store windows they passed. 

“I’ll cherish those days. I’ll take lots of pictures. Nothing like stress and hormones for

blackmailing purposes.” He winked at me before getting out of the car. 

Warmth filled my chest as I followed. He had no idea what he was talking about, but it made me

feel better that he wasn’t scared of the beast I would probably turn into. I’d heard the stories. I’d definitely need a lot of assurance Hunter wouldn’t just leave me for the line of suitors waiting at his door, hoping I’d bugger off. 

Song lyrics popped into my head: “If you want to be happy for the rest of your life, never make a

pretty woman your wife.” Wasn’t that the truth. 

Hunter waited for me to get to his side before guiding me up the street. I heard my name called

before Kimberly hastened toward me with a huge smile and loose, bouncing curls. 

“Oh, hey!” I said, giving her a hug hello. “What are you doing here?” I looked around, suddenly

realizing I didn’t know where  here  was. I was pretty sure we were in the Peninsula somewhere, but the exact town eluded me. 

Kimberly asked Hunter, “She doesn’t know?” 

“She knows my intentions, that’s all.” Hunter’s hand slid to my waist and he pulled me in for a

sideways hug. His voice took on that commanding tone that gave me shivers. “I didn’t tell her about

my plans for the rest of the day and ask that you don’t, either.” 

Her eyes widened and her mouth turned into a thin line for a second. Jubilation bubbled up a

moment later. 

“Shall we?” Hunter asked, stepping forward. 

Kimberly fell in beside me. “What did your mom say? Was she stoked?” 

“No, actually.” My mood dimmed as I told Kimberly about my mom’s reaction. “She couldn’t

wait to get us out of there.” 

Kimberly frowned as we stopped in front of a small shop with a large diamond stenciled on the

glass. My troubles with my mom evaporated for the moment. “No way…” 

“Yes! And I get to help!” Kimberly grabbed my hand in both of hers and squeezed. “This is so

exciting!” 

“Olivia,” Hunter said, his tone still powerful and commanding. I’d forgotten the walls only came

down for me. Not that I minded. He was hot when he dominated the room. Or, in this case, the street. 

“Would you like to pick out your ring by yourself, or would you like to choose the style and let me

surprise you with the details?” 

“Oh my God,” I said in a hasty release of breath. “This is really happening.” 

“I  know!”    Kimberly danced around again, still holding my hand. She didn’t care that she was making a show of herself in front of Hunter…and a bunch of other strangers. 

I thought about it. The storybooks all said it was great to be surprised, but I would wear it every

day. I wanted something I liked. Of course, Hunter was an excellent judge of all things fashion. I

could probably trust his opinion better than my own. 

“Maybe I’ll pick out the style,” I said sheepishly. 

Hunter stepped away, leaving me with Kimberly. “There is no ceiling. There are no restrictions. 

Pick out whatever you want, as big as you want. If you don’t find something you like, we’ll go

elsewhere. Just text me when you’re done.” 

“You’re not coming in?” I asked. That weird fear of being left alone with a baby resurfaced. It

made no sense. It came out of nowhere. My eyes filled with tears and my lip started to tremble. I

stepped toward him, afraid to be left behind. 

His eyes softened immediately. He took the hand I reached out toward him. The other was still

held by Kimberly, who hadn’t budged. I felt like a child not wanting to be carted off by the babysitter. 

“I’ll just go grab a cup of coffee so you can have girl time. When you’re ready, I’ll step in. Okay? 

Or would you rather I was in there with you?” 

“Livy, c’mon. It’ll be fun!” Kimberly stepped closer to my side. To Hunter she said, “My sister

went through this when she was pregnant. It’s a good sign, trust me.” 

Hunter didn’t seem to have heard her. He was still looking at me with those sexy eyes, waiting for

my decision. 

I dropped his hand and shrugged, immediately pulled toward the door by Kimberly. “I’ll check in

with you in a bit.” 

He stood there until I lost sight of him, sucked into the shop like fluff through a vacuum. 

“These hormones are driving me crazy,” I said to Kimberly as the glitter entranced me. “At least I

hope it’s hormone related. Otherwise I’m going crazy.” 

“I have no idea if it’s a good sign—I figured saying that would help—but my sister definitely got

unbalanced with the hormones. She’d randomly start crying all the time. We saw a kid hugging a

puppy once and she went to pieces.” Kimberly stood me in front of the solitaire section. “I cannot

believe Hunter Carlisle is going to propose. I mean…he went from an arranged marriage with a

woman he was never caught dead with in public to a fiancé and a father. Holy cow, Olivia, you have

the magic touch!” 

“I’m just as surprised as you are.” I let my gaze run across all the glitter. Bursts and flares and

sparkles tried to capture my attention at every turn. I leaned in to get a better look, and felt

overwhelmed immediately. “I don’t know where to start.” 

“Can I help you?” A woman with coiffed gray hair and a pleasant smile came to stand in front of

us. 

“Olivia, so good to see you.” Mr. Porter, the man who had fitted me for a few pieces of jewelry

when I first started working for Hunter, stepped out of a backroom. To the woman, he said, “She’s Mr. 

Carlisle’s soon-to-be fiancée.” 

The woman’s smile became genuine instead of something only a customer service person would

wear. “Congratulations!” 

“Thanks,” I said as I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “This is Kimberly.” 

“Wonderful.” Mr. Porter spread his hands across the glass. “What did you have in mind?” 

“We should decide on cut of diamond first.” Kimberly bent over the glass, taking control. 

An hour flew by like it was a few minutes. Various diamonds were brought out and placed on

black mats, glittering in the overhead light. I chose a more traditional round stone, then picked out a few sizes, before browsing styles of settings. Even narrowing it down constantly overwhelmed me. I

liked them all while also liking none. My opinion swung between complacent and picky. Like trying

on dresses, after the first few, I stopped seeing details. 

Kimberly was a champ, directing my eye and taking over the details that Hunter might have. She

yayed or nayed things for whatever reasons, having Mr. Porter and his helper nod thoughtfully or in

agreement. Occasionally they bickered about something or other—I had no idea what—and more

often than not Kimberly would view the diamond through the magnifying glass. The woman was a pro. 

Once I had a general idea of what I wanted, Kimberly nodded thoughtfully. A smile replaced a

concentrated look. “Let’s go get Hunter!” 

I thanked the staff and left the shop, bending over my phone to text message. “I thought that would

be more fun.” 

“You didn’t have fun?” Kimberly sounded shocked. 

“I did at first, but it’s kind of brutal with all the specifications. Color and cut and weight—if we had a budget it would be ten times harder.” 

“No budget was definitely a huge perk.” She sighed. “I wish Robby would finally propose. We’ve

talked about it, but so far  nothing.  I have no idea what he’s waiting for.” 

“You to get knocked up?” 

Kimberly shook her head adamantly. “No thank you. I’m very happy for you, Livy, but I’d like a

wedding and a house before I get pregnant. I want to go the traditional route. Someday.” 

“That had been my plan before Hunter dazzled me into being careless.” 

“I don’t blame you. I told Nana I had to do lunch another day because Hunter Carlisle asked for

my help.” 

I dropped my mouth open and grabbed her arm. “Kimmie! You did not.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Nana forgave me as soon as she heard it was Hunter Carlisle. You just don’t

say no to him. You’ll see.” 

“Oh, I’ve seen. I’m pregnant, remember?” 

We stopped talking as the man of the hour came striding down the street, wearing those jeans like

he might a suit of gold. His broad shoulders swung with each step. His chiseled, handsome face drew

the eyes of the passersby. And he was all mine. Or soon would be. 

If it was possible for a heart to sigh, mine just did. 

“Hey, baby,” I said as he came to stop beside me. 

He bent down, still in business mode before touching his lips off mine. It was very odd. “Did you

find something you liked?” 

I rocked my head from side to side. “Kinda. There were too many options. I narrowed it down for

you, though.” 

Hunter started forward toward the shop. 

“Do you…want me to go?” Kimberly asked hopefully. 

Hunter glanced at me as he held the door. He didn’t say anything or make any sign that he had

heard her, waiting for me to make the decision. 

I couldn’t help chuckling. This man, ignoring my friend, was the same guy who had taken it upon

himself to arrange for the upkeep of my father’s plot. He was the same guy who had told me he didn’t want to live without me; who had planned this day, which was already one of the best of my life. It

was comical when you could see it from both sides. 

“She’s pretty helpful,” I told him. 

“After you,” Hunter said in a brusque tone. 

Kimberly beamed as she walked through the door, followed by Hunter. And then I was left

standing on my own in the middle of the sidewalk. I hadn’t really thought that through. 

Fifteen minutes later I was leaning against the wall when Kimberly sauntered out, followed by

Hunter. He had a small bag in his hand. 

“That was quick,” I said, pushing away from the wall. 

“You should’ve waited in a café, Livy,” Kimberly said. “It’s in bad taste to see him leaving with

the merchandise.” 

What kind of weird rule was that? I knew what he went in there for. I was too old to believe in

Santa Claus. 

“Shall we?” Hunter asked me, putting out his hand to herd me toward the car. 

“Now what?” I asked as we got to the Land Rover and Hunter opened my door. 

“Okay, I’ll talk to you later, Livy!” Kimberly waved as she stepped away. “Thanks for letting me

take part, Hunter.” 

I said goodbye to Kimberly, eager to find out what was next. He let me know his intentions, he

had the hardware…so would he do this now, or maybe we’d finally face his fears and tell his mom…

Chapter Ten

“Did you plan all this last night?” I asked Hunter as he headed toward the city. 

“We should have this conversation later.” 

I frowned at him, but his business mask was still on, not thawed from dealing with people yet. I

reached out my hand. Without hesitation, he switched hands on the steering wheel and took it, letting me pull it in to my lap. His eyes softened immediately. That was all it took. 

I felt smug and figured I might as well just wait it out. He was like a steel trap. If he didn’t want to tell me what was coming next, he wouldn’t. I didn’t think so, anyway. I would have to test that theory someday. 

After a slow drive through the city and all its traffic, and followed by a faster drive across the

Golden Gate Bridge, Hunter turned off and followed the road to the place where I’d first accepted his job offer. 

My heart started beating wildly. 

When he parked, and I saw Bert’s car, my breath came short. It felt like a five-hundred-pound man

was sitting on my chest. And then we walked up that familiar path through the trees, hand in hand, and I saw the very picnic table we’d sat at, with the same meal laid out, tears came to my eyes. It was the first time I’d said yes to him. The first time in a long string of yeses that had led to this day. To this moment. 

“Mr. Ramous, that’ll be all,” Hunter said as we stopped beside the table. 

“Yes, sir.” Bert gave me a huge smile and a big thumbs-up before heading back toward his car. 

I turned to Hunter as if in a dream. Everything slowed down as he lowered to one knee, the little

black box in his outstretched hand. His sexy gaze took me in and connected in a deep and intimate

way, holding me. 

He opened the box, displaying a ring and setting I hadn’t even seen in that store. The band and

diamond were classic and traditional but with an artistic flair that caught and trapped my eye. The

glitter blurred as my eyes filled with tears of complete happiness. 

“Olivia, I brought you here because this is where I fell in love with you. This is where I saw a

woman, naive in business, without much more than a dime to her name, turn me down. You tried to

walk away because I didn’t live up to your high and exacting standards. I trapped you that day. I

outmaneuvered you. And more, I bent farther than I have with anyone, and learned that compromise

wouldn’t break me. Following your every whim won’t break me. Only losing you could accomplish

that. Losing you would destroy me.” 

He turned my hand over and kissed my palm. “Olivia Jonston, will you do me the greatest honor

and be my wife?” 

“Yes!” I said, tears dripping down my cheeks. “Yes, Hunter!” 

He stood and took the ring from the box before gently threading it onto my finger. “This diamond

will have to be switched out for one with a better cut and clarity, but he couldn’t accomplish that

today. I didn’t want to wait to ask you.” 

“I wouldn’t have wanted to wait either. And this one is perfect!” 

He kissed me, holding me tight. After a moment he backed away and led me to the table. “Are you

hungry?” 

I blew out a breath, still crying. My makeup was probably all over my face. I wiped under my

eyes and let Hunter put food on my plate. 

“This is perfect, Hunter. You couldn’t have chosen a better spot.” 

He sat opposite me, his face so different from the last time he’d sat there. So much more relaxed, 

his gaze more open. We’d come a long way in a short amount of time. 

“Sorry about all the driving,” he said as he spooned potato salad onto his plate. “I did organize

this at the last minute. It was your comment about your mother that struck a chord. I’ve been selfishly holding off asking you to marry me because I wanted to do it differently than the last time. I wanted the events to be different.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“With Denise, I found out she was pregnant, I proposed, and then I found out everything was a

sham. This time, I didn’t want to follow that same order.” 

I swallowed my bite. “You wanted to make sure it wasn’t a scam before you proposed, you

mean?” 

A guilty look crossed his face. “At first, I admit that yes, that had crossed my mind. But then, after our scare, I realized that it really didn’t matter. I want you. I know you love me—you’re very open

about your feelings. It was at this bench, looking at you then as I’m looking at you now, that I realized I’d do anything to get you. I’d pull any strings, I’d ruin any deal—I’d rearrange my way of doing

things to secure you. 

“After that, I put it to the back of my mind until I had some other things sorted out. It took your

comment last night to jog me out of my planning. You are so incredibly patient, Olivia. You trust me blindly. You stick by me through the worst of my moods, and the most arduous of my needs. You

deserved more than to be kept waiting.” 

I watched my ring sparkle in the spotted light as the sun broke through the canopy. “Worth the

wait.” 

“You are so worth the wait. You are worth a life of cold business until I could meet you.” 

I eyed the sparkling wine in front of me dubiously. 

“It’s sparkling apple cider. While the French partake in wine during pregnancy, I’m not sure we

need to.” 

“No argument there.” I took a sip, feeling a sense of peace and happiness wash over me. 

“We could’ve taken today’s trip in a different order, but I wanted to tell your mother before I

proposed,” he said before taking a bite of his sandwich. 

“You didn’t want me to think you were buying your way into her finances?” I huffed out a laugh. 

“Marriage is a steep price to pay for that kind of privilege.” 

“I think it was probably a good idea, in hindsight, seeing how she reacted.” 

“She probably thinks I trapped you.” 

“That’s another thing that occurred to me.” His voice took on an edge. “Kimberly mentioned how

some people might view our situation. I’ve been slack about meeting your friends. I apologize for

that. I’ve let my business affairs rule me recently.” 

“I can tell you’re planning something right now. You always get more eloquent and correct when

you’re strategizing.” 

His eyes twinkled. “Anyway. The day isn’t over. That’s what I am getting at.” 

“You’re going to meet my friends?” I asked with an incredulous flutter to my words. “Well…the

people I occasionally hang around, anyway. I really do need to get out more.” 

“After this we’ll meet them for drinks. I wanted that ring on your finger before we did. I trapped

you. I want that to be common knowledge.” 

I just shook my head. He was too good for me. “I feel like I’m living in a dream.” 

“I’ve put you through enough nightmares for a lifetime.” 

He hadn’t, but I didn’t plan to say it. 

Constantly smiling and looking at my finger while trying to eat was surprisingly difficult. I made it happen, though. Like a champ. 

When we were done, and after we had taken a moment just to hold hands and be in each other’s

presence, Hunter walked with me back to the car. He told Bert we’d finished, had Bert take a few

pictures to mark the occasion, and then opened my door for me. As he was about to close me in, he

said, “And I should warn you. I invited Jonathan. I intend to make my claim on you public.” 

A wave of shivers rolled through me. Hunter Carlisle did nothing by halves. I wondered what

kind of statement he intended to make, and if I should have the cops on standby. 

Chapter Eleven

Hunter took me home to get changed for whatever finale he had planned. After letting him pick out

my clothes, knowing that he had something in mind and wanting him to just take control to suit his own ends, I refreshed my makeup and curled my hair a little. The “no heels” rule was still in effect, but I did get away with wedges. Or maybe he just didn’t notice, because the dress he picked out for me

showed, pretty obviously, my baby bump. Every time I was in his sight he glanced at it, and then came closer to rest his hand on my stomach. 

Around dinnertime we pulled up in front of a swanky hotel in downtown San Francisco. The name

said it was French and the valet in a suit said it was ritzy. Hunter planned to splash some money

around; I had no doubt. He knew what would impress these people. 

Hunter checked in with the host. “The Carlisle party.” 

The man checked his list and said, “Yes, of course. The upstairs area is ready for you. Guests

have already arrived.” 

Hunter turned toward the back of the restaurant, directing me through the people and up the stairs. 

As we crested the floor, white-topped tables decorated with flowers greeted me. Light glowed from

crystal chandeliers, cascading down onto the wood floor dotted with plush rugs. Servers wandered

through the twenty or so people with hors d’oeuvres. At the far end of the room, between two pillars, stood the bar. 

People turned our way. I saw familiar faces immediately. Kimberly and Robby were there, 

Kimberly smiling like a child on Christmas morning, Jen and Rick, Jett with some woman I didn’t

know, and, of course, Tera and Jonathan. The rest were older people; one who was a ginger just like

Kimberly—her dad, probably. Most looked grim and wore ties, as if they were at a business meeting. 

“I felt you stiffen—what’s wrong?” Hunter asked, stopping. It was no secret to me that he did not

generally care about other businesspeople on a personal level. He’d turn around and leave right now

if I asked him. As such, he didn’t care that they were now waiting for him to enter his own party. I knew he’d make them wait as long as he wanted. I also knew no one would bat an eye. 

“It’s just—this is great,” I said in a quiet voice. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s lovely. It’s just, you didn’t want to invite Bert or Brenda or anyone?” 

He slid his hand around my waist, pulling me into him as he faced everyone again. “This is a

party for the gossips and the business elite. Up until now, people have only seen you by my side as my admin. I want them to see you now as my future wife. I have a couple more months before I should be

freed up significantly. I’ll take you out a lot more then. This is just to make my choice known, so to speak.” We started forward again. “With all you had to endure with Blaire, I don’t want people

gossiping about you. Wondering. I want it very clear how I feel about you. I do not want you to be

compared to her in any way.” 

My heart swelled. 

“Hi, Livy! Let me see.” Kimberly grabbed for my hand as soon as we were close. Jen stepped

closer with her, bending over my new ring. 

“It’s beautiful.” Jen’s hand drifted toward her chest. She glanced behind her at Rick. When she

turned back, she made a face. “No point showing him.” 

“Why, what happened?” Kimberly asked. 

Jen shrugged as Tera peered over Jen’s shoulder to look at the ring. “Nothing, but let’s be honest

—it’s not going anywhere. We fight more than we get along.” 

Kimberly sighed, looking at the ring with longing. “Yeah. I guess there’s no point in showing

Robby. I have no idea what’s taking him so long.” 

“Tell him he’d better propose or you’re going to leave him,” Jen said with heat in her voice. 

“You’ve been together for years. It’s time.” 

“I don’t want to.” Kimberly glanced miserably back at Robby, who was talking to the other guys. 

“He’s probably not ready.” 

“Or he’s just being lazy,” Tera said. “Guys don’t rush to slap a ring on it unless they have a

reason. When’s the due date, Livy?” 

I felt Hunter’s arm stiffen. All three girls looked up at him, almost at the same time. They must’ve felt the shift in his presence, or maybe his stature. He’d gone from patient and content to be near to me, to dominating the space. His hard, unwavering gaze was fixed on Tera. 

Tera visually gulped. “You are pregnant, right?” she asked in a demure voice I’d never heard

before. “You’ve always been in shape, and that dress just looks like—” 

“We’re expecting, yes.” Hunter placed the emphasis on  we. “I should’ve asked if she wanted to get married before trying to conceive, but in my mind we were already married. I failed her in that.” 

“I’ve heard a lot of people having babies without marrying,” Jen hastened to say. 

“You were already living together,” Kimberly said. 

“No, yeah. Totally. I wasn’t saying…” Tera’s words trailed off as she withered within Hunter’s

continued stare. 

“I think it’s great,” Jen said. “When are you going to get married?” 

She was looking at Hunter, but instead of answering, he looked down at me and gave a small

squeeze. Apparently it was my show as far as the wedding was concerned. 

I thought about it for a second. “Probably after the baby is born. Finding a dress to fit a pregnant lady can’t be easy.” 

“I agree. Besides, you don’t want people to think it’s a shotgun wedding.” Jen gave Tera a nasty

look. 

“Shall we get a drink?” Hunter asked. I smiled at the girls and let him lead me to the bar. “What

can I get for you? Sparkling water, juice…” 

“Just normal water is fine.” 

“Hunter!” A graying man who hadn’t done a great job of stuffing his large belly into his suit

wandered over with a glass of brandy and an important swagger. “I heard the news.” He winked and

tapped the side of his nose. “Big change, huh? No one saw  that  coming.” 

“The news hasn’t been made public yet.” Hunter didn’t even look at the man. Instead, he ordered

drinks and looked out over the crowd, many of whom were shooting glances back his way. 

“Oh come on, you didn’t think news that big would stay quiet, did you?” He laughed in obnoxious

ha-ha-has. “The rumor is that you screwed the pooch with that buyout and are getting out of Dodge

before the shit hits the fan.” 

Could the guy have used any more clichés? 

“Not at all. Everything is set up perfectly with the buyout. It went smoothly.” Hunter took the

glasses from the bartender and handed me a water. He replaced his hand around my waist and

directed us away from the man without so much as a glance. 

“What news?” I asked, ignoring how rude he was being. That man was annoying. Hunter’s cold

shoulder was good enough for him. 

I got a guarded glance. “I told you—I’m making changes to be more available to you and the baby. 

And I’m following your lead. I’m finding something that I love, instead of worrying about being more successful than my father.” 

“The CEO position was to be better than your father?” 

Hunter stopped near a few men in suits and ties standing with women of their own age. The men

stood with pushed-back shoulders and too much ego. These guys were probably VPs or CEOs of

other companies. 

“In part.” 

“So what are you going to do instead?” I asked as Jonathan sauntered over. Speaking of too much

ego. The guy was so impressed with himself it was absurd. 

“I’m going to build, Livy.” 

“Like…construction?” 

“Mr. Carlisle,” Jonathan said as he reached us. Rick and Robby had grins on their faces, watching

Jonathan try to speak to Hunter. “I’m so glad you invited me to this event. You have a great girl.” 

Hunter looked away. “I know.” 

Jonathan smiled at me in a way that said I could’ve been anybody. As long as I was standing next

to Hunter, I was worth talking to. I’d lost my identity as Olivia, and gained the identity of Hunter’s fiancée. It was half great, because he wouldn’t be bothering me, but half disconcerting. The man was all about himself. He would push over the Pope if it meant he would get ahead. 

“I’m not sure if you were aware, but I graduated from Stanford University…” Jonathan gave

Hunter a smug smile. 

“I’m aware. Barely a C average, correct?” Hunter asked in his business tone. 

Jonathan shifted uncomfortably. He coughed into his fist. “The schedule was pretty rigorous, yes. 

But since graduating I’ve made some significant advancements in the industry.” 

“You’re still in an entry-level position, isn’t that right?” Hunter gave Jonathan a disinterested

glance. 

“Well…for now, yes. But I’ve been guaranteed a promotion as soon as a position becomes

available.” 

“Your father arranged that, I believe…” 

Jonathan shifted again. Clearly this conversation wasn’t going as he had thought it would. “Well, 

that’s just it. I’d love to get out of his shadow. You know something of that. In fact, we share a lot of the same motivations. And, you know, a lot of the same likes…” The glance at me said volumes. 

And I thought I’d had a terrible interview with Hunter. Jonathan was looking to get punched. 

“I definitely think I could be an asset to you,” Jonathan hastened to say as Hunter turned to stare at him full-on. “I could be your eyes on the inside, as they say.” 

“I told you he was looking for a job,” I murmured to Hunter. 

If Jonathan heard, he gave no sign, and he certainly didn’t appear bashful, as he should have. 

An edge crept into Hunter’s voice. “I am handing over the reins. I’m sure you’ll hear all about it

sometime tonight. I’ve officially resigned and a replacement has already been found.” 

“Wait,  what?”    I blurted. “You’re that far along in your change? How come you didn’t mention it?” 

“That is…surprising,” Jonathan said. His back straightened somewhat. “If I might ask, what

comes next?” 

Hunter gave me a sideways glance. His body against me tensed. “I’m going into business with

Livy.” 

“Wait… what?”    I stepped away from him so I could look him full in the face. 

“That gaming thing?” Jonathan smirked. Hunter had devalued himself in Jonathan’s eyes, it

seemed. He’d certainly lost his usefulness. “Huh.” 

“Excuse us,” Hunter said to Jonathan before steering me away to a quiet corner. “I was going to

tell you differently. I hadn’t realized the news had leaked already.” 

“What news?” 

“I’m a partner in your business with Bruce. I’ve been planning the various releases, the business

setup, our long-term goals…I’ll be stepping into the CEO role after I get it off the ground. I want to build our own company, Livy. I want to do it with you.” 

I’d thought over all the little bits of knowledge Hunter always seemed to have about how the game

was doing. Then the confidence Bruce had. He’d been  positive  the marketing approach would be a success. I’d thought it’d just been ego, but it hadn’t been. He’d known Hunter was planning it, and he thought Hunter’s approach would be a sure bet. 

He’d been right. The game was becoming a phenomenon. The next Candy Crush. Money was

pouring in, reviews were great, and avid fans were clamoring for more. 

I’d already suspected Hunter had a toe in the waters, but I’d largely thought it was being nosy. 

Nope. He was running the show. He was planning our future. 

“When did you decide this?” I asked in a slow, deep tone. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this yet. 

“I fell into the decision, more than anything. I knew I’d have to change things in order to be the

father I want to be. Then I saw your passion, and Mike made that comment at my mother’s dinner—

I’ve been looking for something where I can build from the ground up. That’s about when Bruce asked

me for advice. He had such faith in his and your design concepts. He knew the business would take

off like his last one did. And he knew he couldn’t handle it when it did. I just helped at first, but then…I fell into it. I found the passion I saw in you. Everything just kind of…unfolded.” 

“Why didn’t you mention it?” 

Hunter ran his thumb along my chin before kissing my lips softly. “I wanted you to choose that job

over working for me. I wanted you to make the first move. You took much longer than I anticipated, 

though, so I got nervous you’d be…less than thrilled I was running the company without telling you. 

I’ve been trying to find the words.” 

“You were a coward.” 

A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. “You have the authority to fire me. I didn’t want to push you to it.” 

I ran my hand up his chest. I wasn’t mad. Not at all. In fact, I was relieved. “I get to work for you again.” 

“You don’t mind?” 

“No! That’s why I took so long to leave. It was you.” 

He kissed me again. “That’s what I was hoping. I’ve organized the company in such a way that I

shouldn’t have to put in a full week for a while. Not for a couple years, at least. I’ve delegated a lot between the three of us, and various assistants. If the company grows, though, which I’m certain it

will, I can easily step down to a less demanding role while still holding the reins.” 

“We have a hit now, but we might not in the future. How can you possibly know it will work out?” 

“Because it has to. You are the key to my happiness. For you, I'll do anything. I knew that this

company was your future, so I needed to make it mine as well. This is the life I’ve always wanted, 

Livy.” He ran his lips across mine again. “Are you sure you’re not angry?” 

I laughed and snuggled into him. “No. When do you officially start?” 

“The board has decided on my replacement, so I’ll be making the transition over the next couple

months, and then I’m all yours.” 

“I’m not going to be your admin, though…” 

He laughed and took my hand. “Brenda is coming with me. She’ll continue to be my assistant. I

have no need for a second.” 

“That little—” I made a fist and shook it. “She knew about all this and didn’t mention it.” 

“I asked her not to.” 

“I don’t care. She’s going to get a knuckle sandwich for keeping this big a secret from me. Chicks

before dicks!” 

Hunter led me back to the others. I said, “Just so you know, I don’t require the wearing of pants in my office.” 

“Will you enforce a personal contract?” 

“Maybe.” I smiled as my chest warmed. Then my smile wilted as we fell into the company of the

businessmen. 

Thank God we could leave guys like that behind! 

The rest of the night was fabulous because I sat at the table for dinner with Kimberly, Jen, and the guys. We laughed and talked. Even Tera and Jonathan didn’t ruin the mood. Hunter was by my side

every second, often touching me, and occasionally rubbing my belly and kissing me. If anyone

doubted that he loved me going in, they didn’t by the time the night was over. He doted on me

constantly, making the girls at the table sigh in envy. 

A thought struck me toward the end of the night. I remembered how much I owed Kimberly for

getting me the interview with Hunter, but also for always helping me when I needed it. I saw the

opportunity to reciprocate. 

“Hey, Hunter,” I said quietly as we waited for our coats. “I wondered if you could lean on Robby

to propose to Kimberly. I know it’s totally not a guy thing to do, but those guys are all afraid of you. If you mentioned it, maybe he’d finally pop the question.” 

Hunter stared at me for a moment, probably processing that crazy request. His soft snort ruffled

my hair. He looked around before a tiny smile wrestled his lips. “Only you would ask for something

as awkward as that for me to accomplish. Why couldn’t you be the type to be happy with money?” 

I laughed and leaned into him. “You owe her, too. Without her, we never would’ve met.” 

Seriousness stole his expression. His gaze traveled my face. “You’re right. Consider it done.” 

“I mean…but don’t be obvious about it. Don’t make him think she wanted you to ask.” 

His grin was back. “Anything else?” 

“Well, you know, be cool. Don’t go in hot. Just…like…ease it into the conversation. Somehow.” 

He squeezed me. “I’ll take care of it.” 

I let him put my coat on and steer me toward the exit. The day had been one of bliss. Except for

the small hurdle with my mother, everything had been perfect. I was engaged to the best man in the

world, in a job I loved, and the life of my dreams. There was just one thing left to do. Hunter had to face his greatest fears and tell his mother. 

Chapter Twelve

Iclosed my computer with a click and stretched, working out my tense shoulders. I had another day, 

at most, before this latest batch of levels would be done. I was working at breakneck speed. 

I regretted telling Hunter that it was fine that he was my boss again. He was way more demanding

than Bruce, and now that he could, he was calling the shots. He’d tell me what needed to be done, by when, and then that I shouldn’t stress. 

What? 

“I’m going to grab a sandwich, want anything?” I asked Hunter. He didn’t bother looking away

from his computer. After a moment of silence, I said, “Hello?” 

He still didn’t look up. 

Shaking my head, and deciding just to get him something anyway, I made my way out of his office. 

To Brenda I said, “I’m still not talking to you, but do you want a sandwich?” 

She leaned back in her chair. Her face was lined with fatigue. She was trying to get everything

done and ready for Hunter to leave this job, and her with him. She was just as stressed out as he was. 

“Yeah. Turkey. Everything on it. Are you getting something for Hunter?” 

“Yeah. Although when I asked if he wanted something, he ignored me.” 

“The new guy comes in tomorrow. He has a huge list of things he wants to get drawn up. 

Strategies or whatever. The new girl isn’t cutting it.” Brenda looped a thumb in the air, aimed at the empty desk next to her. “Hunter made her cry yesterday. He wasn’t even being demanding.” 

“Yikes. Where was I?” 

Brenda waved me away. “Taking your time coming into work. As usual.” 

“I don’t work here, FYI.” 

“Excuses.” Brenda leaned toward her computer, back to work. 

I smirked and headed out, going to the sandwich shop down the street. Ten dollars for a sandwich

was ridiculous, but they were good and it was close. As I was leaving our building, I heard, “Oh, 

Olivia!” 

Confused, because I didn’t recognize the voice, I stopped and looked around. An older lady was

strolling toward me. My stomach dropped when I realized who it was. 

“Oh, hi, Mrs. Carlisle.” I licked my lips and glanced at the doors I’d just come out of. Would it be weird if I darted back inside to hide? 

My next glance went to my pregnant belly. My top was strained and kind of tight. I was a walking

secret reveal. 

“It’s so nice to see you,” Hunter’s mom said as she stopped in front of me with a smile. She held a

Nordstrom bag. 

We weren’t very close to the shopping area. She’d come to this building specifically. 

“Are you going to duck in to see Hunter?” I asked, playing it cool. That involved brushing back

my hair and controlling my shifty eyes. I wasn’t doing a good job with the eye bit. 

“Yes. In part. Are you headed out?” 

“Oh.” I vaguely pointed down the sidewalk. “I was just going to get a sandwich. He’s in there, 

though. If you want to say hi…” 

“I wouldn’t want to bother him. I could use some lunch.” Only a Carlisle could make inviting

herself along when she wasn’t wanted still seem gracious. 

I hesitated, wanting to say no and having no idea how. Then I couldn’t, because she took my arm

like we were longtime friends and gently tugged me in the direction I’d been heading. 

Now I knew where Hunter got it. 

“I haven’t seen you in quite some time. I was worried that something might have happened,” 

Trisha said with a light tone. 

“Oh no. Nope. We’ve just been busy.” 

“Yes, my son always is. He makes time for you, though, I hope?” 

“Yes, he does. Or tries, anyway. He has given his notice and is about to switch jobs.” 

“I know. I heard. Is this the right way?” 

I’d stopped paying attention. “Oh. Uh…” Could I be any less eloquent? “This way.” I turned to the

left at the intersection. 

“I was surprised. He’s built his life around that high-powered profession. I figured something big

must’ve come up.” 

I couldn’t tell if she thought that was a good thing, or a bad. “He just figured that he didn’t want to keep up the hours,” I stammered. 

“Uh hmm.” 

We walked for a moment in silence, which felt like she was yelling, “I’m onto you!” My muscles

were all quivering with nervousness. Beads of perspiration collected on my forehead. 

Why hadn’t she commented on the ring, currently a few inches from her arm wrapped around

mine? Or the obvious baby bump announcing her grandchild? Should I have brought it up? Because I

wasn’t gonna! 

“I’ve tried to get Hunter and you over for dinner,” Trisha said in that light tone. She pointed at a coffee shop. With barely a nudge, we were walking into it and waiting in line. 

How did she  do  that? 

“Yeah, we’ve just been so busy.”  And he’s afraid to see you.  “Hopefully we can come around

soon…”  When he straps on a pair of balls and faces his fears…

When we got up to the cashier, Trisha ordered a mocha, and then asked me, “Would you like a

herbal tea or something?” 

An herbal tea. Because I wasn’t supposed to have caffeine. 

She knew. 

“I’m fine. Really. I was just going to get some sandwiches…” I smiled at the cashier. Within that

smile was a plea for help. 

Trisha paid and steered me toward the area to wait for her beverage. “I was worried. He was so

eager to have me meet you, and then he fell off the face of the earth. But I see you two are still going strong…” 

I could hear the light question in her voice. She wanted me to admit my status. Clearly she wasn’t

a believer in outing people. 

Her bad. I didn’t care how awkward it got; I wasn’t going to give Hunter away any more than the

obvious signs she already saw. And he put those there. It wouldn’t be my fault. 

“Yes, we’re doing well.” 

“Him leaving his job—big changes. How is he coping?” 

She got her coffee and tried to steer me toward a table. Another wave of nervous perspiration

broke out. I felt like a trapped animal. 

“Oh. I…need sandwiches…” I stepped toward the door, feeling like the rudest person alive by

ignoring that polite tug of hers. 

“Of course.” Her hand looped more securely through my arm. We might’ve been chums who’d

known each other forever. 

How the hell could I get out of this? It felt like my skin was crawling with how awkward I felt. 

Surely this was worse than waterboarding. Where did she train for this social torture, in a prison

camp? 

“Did I hear right in that you’ve left his employ?” she asked as we neared the sandwich shop. 

I nearly groaned with the size of the line. “I did, yes.” 

“I saw the game you were working on. It was doing extremely well. And well positioned in the

market. Your company seems well set up. Someone experience must have helped, since your other

business partner lost control of his first business, correct?” 

I ground my teeth. She’d done her research, and she knew damn well that Hunter was one of those

business partners. God help Hunter. This woman did not like the cold shoulder. And this was just the information she was bringing up! What did she know that she was too polite to mention? 

Hunter hadn’t learned what he knew from his dad; he’d learned it from this woman. And I wasn’t

sure that he’d surpassed the teacher yet. 

“I pretty much just deal with the coding and design,” I said with a shaking voice,  willing  the line to move faster. “Bruce handles everything else. I have my hands full.” 

“Yes. And you’re doing a remarkable job. How is living with my son?” 

I choked on my spit. She was starting to get bolder. “Good. Really good. I had to move in after

Blaire ruined my flat. Or…you know, his flat. That I was living in.” 

“Yes. She’s under house arrest—” 

Trisha cut off as I stepped up to give my order. Sandwiches tumbled out of my mouth but I wasn’t

really paying attention. Her gaze had dipped to my stomach. A look of pleasure took over her

expression. When she glanced back up, her eyes were twinkling in a knowing way. 

Damn it! 

I looked like an alcoholic trying to recover, judging by how badly my hands were shaking. I paid

and stepped to the side, about ready just to run. Just sprint out of the store, the sandwiches be damned. 

Hunter was going to kill me. 

“May I see the ring?” Trisha asked with a slight smile. 

“Oh. Um.” She probably thought I wasn’t educated with my guttural, one-syllable comments. 

“Yes, sure.” 

I held up my hand for her inspection. She took it and bent over the ring, her smile growing. When

she let go, her eyes were slightly glistening. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” 

“Thanks.” Should I say  you’re welcome?    What was she thanking me for? 

“I’ll leave you to your sandwiches. Please tell Hunter that I’d love to talk to him soon.” 

I blinked at her back as she strolled away. 

What just happened? 

I got the sandwiches and made my way to the office in a fog. I had no doubt now that she knew

everything that was going on in Hunter’s life. Maybe she’d heard about us from the party the night

before, or God knew where, and now she’d verified it all. 

So what would she do with the info? 

I put Brenda’s sandwich on her desk. 

“I don’t see any writing saying ‘no mayo’…” She quirked an eyebrow at me. 

“I just ran into Hunter’s mom.” 

Brenda’s eyes widened. She smirked. “How’d that go?” 

“He hasn’t told her the news.” I eyed his door with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. 

“So I should expect a very messed-up sandwich? Since you clearly ousted him. Why not just wear

a shirt that says, ‘Baby in here.’ And that ring is massive. You walk lopsided with that thing weighing down your hand.” 

I scowled at her, unable to help my smile. “The ring isn’t  that  big.” She scoffed. “But yes, she definitely knows. It’s not like I could’ve hidden it.” 

“You better go tell him before she calls to congratulate him. He doesn’t like those kinds of

surprises.” 

“Thank you, Professor Obvious.” 

“You’re welcome. And then you better go home, because when he realizes you messed up his

sandwich, he’s going to be pissed.” 

“I’ll have the ability to fire you, you know. Bear that in mind…” 

Brenda laughed and unwrapped her sandwich. Apparently she wasn’t worried. 

I edged into Hunter’s office. I took a moment to marvel at his handsome face and his broad

shoulders before I just threw it out there. “I just saw your mom. She knows everything.” His head

snapped up. “Like…everything. You switching jobs, organizing the company—I’m pretty sure she

knows your daily schedule. She’s kind of terrifying in a really soft sort of way.” 

Hunter entwined his fingers and stared down at his desk. “I’ve ignored her last couple of calls. 

This was bound to happen.” 

“She was stalking me, wasn’t she? She was waiting for me to come out of the building.” 

Hunter rose from his desk. “Probably. I’m sorry about that.” 

“I didn’t tell her anything, but…” I pointed at my stomach. 

“I know.” 

“And…” I pointed my ring at him. “She came out and asked about living with you. But I didn’t

admit you were involved in the business. I tried to keep your secrets, Hunter.” 

He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed me close. “Thanks for trying. She’s good at finding

out about my life. She doesn’t like me getting too far out of her reach.” 

“You couldn’t have mentioned that before? That’s something I would have liked to see coming.” 

He ran his lips across mine before stepping away to stand at the windows. He looked out in

silence. I could see the tension working into his shoulders. He was probably thinking about the last time he’d told her about knocking up a woman and then proposing. How badly that had gone was

probably rolling around in his head. 

“At least she’s happy about it,” I said in a qualifying tone. “That’s something, at least.” 

“She seemed happy?” 

“The woman practically pressured me into getting knocked up. She didn’t even know me then and

she wanted—” I cut off when Hunter turned toward me quickly. Those sexy, smoldering eyes were

trained on me. “What?” 

“What did she tell you?” 

I made a duckbill with my mouth in thought. Did I not tell him that little peccadillo? “It was at that party a while ago. Seriously, did I not tell you this? Because I thought I had…” At his continued, 

intense look, I said, “Yeah, she hinted I should give you a baby. She showed me your paintings, said you should’ve gotten outdoors more often, and then said you could live again through a baby. It was

pretty clear she was giving me the green light to get knocked up.” 

“She said that?” Hunter’s voice was barely more than a whisper. His expression turned

incredulous. 

“Yeah. I thought it was weird. And she smiled when she looked at the ring. I think she’s happy, 

Hunter. Or else she hides disappointment extremely well. Which…I wouldn’t put past her, now that I

think about it.” 

“You’re sure?” 

I tilted my head at him in confusion. I’d always thought him not wanting to tell his mother was a

fear thing. Like he didn’t want to admit that he was repeating his past. I had no idea the fear was

linked to him thinking his mother might not approve. 

I thought back to the meeting of only moments ago. To her smile, her delight, and the glossy eyes. 

No, she was definitely a happy grandma. 

“I think you should tell her,” I said softly, going to him and running my hands up his chest. “Let her experience being a grandma from the beginning with her only son. She’ll definitely take it better than my mom did.” 

His look still intense, he glanced behind me. Then, without a word, he was striding away toward

the door. 

“I didn’t mean  right now, ” I said. 

He leaned out the door and said a few words, but I didn’t catch them. A moment later, he stepped

back inside and closed the door. Then locked it. 

A thrill went through me. 

His pace back was slow and stealthy, like a predator about to take down a sure meal. His eyes

raked over me. In that commanding voice I craved, he said, “Get on your knees.” 

Chapter Thirteen

My knees cracked against the floor I dropped so fast. My sexy systems roared to life, wanting him

to take me with a desire so intense I couldn’t think straight. My breath came fast as his powerful

strides brought him closer. He stopped right in front of me and undid his pants. His large manhood

bobbed out. 

“Suck my cock.” 

I reached for him in fervor, loving this. Loving when he commanded me like this. It was so sexy

and naughty. He’d mostly stopped doing it once I got pregnant. I’d missed it. 

Dripping with desire, my smile showing my excitement, I crawled forward on my knees and took

that velvety skin in my hand. I licked the tip before sucking it in, taking it deep. 

“Look at me.” 

I did as he said, stroking with my hand in time with my mouth, pleasuring him. I worked my other

hand under my skirt and into my panties, manipulating myself in time to his small hip thrusts. My body wound up immediately. 

“Hmmm,” I said as my lips glided over his hard length. My finger rubbed, my other hand stroked. 

I went faster as he shrugged out of his jacket and then unbuttoned his shirt. His delicious chest came into view, those defined pecs leading down into a perfect set of abs. 

I worked harder, the visual fanning my arousal higher. I took him deep and then backed off, 

sucking as I did. Then back, my mouth taking him in greedy gulps. 

“Yes, Olivia.” His words weren’t much more than an exhale. 

I worked myself harder as I took him in faster. I stroked with my mouth, swirled with my tongue

and then sucked him back in. Over and over. My body was getting ready, so tight. Wound up. 

“Liv—” 

I came at the same time he did, the orgasm crashing through my body and making me forget what I

had been doing a moment before. As the waves of pleasure subsided, I realized that was probably a

really bad thing. 

“I’ve always said I wouldn’t let you come on my face. Ew.” I held my sticky hands in front of my

face to hide the evidence of the final event. I really needed to pay more attention. 

“Go to the bathroom and get cleaned up,” Hunter instructed. His voice was softer, but that hard

command still rode his words. “I want to fuck you.” 

“Yes, sir,” I said, giddy. I practically ran to the bathroom giggling like a lunatic. After a quick

clean, I stripped out of my clothes. Why not? 

When I went back in, I saw that he had done the same thing. He was completely naked, standing

by his desk. “This is the last day where we’ll be alone in this office. Tomorrow I’ll be starting to hand it over to someone else. I want to fuck you on every available surface.” 

Again, why not? 

Smiling, I walked toward him, seeing his gaze dip to my growing belly. 

“Fuck, I love you, Olivia.” His voice had significantly softened. “It’s hard to maintain the more

severe tone you love when I see that baby, though.” 

“Just talk dirty and tell me to do things.” 

“Come here.” 

The now soft command trickled down my spine. Feeling light, I stood in front of him. He palmed

my breast before feeling down to my tummy, then further. His fingers turned toward the floor before

sliding between my legs. I felt his fingers glide over my wet sex. 

“Ohhhh.” My head fell back as he entered me, stroking. It was my turn. 

I backed against the desk so I could open my legs wider. “Lick me, Hunter.” 

His smile was quickly replaced by hunger as he dropped between my spread thighs. I knew what

he was thinking—every time he tried to stay in control, I told him what to do. I wasn’t sorry. 

I felt his hot tongue work between my lips, licking up my middle. I leaned back until I was lying

on his desk, my knees falling to the side. He sucked in my clit as his fingers stroked inside of me. He licked, unfurling the pleasure like a flower. 

“Oh my—” My breath started coming in pants, shallow and fast. I gyrated up into his mouth, 

feeling those fingers speed up. Feeling the friction. “Oh God,” I moaned, soaking it in. A knot in my stomach tightened, making my muscles flex. The pleasure built higher. He worked faster. 

“Oh my— Oh my— Oh G—” An orgasm ripped through me, making my whole body vibrate. I

groaned out my release, shaking. 

He straightened and then scooped me up. I squealed and clutched his shiny shoulders. I licked up

his neck until he stopped by the couch. He set me down gently and sat. He motioned me toward him. 

“Sit on my cock, Olivia.” 

“Yes, sir,” I said as desire rushed through me again. I swung my legs to either side of his. Then

slowed down. I wanted him so badly it was starting to hurt, but I wanted to make this last. 

I angled my body until his tip just lightly trailed up my sex. His breath hitched. He clutched the

cushions. “If you weren’t carrying my baby, I would throw you on the ground and fuck you hard, 

Olivia,” he ground out between clenched teeth. His hard cock was straining. 

I paused. His idea was better than mine. 

I would have to make him lose control. 

I leaned toward him, our bodies close but not touching. I just barely ran my tongue along his

bottom lip, breathing the same air. Feeling the space between us heat up. I rose up, letting his tip trace a blazing trail up my wetness again. 

His head came forward to capture my lips, but I backed off, not letting him. I lowered, still so

slow. His knuckles turned white. I stopped, lining him up with my opening. I lowered the tiniest

amount. His tip put pressure on, threatening to go in. 

His hips jerked up, making his head part my folds. I backed off and then licked his bottom lip, 

teasing. Heat pulsed through me in waves. 

“Damn it, Olivia. Sit!” His hips swung up again, but I rose up, not letting him completely enter

me. 

His hands smacked my butt cheeks, giving me a jolt of pleasure. He rammed me downward, 

filling me up in one hard movement. 

“Hmm, Hunter.” My head fell back. I let my hand fall between my legs, trailing my fingers across

my nub. He lifted me and pulled down, thrusting into me. “Yes!” 

And then I was weightless. I clutched his shoulders as he swung me under him, my back on the

couch. He was compromising, it seemed. He thrust into me again, sending shooting sparks of pleasure

through me. 

I moaned as I wrapped my legs around his waist. He rammed into me, hard and fast. I clutched his

back, pushing up to meet his downward thrusts. Pleasure pounded into me, stealing my thoughts. 

Taking my control. I held on for dear life as the sensations dragged me under. 

“Yes, Hunter!” I pulled his neck down to me, locking my lips onto his. His tongue entered my

mouth. His body created friction within me that spiraled outward. Everything tightened. Turned to

lava. 

“Yes, Hunter. Oh God, yes!” I blasted apart, convulsing. I panted, holding him tight. Riding this

orgasm with him. 

When we’d calmed down, he gave me a long, slow kiss. He stared down into my eyes. “I love

you. I’ll take you to my mother’s this weekend. No more hiding.” 

Chapter Fourteen

On Saturday afternoon I sat with Pat and Janelle in the front room, sipping a sparkling water and

pretending not to feel nervous. I wasn’t worried about me. I had a pretty good idea that Trisha was on board with our life choices, no matter how unorthodox they might be. She seemed to like me, too, 

which was a fantastic bonus. What had been getting to me was how increasingly distant Hunter had

become throughout the week until he barely talked to me or anyone else today. He’d gone into work

late, spent time with the new hire, come home to get ready, and then locked himself in his study. 

“This is the showdown, huh?” Janelle asked in her naturally quiet voice. 

“What’s his worry again?” Pat asked. She’d just finished making me up so I looked perfect for the

future mother-in-law. I loved any excuse for her to come and do my hair and makeup. 

“I think he’s just thinking about the past.” I chewed my lip. 

“Stop it, you’ll ruin your lipstick,” Pat said, leaning forward to check my face. 

“Sorry.” I rested my hand on my belly. “He keeps rubbing my stomach with a worried face. I think

this meeting with his mom is messing with his head. He’s dealing with all the old pain.” 

“So…he buried the pain in the past, didn’t deal with it, and now all the ghosts are exploding out

of the closet?” Pat’s mouth formed an upside-down smile. I’d come to realize that this was her

thinking face, not a frown. “That’s no fun.” 

Or maybe it was a frown. 

“Pretty much. I’m not Dr. Phil or anything, but this seems pretty cut and dry.” I chewed on my nail. 

Pat sat forward and slapped my hand away from my face. “Sorry.” 

“But he does know that that baby is yours, right?” Janelle asked. “He’s stopped being wishy-

washy about that?” 

“Of course it’s hers…” Pat scowled at Janelle. 

Janelle rolled her eyes. “Duh! Sorry, I meant he knows it’s  his. ” 

 “ I think that’s what is keeping him sane. He rubs my belly for comfort.” 

“He should’ve gone to a shrink.” Pat sipped her sparkling wine. Just because I couldn’t drink

didn’t mean she couldn’t. At least, that was what she’d said when she opened the bottle. 

“I think he did, but it didn’t help all that much.” I wiped some lint off my dress. “He’s a tough nut to crack.” 

“You did it.” Pat winked at me. 

“I have no idea how.” 

Heavy footsteps sounded down the hall. Janelle sat forward, suddenly tense even though she

wasn’t on duty. Hunter made her nervous. But then, he made almost everyone nervous. Except Pat, 

who leaned just that little bit more into the chair and sipped her drink. Her job was done. 

Hunter emerged with hard eyes and squared shoulders. He glanced at me, took in the other two, 

and crossed toward the door. Once there, he took his coat from the coat rack, and then mine. He

paused, looking back at me. “Did you want this jacket, or another one?” 

“That one is fine. Are you ready?” I heaved myself off the couch. My center of gravity was

already starting to shift. 

He walked back toward me, ignoring the ladies. “Yes. Let’s go.” 

Pat frowned. I knew what she was thinking. His tone was curt and intense, his classic business

persona meant to keep everyone at an arm’s reach. He didn’t usually use it with me. It might be a long evening. 

I mouthed “Bye!” to the ladies and followed after him, quiet as a mouse. I was content to let him

lead, and speak when spoken to. It was safer. I didn’t know what lurked beneath these waters. 

Hunter opened the Land Rover passenger door, helped me in, and then crossed to his side. Once

we were on our way, his hand came to rest on my belly. 

“How are you doing?” Clearly I wasn’t great at only speaking when spoken to. 

“Fine.” 

“I know. But really, how are you doing? I won’t tell anyone, honest.” 

We stopped at a light. He looked out his window. “I know everything is fine, but I can’t help my

gut pinching. I keep thinking we’re going to get there and you’ll tell me you’re leaving me and it’s not my kid. I keep remembering how fucking shitty this all felt the first time around. I hate it. I hate feeling it.” 

It wasn’t like Hunter to swear like that. Telling me to fuck him, sure. But this was more vulgar, 

somehow. He was using the harsher words to better define his pain. 

I put my hand on his where it rested on my stomach, and for the first time, I finally understood. If I lost this baby, and Hunter with it, it would create a deep and profound wound that might never heal. 

I’d be in misery. My world would bleed of color and I would probably do anything to escape the

pain, including burying myself so deep in my work that I could never feel emotion again. 

I rubbed his hand. “I’m sorry you went through that.” 

He looked over at me, the sorrow haunting his gaze. A ghost of a smile touched his lips before he

looked back at the road where the light had turned green. “I’ll get through it. I’m just worried there is more pain to come. I don’t really want to deal with it.” 

“I hear you. Every year on the anniversary of my father’s death, it’s like the scab is ripped off. It’s a hard day. I keep thinking it’ll dull, but so far, it hasn’t.” 

“This dulled. After you came, the ache dulled. It had almost gone away…” 

“And then I forced your mother on you.” 

“She blindsided you. I think it’s the other way around.” 

It was true, but I was trying to be nice. 

We spent the rest of the ride in silence. The closer we got, the more agitated Hunter became, until

we pulled up right outside. His palm was sweaty where it rested on my stomach. He turned off the car and just sat for a minute. I sat with him, trying again for the fieldmouse thing. 

“Tell me you’re not going to leave me, Olivia. That you won’t take my baby from me.” 

“No way would I! You can’t get rid of me even if you wanted to. Seriously. I’d hunt you down for

child support if nothing else.” 

Hunter huffed out a laugh, looking out the window with unfocused eyes. He thought I was kidding. 

After another quiet moment, he heaved a big sigh and took the keys from the ignition. “Let’s face

the music.” 

He guided me up the walk and knocked on the door. It was only four o’clock in the afternoon. This

was a garden party. I would’ve called it a BBQ, but I suspected I’d be the only one in this crowd that would. 

“How many did she invite?” I asked. 

“She said just a few from the neighborhood—whoever was available.” 

“When did you call her?” 

“Wednesday.” 

The door opened slowly to reveal the oldest butler in the world. Father Time had nothing on this

guy. And Death was probably pissed that this butler refused to come when called. Wrinkles swathed

his face and gray hair grew in patches on his head. 

“Mr. Carlisle, Miss Jonston, welcome.” He stepped back with a pompous air to admit us. 

I had no idea why, but I freaking loved this butler. He was such a character, whether he realized it or not. 

“Hello, Mr. Smith,” Hunter responded dutifully, if in a harsh tone, and directed me inside. 

Hunter’s whole body was tense. I shifted from side to side with nervous energy. Mr. Smith turned

back to us and led us through the somewhat dated house. It was still elegant, though, and handsomely furnished. We went to the backyard, where Mr. Smith left us with a “Here you go, sir. Miss.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Smith.” Hunter directed me outside. The soft sunshine from the late afternoon

sprinkled over a backyard with a pool, lawn chairs, and a patio. 

“She has a pool?” I asked with a wispy voice. Just my luck I realized this  after  I’d gotten pregnant. I had a feeling that bathing suits would be the devil for a while. 

“Hey!” Mike, the construction guy, stepped forward with a crater of a smile. “Look at you!” He

put out his hand to me. 

With a red face, I shook his hand. “Hi.” 

“You are absolutely glowing. Congratulations!” He offered his hand to Hunter next, his smile

turning up in wattage. “Here’s the lucky papa.” 

Hunter’s lips tweaked, a smile threatening his previous scowl. His eyes started to glimmer as an

older lady came up with a delighted smile. “Oh, how exciting! My daughter refuses to have children, 

and my son is hopeless. He just can’t find a girl to save his life. I can’t wait to hold him or her—do you know what it is yet?” 

“In a couple weeks,” I said demurely. 

“Now, give them some space.” Trisha walked up with poise and grace, as always, but I could see

the hustle in her step. The anxiousness. She smiled at me before coming to stand directly in front of Hunter. Her smile increased as her eyes turned glossy. She held out her arms for a hug. 

A quick look of shock passed over Hunter’s face. He paused for a moment. 

“Well, c’mon,” Mike boomed, clapping Hunter on the back. “Give your mother a hug. She tries to

hide it, but she is over the moon. She probably dances around when no one is watching. She’s told

everyone in the neighborhood.” 

“Oh, now!” The older lady slapped Mike playfully, beaming at me. 

As Hunter stepped forward to hug his mother, a boyish look crossed his face. She clung to him for

a moment, patting his shoulder softly. When they each stepped back, she took out a tissue from her

pocket and dabbed her eye. 

“Come in, come in,” Trisha said, falling to my side and looping her arm around mine. 

I knew this trick—she was kidnapping me. And just like she had probably planned, Hunter

followed along immediately, clearly not wanting his precious cargo to have any distance from him on

this excursion. 

“There’s no need to dwell on the past, Hunter,” his mom said softly. “What happened then doesn’t

matter. That was a different time and you were a different person.” She stopped us in front of a bar on wheels. There was no tiki bar for this house. And I’d been right—even though there was a BBQ

smoking, this party could not be called something so mundane. 

“You’ve opened up lately in a way I haven’t seen since before…your late teens.” She tapped my

arm. “You have a loving fiancée and you’ll be an excellent father. Don’t let what happened when you

were young and naive dim what is happening now. Olivia doesn’t deserve it.” 

She patted my belly and turned to me. Her eyes connected with mine solemnly. “Thank you for

pushing my son on this path. I’m lucky he found you. You’ve given me my boy back.” Her eyes teared

up and her mouth started quivering. “Excuse me.” She put her hand to her mouth and turned away

elegantly, walking out of sight. 

Hunter’s arm came around my waist. He pulled me close. He didn’t say a word. And then he

couldn’t if he tried. 

“You are a  ravishing  mother-to-be!” A woman I vaguely recognized came over, causing a flock of other older ladies to crowd around. 

“This is so exciting,” another woman exclaimed. 

“Congratulations.” A man thrust a hand in Hunter’s direction. A random hand found its way to my

stomach, followed by another. 

Hunter might be burying his demons, but this was creating a host of them for me. I didn’t

necessarily like being touched by strangers, and I  definitely  didn’t like being ganged up on and group-touched. There was something incredibly wrong about random hands roving over my stomach. 

I tried my best to keep a smile and not wriggle away. 

After we got our drinks—I went with a sparkling apple cider to look like a joiner—Hunter

escorted me to some seats near the pool. Thankfully, after I sat the buzzards stopped circling. Instead, they settled near us, smiling all the time. If this were a children’s party, we’d be the clowns. All these people were apparently waiting for us to do a trick. 

“So you went and started a business, huh?” Mike asked, pulling over a chair. 

“Oh, really?” a woman asked. She leaned forward to catch every last detail, practically in my lap

now. 

I was starting to get uncomfortable with all the closeness. 

“Livy was kind enough to let me in on her business venture,” Hunter said. He rested a hand on the

arm of my chair. His shoulders had completely relaxed, as had his bearing. 

I scoffed. “He was in on it from the beginning, he just didn’t tell me until someone else ousted

him.” 

“And is it doing well?” Mike asked with a knowing gleam to his eye. 

“We’re coming along,” Hunter said with a streak of modesty. 

“Who is this guy?” I asked, giving Hunter an evil grin. “Since when are you coy about your

achievements?” 

Trisha came cover to stand behind Mike. Three men, Hunter and Mike included, jumped up and

offered their seats. Trisha waved them away. “I have another guest arriving. I need to stay mobile. Sit, sit!” 

“I can’t sit with you standing.” Mike put a hand on her back and one on his chair. “Take this one. 

Please.” 

“Oh!” She allowed herself to take the chair and then rested her hands elegantly in her lap. 

I felt like such a barbarian when she was around. 

“He’s magic,” Mike said, crossing his arms. “Didn’t I tell you? He touches a business and it takes

off.” 

“Olivia and Bruce are doing the hard work,” Hunter explained, a fire coming to his eyes I’d never

seen when he was talking about his old job. “They’ve created a product that is as easy to sell as

feeding cake to children. All the elements are there, I just had to structure it right and set it in motion.” 

“You did much more than that.” Trisha gave Hunter a proud smile. “I did a general search for the

game and I got all sorts of links right away. That game is everywhere. That isn’t usual, I don’t think.” 

“We marketed it pretty hard to get it in people’s hands. After that, word of mouth spread like

wildfire.” Hunter let a smile blossom, the first since he’d been here. He showered me with that sexy, smoldering gaze. “I have a great partner.” 

A couple of the women said, “Aww.” 

“So how did he propose?” a woman with a giant purple hat asked me. Thus began the second leg

of the garden party—the question and answer segment. I was asked to recall, in detail, the whole day of Hunter proposing. I left out my mother, but the gasps of delight and the teary eyes after telling them about Hunter asking my father was crazy. Even the guys were impressed. Mike noted that Hunter was

smart in more than just business. 

Hunter didn’t talk much, allowing me to get harangued without interference, but he never checked

out, either. He listened to all my answers, not allowing the men to pull him away. He scooted his

chair as close to me as possible, and occasionally laid his hand on my belly. Occasionally, because

whenever he did it, someone else wanted to join in on the fun. Finally I had to give him death threats within my looks so he would stop. 

An hour or so in, the door opened again and I heard the butler’s droll voice. I glanced up, and then choked on my drink. 

My mom stood in the doorway. 

“Oh great, let’s make this afternoon super awkward.” I glared at Hunter. 

His brow furrowed. Until he saw what the problem was. “I didn’t invite her.” 

Trisha walked over to my mom and escorted her toward us. 

“I need to tell you something,” Hunter said softly. 

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Now?” 

He hesitated. “Maybe we should meet her first. Welcome her here.” 

“Probably, if only to tell her that she needs to be nice.” 

He helped me up, then directed me to meet her in the middle. She smiled when I saw her, 

strangely loose-limbed and actually…happy. Did she get a prescription for Prozac or was she faking

really well? 

“Hey, Mom,” I said through a tight jaw. I had tension enough for the both of us. 

“I thought it might be nice for your relatives to be here as well.” Trisha gave me a kind smile. She had no idea what havoc she was wreaking. My mom could kill a party if a bad mood struck her. Not

that I could tell the perfect hostess all of that, of course. So I smiled and thanked her, relieved when she moved away. 

“Mom, I can’t have you embarrassing me here,” I said as quietly as I could while keeping a smile

on my face. 

A glimmer of regret rolled through her expression. She waved me away. “I know how to act at an

influential party, Olivia. I’ve been to more than a few.” 

I glanced at Hunter, incredibly embarrassed about what was coming next. There was nothing for

it, though. It had to be said. “You cannot hit on any of these men. Even the single ones. It’s not that kind of party.” 

My mom rolled her eyes. She glanced at Hunter for a moment before schooling her expression

into one of chastisement. “I know the rules.” 

“Rules?” I said. 

She glanced at Hunter again. Wariness crossed her features this time. A hint of desperation tinged

her voice. “You didn’t tell her?” 

“Not yet. I’ve had…other things on my mind.” 

“Tell me what?” I asked Hunter. 

“I’ve put your mother on an allowance. She will be more than taken care of, allowing that she

follow a certain list of…guidelines.” 

“Rules.” She gave me a winning smile. That one was definitely fake, bordering on condescending. 

“Among them are who she sees—” 

“No married men, he means,” my mom said in a scratchy, annoyed voice. “I’m perfectly happy

forgoing men entirely. You don’t have to worry.” 

I shook my head, mystified. “What else?” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Hunter said, command slipping into his voice. 

My mom squinted at Hunter, her stubborn streak showing. She didn’t like to be told what to do, 

and that voice probably reminded her of times when she had to. In this, I agreed. 

“It  does  matter, because this concerns me.” I braced my hands on my hips. 

“I’ll just let you two work it out. Let me know if I’ve been cut off.” My mom raised her chin and

sauntered away. The tension was back in her frame. I actually hadn’t noticed it until it was absent. 

And things clicked into place. Hunter had been right—she’d been desperate all those years with no

money. She latched on to anyone she could, trying to find some security. For a brief moment when she walked into this backyard, she’d had it. For the first time in her life, probably, she didn’t have to worry. She didn’t have a kid to take care of, and she had a steady stream of money coming in. 

“This isn’t your problem, Hunter,” I said, somewhat miserably. If anyone should be supporting

her, it should be me. And I could probably swing it, so I should. 

“You’re my wife in practice if not in name, Olivia. She is unhappy, and therefore makes those

around her unhappy. I changed that variable, that’s all.” 

“How much are you giving her?” 

“Mostly, I made her put me in charge of her finances. Large purchases will need to go through me, 

and any frivolous expenditure over a dollar limit. Her allowance from me is surprisingly little. It was more a matter of capitalizing on her investments, or in some cases, investing properly.” 

“And how did this come about?” I was really trying to be angry, because logically, this had

crossed the line. The thing was, I should’ve done it. I should’ve known all this, and forced my way to help. I didn’t have his golden thumb, but I could’ve helped support her. I said as much. 

“No.” He shook his head and led me away from a few ladies who were creeping into our space. 

They probably wanted more time touching my stomach. I was going to have to try and rig a bug zapper

to fend them off. “She would’ve squandered it. She is remarkably bad with money. She needed a

strong hand to guide her. You’re too…lenient.” 

“Nice way of putting it.” I couldn’t help a sardonic laugh. I let the woman walk all over me, and

he knew it. “So what are the rules?” 

“Just the spending issues, her dating habits…” He trailed away, but I knew him well enough to

know he was omitting. 

“What else?” 

“I want our child to know both sides of grandparents, except for my father. I’ve given her

guidelines regarding how she treats those around her.” 

“You’re forcing her to be nice?” 

A smile touched his lips before he bent down to kiss me. “My job is to protect you, and that

includes your mother’s bad moods.” 

I laughed, snaking my arms around his middle. “Serves her right.” 

“I thought so. But it doesn’t seem like she’ll need it. I didn’t expect a genuine smile when she was in our presence.” 

“You noticed! I didn’t know  what  to think.” I hugged him tight, relishing his arms coming around my back. 

“You aren’t mad?” 

I shrugged. “Like I said, I can’t be. I basically do whatever your mother says, and you make my

mother do whatever you say. Your family is dominating mine. I think my mother and I have both

realized it’s just easier to let the Carlisles have their way. It works to our benefit in the end.” 

“Soon you’ll be a Carlisle. Listen, Livy, I wondered…I realize you want the big wedding when

your body is back to…your own—” 

“Nice save.” 

“—what do you think about legalizing it now? We wouldn’t have to tell anyone, but…I’d like to

be married to you when the baby comes. I want you to think like I do, and you won’t until it’s official. 

So let’s make it official. After the baby we can do a big event.” 

“Make it official, like…when?” 

“As soon as we can get a license. Today if you want.” 

“I doubt any government offices are open past five.” I put a hand on my chest to stop my heart

from trying to explode out of my ribcage. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. 

“I can arrange it if you don’t mind getting married by a judge…” 

“Oh my God.” I took deep breaths. A wave of excitement I didn’t realize I’d been suppressing

crashed down onto me. He was serious. He wanted to marry me  right now.  I could become Mrs. 

Carlisle today. 

I looked up into those sexy brown eyes and fell in. The answer came naturally. “Yes.” 

Chapter Fifteen

Hunter and I stood in a patch of grass with the garden party spread out behind us. In front of us was Tim, Trisha’s friend and a judge. He could marry people. And was,  right now. 

I was jittery and excited and happy and on the verge of tears as I faced Hunter. What was better—

my mom was sporting a genuine smile again. As soon as she’d heard Hunter would continue to ensure

she was taken care of, she had a green light for happiness. 

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join Olivia Jonston and Hunter Carlisle in

matrimony…” Tim squinted down at the piece of paper he was reading. He’d actually never married

anyone before and had no idea what to do or say. 

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the man standing in front of me. 

As the words of forever drifted around us, I fell into Hunter’s eyes, full of love and longing, of

joy and support. When the time came, I gave him my hand so he could slip his grandmother’s wedding

ring onto my finger, a circle made of diamonds. It was something Trisha hadn’t offered Hunter when

he’d proposed to Denise all those many years ago. We were breaking the mold of his past. The last

weight pressing down on him was being lifted. 

Hunter’s ring had been purchased an hour before from the nearest jewelry store still open. I

slipped it on his finger, cherishing his smile and look of devotion. It was happening. I was marrying Hunter Carlisle! 

“Will you, Olivia Jonston…take Hunter Carlisle to be your awfully wedded—sorry!  Law fully

wedded wife. Dang it. Husband! The ink is smudged right there, I apologize.” Tim took a deep breath

and tried again. “Will you, Olivia Jonston, take Hunter Carlisle to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, through sickness and in health, till death do you part?” 

“I do,” I said, laughing through happy tears. 

“Hunter Carlisle, will you take Olivia Jonston to be your  law fully wedded wife, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, till death do you part?” 

“Now he’s got it,” Mike rumbled. There was a smattering of laughter and sniffles both. 

“I do,” Hunter said softly. 

“By the power vested in me, by the state of Indiana—California, sorry. It says the wrong state. By

the state of California, I now declare you husband and wife.” Tim sighed in relief and lowered his

paper. I laughed again. 

“Kiss the bride!” someone shouted. 

“What?” Tim brought the paper back up. 

“Tell him to kiss the bride!” people shouted. 

“Oh right, right.” Tim wiped his forehead. “You may kiss the bride!” 

Hunter put his hand to my chin as everyone clapped and whistled, and leaned into me. Our lips

connected, soft and sweet, his first kiss as my husband. 

“I love you, Olivia,” Hunter said softly. 

“I love you.” 

He kissed me again before throwing an arm over my shoulder and smiling at the crowd of

onlookers. Champagne popped and people cheered, our family as happy as we were. Today was the

first day of the rest of my life, and I couldn’t wait for the days to come. 

Epilogue

Istepped outside and let the Napa Valley sun rain down on me. I had a tray in my hand full of

cheeses and my body was almost back to normal. It had been one year to the day since I gave birth to my healthy baby boy. He was big at eight pounds, one ounce, with little baby rolls on his thighs and arms. My mom suggested we name him Hunter. Thankfully, Hunter was the first to say no to the idea, 

preferring he had his own identity. 

I took the plate to the table set up on the patio. We’d decided to have little Brandon’s birthday at our Napa Valley estate, since it had plenty of rooms for visitors to stay, not to mention we stayed here most often these days. 

“Do you need help?” Kimberly asked. She was sporting her shiny diamond ring with her own

wedding only a couple of months away. 

Hunter had talked to Robby like he said he would, and it turned out, Robby already had a ring. He

just couldn’t settle on a way to ask. He’d put so much pressure on himself that he repeatedly talked himself out of the whole situation. All it took was one brainstorming session with me and the

assurance she’d say yes, and he was off to the races. 

Speaking of weddings…I really needed to get on that. Or at least a reception. But really, it was

just a few friends that hadn’t witnessed the event, and all but Kimberly hated weddings anyway. What was the point? Everyone would know the white dress was a sham—I already had a kid! And a

husband! 

“No, Kimmie, I’m fine. We have the caterers—I was just bringing this out since I was on my way. 

Trisha will probably scold me for it.” 

“Hey, baby,” Hunter said as he slipped his hand around my waist. 

I leaned into his warmth. It was sunny, but it wasn’t summer. There was still a decided chill to the air, and Hunter’s heat cut right through it. I angled my face up. He bent to plant a soft kiss on my lips. 

Together we watched my mom slowly saunter behind Brandon with a glass of wine in her hand. 

“I cannot believe he’s walking already,” Kimberly said. As she said it, Brandon tumbled in a heap

of little legs and arms. Undeterred, he started crawling across the grass. My mom kept stride. 

“Livy, honey…” Trisha, the real organizer of this party, walked up to us. “It’s time to cut the cake. 

I’ve started to gather everyone.” She gestured toward the far table where the face painter was moving out of the way. 

We followed her over, moving to stand beside Bert’s huge girth. I didn’t get to see him much

anymore because we didn’t have a commute with our office being our laptops, and we weren’t in the

city much. Our company was going strong—stronger than even Hunter had anticipated. We were

bringing in large amounts of money, had a solid fan base, and kept producing games that ranked high

and had great reviews. We’d just launched our first “world,” where people could compete across

country lines. So far, so good. 

Hunter had kept his promise. He worked less than forty hours, and spent all the time he could with

his son. He was every bit the great dad he wanted to be, kind and patient, and always loving. While

he might keep the world at bay, he never distanced himself from Brandon or me. He doled out plenty

of hugs, kisses, and I-love-yous. 

“Where’s the birthday boy?” Bert bent down to his wife, a short, petite little thing that defied

logic when it came to match-ups. She pointed to the grass where my mother was trying to wrangle a

crying baby. It wasn’t easy with the glass of wine. 

“Oh shoot,” I said, starting off in that direction. 

“I’ll get him!” Bert jogged over, bending down to scoop him up. Brandon squealed with laughter

as Bert held him out like an airplane, flying through the sky. 

“Let’s get that cake divided up. Looks delicious.” Brenda sipped a glass of red wine. I didn’t

realize she drank anything other than coffee. 

Bert handed Brandon to Hunter, and I took a moment to marvel how alike the two were. Brandon

was the spitting image of his daddy, except his eyes were lighter like mine. There could be absolutely no doubt whose son he was. 

I smiled and snuggled into them. Hunter hefted Brandon into one arm, and encircled me with the

other, while the caterers finished setting up. 

We’d had a large package delivered that morning from an anonymous source. Within the package

was a giant bundle of toys, and an account in Brandon’s name with a hundred thousand dollars in it, 

due when Brandon turned eighteen. The postmark was two miles away from Rodge’s house. The

account was set up by Rodge’s office. He might not have gotten along with his son, but Rodge was

trying to take care of his grandson. There was no way I’d allow the man access to my kid, but it had to be acknowledged that he was doing right by Brandon. 

I closed my eyes for a moment of bliss as a swell of love filled me. That first yes had changed my

life. Looking back, there were moments of pain, and some of sorrow, but I wouldn’t change one single thing from the first moment I met Hunter. How it all worked out was perfection. 

The End

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~
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Try Surviving Love

Check out this stand-alone romance here. 

Synopsis:

Sara thought she had it all, but when her life turns upside-down, she does the only thing she can

think of: pack up and follow a childhood dream. She takes a job on a dude ranch in rural Montana

hoping to pick up the pieces. 

She never thought she’d see him again. 

Mike Frost is all grown up. 6’2” of solid muscle, he’s the best friend from her youth, and the man

every woman wants. With a list of successes a mile long, Mike has it all…

Except for the one that got away. 

Sometimes you have to start over to find your happily ever after. 

Excerpt:

“Trust me, those two classes will seem like five!  Oh my  God…” Christie’s fingers wrapped around Sara’s wrist. “Don’t freak out!” 

Sara started and looked up quickly, expecting some sort of emergency. Instead, her gaze met a

wide expanse of muscular shoulder. “Why? What’s happenin—” 

“Hi, Mike,” Christie said, yanking on Sara’s wrist to make her step closer. 

In confusion, Sara tilted her face upward and met that spun-honey gaze she’d seen a moment ago. 

“How are you?” Christie asked. 

The fingertips digging holes in Sara’s arm were starting to hurt. 

Mike’s gaze flicked toward Christie. He nodded before his focus settled back on Sara a moment

later. “Sara Michaels, right?” 

“Um, yes?” she answered hesitantly. 

He stared expectantly. 

Her eyebrows rose slowly. Was she supposed to recognize him, somehow? 

Taking his extended pause as a  yes,  she scanned his vaguely familiar face. High cheekbones and a narrow nose adorned his handsome appearance. The color of his eyes was even more spectacular up

close, with bursts of browns, hazel, and flecks of green wrapped in lush black lashes. Completing the tableau was a strange sort of command in his bearing—dominance, almost—with a hint of arrogance

that often came from a silver spoon and a lingering case of Huge-Bank-Account-Itis. 

She shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t think I know you…” 

“I’m Mikey Frost,” he said. “Jack’s son. We grew up together…” 

Her brow furrowed as she made sense of those names. 

“Mikey Frost…” she whispered, calling up the face of the boy in the back of his parents’ car, 

waving as he drove away. 

She looked at the man in front of her again, struggling to wipe away the haze of memory. With

difficulty, she placed the handsome, chiseled face over that of the pudgy boy’s from her memories. 

Those same eyes looked at her. 

A thrill ran through her. “No way,” she breathed. Emotions, long forgotten, bubbled up out of

nowhere. Butterflies filled her stomach. 

“No freaking way,” she said, louder. The world spun around her as joy blossomed. 

“Oh my God! Oh my  God! ” she screamed. Like a teenager, she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Holy heck, Mikey!” 

She stepped back so she could see his face. “I haven’t seen you in… Jesus, how long has it

been?” 

His lips quirked as he scrutinized her. “A long time. Years and years.” 

“Not since you moved to—where was it? New Jersey?” 

“Connecticut.” 

“Right!  This is so nuts.  ”  She slapped his arm, and then hugged him again. 

“How are you?” he asked, his eyes delving into her. 

She sighed into her smile, recalling the profound feeling of a friendship so deep it could be called family. Emotion moved within her as she processed this face out of her past. 

“Wow! I just—it’s just so good to see you. We should have kept in touch.” 

“We were fourteen—well,  I  was fourteen. You were, what, twelve when I left?” 

“Eleven,” she said. “Still, I don’t know. You were like my brother. I missed you. I can’t  believe you’re here! What a crazy coincidence.” 

“Sara, we should go…” Christie was staring after two larger women moving off toward the

house. 

Mikey followed her gaze and nodded. “Christie’s right. Ethel and Florence won’t treat you well if

you’re late.” His eyes once again settled on her face. “I’ll catch up with you at the fire pit. We’re staying in the area tonight, so I’ll be around.” 

He took a step back to let her go. 

“Wait!” She lurched forward, clutching his arm. The memory of him, of their youth, tugged at her. 

Made her want to attach herself to him like she used to. 

“I mean, obviously, yes. I need to go. But…” Sara shook her head, embarrassment creeping up at

her actions. “I mean…” 

He gave her a small smile. “I’ll see you tonight, okay?” He smoothed her hair from her face. “I’m

not leaving forever—never was, remember? I told you I’d see you again. And look, here I am. 

Magical.” 

Check out this stand-alone romance here. 



















Try Jessica Brodie Diaries

Check out the first book for FREE! 

Back in the Saddle, grab it free here: Synopsis:

On the tail end of another heartache, Jessica decides she’s had enough. Enough parties, enough

mistakes, and enough of this rut she’s thrown herself into. She leaves L.A. for a job in Texas to wipe the slate clean. 

If only it were that easy. 

Not one night in Texas and she meets the most ruggedly handsome cowboy she’s ever seen. 

William Davies has it all: wealth, prestige, and any woman he wants. He’s way out of her league. 

But he’s never met a sassy girl like her before. 

Sparks fly as opposites attract in this laugh out loud romance. 

Excerpt:

I pulled into the parking lot of something called the Piggly Wiggly. As my car rolled toward the large, boxy store, I got a moment of indecision. I could literally park anywhere. Up close, further away, 

down the block– anywhere!  I hadn’t seen this much parking since I showed up to school on a holiday without knowing it. 

Spoiled, I chose one near the door. Why not, right? I didn’t need to walk if I didn’t want to. Or

fight for any spaces. What a luxury! 

Halfway to the entrance I realized I forgot my list. I stopped dead and tilted my head up, trying to remember when I’d last had it … Wait, I should have it …  Some where…

Lifting my bag away from my shoulder with one strap, I dove to the bottom, fishing out a small, 

crinkled list. As I rummaged, feeling like the bag was swallowing my arm, I heard a deep male

baritone say, “Ma’am.” 

One, not being familiar with that phrase, and two, wondering if someone was talking to me, which

was very un-L.A., and hence, very strange for me, I gave a quick questioning glance in the speaker’s direction. I met a plaid chest. Obviously a little closer than I thought. 

I still had my hand stuck at the bottom of my over-sized, over-filled handbag, walking lop-sided

with no real perspective on where I was in relation to the door, when I looked up and met two deep

blue eyes in the most breathtakingly, ruggedly handsome face I had ever seen. Watch out Marlboro

man, you ain’t got nothin’ on this cowboy! 

His blue eyes caught my focus and drew me, holding me prisoner in a place where time did not

exist. As I fell in, lost, I felt many things happen at once. My skin erupted in goose pimples as a shiver crawled down my back. My head went light, giving me the distinct feeling I was floating. Thank

goodness, because my legs wobbled, not sure if I had control over my knees anymore. Topping it off, 

a suddenly warm, wet sensation pooled in my groin that craved sudden and fervid contact. 

I think I muttered something. I really think I heard my voice, but I was too consumed with his eyes, and the burning taking over my body, to be sure. I think I kept walking, but when you lose the feeling in your legs, it’s anybody’s guess. 

The slide of the electronic door right in front of me fed an alarm through my brain, but too late. 

My foot caught the end and jerked my whole body. My purse went flying, the items in it splashing the cement. Limbs flapping, I tried to maintain balance only to wildly stumble and bodily greet the

display of large children’s balls. The flimsy white cage couldn’t compete with my a-bit-more-than-

average (ahem) weight. It bent madly, the hole for extracting balls gaping. Florescent spheres gushed out everywhere, the balls sensing freedom and going for it. 

“Oh crap!” My stumble, which had started with the door, and continued through the ball stand, 

took me to a painful slide on my knees. 

No time to lose! 

I was up like a pogo stick, running madly after pretty little balls dotting the outside entryway of

the store. 

“Who puts displays by the door?” I muttered in extreme embarrassment regardless of the fact that

displays were standard the world over. 

Why me? 

As I captured two strangely hard to hold on to balls, the first staff member rushed out of the door. 

“Is everyone all right?” It was a young kid with concern written across his face. 

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” I gushed, dumping the balls in the cage and wrestling with the opening

so they wouldn’t just come rolling out again. 

Seriously,  why me? 

Another staff member came bustling out, a portly woman with a fantastic bee-hive. Her gaze

swept the area, landing on me. My stomach tightened up as I stood in the wake of a self-made natural disaster. 

Hurricane Jessica. 

“I’m so sorry! I’m really sorry!” I bleated. 

I braced myself for the rant. For the store owner to barge out, yelling about the mess. Threatening

me with a counter-suit if I even dared think of a lawyer. He would chase me out of the store, my

backside a welcome sight in the wake of the mess. I would then go to the next grocery store where I

wouldn’t be known for disturbing the peace. 

Only problem was, I wasn’t in L.A., and I had no idea where another shop was. They weren’t on

every corner in this neck of the woods. 

Beehive-lady clutched my arm as I stooped for more balls. “Don’t worry yourself none.” She

escorted me to the side as the young guy went about straightening the ball cage. Her eyes glanced over my body and lingered on my knees, a small tear marring my jeans. “You alright? You hurt yourself?” 

“Oh no, no no! I’m okay. Seriously. Just wasn’t paying attention.” I brushed my bruised knees in

an effort to wipe off the scuffs. 

“Here, come over here and have a seat. Are you sure you’re okay?” 

She gestured me to a wood bench next to a small flower display. In shock, I took two steps, 

carried away by her concern. It took logic to still my feet. 

Why the hell wasn’t she mad? I’d just rumbled through and blasted a stand of kids’ balls! 

That sounded wrong. 

The brown haired guy was picking up the balls now, but making quick, worried glances in my

direction. He wore the same mask of alarm, probably worried I’d set fire to the place next, or

something else equally outlandish. No telling what I was capable of, really. 

I needed to fast forward this scene. My embarrassment was out of hand. 

“No, no. Oh my God, really, I’m fine. I’m just clumsy and totally ridiculous! I have no idea what

happened. Sorry for the mess!  Really! ” 

My eye scoured the ground. Where the hell was my damn purse? I had taken the tumble in the

doorway, but it wasn’t there. That brown-haired staff member was more than halfway done corralling

balls, uncovering nothing on the walk-way. 

“You don’t worry yourself about no mess,” Beehive-Lady said with her hand on my back, trying to

get me to the bench. “Ronnie will have that dealt with in a jiffy. C’mon’ere and have a seat. You sure you’re not hurt?” 

“Oh, ha! No,” I said distractedly, frantically searching for my bag and its contents. “I’m good, 

seriously. Just so sorry for the mess!” 

I took a step around Beehive-Lady, scanning the sidewalk, when the Greek God Apollo himself

stepped up with my handbag in hand, a devastatingly handsome half-smile filled with mischief

lighting up his face. His blue eyes caught and held me, that weird heat returning to my body. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am.” He tried for a concerned look after a quick glance at Ronnie and Beehive-

Lady, but only managed a handsome farcical look instead. “I’m sorry to have startled you. I believe

this is yours?” He reached out with my purse. 

Must-pull-eyes-away. 

God he was so beautiful. 

NO! PULL-EYES-AWAY! 

I managed to look down at my purse long enough to get my hand on it. It was bigger and fuller than

I was used to, because I shoved a bunch of little bits in there when I was moving, and Apollo must’ve had muscles of steel to make the weight seem nonexistent, so when I thought I had hold of it, it

plummeted toward the ground. 

In his eagerness to help me, Mr. Apollo took a big step toward me, snatching the bag with

lightning fast hands before it could spill onto the floor. I was acutely aware of his musty man smell. It wasn’t a clean, fresh out of the shower smell, but like a man that was working outside all day.  Eau d’Homme.  Not BO or anything, but pure  Man. 

My groin burst into flame. A million points of lava erupted across my skin; the heat of him so

close, the smell of him, the  man-ness of him. I couldn’t help a tiny moan escaping my lips before he stepped away nonchalantly. 

 My God woman, get a grip!  This was all going downhill so fast I had skid marks! Literally. I needed to get the hell out of there. Away from him. 

But I didn’t want to. 

But I had to! I looked like a mental patient. No hot guy would want to be ten feet from me. 

But he was so  hot! 

But I smelled. I was here to get a toothbrush. I probably peeled his eyebrows off when my breath

hit his face. 

Wait…did I talk to him? 

I pushed my schizophrenia to the side and about-faced. Along with my body, my face was on

fire…of a different kind. Of the  can one person really be this humiliated?  kind. I muttered a quick

“thanks,” nodded to Beehive and Ronnie, and turned to go further into the store. Grudgingly, but

necessary. 

I was such a douche! My first day here and I meet the most ruggedly handsome guy I have ever

seen, with manners no less, and eyes that are as deep and bottomless as eternity, and I blow it. It was a fairy tale encounter. Right up until I walked into the door, knocked over a stand of balls, spilled my handbag everywhere…I mean, did I have to go on? I almost dry humped the guy’s leg! I suck. I so

suck. What is my problem?! Seriously, what-is-my- problem? 

Lost in self-incriminating thought, I collected the basics for my new home. I walked into the

checkout line, checking my list off item by item in my head, when I felt a presence. 

No. Oh no. Not again. 

 Yes please, my inner self peeped. 

I knifed my inner self immediately. 

I knew it was him. I knew it was. I don’t know how I knew—maybe it was the rubbery quality of

my legs. Maybe the lightheadedness. Maybe it was the musty, not quite sweaty  eau d’homme smell. 

Or, maybe it was the fire combined with goosebumps that once again spread throughout my body. 

Christ-on-a-crutch, what was going on with me? 

Don’t look up. Don’t look up! Be busy. Busy and important. Crap to do. Dinner to cook. Or not. 

Something to do. Don’t look up. 

Back in the Saddle, grab it free here:



















Try the Growing Pains Series

Try the first ebook,  Lost and Found, for FREE!! 

Synopsis:

On the tail-end of her ex-boyfriend crashing through a restraining order and putting her in the

hospital, Krista realizes that the only way to effectively escape her past is to put distance between it. 

She gets her life back on track in San Francisco with a job that has limitless potential. 

Unfortunately, to achieve her dreams, she must brave her boss. 

Incredibly handsome and sinfully charming, Sean has a line of women waiting for his call. But

when he sets his sights on the intelligent new hire, he finally meets his match. 

It’s a struggle against a blazing attraction neither of them knows how to resist. 

Excerpt:

A few hours into her day, Krista finished scrubbing her whole office and still hadn’t heard from

her boss. To pass the time, she decided she’d find the amenities. 

As she exited the break room, which was right down the hall, water in hand, she found the break

room, grabbed a glass of water, and turned back when she caught the most delicious of scents. It

smelled like a crisp, ocean breeze mixed with the most divine, mouth-watering cologne money could

buy. She wanted to bottle it up and use it as an air freshener in her room. 

Shrugging the thought away, Krista entered a copy alcove right across the way stuffed with office

delights and whirling machines. The big commercial printer was active, and there was a hutch with

note pads, staples, sticky notes, and—“Yay!  Pens!” 

Krista took a couple out of the box, found a pen holder, and happily turned to go pick a place on

her desk where she could house her new treasures. As she stepped forward, eyes on her prize, she

nearly bumped into a large expanse of chest. Backing up quickly while trying to contain the water

within her cup, she looked up with an apology. 

“Saaawww—” 

Shock caused a sudden hatching of butterflies to explode out of her mouth, mangling the rest of the

word. The smell from earlier wrapped around her head, suffocating her brain. 

“What have we here?” said a silky voice with deep, masculine overtones. The man’s muscled

body dominated her space. 

Krista met green eyes so intense they looked Photoshopped. “I got some pens…” 

Her hand stupidly raised her penholder to communicate via show-n-tell. She probably looked like

a puppet in the hands of a drunk. 

A devilish grin lit up his face, frazzling every coherent thought except for one:  You’re acting like a pre-teen that just saw her favorite boy band! Get it together! 

“I—uh…” She looked around pseudo-calmly for a prop. Settling on a piece of paper in the

printer, she smashed her pens to her chest and grabbed it. 

“Just needed the fax. I mean printer.  Printed piece. Of paper. No big deal.” She shrugged like an idiot. 

 This is not getting it together! 

Rallying, she said, “See?” She waved the somewhat crumpled white flag in his face. 

As his smile grew in amusement, she gave up. Taking the coward’s way out, she dodged around

him with the agility of a boxer, and blasted out into the hallway, splashing some poor woman passing by. She heard a deep syllable, but had no clue what shape it took. 

So, yes, then. People would absolutely notice she was just as weird as her boss. Question

answered. 

Back at her desk, glass a quarter full, she sat down with darting eyes. She sincerely hoped that

man did not work on her floor. Also that she would never see him again. Also that she was able to get a picture snapped off because  holy Lord  he --

“Krista.” 

“AHH!” 

Mr. Montgomery stood near the wall, opposite her doorway. The rest of the water was on her

desk. 

“Yes, it is nice and quiet in this department. I had the cubes positioned this way so as to block the noise from the rest of the company. They don’t seem to understand that we  think  in research, and don’t need the constant distraction of  noise.” 

Krista nodded emphatically—it was a perfect explanation for her giddiness. 

“Yes, well, I thought I’d take you to see the rest of the company.” 

“Oh, great,” Krista said as she jumped up. Her hand, still slightly wet, hovered near her notepad

and pen. 

Mr. Montgomery’s brow furrowed dangerously. 

Taking the cue, Krista left note taking devices behind. 

“You found the break room, already?” Mr. Montgomery asked as he stopped in front of the open

doorway, obviously remembering the water all over her desk. A chorus of laughter floated out as

Krista nodded. “Yes, well, most of the people that hang out in there are hopeless loafers. Waste of

time.” 

Before Krista could replace the bewilderment on her face from that comment, an older woman

with a shock of dyed red hair emerged from the doorway. “Oh, James. I thought I heard your dulcet

tones.  Whadda  treat.” Her cynical gaze slid over Krista. “And you have yet another employee to handle your  enormous  workload, when I can’t even stay fully staffed. Yes, now that’s  fair.” 

With her nose in the air, the woman walked away, loathing on her face. 

Krista tried to shrink into her sweater like a turtle. 

“Don’t mind her!” Mr. Montgomery said in a huff as he stared at the woman’s rigid back. “She’s

just mad that they won’t hire someone to do all her work for her!” 

He turned around, his own nose in the air to rival his apparent nemesis. He kick-started his

plodding speed and trudged down the hall, seemingly uninterested as to whether Krista was

following. It was not a great start to the tour. 

When they finally walked through the last floor, Krista couldn’t say that she was sorry. Or that

she’d learned anything useful. 

“This is the sales floor,” Mr. Montgomery droned. “We work with them the most. They’re pushy

for the most part. They don’t think anyone else besides them works.” 

A smallish man shot out of one of the offices like a torpedo, heading in their general direction. 

“Ah, speak of the devil. Here’s John, the junior VP of sales.” 

The man, legs and arms pumping animatedly, focused on them. Seeing Mr. Montgomery, he

slightly veered his trajectory, until his eyes slid past and hit Krista. He immediately swooped back and stopped right in front of them, hand out, eyes lit up. 

“Hello! My name’s John!” 

Mr. Montgomery recoiled, taken aback by the amicable verbal assault. He recovered with a large

sigh, and said, “John, meet Krista, our new researcher. We have high hopes for her. She—“

“Krista,” John boomed, cutting off Mr. Montgomery without so much as an apologetic flinch. 

“Nice to meet you. How do you find our company so far?” 

“Well, it’s my first day, but so far it’s nice.” 

“Great! That’s great!” John gave an energetic punch with his voice. “What have you seen—“

“John!” 

As one, they all turned toward the speaker, now coming out of the same office at a much slower, 

more purposeful pace. Krista’s jaw clenched.  Why me? 

“They want to know if I can go down ten percent on price if they opt for the package,” the

newcomer said in a lackadaisical manner, powerful body strolling up with the graceful slide of a

fencer. “I was thinking that’s more than satisfactory. If so I can close it today.” 

“Sure, sure. Get it done.” John waved his hand to shoo the man away. 

“James, who is this?” the salesman asked in a sophisticated, smooth voice. 

She had a brief moment to wonder about her excessive sweating problem in embarrassing

situations as Mr. Montgomery dryly said, “Hello, Sean. This is our newest employee: Krista

Marshall. Krista, meet Sean McAdams. Sean is a salesman here at the company.” 

Sean’s intense gaze never left her. “Hello.” 

“Nice to meet you.” 

“Krista comes to us straight out of college,” Mr. Montgomery continued in a bored voice. “She

received top marks in her class from a prestigious school in Washington. You were what, top twenty, 

Krista?” 

“Top five percent,” she replied quietly, silently cursing him for embarrassing her. She was doing a

good enough job on her own. 

“Yes, top five. A real  dynamo!” 

And that was before he said dynamo…

Sean smiled like a cat toying with a brightly colored bug. “It’s a pleasure.” 

He studied her for a moment longer before nodding to John and turning away toward his office. 

“Oh, and Krista…“ Sean’s gaze found her again. “I believe you have something that belongs to

me, but don’t worry about it. I reprinted it. You can shred your copy, if you don’t mind.” 

Krista, realizing what he was talking about—what piece of paper she’d gotten off the printer that

he was talking about—stared dumbly. He smiled and resumed his powerful stride into his office. 

Oh yeah, people would notice that weird factor.  Great. 

“Well, Krista, you let me know if sales can do anything for you,  okay?” John said earnestly, shaking her hand again. 

Mr. Montgomery sighed and started walking away. 

“Sur—“Krista cut off, watching her boss plod down the hall. She looked back at John in despair. 

“Sorry, I gotta go.” 

“John likes everyone to go to him for anything,” Mr. Montgomery said as soon as she had caught

up. John was still within hearing range. “But you try to get anything done, and he bars the way.” 

All Krista could do was inwardly groan. 

When 5 o’clock rolled around, Krista couldn’t sprint out of work fast enough. She headed straight

for happy hour with Kate and Jasmine, two friends from college who moved to San Francisco shortly

after graduation. Krista had never thought to move, letting them escape to California unhindered, but when Jim had found her at a party, shortly after serving him a restraining order, and punched her in the face, she decided skipping town was the right, and only, way to play it. 

Yes, he’d gone to jail—he took down another three people who got in the way, all of whom had

pressed charges—but he’d get out eventually. Something as trivial as the law wouldn’t stop a man

like Jim. Not being able to see out of one eye for a week drove that point home. 

Krista spotted Kate in the corner sipping her drink. 

Twenty-six with long brown hair and large, luminous eyes, Kate had a dainty look, but a

contrasting foul mouth. She was also pygmy short, which was funny when she started throwing out the

f-bombs. Her one, self-proclaimed, greatest flaw was always falling in love with gay men. In her

defense, it was an easy thing to do, especially in San Francisco. More than half the population of gay men had great style, excellent hygiene and unbelievable bodies, not to mention being intelligent, 

educated and cultured. 

Kate was in love a lot. 

“Hey, Kate,” Krista said as she flung her handbag into the corner of the booth and crawled in. 

Kate jumped, and then giggled. “You asshole,” she said by way of hello. 

“Did I grow, or is this pub fashioned after people your size?” Krista asked as she tried to

straighten her legs under the table. 

“Har har. How was your first day?” 

“No, seriously. Is this not the smallest booth in the world? Let’s go to the bar.” 

About then Jasmine showed up, looking like a painter. She was a tall girl and rail thin with a short bob and a cloudy disposition, but always managed to make things fun regardless. Or maybe she sought

to up the fun factor since she thought everything was dismal. 

Though all of them went to the same college with the same major, each of them landed in different

fields. Jasmine was a designer of some sort and Kate ended up in product development. They all had

jobs, though, so they didn’t complain too loudly. 

“Hi,” Jasmine said, sliding onto her own bar-stool. 

“So, Krista,” Kate said. “What about these embarrassing stories from the day you text about

earlier?” 

“Ooh, I  love  embarrassing stories!” Jasmine clapped happily, catching the eye of the older

bartender and pointing to the tap of Harp. 

Krista couldn’t help a grin. “I have a few. First off, my  boss!” 

Kate and Jasmine settled into their barstools expectantly as Krista unfolded the strange events of

her first day. When she started talking about Mr. Montgomery and his various quirks, humiliation

turned into hilarity. 

Finally Krista got to the most embarrassing story. 

“Wait,” Jasmine said as she bowed her head with a thoughtful expression. “You picked up a piece

of paper, which you had  heard  print, in order to look normal? I don’t get it. Was he hideous or something?” 

 “Or creepy?”  Kate asked as she leaned over her martini to get a good look at Krista’s face. 

Krista cleared her throat and shrugged. Kate and Jasmine immediately honed in. 

“He was hot, wasn’t he?” Jasmine accused with an evil smile. 

Krista shrugged again, hating that her friends could read her so well. 

“He must have been super fucking hot to make you lose your shit!” Kate chortled, matching

Jasmine’s delight. 

Krista kept the shrugs coming. 

“Seriously? He was that hot?” Jasmine asked with a quirked eyebrow. 

Krista felt herself flush. “Okay, yes. He was hot, okay? He just surprised me, is all. He was in my

space—I wasn’t all ga-ga over him, or anything! I know to steer clear of hot guys!” 

“Womanizing guys,” Kate corrected. 

“Same thing.” Jasmine waved the thought away. “Describe him!” 

“Seriously, you guys. There’s nothing to describe. He was pleasant looking, he smelled good, and

he surprised me in an enclosed space. It’s not like I’m great with people. He could’ve been anyone

and I would’ve been a dweeb!” 

“De-scr-ibe-him,” Jasmine enunciated. 

Krista rolled her eyes. “Fine. He was over six feet—not much over, I don’t think. He had really

green eyes—super green. Hard to look away from eyes. Stop looking at me like that!” Kate held up

her hands as if to say there was no look. Krista continued with a red face. “He had blondish hair in kind of a spikey ‘do. He had these, like, noble-born features ….” 

Jasmine shook her head to cut her off. “What does that even mean? Who do you know that’s

noble?” 

“Just…I don’t know…like, straight nose, chiseled jaw—like a guy a photographer would have a

wet dream over.” 

“Okay, so he was noble, fine . Body?”  Jasmine asked with hungry eyes. 

“Jaz, whoa, get laid already,” Kate said as she leaned away. 

Jasmine huffed, “I need to. It’s been a while. But I loves me a good hot man.” 

“Nice body,” Krista continued, thinking back. “Biceps, super broad shoulders—he was like, 

hulking in the entryway. Trim waist.” 

“Dress?” 

“Suit,” Krista matched the girls’ smiles. She couldn’t help it. “Tailored, silk tie that matched his eyes…he looked good in it. He wore it like a second skin. He like…lounged in it, or something.” 

Krista shook her head, trying to calm the hatching butterflies in her stomach. 

Like any girl, Krista also loved to look at hot guys, but this one had been different somehow. 

There was certain quality to him that made her act like a teenager with a crush. It hadn’t happened

since she  was  a teenager with a crush. 

“So…he was super-hot and you freaked out,” Kate summed up. 

“Well, it wasn’t just that his face was perfect, you know? He was rugged and masculine, but so

damn smooth he’d melt in your mouth.” Krista fanned herself, finally giving in with a bright smile, 

“He gives me fire-crotch just thinking about him.” 

“Hah!” Jasmine pointed at her with victory. “I knew it!” 

“So hit that, Romeo,” Kate laughed. 

“She’s a chick. She’d be Juliet, dummy,” Jasmine said flippantly. 

“Whatever. Same dumb play.” 

“Yeah, right,” Krista mentally shrank back from the suggestion. “New job. He’s the kind of guy

that everyone probably talks about.” 

“Yeah, true. And if he doesn’t have a girlfriend, which he probably doesn’t, all he wants to do is

sleep around and then talk about it. I hate man-sluts,” Jasmine pronounced, going back to her beer. 

“Yeah,” Kate agreed into Krista’s nod, “But they sure are nice to look at!” 

All the girls fell on the bar laughing. A truer statement had never been uttered. The three of them

were worse than any man when it came to gawking. They’d all three turn and look, smiling

appreciatively, and then walk away without bothering to say hello, having no time for the man. 

Heartache or a bad lay was rarely worth the nice face or body. 

Still…a girl could look! 

“But when are you going to get back out there?” Jasmine asked, as her knowing chuckles

subsided. 

These girls, to some extent—Kate more so than Jasmine—knew her history. They knew about the

bad nights and the dark days. They knew her recovery from the scared, weak woman her ex-boyfriend

Jim made. They were her support network most of the time, but sometimes, like now, they branched

out and pushed. 

Krista shrugged uncomfortably. Jasmine was right to push. Krista was young. She’d made some

mistakes—one in particular—but she couldn’t let that dictate the rest of her life. She did need to

move on. She needed to learn to trust again. She needed to find someone safe who wouldn’t jerk her

around. 

She just didn’t feel like starting today. She said as much. 

“But you do need to, though,” Jasmine persisted in a quiet voice. 

Krista sighed, tears springing to her eyes unbidden. “Jim got ahold of a Facebook account. He’s

been messaging with threats.” 

“What?”  Kate yelled. “When did this happen? Why am I just hearing about this?” 

Krista waved her away, desperate not to let Jim ruin her day. “It was bound to happen, right? 

Even when he was cheating on me, or…the other stuff…he was always possessive. He thought we

were going to get married,” Krista snorted in derision. “It’s just a computer. He doesn’t know where I am.” 

“What’d you do? Did you contact his parole officer?” Kate pushed with round eyes. 

Krista shrugged. “He wasn’t breaking any laws. I closed all my social media accounts.” 

“I never use that crap, anyway. You’re not missing anything,” Jasmine deflected. 

“Well, me neither—hence us not knowing this first-hand, but… Shit.” Kate stared at her drink. 

The girls stared at their drinks for a quiet moment, each reliving some memory from Jim they’d

rather forget. After a second, Jasmine said, “What did that salesman say when you waved his paper in front of his face?” 

She could turn around on a dime, thank God. She steered the conversation back to safer waters. 

After a deep breath, Krista said, “I didn’t hear what he said—I sprinted out of there too fast!” 

“He wasn’t mad?” 

“No. When I met him later, he was smiling about it. Definitely not mad.” 

“Oh my god…” Jasmine had a somber look, like she’d just found out someone had just died. “He

totally knows he makes you nervous!” 

“Yup,” Krista said, peeling the label off her beer. “It was a print-out of some graphs for a sales

presentation.” 

“He works on the same floor?” 

“No, thank God. He printed it from the art department. It had his name on it and everything. He

had to go reprint.” 

Jasmine started laughing. 

“There’ll be no living with him now. You’re screwed,” Kate said as she shook her head. 

“Yup.” 

~~~~
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