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                 Manhattan 1985
 
                 God, he was tired.
 
                 But then it seemed like he was always tired these days. As soon as he was released from school, he had to decline all of his friends' invitations to the arcades and Coney Island. Instead, he donned his uniform for the fast food joint on the corner down from his house where he worked. The extra money he made helped keep his family afloat.
 
                 As fifteen-year-old David Marscomb trudged down the lowly lit street for home, he tried to get himself into the mindset for homework. It was eleven-thirty, and he had to be up by six the next day, but he still had to do the outline for his science project and read a chapter for his lit class. He only hoped that he could stay awake.
 
                 God, how he longed to be like his classmates—coming home to dinner on the table and in bed by ten on school nights. David knew he would be lucky if there was some boxed mac and cheese in the cupboard. He couldn't remember the last time his mother had cooked a filling meal. Certainly, it had been before his tenth birthday; but, he would have to go back to when his father had still been working for Mathers Incorporated to be sure.
 
                 Those had been the days.
 
                 His dad had been in love with the world, his family, and his job. It had been like a dream for him, going from a low-level, white-collar position to becoming the head of the tech development department at Mathers. Even as a child, David had known that his father's ideas were amazing. They were far beyond anything his eight-year-old mind had been able to grasp at the time, but they still enraptured him all the same.
 
                 For a year, his family had been walking on air. They'd had enough money to start building up decent savings, and there had been meat on the table every night. For his ninth birthday, David had received the coolest remote-controlled airplane, and all his friends had wanted to borrow it. Unfortunately, he'd ended up crashing it into a tree and ruining it beyond all repair; but, his dad had promised to get him another one. At that point, there had been little worry about money, and they thought there was a bright future ahead.
 
                 And then, everything had gone south.
 
                 One day, Lester Marscomb had come home jobless and hollow-eyed. For days he didn’t speak to his wife or his son, and when he finally did, it was only to apologize for being a failure and letting them down. Although they had quickly burned through their savings, David and his mother had tried to get his father back on his feet; but, nothing they attempted had seemed to help. After a while, he stopped looking for other jobs and was reduced to emptying bottle after bottle of cheap liquor at the kitchen table. He was always bitter and always sad.
 
                 Soon, David's mother had grown unable to cope with her husband's decline and begun seeking her own escape. Often, when her son came home, he'd find her passed out from copious amounts of sleeping pills that the doctor had only reluctantly prescribed. 
 
                 It was hard, especially when David remembered how happy they had once been.
 
                 Sighing, he started up the front walk of their small Brooklyn apartment. He wasn't looking forward to dragging his mother to bed. He was looking even less forward to his father's drunken attempts at parenting. If he was lucky, he could quickly be done with them both and nurse his aching heart, as he worked his way quickly through his homework.
 
                 “Mom? Dad?” Edging open the front door, he called out to his parents. As usual, there was no reply. He made his way through an entryway littered with dirty laundry and trash to find his mother snoring before a TV that buzzed with static. Sighing, David bypassed her for the moment to hunt for his father. He'd be the most difficult to deal with, so it made sense to get him squared away first. “Dad?” he called out, edging up the stairs quietly. His father didn't take well to being startled, especially when he was drunk. 
 
                 He wasn't in the bedroom or his study.
 
                 “Dad? Where are—” David pushed open the bedroom door, and the sight that met his gaze made the words die on his lips. 
 
                 His father was utterly nude, lying bloated in a cold tub full of water colored with his own blood. The skin on his wrists was sliced neatly along his veins, all the way up past his forearms. The cuts were so deep that David could see the pink, meaty flesh, and he fought down the bile that welled in his throat.
 
                 Worst of all was the vacant, unseeing expression on the man's face. David didn't even have to check to know that his father was long gone.
 
                 He had seen him just this morning and had drawn a smile from him with some corny science joke. Now, here he was, obscenely displayed and lifeless in their single bathroom. Slowly, David backed out. He kept going until his back hit the wall of the hallway and he could go no further. There, he slid down to the carpet and stared, unable to move.
 
                 What was he going to tell his mother?
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   Present day
 
                 Today was the day.
 
                 As he stared down at the hulking breakfast he'd made for himself—two eggs, bacon, toast, and juice—his stomach suddenly turned. How had he been so hungry when he'd first gotten up? Now, he couldn't fathom eating a single bite.
 
                 With a sigh, David unfolded his long form from where it rested beneath the table. Picking up his plate, he moved through the apartment's small kitchen to set it on the counter before rummaging through the lower cabinets for a tray.
 
                 In short order, he produced the only one he owned, a white number with kittens on it. He vaguely remembered his mother buying it for him some years ago, but he was pretty sure the purchase had been more for herself. Hopefully, the sight of it would cheer her up today.
 
                 Placing the still warm breakfast on the tray, he left the kitchen to pad down the hall in his bare feet. He paused at the last door on the left, taking a breath before opening it.
 
                 His mother was in practically the same position that he'd left her in the previous night—propped up against the headboard and engrossed in whatever senseless television program was on the screen before her. It was a struggle to get her out of bed these days, but David hoped that soon he would finally accomplish something that would pull her from the depths of the depression. She had suffered from it for almost two decades.
 
                 “Mom?” he called out to her. She barely glanced at him before looking back to the television. He couldn’t help but think that at least the small acknowledgement was something.
 
                 Without further ado, David entered the dark room.
 
                 Rain or shine, his mother never liked for him to open the curtains. Oftentimes, he was sure she pretended that the world outside didn't exist anymore. It was easier for her than risking the pain of facing what she'd lost.
 
                 Placing the breakfast tray on the table beside her bed, David took in the sight of the middle-aged woman. He recalled that his mother had been very pretty with dark hair that fell in waves almost halfway down her back and bright green eyes. She’d had dark freckles that she'd always been embarrassed over and an amazing smile.
 
                 Now, at the age of sixty, she almost never left the bed. Beneath the coverlet, he could barely see the wasted form of her once plump body. Her skin was pale from lack of sunlight, and her formerly sparkling green eyes seemed to have sunk into her head. Her hair was still long, but it didn’t have the slightest vestige of ebony and had gone completely white, covering her like a shroud. She looked as if she could be twenty years older than she was.
 
                 “I brought you some breakfast. You should really eat.”               
 
                 This time his words didn't even draw her attention. She merely continued to stare at the TV screen.
 
                 On days like these, David knew better than to try and illicit any kind of decent response from her. Instead, he bent down to smooth her hair back from her brow and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. Then, he turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.
 
                 He couldn't remember how many years it had been since he'd spent most of his meager salary on the small apartment in the city, far away from the house where he'd grown up—the house where his father had died.
 
                 He had hoped that getting out of Brooklyn would help his mother recover. Instead, she only seemed to have gotten worse.
 
                 However, today things could change for them. He'd been working for years to reach this day, and he had every confidence that when he walked into Mathers Incorporated and impressed the hiring manager with his credentials and knowledge that he'd be hired for the currently vacant position they'd advertised.
 
                 On his way down the hall, David paused before a cracked mirror hung on the wall.
 
                 A man of about six-feet-four stared back at him with a broad frame that was very reminiscent of his father's. A dark crop of raven hair curled down onto his expertly starched collar, setting off skin just slightly tinged with mahogany. When he was a boy, his mother had loved to tell him that one day he would be a heartbreaker. With his intense gray eyes, dimples, and naturally strong build, David had broken many hearts over the years.
 
                 However, it hadn't been for the sheer fun of it.
 
                 Getting caught up with women for him was...complicated. Often, the moment they found out the depth of his financial troubles, as well as his familial situation, most girls went running the other way. Funnily enough, the past few times, David hadn't cared so much. 
 
                 He'd been drawing closer and closer to his ultimate goal, and the pleasure that filled his mind when he pictured that achievement was enough to soothe his aching heart.
 
                 Today, he wore his best suit. It didn't host a single moth hole or rip and was the same deep gray as his eyes. Beneath it, his white shirt had been so heavily starched that the collar actually irritated his neck a bit. However, his shirt, along with his recently polished shoes, made him look like he belonged in a place like Mathers Incorporated.
 
                 Perhaps, David Marscomb belonged there more than any other employee they'd hired.
 
                 Pausing at the door on his way out, the dark-haired man picked up a briefcase filled with his latest prototypes. Some had been his father’s, and he'd improved on them only slightly. Others were his original works. For the past five years, he'd been working at a start-up company that had stolen several of the new devices right from under his nose. Since he didn’t have the money to apply for patents, there'd been nothing that he could do.
 
                 Marshall, one of his best friends, had been all for quitting the company altogether; but, they'd both known better. David needed the money and no matter how much Marshall wheedled and cajoled, he'd never been able to get his friend to take a single loan from him.
 
                 David might have been poor for most of his life, but he was no charity case. He worked for every cent he received. Starting soon, he was going to earn a salary more than double what he currently made. With a small smile at the thought, David left the apartment, making sure that he locked and bolted the door behind him.
 
                 Outside, the weather was beautiful.
 
                 It was summer, and all the kids were out frolicking in the sun. Someone had pulled the cap off a fire hydrant, and the cool water sprayed out over the scalding hot pavement, making the children scream in delight as it showered over them. David only hoped that one day his children could be so carefree.
 
                 Though the apartment he rented was small and inexpensive, he'd taken pains to ensure that it was in a good neighborhood. Around their block, the Lower East Side was developing with gourmet restaurants and tiny little specialty shops popping up every day. Every once in a while, David would duck into those shops to buy a little something for his mother or a current girlfriend. Though the girlfriends always appreciated it, it was harder to make his mother smile.
 
                 As he headed for the subway, he saw that a specialty chocolate store had opened over the weekend. He always had a sweet tooth, and he supposed that if he got the job today as he planned, he might have to treat himself on the way home.
 
                 As was always the case at seven-thirty on a Monday morning in the city, there was standing room only on the train. Several women eyed David with more than cursory interest, but he hardly noticed. He was going over what he planned to say during his interview and the main projects he intended to discuss to impress them.
 
                 He'd reached the bustling financial district by seven-fifty. As always, when he was in that part of the city, he took the opportunity to gaze up at the structures rising thousands of feet into the air. He remembered his father lifting him onto his shoulders and pointing the buildings out to him one-by-one. The skyline had, of course, changed a bit since 9/11, but there were other buildings he recognized from his childhood.
 
                 “One day,” his father had promised him, “I'll have a corner office in one of these buildings, and you and Mom can come visit me for lunch. We'll eat at the top of the world.”
 
                 The memory made his gut clench.
 
                 Quickly, David joined the throngs of people hurrying through the streets and found his way to the seventy-story building emblazoned with the Mathers Incorporated logo. For a moment, as he merely stared at the 'M' shaped door handles, his stomach simmered with a deep, seething hatred. It was an emotion so profound that the people swarming about him actually parted like the Red Sea, sensing a disturbance.
 
                 However, as quickly as the feeling had crested, it faded, and David pulled the door open and entered the cool, expansive marble lobby. 
 
                 He'd arrived fifteen minutes early for his interview and advanced on to the front desk. The sounds of many footsteps echoed off of the stone walls. A smiling receptionist looked up at him, her garb as neat as his own. “Name, please?”
 
                 “David Marscomb.” Then, he awarded her with his most stunning smile. In return, he was rewarded with her slight blush of pleasure.
 
                 “Um...do you have an appointment?”
 
                 “I do,” he replied jauntily, glancing at the clock on the wall behind her. “Eight-ten.”
 
                 “Just one moment, let me look you up.”
 
                 As she did, he glanced around the huge lobby. Fifty people must have been going in and out of the front entryway. The place had changed in twenty years—that was certain. He noticed that it had grown both up and out, and he had watched it every step of the way.
 
                 “Alright, Mr. Marscomb. Here's your visitor’s pass.” With a pretty curving of her lips, the brunette woman handed him a paper pass with his picture and his name. “Good luck.”
 
                 Off-handedly, David scanned the paper and realized that it listed the reason for his visit. He supposed that if the smiling receptionist knew the real reason he had come to Mathers today, she would probably be less enthusiastic about letting him past. However, David didn't mean her any harm. She'd probably never think twice on his face, and that was for the best.
 
                 With a final wave, he walked past the reception desk and lined up before the bay of six elevators. He wanted the sixty-fifth floor, and he'd be willing to bet a large part of his current salary that the view was amazing.
 
                 It was perhaps five minutes before he could board an elevator; but, when he did, the technological marvel—one of Mathers' first and most successful products—rose so quickly and so smoothly that no one inside felt a thing. David knew for a fact that the elevator car was so well stabilized that it could drop twenty stories and the passengers inside would never be the wiser. That had been one of the piece's most amazing selling points, in his opinion, when his father had first described the original design to him almost twenty years ago.
 
                 When he stepped from the elevator on the sixty-fifth floor, the lobby was no less luxurious than the one on the first floor. Only this time, the walls were painted a deep wine color, and the floor was covered in glistening black tiles. David approached the second reception desk and flashed his pass. Then, another smiling woman gestured for him to have a seat.
 
                 In the plush waiting area—where he sat on a chair that probably cost more than he made in a month—were three other individuals: two men and a woman. David guessed that they were all vying for the same position and so not a single word of conversation was uttered between them. In the silence, David remembered all of the horrible tech jobs he'd taken over the years. It took two jobs to get him through university. He also remembered the late nights he’d spent pouring over his father's research.
 
                 This position would be his. His future depended on it.
 
                 “David Marscomb?” 
 
                 His was the first name to be called, at exactly eight-ten.  Upon hearing it, he rose immediately and followed a young woman out of the waiting area. She led him through double doors that were locked with a card pass and into the office.
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                 Almost immediately, despite David's level of concentration, he was assaulted with awe-inspiring technological marvels from the past ten years. There was the Uphone—a device that far exceeded the iPhone in storage capacity, durability, and software compatibility. There was also the MediBot, which was used to correctly diagnose diseases that might have taken years at the hands of normal doctors, and the Web Glass, the first sphere-shaped, self-contained computer of it's kind.
 
                 They were now staples of modern life, and David knew for a fact that his father had created at least one of them.
 
                 They passed glass-walled laboratories where he could see techs in the midst of their work, going through various rounds of trial and error with sample products. He managed to catch a glimpse of a whole room of designers, who were hard at work, when a door opened as they passed. Finally, they came to a long, sparsely-decorated conference room with six velour chairs all situated about a round table.
 
                 A small woman sat in one of the chairs, appearing close to his age. She hosted fiery red hair that was cropped at her shoulders and piercing green eyes. David knew she was the head of Mathers Incorporated’s tech department, Adeline Reynolds. She was tough and brilliant. Standing before her, he was slightly intimidated.
 
                 “Mr. Marscomb.” Her voice was pleasant, if slightly aloof, as she gestured to the table before her. “Please, take a seat. Margery, I'll inform you when I'm ready for the next candidate.”
 
                 At those words, the younger girl left him alone with the woman who was single-handedly responsible for bringing Mathers Incorporated into the newest technological age.
 
                 At least that is what everyone had been allowed to think.
 
                 With little hesitation, David took the seat right next to Reynolds, setting his briefcase on the table and sitting back to give her space. He had long since learned that his long limbs and powerful physique could intercede on the personal space of others without his noticing—not that women usually minded. However, Adeline Reynolds was no ordinary woman.
 
                 “Welcome to the Tech Research and Development Department, or TRDD, as we call it. I'm Adeline Reynolds, and I run this floor. I'm sure you're aware that we like to keep abreast of the newest technological trends. Do you have any information on any projects we're currently working on?”
 
                 At her question, David's lips curved slightly. She didn't waste any time. The company wanted to know if the candidates were doing their research.
 
                 He had researched for years.
 
                 “Well, I read from your last press release that you're working on the second generation model of the Web Glass, upgrading it to be compatible with regular laptops via bluetooth and wireless outlets. I've also heard that you're starting production on a prototype that had been rumored to be a far more advanced version of the Google glass, called the Mathers Seeing Eye. Provided that there are no final kinks to be worked out, you hope to see both products on the market by early 2016.”
 
                 The woman before him betrayed little with her expression, but a slight twitching of her hands let him know that he had spoken quite a bit more expansively than she had expected. “I see. Well, you've certainly done your homework. Can you tell me which of these products you think will be the most successful and why?”
 
                 These questions were child's play for him.
 
                 “Though I'm personally more fond of the Web Glass as a web-browsing device, the modern age is moving rapidly into a hands-free era. Since the Mathers Seeing Eye is supposed to have twice the processing power of the Google Glass at half the price, I can only imagine the public would eat it up as an outlet.”
 
                 “Interesting.” This time, a faint smile crossed the redhead's lips, and inwardly, David groaned. He had no idea if the answer he'd provided her had pleased her or not when she performed such gestures. He realized that she had probably done so to keep him from feeling as if he had the upper hand.
 
                 All these years...and he was getting cocky. His father would never have approved. He couldn't afford to let his overconfidence ruin him. “So, Mr. Marscomb, could you tell me why you decided to apply for the position of Senior Tech Advisor. I see from your resume that all the positions you've held have been entry level—despite the fact that you graduated at the top of your class from MIT with honors.”
 
                 Her appraisal of him made him repress a wince at her insensitivity. He may have graduated at the top of his class, but it was harder to find a tech job that he wasn't overqualified for than one might think. Additionally, David had started small. He'd wanted to learn the ins and outs of start-ups and small firms so he'd be better able to understand how Mathers Incorporated had made their millions. He'd done grunt work for years but now, God willing, he was ready.
 
                 “I believe that you have to pay your dues at the bottom before you rise to the top, Miss Reynolds,” he finally said, choosing his words carefully. “I applied here because I believe I have the experience, the intuition, and the drive to take this company's designs to the next level. I may have worked white collar all my life, but now I know the white collar man and his needs. That was my ultimate goal, and I believe that the knowledge I gained is invaluable.”
 
                 For a moment, Adeline merely stared at him, her intense green gaze scrutinizing as she looked him over from head to foot. Briefly, David worried that perhaps she might see a long lost face within his features, but no. He was sure that no one in the company, after so long, would have dug so deep.
 
                 His worries were assuaged when the woman finally said, “Alright, you've piqued my interest, Mr. Marscomb. Show me what's in that briefcase of yours.”
 
                 With a slight curve of his lips, he complied. Cracking open his briefcase, he retrieved three manila folders containing his most impressive prototypes—the ones he'd spent a lifetime on. These were projects he hadn't even hinted at with any company he'd worked with for fear that they'd try to take them from him.
 
                 However, for Mathers, he'd give his life's work.
 
                 He did, after all, intend to take it right back.
 
                 For a moment, the woman flipped through each folder, her expression unreadable. All told, she took about twenty minutes carefully perusing the detailed plans that he'd accumulated. Finally, when she closed the folder and looked up at him again, her gaze held more than a hint of admiration.              
 
                 “Mr. Marscomb, this is interesting stuff.”
 
                 It was as close to a compliment as he'd ever get from the Reynolds woman, and he knew it. Her reputation as an icy taskmaster preceded her.
 
                 “Thank you, Miss Reynolds.”
 
                 “Call me Adeline. We must be about the same age.”               
 
                 The woman gave him another careful once over before her gaze finally rested on his face. “You were wasted when you spent all those years on white collar work.”
 
                 Deciding to take chance, David made his move. “If you give me an opportunity, I can prove to you that I wasn’t. What I learned during those years is what's going to help me make the difference between you and your competitors.”
 
                 Glancing at the folders in her hands once more, the woman appeared to contemplate what she wanted to do. In that moment, David knew that he had her. Turning him down would mean she'd never get ahold of those designs again, and they were too juicy to let go.
 
                 Reluctantly, she slid the files back to him. “You have no problem directing others, I assume?”
 
                 “None.” Though he had never been an office manager in his entire life, David had always known that one day his designs would lead him to teach others about his tech. He relished the idea, especially since it would be at Mathers.
 
                 “When can you start?”
 
                 He suppressed his smile and said, “As soon as you'll have me.”
 
                 Adeline Reynolds chewed her lip contemplatively, drumming her fingers on the table, before she finally said, “Mr. Marscomb....David...I can't officially hire you until I've seen the other candidates; but, comparing the prototypes they've submitted with yours...I can't see that I'll be very much more impressed. You won't get a call from me until later today. But,” she extended a pale arm lined with lean muscle, “let me be the first to unofficially welcome you to Mathers Incorporated.”
 
                 This time, David was unable to hide the grin that split his face as he shook the woman's hand vigorously.
 
                 He was still sporting that same smile as exited the office and headed into the elevator bay once more.
 
                 He'd made it.
 
                 He was in.
 
                 This was the first step in a long plan that he had been contriving for years, but one step was better than none at all. Atop that, precious Mathers Incorporated money could finally be put to good use. His mother could start seeing a doctor, and they could begin to slowly climb their way out of debt.
 
   It was eerie how, suddenly, as it had been for his father decades ago, the company was now everything.
 
                 However, David would be damned if he'd depend on it to hold him up.
 
                 He would keep his head down, and he wouldn't make waves...at least not visible ones. Then, when he was finally ready, he would strike.
 
                 As he waited for the elevator, the young, dark-haired woman who had accompanied him back to his interview, Margery, suddenly appeared behind him. She looked about the small, deserted section of the floor discreetly before approaching him to extend a thick, dark folder bound tightly with an 'M' stamped band. “Ms. Reynolds wanted me to pass this to you. She'd like you to start filling out the paperwork immediately...discreetly, of course.”
 
                 With a small smirk, David took the pro-offered papers. “Of course.”
 
                 Their exchange was interrupted as an advertisement for the company bloomed on the pristine, high definition screens on either side of the elevators before them. For a moment, David was transfixed, as equal measures of envy, intrigue, hatred, and curiosity assaulted him.
 
                 “Here at Mathers, we put the interests of the customer first. We're on the clock twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, to ensure that you get excellent customer service and the most highly rated and up-to-date software. We're constantly innovating, and our prototypes are some of the highest scoring with diverse audiences in blind trials. With our quality money-back guarantee and our bold design team, you can be sure that every Mathers product you buy will be of the highest quality and lovingly made. So, choose Mathers for all your tech needs. Remember, if it isn't modern, it isn't Mathers.”
 
                 She was exactly five years younger than him.
 
                 When David had been nine, she'd been a toddler of four, and for the past 27 years, he had watched her grow and flourish while he had struggled in every facet of his life.
 
                 Charlotte Mathers was the poster child for Mathers Incorporated. As Emerson Mathers' daughter and only child, she had grown up in the business. After her father had retired five years ago, he'd turned it over to her.
 
                 David remembered watching the media follow her rapidly climbing family, as she'd played in the sprinklers on their fifty-acre estate, or was nearly buried under a mountain of birthday presents when she'd reached the age of fifteen. When she'd turned sixteen, her father had given her a Lamborghini for her birthday, and upon reaching eighteen, she'd been shipped off to England to attend Oxford—all padded by her father's expansive mounds of cash.
 
                 All the while, David's father had slipped further and further away from him.
 
                 He remembered despising her honey-blonde curls and bright blue eyes. He had wanted to turn the television off, as her tennis matches were documented and she'd spoken at charity functions. He'd fought, even through his adulthood, not to crumple the numerous magazines that sported her image on their covers.
 
                 She had everything that he'd been robbed of.
 
                 But now, oddly, as he looked upon her on the screen, strolling the top floor of the Mathers building as she spoke into the camera, he realized that no amount of dislike could detract from attraction he felt at the sight of her.
 
                 The woman was tall, almost six feet, with lightly tanned skin that spoke of careful exposure to the sun and legs that went on forever. In the ad, her curvaceous figure was poured into a deeply-colored pinstripe suit that matched her dark crimson lipstick perfectly. Curls he knew to be unruly and wild, spilling almost to the small of her back when freed, were bound in an elegant up-do. Her perfectly manicured hands gesticulated elegantly, as she expounded on the assets of her company.
 
                 “Isn't she wonderful?”
 
                 He glanced down as Margery proceeded to gush, starry-eyed, over the woman on screen. “She's so much more beautiful in person, and one of the most intelligent woman you'll ever meet.” Her smile turned slightly mischievous, as she looked up at him teasingly. “As one of the heads of your department, you'll get to work closely with her.”
 
                 He thought that piece of information was interesting. Charlotte Mathers was the exact reason why he'd come, after all. Her father had retired, so it would be almost impossible to meet with him face-to-face; but, now that he knew that he would have easy access to his daughter—that was the best news of all. He would work side-by-side with Charlotte Mathers. He would flatter her, woo her, and he would win her heart.
 
                 Then, he would break her. He would expose her and her company for the frauds they really were. Then, finally, his father would be able to rest in peace.
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                 “So, how'd it go?” 
 
                 To celebrate his success, David visited the independent chocolate shop that had sprung up near his house. To his surprise and delight, the place didn't only sell chocolate, but chocolate drinks and specialty coffee, as well. He'd settled down at one of the tables with a black coffee and a piece of German black forest cake when his phone rang. 
 
                 He extracted the device from his pocket, a little piece he'd modified himself from one of the older Uphone models, and saw that his friend Marshall was calling. He'd mentioned to him that he was going out for the Mathers Incorporated position today—despite the fact that he and his friend had been growing apart for at least the last decade. David understood that the man was only trying to help him, but it was slightly disheartening when every time they got together he ended up trying to push a loan on him. Nonetheless, he answered, and, of course, Marshall immediately wanted to know what had happened at the interview.
 
                 “Fine,” David answered casually, taking bite of his cake. He found it to be pretty heavenly and resolved to take a piece home to his mother. She might not even touch it, but she'd appreciate the gesture. “I'd say it went pretty well.”
 
                 “Oh, come on. Don't leave me hanging.” Despite the fact that Marshall had a successful career as a stockbroker, he seemed to live vicariously through the ups and downs of David's life—something the slightly older man had always found amusing. 
 
                 “Well...” Purposefully teasing him, David paused, taking another bite of the confection he'd ordered, “I got the position.”
 
                 “Ha! I told you. I knew they wouldn't be able to resist you.”
 
                 “Please, Marshall. This is a multi-billion dollar company, not some girl at a bar.”
 
                 “Same thing.” His companion's statement made him smirk slightly. He supposed, in some facets, they were the same. However, to his merit, he'd never been as callous with a woman as he planned on being with Mathers Incorporated. Indeed, he couldn't even imagine a woman wronging him as much as the company had, nor having such a long lasting effect. “Either way man, you're going to knock them dead. You always do.”
 
                 He could only hope. After all, taking the company off the map was exactly what he wanted.
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130879]Chapter Five 
 
                 “He's brilliant.”
 
                 As Charlotte stared across her desk at Adeline Reynolds, the hard-assed ice queen, she arched a brow. Her voice sounded incredulous, as she said, “Brilliant. Really? Coming from you that’s—”
 
                 “You didn't hear it from me,” Adeline said, cutting her off almost immediately. Her green eyes narrowed to reflect the danger of besmirching her strict persona. “In any event, I'm not the only one who thinks so. For Christ’s sake, the man's designing circles around most of the rest of the team. They can hardly keep up.”
 
                 “But he is teaching them, right?” Charlotte cut in, her blue eyes gleaming in interest.
 
                 “Teaching them? Charlotte, he's blowing their goddamn minds.”
 
                 Charlotte couldn’t help but think that the information was interesting. Since her father had started Mathers Incorported over two decades ago in a building that needed massive renovations, their company had always sought to employ the finest tech designers, individuals who could not only create blueprints but build and improve upon them as they worked.
 
                 Emerson Mathers' shortcoming had been that he'd been able to design the plans, but not to execute them. It wasn't enough to be able to simply put the technology together. One had to be able to grow and expand with it, anticipating new directions. It sounded like her new employee had those skills in spades.
 
                 David Marscomb had barely been on the tech floor a week and already word of him had spread throughout the entire building. He'd fixed the wiring during a spontaneous blackout in minutes. Plus, in the five days that he'd worked at the company, the department had turned out plans for no less than six new prototypes, and all of them could put the products in their current line to shame.
 
                 Who was the man?
 
                 Charlotte had gone over his resume personally to see what all the fuss was about, and aside from graduating at the top of his class at MIT, he hadn't had any huge amount of relevant experience at any competing firms. In fact, he'd worked white collar all his life.
 
                 The realization had led her, for the first time, to question one of her managing executive's choices. However, before she'd even had a proper meeting with Adeline, the man's work had begun to speak for itself. Now, she was simply trying to calm the woman down before she flew off the handle. Charlotte didn't think that the redhead had ever encountered a situation where one of her staff could out-think her, and she was quite visibly flustered. 
 
                 “What's he like as an employee?” Charlotte twirled a pen through her slender fingers, her eyes still concentrated on her companion. “Big headed? Cocky? Insufferable?”
 
                 “He's humble, Charlotte. The man barely accepts praise for fixing the copier. It's the oddest damned thing I've ever seen in my life.”
 
                 It was odd indeed for a man who never worked in a large firm to have such amazing skills and to be discovered at thirty-five. She supposed that his humility could be explained by his lack of upper level positions, but brilliance? Brilliance only came from hard work.
 
                 This man could double Mathers Incorporated revenue within the next two years. She knew that her father would be pleased. 
 
                 Despite the fact that he was supposed to have turned over the CEO position solely to her five years ago, he could never stop meddling with her methods. As far as she knew, she had never lost the company thousands, screwed up a business deal, or insulted any of their partners; but, her father still seemed paranoid about the way the company was run, especially the tech department.
 
                 When he heard that they'd hired this new guy, he was going to be all over it. For that purpose explicitly, Charlotte had buried his file where her father wouldn't have access to it. With a bit of luck, he'd finally get to the man's information in a year, and he'd have nothing to say about him. By that time, they would have started debuting their new line of products, and they'd be in the black for the foreseeable future.
 
                 Sighing, Charlotte glanced at a framed picture on her desk. It showed her and her father skiing together in the Alps for her twentieth birthday. The young woman was bundled so tightly that only her bright smile and profusion of blonde curls were visible. Her gloved hand, however, was firmly on her father's, and what onlookers couldn't see was that she had forced him to put down his cell phone for the shot.
 
                 Mathers Incorporated had always been everything for him.
 
                 Charlotte's mother had died when she was four, and so she had been raised by her father; or rather, she'd been raised by the staff he'd hired to oversee her life. Eventually, she'd had her first nanny, and since then, she didn't think she'd spent more than a week consecutively with her father. Sure, he'd lavished her with expensive gifts and sent her to the best schools money could buy, but he'd denied her the affection that she craved.
 
                 Instead, Charlotte bonded with her schoolmates, her indispensable housekeeper, Rita, and Adeline, who'd been like an older sister to her for as long as she could remember. She loved to spend the money her father gave her for luxuries on charities. While Emerson was the tabloid face of Mathers, Charlotte was its poster child.
 
                 She'd traveled the world, building factories in communities that needed the business the most, donating millions of dollars to various causes in impoverished third world countries, and simply learning about a world where money wasn't everything. Though her father often insisted she was risking her life, Charlotte loved to go under the radar when she travelled to small countries, discovering their culture and immersing herself in the newness of the experience. She did it without a single person knowing who she was.
 
                 Those times were far easier than the normal day-to-day hustle and bustle where she had to worry about the paparazzi and her face on the cover of some new magazine.
 
                 However, maybe, just maybe, this tech designer could help their company move to the next level.
 
                 Emerson had enough money so that he could spend the rest of his life in luxurious comfort. It was Charlotte's eventual plan, as the current CEO, to let the company’s stockholders run the company. If such a thing could ever come to fruition, she could step down from her position in the limelight and watch the firm blossom, freed from the financial drain of a single individual.
 
                 It was a promising idea; but, Charlotte knew the moment her father sniffed so much as a hint of that particular plan, it would be kaput. So, she'd have to be careful, and she'd have to take her time.
 
                 Also, she'd have to meet this God-sent techie everyone was babbling about.
 
                 “Is he in the lab now?” she inquired, and Adeline shook her head.
 
                 “He's out to lunch. Though from what I've heard, even when he leaves the building, he keeps working. The man is a machine.”              
 
                 “Sounds like someone else I know.” Charlotte fixed her companion with a grin, and Adeline flushed, looking away. 
 
                 “I'm a demon because I need to be that way to stay on top of things. Marscomb's development rate is...effortless.” Her words spoke volumes to her fear that his effortlessness might affect her own position. 
 
   With a smile, Charlotte leaned over the desk to reassure her. “No worries, Addy. You know no one could ever replace you. This Marscomb man might be a brain, but you know the ins and outs of the tech department better than anyone else. You've been here for ten years. Atop that, you're my friend and advisor. I need to ask you, what kind of feel do you get from him?”
 
                 At her words, Adeline appeared to relax slightly. Then, her expression turned pensive, and she leaned back in her chair. “Honestly...” she mused lowly, “I'm not exactly sure. A man with his brain power...and his looks...he should be conceited as hell. But he's not.”
 
                 “His looks?” Charlotte couldn't help the inquiry that had escaped her lips. Though the man's resume had been extensive and his background check in-depth, neither had very good pictures of him. He seemed reluctant to look into the camera, almost as if he was opposed to someone taking his photo.
 
                 At her question, Adeline's cheeks turned pink once more. “Well...yes...he's...well, all the girls in on the floor fall all over themselves whenever he comes in.”
 
                 Charlotte had to admit that now her interest was heartily piqued.
 
                 Rising from her desk, she rounded the elegantly carved piece of furniture to sit next to her friend, her expression interested. “When does he come back?”
 
                 “Oh, no, Charlotte. I am not aiding and abetting you in any venture that involves a man.”
 
                 At Adeline's reaction, the blonde woman scowled. “Please, Addy. You know me better than that. I'm only curious. Plus, relations with coworkers are against company policy.”
 
                 She'd never questioned the policy nor enforced it before. Charlotte was sure that there were more than a few employees who discreetly broke the rules in regards to in-office romance. However, as the CEO, she could not afford such transgressions. She only wanted to see the face of the man radically advancing her tech department—and that was all.
 
                 “Alright, fine. He'll be back at two.”
 
                 Charlotte checked her watch to find that she still had a good half hour until that time rolled around. “How about,” she glanced up at Adeline, “you take me down and show me what we have in development while we wait.”
 
                 “Sure.” At the prospect of fresh tech, Adeline was always excited. The woman quickly stood to her feet to lead the way from Charlotte's expansive corner office, down the richly-decorated hall and past reception. They took the elevators down to the sixty-fifth floor, and Adeline, with a flourish, swiped them in and showed her to the tech labs.
 
                 Charlotte was blown away.
 
                 The last time she had been down to the lab, two weeks ago, they'd been putting final touches on the final prototype of the advanced Web Glass. Now, the device sat in a corner, unattended, while no less than five developers crowded around a glowing, clear cube that sat on the table before them. Blinking to make sure she wasn't seeing things, Charlotte watched them tap one side of the cube and reveal the specs for an operating system atop the crystal clear screen. They tapped another side and the dialing pad for a cell phone appeared. They tapped yet another side and the controls for a luxury car popped up.
 
                 “What...” she said under her breath and glancing over at Adeline, “is that?”
 
                 “We're thinking of calling it the MCube.” The smug delight in the redhead's voice was obvious when she spoke. “As soon as I saw the specs for the design in one of David's folders, I started salivating.”
 
                 “It's a computer, right?”
 
                 Adeline glared at her, and Charlotte winced. Though she could quote figures about the company's finances and list their most popular products and top shareholders, she, of course, wasn't as tech savvy as the head of the development team. Adeline never hesitated to remind her of that fact, either.
 
                 “Of course it's a computer.” Putting on a pair of black velvet gloves, the older woman crossed the room to pick up the cube from where the techs were working on it. They knew better than to question her, and simply let her take it over to show Charlotte. The excited gleam in Adeline's green eyes was infectious, and Charlotte found herself leaning over the device. It was about the size of a child's alphabet block, and despite the intense lighting in the lab, glare did not distort the screen. “It's light, probably weighs less than a bar of soap.”
 
                 Charlotte gaped. “This baby makes cell phones, car keys, laptops, satellite radios, all of it obsolete. Everything you need from every piece of technology in your life is here—in one easy to use device.”
 
                 “Is the software stable?” The damn thing seemed too good to be true.
 
                 She'd never seen the tech department churn out a prototype so fast. It usually took months, even years before the software was sound. Even after production, they usually continued to work out kinks with downloadable updates and readily available customer service.
 
                 “Watertight.” Adeline's reply was no less than ecstatic. “If we wanted to, we could start wide scale production on this thing within six months.”
 
                 Charlotte's head whirled. This single piece of technology was enough to put Mathers on the map as one of the leading technological development companies in the world. 
 
                 It had appeared in the lab within days. However, the dangers of releasing such an all encompassing device were more than evident to her. They would push hundreds of companies, both competitors and partners, out of business and outrage the financial world. Not to mention, she hadn't even inquired on the cost to produce the damn thing. It was a marvel, to be sure, but it was also dangerous. It was to Adeline's merit—she could see the gravity of the little cube just as easily as Charlotte could. 
 
                  A smile still blooming on her face, the redhead returned the cube to the techs before leading Charlotte to the next lab. “That was only one of the projects we've started working on.” Her voice was low and conspiratorial, as she swiped her card into the adjacent room. “Wait until you see the others.”
 
                 Truly, they were just as amazing as the first. There was the first model of a pen that could directly print information onto paper pages without the use of any intermediary device. There was also a clock that stored the data for every family member of a household and reminded them of their daily activities. A group of scientists was testing an implantable GPS chip on a series of lab mice. Once the device was in the brain, the person would be able to receive directions right before their eyes, and the device could be turned on and off with a stylish and discreet pendant worn on the body.
 
                 When they finally stood outside the last development room, Charlotte had to remind herself to breathe. She'd never seen such large technical advances in such a short time. Sure, all these devices were just prototypes, but they were prototypes that operated with more precision and succinct programming than any she'd ever seen, and she didn't have to be a techie to see that.
 
                 When she pondered what the devices could mean for the company and the market at large, her palms started to sweat in excitement. They would generate billions of dollars in revenue. She could open up hundreds of factories and create thousands of jobs. Her charitable donations could increase tenfold.
 
                 However, they had to be careful with their patents and devices. They couldn't expose them to the market to soon, or they'd face recriminations larger than they could ever imagine.
 
                 “Addy, this is big. Really big.”
 
                 “No kidding. That's the largest understatement of the century.”
 
                 “What's the largest understatement of the century?”
 
                 Both of them jumped at the sudden, low tenor that came from behind them. Whirling, Charlotte prepared to explain their conversation, only to stop cold on her tracks. 
 
                 “Oh, David.” She barely heard Adeline greet the newcomer while she could do little but stare. “We were waiting for you. I’d like to introduce you to Charlotte Mathers, CEO and President of Mathers Incorporated.”
 
                 “It's a pleasure to finally meet you.” Extending his hand cordially, the man's intense gray eyes met hers, and a subtle, titillating warmth spread over her.
 
                 He was even taller than Adeline had mentioned, towering over her lofty five-foot-eleven frame—six-two in heels. He was far from being the uptight, pencil-necked nerd she'd expected. In fact, he was built like a MMA fighter with broad shoulders, a wide chest, and a narrow waist. He was dressed in a blue button-up shirt, black slacks, and a white lab coat that was a bit short for him, not that she was surprised. The man was by far the largest on the tech team. The jackets weren't made for Herculean men, not that she was trying to stereotype.
 
                  His slightly-browned skin pronounced him of mixed race, as did the dark waves that spilled down to cover his collar and frame a face that was all proud masculine angles. His nose was long and aquiline and his mouth surprisingly lush for a man. To her chagrin, she almost immediately imagined what it would be like to kiss that mouth and had to fight to rid herself of the image.
 
                 He was certainly like no tech she'd ever met.
 
                 “Nice to meet you, David.” When their fingers touched, it was electric, and she could see from his slightly confused expression that he wasn't totally unaffected either. As they stared at one another, Adeline looked back and forth between them, scowling. “I have to say, I'm blown away by your designs.”
 
                 The man's expression was immediately humble, as he released her hold on her hand. “I wasn't aware that they were as advanced as Adeline professed, really.”
 
                 “Oh, shut your mouth, David. How couldn't you know? You've been selfish keeping these beauties to yourself.” Though Adeline's words were harsh, it was in her nature to speak the way she did. It was how she showed admiration, and Charlotte was used to it.
 
                 “Well, now they belong to Mathers. I'm glad you're pleased.” David smiled, and Charlotte had to make a concerted effort not to melt into a messy puddle on the tiles below her feet. It was ridiculously unfair that the man was so goddamn attractive, and it was going to mean trouble.              “Another understatement,” Adeline replied bluntly, making the man towering over her smirk indulgently. “But you know, David, we can't even put these designs on ice for future production until Charlotte's familiar with the specs. She's going to be the one to get people on board for production.”
 
                 The younger woman stared at her tech specialist, her eyes wide. What Adeline said made perfect sense, but she was sure it would take an eternity to learn the ins and outs of the devices, especially at the rate they were producing them.
 
                 “I can take some time off from working with the team to show her the basics,” David offered, taking a sip from the coffee cup he held. Charlotte tried not to stare at the veins of his exposed forearm, taking note of the strength there.
 
                 “That should be fine. Only for an hour or two a day though. We need you down here to oversee the rest of the prototypes in development.”
 
                 “I'm sure the teams down here can handle it,” he said, kindly. “You have my designs and painstakingly detailed notes.”
 
                 “No.” Adeline shook her head firmly. “We need you. We can't afford any mistakes in the first stages of software development.”
 
                 “Of course.” Unlike most of the department staff who cowered before the redhead when she barked demands, Charlotte noticed that David seemed to take them as commonplace. When Adeline sniped at him, he only nodded and smiled. It was remarkable.
 
                 “So, every morning from nine to eleven? Charlotte?” She was broken from her reverie by the woman's command, and her head jerked to take in the redhead. 
 
                 “Yes. That sounds good.”
 
                 Hell, what had she just agreed to? Ten hours a week in close quarters with a gorgeous hunk of a man who quite literally heated her blood? She was in trouble.
 
                 “I look forward to it,” he replied.
 
                 Was he flirting with her? The gleam in those dark eyes was too subtle to tell, but Charlotte thought there was a definite chance. There was a large part of her that warned against spending any length of time in private with the man, but Adeline was right. She needed to know her products if she was ever going to pitch them effectively to the stockholders.
 
                 “Right now, I'm looking forward to seeing those software tweaks within the next hour.” Adeline broke the moment in her customary way, making Charlotte glare at her, slightly irritated. “Get to work, pretty boy.”
 
                 “Right away.” Draining the last of his coffee, David dropped his cup in the trash before moving away. His white coat was so tight that Charlotte could see the muscles of his back contracting as he walked, and her mouth dried.
 
                 “Stop it.”
 
                 Adeline's warning made her frown as she feigned innocence and said, “Stop what, Addy?”
 
                 “Looking at him like he's a filet mignon with butter sauce. It's obvious.”
 
                 Charlotte's face turned pink. “I wasn't staring.”
 
                 “Right. And the sky isn't blue. You saw what you came to see. Now, get back up to your office. I'm sure there are a million and one calls on hold for you. You'll have a whole two hours with the man on Monday. Not,” she eyed the younger woman shrewdly, “that anything inappropriate should happen during that time.”
 
                 Clearly, Adeline was in Mama Bear mode.
 
                 “Addy, I swear I won't touch the man. I just need him to give me the specs on the prototypes. You said it yourself.”
 
                 The redhead just eyed her skeptically before pointing at the doors that led back to the lobby. She was the only person in the building, by virtue of her long relationship with Charlotte, her closeness with her family, and her position, who would dare to speak to the CEO of the company like that. Thankfully, she did it only in the most discreet settings.
 
                 In fact, Charlotte mused, as she took the elevator back up to her office, the fact that her friend had busted out her Mama Bear attitude in front of David, who had only been around for a week, proved just how nervous she must be about something developing between the two of them. Breaking the rules always made Addy nervous. Beyond that, she'd been by Charlotte's side after a string of bad boyfriends tried to take advantage of her position and her wealth.
 
                 David could hardly be like them. He had a brilliant mind that more than occupied most of his time, and he didn't seem to salivate over her like most men did when she entered a room. 
 
                 When she returned to her office, however, all her thoughts about their newest employee were put on hold. There was, indeed, a plethora of people holding on the line to speak to her, and as she settled in to address their questions and concerns, she was all business.
 
                 Her job always came first. Anything less and she'd bring the wrath of her father down upon her head.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130880]Chapter Six              
 
                 That night, Charlotte didn't leave the office until eleven. She and Addy were pouring over plans to start distributing the new and revamped Web Glass, and they had had their heads together until the Addy was nearly falling asleep at the desk.
 
                 Charlotte had to buy a coffee from the deli on the corner before catching a taxi back to the Upper West Side. When she entered her loft apartment and dropped both her bag and her briefcase on the floor by the door, she breathed a sigh of relief. All she wanted was to take a bubble bath, have a glass of wine, and collapse into her feather bed.
 
                 “Hard day?”
 
                 The young woman jumped as a raspy baritone issued from behind her. She whirled before scowling to see her father sitting in the living room, sipping whiskey as he watched her.
 
                 The man had bought her the flat, and as such, he had keys to it; but, in her opinion, he abused the privilege far too much. He always appeared at some ungodly hour, as if he were afraid their conversations would be overheard, and he never even furnished the most simple of greetings.
 
                 “Hi, Dad.” She sighed, rolling her eyes as she strode past him. She might as well pour that glass of wine now. She was likely to need it.
 
                 Emerson Mathers had been youthful and enthusiastic when he'd first started Mathers Incorporated. He had dark blonde hair and blue eyes that he'd passed down to her, as well as a trim physique. He'd once cut quite the figure as he strode through city holding her hand, riding on the high of his own success. However, ever since the third or fourth year that the company had been up and running and the tech development department had begun to turn incredible profits, he'd withdrawn and become suspicious of anyone who sought to get close to him.
 
                 Though she'd often craved his attention as a child, she'd found the way he treated others somewhat off-putting. He was cold and calculating when he spoke of mergers and money, and he could be downright rude if he thought a client couldn't offer him anything the company needed. Atop that, he hoarded his profits like a packrat, drawing the disdain of others and his daughter alike.
 
                 At sixty-five, he was balding and had a large belly from drinking expensive foreign beers. Of course, he covered his sagging frame with the finest suits and had even attempted hair implants several time—although they had never really taken. However, nothing could detract from the skeptical nature of his beady blue stare.
 
                 “You've been coming home pretty early lately.”
 
                 She wondered why her father thought that eleven-thirty was early. The work day ended at five. “What, do you have people following me?” she inquired wryly, pouring herself a glass of cabernet sauvignon and immediately taking a gulp.
 
                 “Only for your own safety. You know you have to be careful of those who would take you for all you have, Charlotte.”
 
                 “You know, not everyone's out to get us, Dad.” She flopped down on a chair across from him, taking her rampant blonde curls down from the up-do atop her head and running her fingers through her hair to ease the tension in her scalp. “There are a number of firms who would benefit us greatly if you wouldn't be so stubborn about giving them the opportunity.”
 
                 “They're greedy,” he replied, his tone ending any argument. “You make no mistake. When I started this company, there were rapacious men who wanted to take everything from me, and that's still the state of the world today.”
 
                 “Yes. Our competitors are writhing in the mud as we're sitting here drinking champagne from golden cups,” Charlotte responded, sarcastically. “I can feel their malice.”
 
                 “Hey.” Emerson sat upright at her comment, pointing a trembling finger at her. “I'm just warning you to be cautious. You never know who could just waltz into the building and tear everything down.”
 
                 “If you're so worried about our security, why don't you come back to the company?” Charlotte's entreaty was earnest. Though he'd told her he was stepping down as CEO to take stress off his own shoulders, he caused her an exponential amount more with his behind the scenes meddling. Perhaps if he came back, she would breathe a bit easier. “I know you said you don't want to work on the top, but maybe you could do some work in the tech department. After all, the company is built on designs that you—”
 
                 “I told you that I've never been able to develop those prototypes effectively.” He cut her off so sharply that she was startled into silence. “Don't mock me.”
 
                 “Dad...I'm not,” she said, trying, as she had been doing for a lifetime, to appease him. The man couldn't trust anyone. “I swear.”
 
                 He couldn't even show affection to his own daughter.
 
                 “That's all anyone ever wants to do these days—mock me.” The man drained the remainder of his whiskey before placing the empty glass on the glass-topped coffee table before him. Rising, he graced her with a long look. “If you don't want to listen to me, fine. But don't come running when something threatens to shit on your little utopia.”
 
                 “Dad—”
 
                 Before she could say anything else, he had crossed the living room to exit the apartment, closing the door behind him with a fierce snap.
 
                 Her mouth pressed into a tight line of frustration, and Charlotte drained the rest of her wine in one swallow before pouring herself another glass.
 
                 The man was damn infuriating, and he was paranoid as hell. There wasn't a single company in the world that hadn't faced its share of scandal, and she'd hoped that eventually he would just feel lucky that Mathers seemed relatively free from drama, for the most part. Instead, he waited with baited breath for something terrible to happen, and his attitude dragged her into the gutter with him.
 
                 Sighing, the young woman rose from her chair and crossed back into the foyer. After rummaging through her bag for a moment, she came up with her phone, the latest Uphone model. She dialed Addy's number and within seconds, the phone was ringing.
 
                 Adeline picked up after about a minute. “Why are you not asleep?”
 
                 Charlotte groaned, dragging her feet as she started up the stairs to the second floor of the elegantly decorated apartment. “Dad was waiting for me when I got home.”
 
                 Addy made a low sound of surprise at the statement. “What did he want?”
 
                 “What does he usually want?” The blonde flopped down on her expansive king-sized bed, enjoying the softness of the four-hundred count sheets. “To tell me how to run his company.”
 
                 “He stepped down because he didn't want to have a heart attack, and now he wants to give you one.”
 
                 “Yeah, something like that.” Charlotte sipped her wine thoughtfully. “Addy...would it really kill him to say a little thank you? To tell me he's proud of me?”
 
                 “I'm sure he's proud, Charlotte.” Her friend's response wasn't without empathy. “But you know how he is. It's hard for him to let people in.”
 
                 “I'm his daughter,” she argued, taking another sip of wine. “His own damn flesh and blood. What, does he think I'm going to steal the company out from under him? He can have the damn thing if it comes to that. I'll retire tomorrow.”
 
                 “Don't you dare,” said Adeline, her warning low and serious. “You've been one of the best things for this firm. Since you've taken over, our client policy has become lax enough take on clients that your father would have laughed out of the office.”
 
                 “And yet he's still trying to micromanage. I swear, sometimes I can't see how we're related.”
 
    A pleasant buzz was beginning to set in, and it helped her push her father's behavior to the back of her mind. It was Friday, and she had a free weekend staring her in the face. She just wanted to relax.
 
                 “Did you mention Marscomb to him?” Adeline asked.
 
                 When Addy mentioned the name of their new tech developer, images of him immediately formed in her mind—his delicious body, roguishly long hair, and that mouth. 
 
   “Charlotte?” Adeline tried again to get her attention.
 
                 “Oh, no. I didn't.” Guiltily, she came back to the conversation. “Why would I? He'd leap all over me for letting the guy in without hiring a fucking private investigative team, and then he'd jump down your throat for hiring him in the first place. How could I let him do that to one of our greatest assets?”
 
                 “I knew you couldn't have been so brainless.”
 
                 Charlotte grinned at her friend's bluntness. “Aww, you're so sweet.”
 
                 “Yeah, like goddamn sugar. Now, let me go. I'm tired.”
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130881]Chapter Seven              
 
                 The weekend passed without event, unless she counted Addy’s call informing her that her mornings with David were going to be switched to evenings at the request of the accounting division. They would be meeting with her every morning for the next few weeks to go over figures. Charlotte received the news on Sunday afternoon and, funnily enough, she'd done an admirable job of putting the man from her mind up until that point.
 
                 On Saturday, she'd gone shopping before taking in a Broadway show, and at night she and some of her girlfriends had seen a performance by one of her favorite jazz bands in the Lower East Side. That morning, she'd grabbed brunch at one of her favorite cafes and had just been just settling in to watch a movie in her bedroom when Addy called.
 
                 As soon as she'd hung up, Charlotte had realized that in twenty-four hours she'd be alone—in close quarters—with sexy techie, David Marscomb. It was truly unfair, really, that he had to be so startlingly gorgeous. He had to have a girlfriend, a smart, humble man like him. The ladies must be lined up around the block.
 
                 Charlotte found herself wondering what kind of women would he date. Brainiacs like him? Or would he go for something more subtle? Was he the type to discuss his work constantly, or did he woo women like a romantic Lothario into his bed and work his way into their hearts?
 
                 Christ, she couldn't even imagine what it must be like to sleep with the man. He was built like a mountain. All that gorgeous muscle, hers for the taking, and those deep, intense eyes focused on her as he ran his hands all over her body. “Whoa,” she said aloud, catching herself.  
 
                 In her five years as CEO, she liked to think that she had done a pretty good job of keeping her distance from the men who worked for her. There had been a few she'd been attracted to, and each and every time, she'd managed to maintain her professionalism. She had worked with them, and when their business was done, she'd gone back to her office, and the guy had gone back to his department, no harm done.
 
                 Admittedly, none of them had been as intriguingly intelligent and mind-blowingly gorgeous as David Marscomb. But, why should that matter? With her father breathing down her neck and a plethora of new prototypes emerging from the tech department, the last thing she could afford to do was swoon over a man.
 
                 Even one like him.
 
                 “Slow your roll, Charlotte,” she said softly to herself, as she forced herself to reconsider her heating body and wayward thoughts. “You can do this.” 
 
                 It would be like any other interaction she'd had with male employees. She'd work with him, they'd shake hands, and then they'd part ways. Hopefully, once he'd cemented his position in the department and begun to impart his designing knowledge on the rest of the techs, it wouldn't be him that she'd have to work with so often. She'd grow used to his presence, and she wouldn't have to worry about Addy beating the man to a pulp for looking at her askance.
 
                 Settling back against her pillows, Charlotte started her movie. It was one of the most recent thrillers, and she had to admit that one of the perks of wealth was that she could see movies still in theaters from the comfort of her own home. The male lead was one of her favorites, and she and Addy usually swooned over him together.
 
                 When the man came on screen now, however, she could only notice that he wasn't as tall as she'd thought before, and his eyes weren't gray. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130882]Chapter Eight 
 
                 She was cleverer than he would have thought.
 
                 As David stood over Charlotte Mathers, watching as she poked and prodded the MCube tentatively, he was forced to admire the speed with which she absorbed information. As he'd grown up, he'd been under the impression that her father had probably bought her perfect grades, and she'd almost certainly never actually had to study for a test. However, the software for the MCube was no small task to understand. He'd expected that it would take days for him to teach her how to start the thing.
 
                 Instead, within an hour, she could easily turn it on and off, switch between its various modes, and give it manual commands. “So, this here is where you would input the engine code for your car and the key for your locks?”
 
                 She gazed up at him with eyes that were the color of the Mediterranean—clear, bright, and the perfect blue—and indicated an open prompt at the bottom of the screen that she'd pulled up on one of the faces of the cube. 
 
   “Yes. That’s right.” He hid his surprise that she'd figured it out on her own. 
 
                 “And it starts the car for you. Starts it, locks it, and finds it if it's been stolen...” She trailed off, as she fiddled with the device. “Amazing.”
 
                 For being the daughter of one of the most odious and selfish men on the planet, Charlotte was impressive. He told himself it was easier to find things that he admired about her rather than try to fight them. It would only make his pursuit of her seem more genuine.
 
                 So far, they'd been working together for three days. In that time, he'd shown her most of the basic functions of the MCube, and she'd soaked up the complicated information like a sponge. She leaned over his shoulder, barely managing by standing on her toes, and watched avidly as he manipulated the technology. Then, she remembered how he'd demonstrated the technology with a nearly photographic memory.
 
                 He was impressed.
 
                 Certainly, almost as impressed with her as she was with him. He'd been an employee of Mathers Incorporated for less than two weeks, and it already seemed that most of his coworkers knew his name and reputation. He supposed he could have been more subtle in the way he introduced his designs to the department, but after years of planning, David was eager to make himself a necessity to them. That part, in particular, was instrumental to his scheme.
 
                 He remained humble, and that was no trial. Though he'd been confident in his ability to get hired on at Mathers, David had never been the type to brag about his work. He designed technology because he enjoyed it. He built for the rush that assaulted him when he realized that he had come up with something that could change the world.
 
                 No doubt his father had felt the same thrill. He could remember the awestruck look on the man's face as he'd poured over parts and designs at his workbench, making sounds of elation when he'd discovered how something came together. His father was why he was here, and no matter what sort of charms Miss Charlotte Mathers had in her arsenal, he wasn't going to forget that.
 
                 However, her charms were numerous. For starters, the woman was absolutely gorgeous. He knew that she must have recently celebrated her thirtieth, and she carried the years wonderfully. There wasn't a single line on her tanned skin, and she wore only the smallest bit of cosmetics to enhance her beauty. She didn't need makeup. Her eyes had a natural almond shape to them and were entrancing in the right light, and her facial structure was absolutely breathtaking. Combine those features with a sweet, full mouth and a head full of blonde curls and she would make any man weak at the knees.
 
                 However, there was more.
 
                 She poured herself into suits that emphasized the curves of her hips, her tiny waist, and her ample bosom. All in all, she had an hourglass figure that he was sure many women envied, and upon more than one occasion, he'd envisioned wrapping his hands around that waist, lifting her onto her desk, and having his way with her.
 
                 He was sure he'd get the opportunity soon enough.
 
                 Though they hadn't spent much time together, it was enough for him to know that she was attracted to him. Now, all that was left for him to do was stay focused, through his own answering lusts.              
 
                 “These parts...” He looked over to see that the woman had taken the thing apart and was gazing inside it with wonder. Of course, he'd taught her how to open the device but not to examine it as she was. For a moment, he merely stared at her, highly amused. “Where could we source from?”
 
                 “Malaysia, the Philippines, any southeastern Asian country, really. They'll have the lowest rates, and it will be easiest to distribute from there.”
 
                 “We could open ten or twelve new factories, just for these two implements here.” She looked up at him, her enthusiastic smile so genuine that it gave him pause. “Can you imagine how many jobs we'll create? How we can boost the economy in the smaller cities? It will be amazing.”
 
                 Her mention of jobs and the economy made him pause. David had been certain that the woman would simply have dollar signs in her eyes when she contemplated what the development and sales of the MCube could do for Mathers. He had seen such reactions from the rest of the techs in the lab, and they'd spoken several times of rising salaries and bonuses.
 
                 Charlotte, however, seemed to have other concerns.
 
                 He'd heard mention from her coworkers that she often participated in charity funds and had donated millions to causes across the world; but, he'd merely assumed that she'd done it to further the name of her father's company or to appear generous. He thought it was a ploy that rich men used to show a humane face to the world while they lived in their penthouses with their gigantic carbon footprints.
 
                 However, the look on Charlotte's face suggested that it wasn't the profits that interested her most, but the impact they'd have on the communities from which they sourced. To be honest, he'd never considered such a thing, and that she would...well...
 
                 It led him to believe that the woman wasn't half as heartless as her father.
 
                 Such thoughts were dangerous, and he quickly buried them. “You can see here,” he pointed to another portion of the device, changing the subject. “These parts we can get from South America. I've already looked into the suppliers.”
 
                 “Excellent.” She moved to take a look, and as she did, her hand brushed ever so slightly against his.              
 
                 The contact sent heat rippling over his skin and made his groin tighten.
 
                 It must have been a while since he'd last been with a woman for him to have such a strong reaction to her. When the edge of her hand rested against his, she looked up at him, flushing slightly. “Oh, sorry.”
 
                 He merely graced her with a kind smile. “Don't worry about it. I'm not going to melt or anything. Unless you sweat acid or something strange like that.”
 
                 His attempt at humor made her chuckle. “Why would I be sweating? Unless it's with excitement.”
 
                 “I doubt you could be more excited than Adeline,” he replied, although it was tinged with a bit of sarcasm as he remembered the way the woman had coveted his plans during the interview. No doubt she was one of those in the tech department who was already thinking about how a product that wouldn't see distribution for years could increase her salary.
 
                 Honestly, he couldn't understand how she and Charlotte got along so well. The head of the tech department was brusque, cold, and commanding. In contrast, Charlotte seemed reluctant to abuse her power and was far less difficult to have a civilized conversation with. Yet, they seemed close. He was willing to bet that there was history there, and he was sure he'd learn about it in due time.
 
                 “Christ, what time is it?” Straightening from her perusal of the open cube on her desk, the blonde woman stretched and glanced at the clock. 
 
                 It was ten-thirty. David had agreed to overtime when Adeline had suggested, demanded really, that he change his schedule to accommodate Charlotte's busy mornings. Unbeknownst to her, the change in time suited his methods far more than earlier in the day. So, of course, he hadn't complained.
 
                 He never complained. “I'm exhausted, David. What about you?”
 
                 “I could certainly use some sleep,” he agreed. His words held no dishonesty. Ever since he'd started working at the company, he'd worked long days. Luckily, Adeline had agreed to an advance of his salary, and he'd been able to get someone to come to the apartment to take care of his mother. Within the week, he wanted to start taking her to see a psychiatrist. He hoped a doctor could succeed in breaking through to her where he had failed.
 
                 “Let's call it a night, then. I'm sure Addy can't get too mad. I feel like I learned a lot today.”
 
                 “You did.” The tall man nodded his approval. “Pretty soon we'll be able to move on from the MCube to bigger and better things.”
 
                 The blonde arched her brow in intrigue. “There are better things than the MCube?” David only shot her a mysterious smile. She laughed, reaching for the suit jacket she'd draped over the back of her chair. “Alright, alright, I'll be patient.”
 
                 “Thanks for that,” he said, teasing her gently, and she merely shook her head, feigning disapproval.
 
                 “You know...you are a marvel. I'm sure your parents must be pretty proud to have such a brainiac in the family.”
 
                 At her comment, David's gut twisted. For a moment, he fought to maintain his calm. He couldn't let her see how his emotions affected him, and he certainly couldn't give up the game so soon. He forced a smile. “Yeah...they're pretty over the moon.”
 
                 She grinned, turning to switch off the lamp on her desk so they were plunged into darkness. Never before had he been so grateful for a reprieve. Stepping forward, David closed the MCube deftly before packing it into its velvet bag, taking a breath to recover. 
 
   “Are we walking out together?” she asked.
 
                 David turned to her, his expression neutral. “Actually, I have to run this back down to the lab. I want to look over a few things while I'm there. I might be a while.” 
 
   When she opened the door to her office, he followed her out into the deserted lobby. Its only occupant was a security guard standing near the door. He immediately stood at the sight of them and said, “Done for the night, Miss Mathers?”
 
                 The blonde smiled winningly at him. “Finally. Thanks for looking after the place, Charlie.”
 
                 “No problem at all. Have a nice night, Ma'am.”
 
                 “Same to you.”
 
                 The ease with which she interacted with everyone who worked for her was enviable. His entire life, David had only a few friends. He simply hadn't had the time to make them. It was hard when one was constantly working, studying, and supporting his parents. 
 
                 As they stepped into the elevator, Charlotte drew her jacket around her more tightly. “Wow. It's chilly in here.”
 
                 “Would you like my coat?” Before she could even protest, David was working his way out of his lab coat to drape it over her shoulders.
 
                 “Oh no, I can't. I'll be fine when I get outside—”
 
                 “Take it. There's plenty in the lab.” His lips curved slightly. “I'm sure the next one won't fit me any better though.”
 
                 His comment had her stifling laughter. “They really don't fit you very well at all, do they?”
 
                 “Nope.”
 
                 For a moment, he caught her looking over him. 
 
                 As he'd grown older, David had sought exercise as a way to help him forget his troubles. He barely had time to squeeze it into his schedule, but at least an hour a day had become a necessity. As he pumped iron, he could focus on the burning of his muscles and tune out the issues that complicated his life. Although he'd been a skinny boy, he'd gradually filled out over the years, and he wasn't unaware of the fact that he wasn't the only one who benefited from the activity.
 
                 “If you don't mind my asking...” She ventured, before merely shaking her head, seeming to think better of her question. “Never mind. Forget it.”
 
                 “What?” David arched a brow, genuinely curious.
 
                 “Well...I'm kind of dying to know....how does a nerd get so...big?” The way her face screwed up as she tried to find a polite way to pose the question was, he had to admit, adorable. 
 
                 “I eat my vegetables.” He smiled as he offered her his answer.
 
                 “What, like a truckload of them at every meal?” He glanced down at himself, trying not to let on how her flattery affected him. 
 
                 “Something like that.”  At that moment, the elevator beeped, announcing that they had reached the sixty-fifth floor. As he began to step out, she did as well, and they collided. Charlotte stumbled and, impulsively, David reached out to steady her.
 
                 “Oh, God. I'm sorry. I don't know what I was thinking. Not my stop. So clumsy.” Her babbling made him smile slightly.
 
                 “Are you alright?” She was still clinging to his forearms and was so close that the floral scent of her perfume wafted over him. Indulging, he inhaled deeply. “Mmm, what is that? Dior?”
 
                 “I'm fine...I...” She gazed up at him, and for a moment, he was sure that if he lowered his head, she would let him kiss her. 
 
                 It was tempting. Her red mouth was plump, and he was sure she would taste of the coffee she'd been drinking all evening. However, before he could make his move, the elevator beeped again. This time proclaiming that they were blocking the door—and effectively distracting them both.
 
                 “I should go.” Her statement was slightly breathless. Releasing him, the blonde woman stepped back into the elevator, her cheeks still pink. “Thanks for all your help tonight. Don't work too late.”
 
                 “Sure. No problem.” With that, she gave him a little wave before pressing the button for the first floor. Fluidly, the doors slid shut, blocking her from view and leaving him in the dimly lit lobby.
 
                 Damn. Just a few more seconds and she would have been in his arms. Desire pooled low in his belly at the thought.
 
                 There was no security on this floor, which was remarkable considering that it held the newest and most valuable collection of technology in the building. Only certain employees had key cards that allowed them access afterhours. Of course, since his sessions with Charlotte ran so late and because he was so influential in the department, he easily swiped in.
 
                 As he'd told Charlotte he would, he replaced the MCube in the lab, making sure the minute camera he'd installed in it, as he had in all his devices, was still running. He was going to film every second he could in the tech department—and outside of it as well. 
 
                 Pausing at his office, quite small when compared with Charlotte's but much larger than anything he'd ever been privy to before,  he sank into the leather chair and turned on his computer. Within minutes, he'd signed into a remote server that rerouted his login information so it appeared to be coming from somewhere in Queens. With surprisingly little difficulty, he accessed the CEO's computer.
 
                 Then, he began to dig. As he had the previous night, David began to go through press releases, finance files, patent applications, and anything that Charlotte's clearance level allowed. He was looking for information he could use.
 
                 Over its illustrious twenty-five year history, the reputation of Mathers Incorporated had remained largely unmarred by scandal. This was due in large part, David believed, to Emerson Mathers’ paranoia. He refused to make deals with companies unless they were willing to commit to the most outlandish terms, and he didn’t become personally involved with anyone he believed was out for his fortune.
 
                 Unlike many other multi-billionaires his age, the man didn’t have multiple divorces or a string of girlfriends half his age. As far as David knew, he hadn't been with a woman since his first wife, Charlotte's mother, had passed away from Leukemia when she was four. Certainly, the man was careful. Few friends, even fewer family, and nothing to tie him to any adverse activity.
 
                 At least, nothing on the surface.
 
                 The man was selfish. This, David knew to be fact. Selfish men always wanted something for themselves. He was sure that if he kept digging, he would find something to incriminate the man. Once he was incriminated, David would begin tearing the company apart bit by bit. 
 
                 While he was at it, he also searched for anything on Charlotte as well, though with less gusto than he had the previous day. As he sifted through photos of her in faraway Chinese villages with children, cutting ribbons on new factories, or grinning among throngs of African tribesman covered in their war paint, he found himself hesitating.
 
                 Mathers Incorporated had been founded and run for twenty-five years by an immoral man. Its tech department had been built upon a foundation of lies propagated by the same man. But, his daughter? What was Charlotte's crime?
 
                 She seemed genuinely concerned for the welfare of the less fortunate, and in the short time he'd worked with her, she'd shown nothing in common with her villain of a father.
 
                 Then, David remembered.
 
                 He remembered that while his father was passed out at the table drunk every night hers had been tucking her in. While he had been working at McDonalds in order to pay the power and water bills, she had been pampered and spoiled. While he had been attending his father's funeral, numb and disconsolate, she had been in Switzerland buying Rolexes and designer bags. 
 
                 His mother had hardly spoken a word since the day he'd found his father's lifeless body in the bathtub. Though she'd been hurt by his withdrawal before, his death had broken something in her. Something that might never be repaired.
 
                 Plus, his father had taken his life because of Mathers Incorporated.
 
                 David's resolve hardened.
 
                 If it was tales of Charlotte's debauchery over her father's that would bring the company down, then so be it. He'd take anything he could get. He would never be able to get a decent night's sleep, and he’d never be able to dream without seeing his father's bloody corpse if he didn't have his revenge.
 
                 “Never,” he said aloud.
 
                 He looked through files until his eyes ached and his lids drooped. When he finally signed off of the remote server with nothing to show for his efforts, he was both frustrated and exhausted. He locked his office before leaving the building. The streets were so deserted that it was easy to catch a taxi home.
 
                 Upon entering the apartment, David dropped his keys on the table in the tiny front entryway. No doubt his mother was asleep, and he didn't want to wake her. He made pains to be quiet as he removed his shoes and rounded the corner to the living room.
 
                 The sight that greeted him caused him to freeze. 
 
                 His mother had left her room. She was sitting on the couch, her skinny frame clad only in a thin cotton nightgown, and her long hair draped over her. In her hands, she clutched a framed photo that David had taken from the old house. As he looked at it almost daily, he could recount every detail of the image. It had been taken during the time that his father had worked for Mathers on a particularly summery weekend when they had gone to Coney Island. When Lester Marscomb had asked, someone had snapped a photo of them.
 
                 David had been ten. Each of his arms were twined through his parents’ arms, and his grin was topped with an ice cream mustache. To one side, his father ruffled his dark hair with his free hand as his mother made a silly face at a camera.
 
                 More than once, he'd been tempted to throw the damned thing away. It hurt him when he was reminded that he was robbed from more times like that, but the photo continued to occupy a place on the coffee table.
 
                 Now, his mother held it in a death grip. She stared at it without blinking, as tears rolled down her sunken cheeks.
 
                 “Mom, what are you doing out of bed?”
 
                 As gently as he could, David addressed her and crossed the room to sit next to her. He put his arm around her, holding her close. “It's alright, I'm here.” When he tried to take the photo from her, she wouldn't release it, continuing to gaze at the image as her eyes shimmered with grief. “Mom...” He trailed off, searching for words. He'd tried everything over the years to bring her back to the present, but nothing had ever worked. This was the first time she had moved without his urging in weeks, and it seemed that it was only to torture herself. “Mom, put it down.” His hands covered hers and the image, as his gut roiled with emotions. “Please don't cry.”
 
                 And yet she continued to cry. She wept all the tears that David had never allowed himself to shed. As he held her, the young man swore that he would bring Mathers Incorporated to its knees.
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130883]Chapter Nine 
 
                 The next day was a Saturday, and so, with reluctance, David agreed to meet Marshall for lunch and leave his mother in the hands of the caretaker he'd hired. Though there was a part of him that wondered if she might understand and react positively to his work at Mathers Incorporated if he ventured to mention it to her, a wiser portion knew better. His mother was already under an extreme amount of stress. It wouldn't do to increase it any further.
 
                 As usual, Marshall chose some steakhouse in midtown that was a bit beyond David's price range. As long as the two men had known each other, the younger of them had always offered to pay when they went out. Of course, such matters always wore heavily on David's masculinity, and so he resolved that this time he would certainly pay his own way. Money from his time at Mathers could help him in that, he supposed.
 
                 He arrived at the restaurant ten minutes early and found his friend already seated in a booth in the back of the expansive, well-lit space. If there was one thing that he admired about his companion— apart from the fact that he'd also come from a relatively poor family and made his own way—it was that he was one of the only people he knew that was as punctual as himself.
 
                 “Hey man. How're things?” At thirty-three, Marshall was two years younger than him. He had begun to wear button-up shirts and slacks to every occasion since he'd started working on the stock floor, and he did so now—with a dark blue number that matched his eyes and well-tailored black pants. His dark blonde hair hosted not a single streak of gray, and he had warm brown eyes that women always appreciated. 
 
                 “Exhausting.” David had resolved to be as truthful with his friend as he could. Of course, he couldn't reveal all the reasons that he had sought a job at Mathers recently, but he supposed revealing the details of working for them didn't reveal any untoward information. “Ever since they got hold of my designs, they've been working me around the clock.”
 
                 “Sounds like Mathers.” Marshall grinned, showing his white teeth. “You know, their stock has gone up a bit since you were hired. That your doing?”
 
                 The jest drew a small smile from David. “Perhaps. It's slightly intimidating that I might have had such an all-encompassing influence so quickly.”
 
                 “Yeah, I'm not shocked. You frequently change the lives of the people you meet.”
 
                 Certainly, that was his plan.
 
                 Taking a seat, David grabbed a menu to begin looking over it. He managed to suppress a wince at the prices, reminding himself that he definitely had more money now than he’d had in the last few years. One nice lunch wouldn't kill him.
 
                 “So, is the tech department running around in circles to keep up with you?”
 
                 David chuckled. That was probably exactly what they were doing, but they were admirable at hiding it. That, and he did genuinely try to help them execute the designs with painstaking attention. The staff had to get them right if they were ever to use them—or lose them. The thought made his eyes gleam darkly. “Something like that.”
 
                 “And what about the office?” Marshall leaned over the table conspiratorially. “Any worthwhile women to ogle on your lunch break?” 
 
                 For a brief moment, David's thoughts turned to Charlotte. If there was ever a woman worth  ogling, it was her. Sure, there were plenty of younger techs and receptionists on his floor. Margery was cute, and Adeline, though terrifying, was a prime example of an athletic and esthetically pleasing woman. However, Charlotte...Charlotte trumped them all—with those curves, her sultry voice, and those amazing blue eyes. There was hardly any competition.
 
                 And he wasn't, of course, the only member of the tech department to notice. Every time the woman came down from the top floor, she left a trail of salivating men in her wake. When she wore those form-hugging pencil skirts and cropped jackets, it was a lot, David mused, for most tech nerds to handle. Luckily, he'd had a lifetime to prepare for the test, and only betrayed the emotions he wanted to betray.
 
                 At Marshall's question, his lips curved slightly. “A few. Enough to keep me busy, I suppose.”
 
                 The blonde man merely shook his head, his smile still firmly in place. “Hope that strict dating policy of theirs doesn't come around to bite you in the ass.”
 
                 He highly doubted it. He was, after all, shooting for one of the women who'd signed off on the policy. “Man...the Wagyu is the specialty for today.” Perusing the menu, Marshall glanced over at him. “I'd go for that if I were you. It's amazing.”
 
                 It was expensive, as well. However, for the first time in his life, David found himself fixing the man with a smug grin. “Sounds good to me. I'll pay.”
 
                 Marshall's mouth fell open in surprise for a moment—before he began grasping for words. “David, no. You just started your new gig. I fully expected—”
 
                 “I'm not your date, Marshall, am I? And I'm certainly not your girlfriend.” Marshall's expression made his stomach warm with satisfaction. Not that he didn't adore his friend most days but paying his own way for once in his life felt amazing.
 
                 The Wagyu, he was sure, wouldn't even compare.
 
                 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130884]Chapter Ten 
 
                 Charlotte gazed at herself in the mirror critically.
 
                 She was wearing a deep navy-colored gown with a modest neckline that accentuated her curves and fell straight to the floor. With it, she'd paired a diamond necklace and studs, and a small black clutch. She'd pinned her hair half up, letting the rest flow down to her waist.
 
                 She was ready for the annual company charity ball.
 
                 It was one of the events she looked forward to the entire year. Though the daily workings of the company did stimulate her to some extent, it had never been her dream to run Mathers. Her father had thrust it upon her when he'd announced he was retiring. He should be lucky, the young woman mused, that she was intelligent enough to prevent the whole thing from falling down about her ears.
 
                 But now, she was facing the one night where she could give away piles of his precious money to causes she believed in. She shivered in excitement, as she remembered the checks she'd signed in the past few days. Some of them were as large as ten million dollars, donations to foundations that fed the hungry in Africa, provided medical supplies to the needy in the southeastern region of Asia, and helped South American slum inhabitants have access to clean water.
 
                 She supposed she was always somewhat proud of the company, but tonight you could see it on her face. Tonight was her night. 
 
                 Her head held high, she left the high-ceilinged, gorgeous bathroom of the MET and stepped out onto a floor crowded with the New York elite. She was so intent to make her way to the heads of the foundations that she worked with that she ran headlong into a very tall and very hard form.
 
                 Before she could fall, strong hands caught her by the shoulders, and she breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I'm so sorry I—” The comment died on her lips, as she realized that she'd collided with none other than David Marscomb.
 
                 She couldn’t help but notice how well he cleaned up.
 
                 As they'd worked together for the past few weeks, she'd grown used to him in his overly-small lab coats and slacks. For certain, she'd salivated over him a number of times if only when his back was turned. But now, he was clad in a charcoal suit that fit him perfectly, hugging the lines of his broad shoulders and highlighting his trim waist. His hair was slicked back from his face and he wore a tie, completing the picture of a breathtakingly sophisticated gentlemen.
 
                 Despite herself, she clenched her thighs.
 
                 The man was simply too delicious.
 
                 “You'd better be careful in those heels.” His casual smile made her weak at the knees. “Not everyone has reflexes like me.”
 
                 She found her own lips curving at his joke. “They are incredibly high. I'm going to need a change of shoes by the end of the night.”
 
                 “I could just carry you...though I'm sure that might incite some stares.”
 
                 Her body warmed at the notion. Damn him. He could say that he wanted to order a cheeseburger in that alluring northeastern twang of his and she'd fall all over herself.
 
                 And it wasn't just because of his looks.
 
                 By this point, David had been working for the company for over two months. He'd led the tech department to create over twenty new prototypes, each worth their weight in gold. However, that wasn't what drew her to him the most. The man wasn't only intelligent, he was kind, as well. She knew that she wasn't the most tech-savvy mind around, but still he worked patiently with her on every additional project he'd built, making sure that she understood exactly how it worked. She had to admit that his instructions were much simpler than any Addy ever offered her, and for that, she was eternally grateful.
 
                 Truthfully, if the man weren't such a great instructor, she doubted she'd be able to keep up with the fountain of projects coming from his department. It seemed like every other day, there was a new idea he was pitching to the design team, and they had not even shot him down once.
 
                 It was, perhaps, because he was never cocky or proud when it came to his creations. Often, he cited that he'd been inspired by an older prototype that one of the other designers had come up with and had only improved it slightly. This bolstered the team he worked with and kept them from feeling as if he was simply trying to outdo them all. In fact, even though most of the prototypes now being built were of his own design, there were several that he had helped other techs complete. Men and women were proud to finally see their work on the drawing room floor, and they admired him all the more for helping them put it there.
 
                 The Department of Research and Development adored him. He was constantly providing them with new resources to look into when it came to sourcing companies and coming up with innovative ways to cut costs. Though it wasn't his job, the man did it anyway, and he was damn good at finding the cheapest and most efficient ways to produce devices that would otherwise cost a fortune.
 
                 The human resources department received a rash of cases involving both men and women who said they wouldn't work with the man because they were too infatuated with him. These, of course, Charlotte found highly amusing. Though, she couldn't deny that she was a bit jealous of some of the women who got to work all day in the same office as him—not that she didn't appreciate their night hours together, but she couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be on the same floor as him and watch the divine way his behind tightened as he walked past her whenever she wished.
 
                 That would be heaven.
 
                 All in all, their newest employee seemed to have no faults. He was generous, kind, and patient. His humility knew no bounds. The only strange thing was that he'd asked for an advance on his first few months’ salary. 
 
                 Charlotte had tried to think of why he would need it. She wondered whether he had financial problems or medical bills. He didn't seem like the type who would be buried under a mountain of debt, and he looked as healthy as a horse. The small detail, however, didn't fluster her. He wasn't the first employee to make the request, and he certainly wouldn't be the last. If anyone deserved an advance, it was David. 
 
                 Within the next two years, Mathers Incorporated was going to be a different company. Charlotte hoped it would be run by its stockholders, and not by anyone with the Mathers name.
 
                 “I think I'll just try standing until I can't anymore.” As she replied to his offer, she took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and sipped the cool, crisp beverage.
 
                 “Planning on drinking ourselves into a stupor, are we?”
 
                 His humor was refreshing. Usually only Addy dared to banter with her, and her jokes were of a completely different caliber.
 
                 “Hardly. Can't be hiccupping up on stage.”
 
                 “Right.” His lips curved as he also took a glass. He appeared to consider for a moment before raising it slightly. “To helping those in need.”
 
                 Her blue eyes softening, Charlotte clinked her glass against his without hesitation. “To those in need.”
 
                 After they'd both drank, he spoke again, and this time his tone was slightly lower. “That dress suits you, by the way. You look absolutely radiant.”
 
                 Almost immediately, she flushed.
 
                 This was the latest in a series of comments that had her trying to figure out the man's motives. Though Addy had mentioned several times that she hoped that neither she nor David were doing anything against company policy when they were alone together, Charlotte didn't feel horribly guilty about flirting a bit. 
 
                 Since the comment about her perfume, which was indeed J'adore from Dior, every so often David snuck in little flattering remarks that warmed her blood and made her feel more feminine than she had in ages. He'd comment on her shoes, her hair, or even her lipstick in the most complimentary fashion, and she was tempted to tell him how she felt about his appearance in turn. She hardly thought, however, that her words would be as carefully constructed as his. To her, the tech expert was lust personified, and she was finding it harder and harder to resist the urge to just lose herself in him.
 
                 The attraction between them was palpable and had been since the first day they'd met. Of course, they'd been cordial. Of course, she was his boss and he was her employee. However, if they tried to ignore the spark that had bloomed since the first time they'd touched, it could only be flagrant denial.
 
                 As the man's dexterous fingers worked over his machinery, she couldn't help but think of how deft they must be in bed. She could only imagine what fingers like that could do to a woman, and she did.
 
                 There had been more than a few nights when she'd been alone in bed and found her hands drifting southward, as she mused on the deep tenor of his voice and the fullness of his mouth. As she touched herself, she imagined his relentless mouth on her and the way she would make him groan as she rode him through the night.
 
                 Of course, now, among the upper crust of New York and the people who had donated to her charities, was no time to think of such matters. So, she merely thanked him for his compliment, tried not to shiver at the way his gray eyes perused her form, and left him.
 
                 As excited as she was about the charity ball, Charlotte found it hard to concentrate through its events. There was a raffle that raised ten thousand for children without lunches in the South Bronx and an auction of one of her favorite emerald necklaces to benefit the poor of the city. She herself came on stage on several occasions to thank everyone profusely for all they'd done, and as she smiled in the face of their applause, all she could think of was finding David and throwing herself into his arms.
 
                 “You seem distracted,” Adeline said, clad in a gorgeous yellow oriental-style dress that showed off her athletic physique. However, despite the fact that the woman was all dolled up, she maintained her brash attitude. “You're usually jumping for joy at emptying your coffers.”
 
                 Charlotte merely stuck her tongue out discreetly at the woman. “I am having a lovely time.”
 
                 “Certainly—wherever it is that you are because you certainly aren't here.”
 
                 Scowling, the blonde cast her friend a frustrated look. “You are insufferable, you know that?”
 
                 “And always right.” The redhead's lips curved in a sardonic grin. “Or you wouldn't be frowning like that.”
 
                 Without a word, Charlotte merely took another glass of champagne, her fourth of the night, from a nearby tray and downed half of it in one gulp. “Whoa there, girl,” Addy cautioned, her expression slightly alarmed. “I didn't mean to upset you that much.”
 
                 “You're not upsetting me,” denied Charlotte. “I just...I'm just distracted. I need some air.” With that, she drained the rest of her glass and handed it to a stunned Addy before breezing past her. 
 
                 She managed to smile as she made her way past additional guests, down two levels, past numerous great works of art, and finally out into the gardens. When she felt the cool summer evening air on her face, she inhaled deeply. 
 
                 She wasn't usually so short with Adeline, but she was on edge. She couldn't explain it. Tugging her silk wrap over her shoulders, she set out over the stone patio and past the hedges, nodding to other guests as she sought a place to be alone for a while. She needed to gather her thoughts, or at least try to think of something other than him.
 
                 “Are you ok?”
 
                 Charlotte's head jerked up as a familiar voice addressed her. Unfortunately, it was the voice of the one person most dangerous to her composure at the moment. “Hi, David.” She went for a light tone. “Enjoying the party?”
 
                 “I'd be enjoying it more if you didn't look so upset,” he responded, frowning. “What's wrong?”
 
                 “Nothing's wrong.” She backed away slightly, as he took a step towards her, enveloping her in his clean, spicy scent. “I just need a moment.”
 
                 “Do you want me to stay with you?”
 
                 “No!” As he took another step toward her, she held up a hand and moved backwards again. This time, however, her heel caught on the edge of the stonework, and she gave a cry as she began to fall backwards. “Damn it!” she exclaimed, cursing at her own clumsiness.
 
                 With lightening speed, David caught her in strong arms. As he lifted her back upright, her body was pressed flush against his, and her face flamed. His mouth was inches from hers, and he said in a husky voice, “I warned you about those heels.”
 
                 And then, he kissed her.
 
                 Despite the feelings she'd been warring with all evening, Charlotte almost immediately melted against him. His mouth was warm, inviting, and carried just the slightest hint of whiskey and mint. His tongue explored the line of her lips until she opened for him, and he delved inside. The moment his tongue touched hers, she moaned softly and her hands clutched at the lapels of his jacket as he plundered her lips.
 
                 Her blood ran hot through her veins, and suddenly she wanted to feel every part of him against every part of her. She barely noticed that he had maneuvered them into the shadows, as she continued to work her mouth against his. With every stroke of his tongue against her lips, her knees weakened until she was clinging desperately to him, her sex throbbing for attention. Breaking the kiss, David stared down at her, his eyes alight with desire.
 
                 “Damn, you're sweet.” Then, his mouth dropped to hers again. 
 
   Charlotte bit her lip against the gasp that threatened to make itself known. At the same time, his lips caressed the shell of her ear before plying her neck with soft kisses that made her shudder. She had ceased standing of her own accord for quite some time, and he held her aloft easily, pressing her against him as his tongue dipped into the hollow of her throat.
 
                 “David...” She breathed his name, her eyes fluttering shut as she tried to maintain her sanity. “David, wait.”
 
                 Reluctantly he stopped, his mouth still hot against her neck. “What is it?”
 
                 “Not here.” She managed, her chest heaving as she attempted to regain her breath. “My apartment. Uptown.”
 
                 The man's gray gaze caught hers, and for a moment, she sensed hesitation there. When he spoke, however, his words contained only concern for her. “Are you sure?”
 
                 She cast him a small smile. “I'm sure that if we don't find a taxi in the next five minutes, we're going to end up doing something very inappropriate on the lawn.” 
 
                 His low chuckle in reply sent shivers down her spine. “Lead the way then.”
 
                 Discreetly, they snuck like teenagers around the side of the museum, relaxing only when they reached the open plaza at the intersection at Eighty-second Street. Raising her arm, Charlotte gestured for a taxi, and one stopped almost immediately.
 
                 She told the cabbie the address as they slid inside, her thighs clenching as David pressed a heated kiss against her inner wrist.
 
                 The ten minute ride seemed to last forever. By the time they reached her building, she fairly threw the money—far more than the fare—at the stunned driver before following David from the taxi. The man paused as he gazed up at the pristine exterior of the restored structure. Everything from the doorman to the grand expanse of wide windows and open patios spoke of her family's wealth, and for a moment, she was embarrassed.
 
                 David, however, only kissed her hand before nodding at the doorway. “Is he going to let me in, or do I need a background check?”
 
                 Charlotte laughed and tugged him past the grinning doorman and into the elevator.
 
                 No sooner were they in her apartment, and she turned to him, suddenly nervous. It was the first time a man had ever seen where she lived. Normally, she was so self-conscious about her family name that she insisted on going to her lovers' houses instead of her own.               David took in the high ceilings and expensive furniture with an unreadable expression. When he looked at her, however, he smiled.
 
                 The gesture was dark, sensual, and wicked.
 
                 Without a word, he picked her up, his hands sliding beneath her thighs as he walked her over to the kitchen counter before sitting her atop it. His mouth covered hers once more, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, arching against him.
 
                 This wasn't like her.
 
                 She would never leave a company event, a charity event, to be with a man. However, there was something about David that she couldn’t resist. Though he was perfectly polite and humble, there was something dark and sexy about him that made her slick and wet when she thought of his hands on her. And now, she finally had her wish.
 
                 The dexterous hands that she had so admired slid the skirt of her dress up high on her hips, revealing her tanned thighs, as he nipped at her lower lip. When she returned the gesture, he groaned and lifted her so she pressed even closer to his body. Before he broke away, he lifted his hands to the straps of her gown. Within minutes, he had drawn the garment down to her waist, revealing the lacy black bra she wore beneath. He stared at it for a moment, transfixed by the sight of her breasts in the barely-there confection. Then, he buried his face between them. 
 
   Charlotte's fingers delved into his dark hair, as he bit and licked at the exposed flesh above the hemline of her lingerie, leaving small red marks in his wake. At his ministrations, her thighs clenched in anticipation. When he finally tugged down the lacy cups to take one of her brown nipples between his lips, she gasped as the sensation shot straight to her core.
 
                 Her legs wrapped around his waist as he drew upon her flesh, making her stomach clench in want. With a low moan, David laved her aureole with moisture from his tongue before sucking the nipple into his mouth once more, making her shudder. Its twin got the same treatment, making her body quake with desire. Then, his lips sank lower still.
 
                 With a slight twist and a tug, her Roberto Cavalli dress slid from her body entirely to pool in a silky heap on the kitchen floor. Clad in only her barely-existent thong and strappy sandals, she looked down at the man between her legs, her chest rising and falling as her breathing increased. 
 
   “Gorgeous,” he mused, his lips following the line of her hipbone to where it disappeared at the intersection of her thigh. There, he bit at the flesh playfully until she squirmed and then exhaled hotly against the core of her. Her panties barely served as any kind of barrier at all, and it was no work at all for him to pull them aside, revealing the slick lips of her womanhood.
 
                 At the first touch of his tongue against her, she gripped the counter, biting her lower lip to stifle her cry. Then, he groaned at the taste of her, grasping her thighs as he began to eat at her with gusto. Charlotte's hips lifted slightly from the counter, bucking and writhing beneath his dexterous tongue, but he kept her steady. Within a few moments, she was moaning continuously, her arms only tenuously keeping her upright.
 
                 Then, the man slid two fingers inside her clenching passage, and she cried out as he curled them upward, stimulating the most sensitive parts of her while his tongue continued to work at the bud of pleasure nestled between her nether lips. “David...” She gasped his name, her fingernails scrabbling wildly against the marble counter. “David, please...”
 
                 He sucked on her clit, his fingers undulating wildly within her, and she came apart with an almost animalistic sound. Her form quivered as if it were a bowstring that had just released an arrow.
 
   When she finally lay back, breathless, against the counter, her new lover scooped her up into his arms and kissed her gently. Upon his lips, she could taste herself and the tang of his sweat, and she reveled in the flavor. 
 
                 “Bedroom?” His inquiry was low and heavy with need.
 
                 “Upstairs,” she whispered, and without effort he carried her to the second level, finding her bedroom quickly. As soon as he set her on the bed, she sat up, beginning to help him quickly out his jacket, tie, shirt, and slacks. He kicked off his shoes, as she eagerly worked his zipper down over the promising bulge of his erection. Within moments, he was gloriously nude, and Charlotte finally got to look her fill at his marvelous physique. His shoulders were sculpted and firm, abdomen chiseled, and thighs well-muscled—and between them, his brilliant red manhood bobbed against his stomach, professing his want to for her.
 
                 She reached for him and he came, bearing her to the mattress as his hands slid from her shoulders to her hips. When he touched the bud of pleasure between her legs, plying it with his thumb as he spread her, she cried out. Suddenly, her cry was cut off, as he slid the entire length of his erection inside her, filling her to the brim.
 
                 The feeling was exquisite. Gasping, Charlotte clung to him, as he began bucking his hips slowly against hers, his face buried in her shoulder. All the while, he continued to work her clit, making her writhe in pleasure. Groaning her name, he shoved in deep, making her squirm and grasp at the pillows. Then, he rolled his hips, causing her to shudder and say his name in an ardent plea for mercy.
 
                 At that second, his rhythm increased. Within moments, he was moving against her at a fevered pitch. Each time he slid within her, she was taken closer and closer to her peak. Clinging to him, Charlotte thrashed. Her entire body arched as she came, her vision going white with the intensity of her completion. Dimly, she felt the rush of David's warmth inside her as he jerked, reaching his own orgasm.
 
                 Then, they lay silently together for what seemed like an eternity, utterly spent.
 
                 David finally shifted, making her gasp as he slid from her to settle at her side. When she turned to face him, she found his expression contemplative, and she smiled slightly. “Something on your mind?”
 
                 His gray eyes met hers, and he took her in from head-to-toe before wrapping an arm around her and pulling her against him. “You are nothing like I imagined.”
 
                 The young woman only laughed, perplexed by his statement. “Is that a good thing?”
 
                 David didn't answer. To her surprise, he had already fallen asleep. Curious, she gazed up at him, marveling over how fast his face had gone lax with slumber. He must be exhausted. They were working him double time at the office, and he had certainly expended no small amount of strength on the loving he'd just put on her.
 
                 Closing her own eyes, she snuggled against him. After hours spent obsessing, she'd finally had the man in her bed. As many times as she had imagined their coupling, the reality of it had been so incredible that her fantasies paled in comparison.
 
                 Addy was going to kill her.
 
                 She didn’t know how on earth would she be able to look at him now and not want to jump his bones while he was supposed to be explaining technical details. Atop that, what she'd just done was far outside of company regulations.
 
                 However, at the moment, she didn't give a damn. She would worry about it later. For the first time in a long time, all thoughts of her overbearing father, the company she ran, and her own doubts were gone from her mind. She was at peace.
 
                 And she slept.
 
                 
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130885]Chapter Eleven 
 
                 David stared at the computer screen in front of him.
 
                 Everything had changed.
 
                 In the space of only a few months, he'd gone from being obsessed with searching for anything he could use to take down Mathers Incorporated to finding himself under the spell of its CEO, the daughter of the man who had ruined his family.
 
                 When had it happened?
 
                 He supposed that while they'd been working together she'd plied him with smiles, shown her kindness, and impressed him with her intelligence. During that time, he'd realized that the woman wasn't her father. Where Emerson Mathers was paranoid, his daughter was open and trusting. Where he was selfish and overbearing, she was generous and gracious. Where he graced the tabloids with tales of his callousness, her image was on the cover of Esquire and Fortune 500, both of whom praised her ingenuity.
 
                 Charlotte couldn't be more different from the man who'd raised her if she tried. Over the past week, they'd contemplated what it meant if they continued to see each other, and he'd realized how little influence Emerson had actually had on the girl.
 
                 After a tech session one night, she revealed to him that it had mostly been nannies and housekeepers who had raised her. She'd worked hard in school to escape her father's influence, and she found herself torn between seeking his affection and despising his single-minded behavior. When she'd thought that she could finally be free from him, he'd saddled her with the company. From what she told him, the man was still attempting to run it despite the fact that he was supposed to be retired.
 
                 After she revealed exactly how she felt about her own flesh and blood, David felt all the years of resentment and hatred he'd hosted for her begin to melt away. The wounds of his father's suicide still cleaved deep; but, with each passing day, he realized more and more that bringing Charlotte into his plans for revenge could only cause her irreparable damage. While this notion hadn't given him pause before, it did now.
 
                 He wasn’t sure if he really willing to steamroll over her to achieve his goals.
 
                 If he was, then he was staring the answer to all his problems in the face. It was an article from deep in the archives and buried in a secret file on her computer. The news clipping was small and short, but it detailed an occurrence that had happened a mere three years ago. Charlotte had signed with a financial firm that had promised to streamline Mathers' spending plans and put them in the black for the first time in a decade. Instead, the company had made off with millions of dollars in Mathers funds, and Charlotte was left to take the brunt of the decision. The article he'd found was the only one detailing the occasion because the situation was quickly stifled and pulled from all media sources.
 
                 However, if he so wished, he could bring it to light again.
 
                 It would be cruel and twisted, but if he could make the company's principal investors question the leadership of their current CEO, he could begin to pick the firm apart from the inside out. In each and every one of the devices he had developed for the tech company, he had installed a fail-safe. If the fail-safe was triggered during the demo of the machine, the device would fall apart and fail to work. The department that had poured all its resources into funding his projects would more than likely be utterly bankrupt. They'd have to lean on the other sectors of the company, and they'd produce no more prototypes while they tried frantically to find funding. In the meantime, when word got out that the company had produced so many faulty products, the firm would be ruined. Investors would seek other companies in which to pour their money, and stockholders would sell as if their lives depended on it.
 
                 And all for a single blurb of written script.
 
                 David stared at the screen.
 
                 He inserted a flash drive into the side of the machine and transferred the file. Then, he logged out and shut the computer off, staring at the device in his hands.
 
                 For twenty years, he had worked to get to this point. He had sworn, as he watched his father's casket lower into the ground that he would go after the Mathers family with a vengeance for what they had done. Closing his eyes, he remembered stumbling blindly from the hallway after finding his father's body, wondering what on earth he was going to tell his mother and how their family was going to continue. On the kitchen table, he had found a handwritten note—he had almost missed it in his horror and grief—but the sight of his father's recognizable scrawl made him pause. 
 
                 In the twenty years since that day, he'd read the letter over and over. Every word of it was burned into his consciousness, and sometimes his father's voice spoke the words in his dreams.
 
                 
 
                 Dear Miranda and David,
 
                 By the time you discover this letter, I will be in a better place. A place where I am unable to further humiliate and burden you with my shortcomings. I have decided that it is better to take my own life than to see you continue to suffer. It was through my own pride that I brought our family to where it now stands, and I owe you an explanation for all that has happened.
 
                 I'm sure you remember the year during which I worked for Mathers Incorporated. David, I know that time was the happiest of your life, and I apologize for the struggles I put you through both before and after it. Being hired by the up and coming Mathers company was what I had always dreamed of. Since I was a boy, I'd thought that one day my creations would improve the lives of people the world over, and Mathers tech department finally made it possible. I applied for the head position on a whim, but my designs impressed even Emerson Mathers himself. I was, of course, overjoyed to be hired to the position. The salary was enough to bring us out of poverty, and I could finally do what I loved in an environment that provided me with unlimited resources.              
 
                 For a year, I couldn't have been happier, and it is only those memories that have driven me to rise from bed every morning for the past five years. Unfortunately, Emerson Mathers was not the man I thought he was. He is a cheat, a liar, and a thief. I discovered that he was stealing my designs and claiming them as his own while I was turning out the prototypes in the lab. Patents that should have been in my name were under that of Mathers Inc. During the course of that year, while I was blissfully unaware, he stole more than ten of my most coveted designs. This was a man I had lauded and trusted, a man who had promised me an equal share in everything we created together.
 
                 When I confronted him, he fired me. He claimed that all the designs I had worked on in the lab were company property and refused to return even my own personal files to me. He issued a gag order that threatened what little funds we had left and you, whom I love more than life itself. 
 
                 Emerson Mathers took everything from me. No company would hire me once he'd spoken with them. He blackened my name and tarnished my career, and I lacked the strength to keep on fighting him. I gave up. I failed my family and I failed myself. Now, I can no longer design, and I can no longer face you, David and Miranda, for my lack of courage. I can no longer ask that you support me with long hours or endure my drunken rants. I love you so terribly much, and what I am doing now is the best thing I can do to free you the burden that is my failure. Without me, thrive and live without remorse.
 
                 Your loving husband and father,
 
                 Lester
 
                 Emerson Mathers deserved to lose everything he'd worked so hard to achieve. His company had been built on lies, and he'd ruined lives for his own personal gain. He was a selfish, rotten bastard and if anyone deserved to give him his due, it was David.
 
                 Why, then, was he hesitating?
 
                 It was at points like these that he wished that he had someone whom he could discuss such things. Certainly, he had Marshall; but, while his friend was fully aware of all the tragic events of his past and present, he was pretty sure that if he mentioned to the man that he had signed on at Mathers Incorporated to carry out some insane-sounding revenge scheme, there was a very good chance that Marshall would call the police. His friend was loyal, he supposed; but, he was also an upstanding member of New York's upper crust. Besides, with the way they'd spoken more and more seldom as the years had passed, David wasn't quite sure where their friendship stood at this particular juncture.
 
                 How on earth would he ever be able to explain how he felt about Charlotte without being irreversibly judged?
 
                 Just then, his phone buzzed.
 
                 He glanced down to see Charlotte's name scrolling across the screen, and a vice clenched over his heart. For a moment, he just watched the device ring. When he finally picked it up, it was an effort to steady his voice enough to speak. “Hello?”
 
                 “Hey, are you still in the office?” Her voice was breathless, as if she'd just exerted herself. Instantly, David pictured her spread out over her bed, naked, and writhing in pleasure beneath him. His stomach tightened, and his cock swelled, forcing him to swallow a groan of want.
 
                 “Yeah....there are a few things I have to take care of. I'm looking over someone else’s designs.”
 
                 “I see. Well, do you want to have a late dinner with me? I know this great restaurant up by my apartment. And after...”
 
                 God, she was trying to kill him.
 
                 He shouldn't. Things between them had already gone too far. He was trying to figure out a way to break things off with her even as he contemplated new ways they could hide their growing affections from his coworkers and Adeline, who seemed to be growing more suspicious by the day. “Sounds great.” He uttered the words without thinking. “I've, uh, got about fifteen more minutes of work here, but then I'll meet you. Where is it?”
 
                 “Ninety-eight and Eighth.” She sounded positively ecstatic. “See you soon.”
 
                 “See you.”
 
                 As soon as he'd hung up, David dropped the phone to the desk in front of him. He glanced down at the USB in his hand for a moment before sliding it in his pocket. Who said he had to rush? He had what he needed now, so he could take his time. Wouldn't it be sweeter if he worked on more faulty material for the tech department? If Charlotte fell just a little more for him?
 
                 His excuses sounded idiotic, even in his own head.
 
                 However, for the moment, David let them be. Standing, he switched off his office light and left the room. He looked briefly into the lab, making sure that none of the cameras he'd been planted on the devices were broken. Then, he swiped out of the tech department.
 
                 In the taxi on the way uptown, he thought about his mother. He had recently begun taking her to see a psychiatrist in midtown, and the man had only revealed to him what he already knew. Miranda Marscomb was profoundly depressed. A disorder like hers, the doctor had warned, would be very difficult to treat. She had been so sick for so long that it would take time and care to draw her from the dark place into which she had receded. So far, she had continued to remain silent during the sessions. David had given the doctor the picture from his living room, hoping that perhaps he would find some way to get his mother to say something about it.              
 
                 He was pouring Mathers money into her care—more money, indeed, than into anything else. They still had several outstanding debts that dated back to his father's time, and he hadn't even begun to think about moving into a new apartment. Neither he nor she had medical insurance, and while they waited for their application to go through, he had no choice but to pour hundreds of dollars into her treatment.
 
                 What was she doing now?
 
                 Was she at home, in bed, staring at the TV.
 
                 Was she wandering somewhere, trapped in her own head, driven there by all she'd lost.
 
                 Very suddenly, David was angry.
 
                 Where had she been when he'd needed her? When Lester Marscomb had given up looking for work and taken to drink, where had she been? Begging the doctor for sleeping pills and barely rising to look after him when he could hardly do anything for himself. Where had she been when he'd found a dead body in the bathtub? Asleep. She had hardly risen when the police and the ambulances had arrived. Plus, when she'd discovered that her husband was dead, she had not comforted her son. She had only screamed hysterically, frightening him when they took her away to sedate her.
 
                 His entire life he'd worked to support her, barely keeping them afloat and hoping one day she would come back to her senses, but she hadn't.
 
                 He was still waiting.
 
                 The grief clogged in his throat, choking him. 
 
                 When he arrived at the restaurant Charlotte had spoke of, he merely stood on the curb, staring at it. Could he go in? Could he watch her smile and laugh knowing that in his pocket he had everything he needed to turn her joy to ash in her mouth?
 
                 He would have to.
 
                 If she suspected or discovered what he planned, he would lose his chance forever.
 
                 Taking a deep breath, he locked everything away deep within him. He arranged his expression into a semblance of carefree anticipation, and he entered the bistro.
 
                 She was in a candlelit corner, waving at him.
 
                 God, she was breathtaking. For once, she wasn't in one of her suits. Instead, she wore a lovely peach-colored sundress that showed off the dip of her cleavage and the strength of her sunned thighs. Her blonde curls were pulled back in a careless ponytail, and her blue eyes were bright. “You found it,” she said, her smile radiant. 
              “I did.” His voice was surprisingly level when he spoke to her, and she arched a brow. “Hungry?”
 
                 “Starved.”
 
                 He would have to force the food down.
 
                 “This place has amazing meatballs. Wait until you taste them.” She passed him a menu, but as he took a seat and attempted to read it, the words ran together. 
 
                 He was angry. 
 
                 He was angry, he was lost, and he was upset.
 
                 And Charlotte...Charlotte was everything right with the world. She didn't deserve his lies or his tricks. “Hey.” He looked up to see her gazing across the table at him, her blue eyes concerned. “Are you alright?”
 
                 “Fine.” His answer was curter than he'd intended, and at the hurt look on her face, his stomach clenched. Instead of apologizing, he merely looked back down at the menu.
 
                 “You are not fine.” Her proclamation drew his gaze upward to her again, and this time, her expression was irate. “What's the problem?”
 
                 “I'm just hungry,” he said, working his throat to keep emotion from coloring his words. “I need to eat, and I need to sleep.”
 
                 “So...you don't want to come back to my place afterward?”
 
                 He groaned inwardly as he was assaulted with images of her riding him, her head thrown back, and her lips parted in pleasure. “I'm not feeling well, Charlotte.” The words were emitted through gritted teeth. “I need to go home.”
 
                 “Is it something I've done?” The sincerity in her tone startled him. It was the last thing he'd been expecting. He’d expected rage, a tantrum, or indifference but certainly not compassion.
 
                 “Why would you think that?” he inquired, genuinely curious. 
 
                 “I don't know. It's just that I know the way that things happened after the ball was sudden, and company policy is against us doing what we're doing. It's a lot of pressure. Perhaps I haven't been taking it as seriously as I should have.”
 
                 She was blaming herself?
 
                 Raising fingers to his temple, David massaged the headache growing there. He searched for the right words to say, torn between wanting to push her away and wanting find safety and acceptance in her arms. “There are....things. Things about me that you don't know. They're not pretty and I don't want to hurt you.”
 
                 It was true. He didn't want to; but, ultimately, he may not have a choice in the matter.
 
                 To his surprise, his statement didn't deter her empathy. Reaching across the table, she took his hand in hers warmly, gazing up at him earnestly. “So, you have secrets. Who doesn't? I've done a few things that I regret...and I certainly can't help my family. No one's perfect. I'm not worried about it.”
 
                 He only stared at her in disbelief.
 
                 “Now...have dinner with me. And then we'll go to my place...and talk. Just talk.” Slowly, David nodded. He was no surer of things than he had been a minute ago, but somehow, her expression, her kindness, and her nearness soothed him.
 
                 There was no rush.
 
                 He could take his time.
 
                 Everything would come to him in time.
 
   
 
   

[bookmark: _Toc400130886]Chapter Twelve 
 
                 Lying in bed in the aftermath of their lovemaking, Charlotte stared at the ceiling. Despite the fact that she had sincerely hoped to talk with David after their meal, he'd merely torn at her like a man starved when they'd entered her house. Of course, she hadn't complained, and now, as she reclined next to him, her body sated, her thoughts turned pensive.
 
                 How much did she really know about David? She knew that he'd graduated from MIT, that he'd worked a lot of white collar jobs, and that he was brilliant. She knew that he was kind, patient, and caring. She knew that he was a great lover and had a shrewd mind, and now she knew that he had his problems, as well.
 
                 She wasn't too terribly interested in what the problems were exactly. All she knew was that he'd gazed at her in the restaurant like a man lost, and all she'd wanted to do was help him find his way. How on earth had she gone from promising herself that she wouldn't touch this man to falling in love with him? It almost like rolling down a hill. First, starting slow, and then gradually gain momentum, going faster and faster until there’s no way to know which way’s up and which way’s down.
 
                 She had no idea how they were going to get around company policy. She supposed that if they could keep their hands to one another during office hours, they'd be alright; but, if Adeline ever caught wind of what was going on between them, she'd be furious. It wasn't as though her friend didn't want her to find love, she was just one of the strongest proponents for adhering to rules. Both she and Charlotte were leaders in the office, she had attested, and they had to lead by example.
 
                 Yet, here she was.
 
                 What, she wondered, could be so horrible about David that he thought it would hurt her to know it? There was no way he could be a rapist, a murderer, or something horrible like that. It wasn't in his nature. Certainly, he wasn't going to kidnap her and hold her for ransom. If he was going to do that, he'd have done it already. They'd certainly been alone enough. He couldn't be working for her father. In fact, the few times she'd mentioned the man to him, he'd seemed to react with extreme prejudice, making sure that he guarded his expression carefully. She knew that any man her father would have been foolish enough to hire would have gone about praising him like a loon and trying to win him to her side.
 
                 David would never do any of those things.
 
                 He might be troubled, but his heart was good.
 
                 Charlotte always had pretty good instincts when it came to matters of the heart. She'd seen through Adeline's rough exterior, and that was no small task.
 
                 “Tell me about Switzerland.” David's sudden request caught her off guard. Turning over, she leaned against his chest, looking down into his relaxed face. His eyes were closed, but he was visibly awake.
 
                 “Switzerland? Well...” Rather than questioning him, she merely began her recount. She could sense that it was what he needed now. “It's super cold in the winter but amazing in the summer. My dad sent me there for boarding school when I was fifteen, and at first I was pissed as all hell. It seemed to me like he'd been trying to pawn me off on someone else for my entire life; but, after a few weeks there, I loved it. I made lots of friends and got into lots of trouble,” his lips curved slightly at the revelation, “but, most of all, I learned that not all wealthy people are stuck-up idiots.”
 
                 David's gray eyes slid open as he looked up at her curiously. “What do you mean?”
 
                 “I met my friend, Amina, there.” Charlotte smiled in remembrance and thought about how despite the ocean separating them, she was still close to the daughter of a prominent tribe in Nigeria.  “She's African. Every cent her father sent her to buy nice clothes or gelato she donated to the various groups that worked with the school. She went without her pâtés, petit fours, and teas to give back to those who were suffering from AIDS, yellow fever, and malaria in her country. She was utterly selfless, extremely opinionated, and I adored her. I still do.”
 
                 “Is she the one who got you into charity work?” David asked. 
 
                 Charlotte nodded and said, “I never realized how good it would feel to help others. No Birkin bag, Louis Vuitton purse, or spa facial will ever compare.”
 
                 “But you still like one every once in a while.” His smile was teasing, and she rolled her eyes, blowing a strand of hair from his face playfully. 
 
                 “Every once in a while.”
 
                 At that moment, a low buzzing drew both of their attentions to her phone on the bedside table.
 
   Scowling, the young woman reached over to retrieve it, groaning when she realized that it was her father calling.
 
                 “I have to take this, I'm sorry.” She slid from bed, wrapping a sheet around her to cover her nakedness. Quietly, she left the room, closing the door behind her before she answered the phone. “Hello?”
 
                 “I heard you left the charity ball early last week.”
 
                 Pursing her lips, the young woman folded her free arm over her chest. “Hi to you, too.”
 
                 “Who were you with?”
 
                 God, he was insufferable. “Why does it matter?”
 
                 “It matters when you're so goddamn careless about who you take into your fold. The man could be out you get you, Charlotte! He could want to blackmail me.”
 
                 “Everything isn't always about you, Dad.” Charlotte actually took the phone from her ear to glare at it angrily. “I want you to take your surveillance off me, and I want you to do it now.”
 
                 “I'll do no such thing until you're grown up enough to realize the danger you're putting yourself in.”
 
                 “You don't even care about me!” She was practically shouting as she gave him her reply. “All you care about is your money and your precious company! I've done every goddamn thing you've ever asked of me, and I can't even get a 'Hello, Charlotte. How are you?' or a 'Did you have a nice day running the company I shoved down your throat?'”
 
                 “You ungrateful little brat! The money from that company has given you everything you ever wanted!”
 
                 “Except a father!” Her words rang through the empty rooms of the apartment— an apartment that was two stories and five thousand square feet of ostentatiousness gifted to her from a man she didn't even know. “All I ever really wanted was you.”
 
                 For a moment, there was silence on the other line and, embarrassingly, Charlotte felt tears pricking her eyes.
 
                 “Everything I have ever done I have done to protect you.” Her father's next words were low, firm, and steady. “Even if you don't realize it.”
 
                 “Protect me from what?” she demanded, her voice trembling slightly. “You tell me that.”
 
                 The phone clicked in her ear as the line went dead.
 
                 For a moment, Charlotte stared at it in disbelief before she hurled it down the hall and listened to it come apart somewhere at the bottom of the staircase. At the din, the door at her back opened and David emerged, his expression grim. When Charlotte turned to face him, her eyes were red as she blinked back tears.
 
                   “Charlotte,” he said. Then, he hesitated; but, she didn't let him say anything. Without a word, she merely threw herself into his arms and clutched him tightly, as if he were her only anchor to the world she knew. His arms came around her, and he embraced her. In that embrace, she was warm, safe, and home.
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130887]Chapter Thirteen              
 
                 “What's going on?”
 
                 The next week at work, the young woman found herself constantly flanked by Addy, as the woman interrogated her. “Charlotte, answer me. You haven't been yourself at all lately.”
 
                 “I'm fine, Addy,” She professed, refusing to meet her friend's gaze. “And I'm also very busy. Don't they need you in the tech lab?”
 
                 “Don't brush me off.” In her typical manner, the redhead took the blonde's arm in a firm grim and pulled her aside in an alcove near the elevators. “Look at me, Charlotte.”
 
                 When the woman finally managed to meet her gaze, she was fighting back tears. 
 
                 “Shit.” With that hushed explicative, Adeline quickly drew her into her embrace. Burying her face in the older woman's shoulders, Charlotte finally let herself sob. She cried for the way her father demeaned her, for the man who seemed utterly lost without her, and for the years she'd worked to run a company that wasn't hers. “Talk to me, honey.” Rubbing her back gently,  Adeline lowered her voice to a much gentler version of her normal growl and asked, “What is it? Did David do something to you? If he hurt you I'll break his face.”
 
                 Despite herself, Charlotte laughed through her tears. “He didn't do anything. Addy, I'm sleeping with him.”
 
                 To her surprise, the redhead didn't immediately draw back and begin berating her. Instead, she merely held the blonde closer to her chest. “Well, that's obvious. Is that the issue? Is he that terrible in bed? I would have never guessed.”
 
                 Charlotte offered her a watery smile. “No. He's perfect in bed.”
 
                 “Then why the tears?”
 
                  “Because he's broken...and I'm broken...and I don't know how to fix it.” Fresh sobs broke from her throat, and Adeline shushed her and patted the back of her head gently. 
 
                 “You're not broken.” She returned under her breath, drawing back for a moment so their gazes locked. “Everyone's a little battered, Charlotte. You're only broken if you give up.”
 
                 How she would love to give up—to give up this mammoth of a company and to give up the ostentatious gifts and frills that her father flourished to make her feel more loved. She wanted to give up the fear that she wasn't enough to help David come to terms with whatever it was that haunted him. 
 
   “You're not a quitter,” Adeline insisted firmly. “I know you're not, so don't act like one.”
 
                 Nodding, Charlotte tried to stifle her tears. From the bag she wore over her shoulder, Adeline  produced some pocket tissues, and she gratefully took them.  “Now, what can I do to make you feel better?”
 
                 Charlotte laughed forlornly. “Switch jobs with me.”
 
                 “I don't think that would turn out well for either of us.”
 
                 “Ship my father to Timbuktu.”
 
                 “Tempting, but impossible. I don't think UPS runs people these days.”
 
                 By this time, Charlotte was smiling slightly. “Help me figure out what's bothering David.”
 
                 Though she'd thought before that she didn't need to know about the man's demons to love him, she'd quickly realized that if she was going to vanquish the damn things, she was going to need him to talk to her. Unfortunately, all her attempts to get him to open up were halted before they even left the gate. When it came to talking tech, the company, and lovemaking, David was an open book. However, when it came to his personal life, getting even the tiniest detail from him was like squeezing blood from a turnip.
 
                 “Now, that, maybe I can help with.” Charlotte looked to her in surprise, and the redhead shot her a confident smile. “He works in my department. I'm his boss. I'm sure I can find out a thing or two.”
 
                 “Don't be obvious, please, Addy,” Charlotte begged. “I want to help him, not scare him off.”
 
                 “Apparently, what you want to do is screw him, and I'm sure a lot of that's been happening.” Blushing crimson, the young woman quickly glanced around to make sure no one beyond the alcove had heard her companion's statement. “Don't worry, your secret's safe with me.” Charlotte turned back to face her, her expression grateful. “But after we fix your little boyfriend, you are going to get the lecture of your life.”
 
                 Sighing, Charlotte merely shook her head. 
 
                 What was she going to do with her tech specialist?
 
                 Be grateful, she supposed. It was really her only option.
 
                  The rest of the week passed without incident. Charlotte continued to meet with David for their late night lessons every weekday, though more and more he seemed reluctant to talk about anything that went beyond his college education and his job history. Try as she might, Charlotte couldn't get him to open up. It didn't help that the man seemed so engrossed in some of the projects that they were working on that he completely tuned her out at points. He did continue, however, to be a wonderful connection between her and the tech department. He'd been with the company for about four months, and she had a file of new projects three inches thick.
 
                 One day she'd gone down to watch him work in the design room, and she'd been astonished at the rate at which his hands had flown over the paper— measuring, drawing, and correcting calculations as he went along. The man multiplied numbers in his head and even took cosines and tangents at an incredible clip. She'd often wondered how the best minds of their time worked, and it was amazing to watch David in action and learn.
 
                 No matter how troubled his personal life was, the man didn't let it affect his work one single iota. He was in the office ten minutes early every day, and he often worked through his lunch breaks. Plus, he always stayed late, even after she'd gone home. He was one of their most dedicated workers, and that fact, coupled with the efficiency of their tech department, was going to give them an edge that would take the market by storm in a few years.
 
                 She often wondered what David did when he worked straight through his lunchtime and late at night. It appeared the man worked quickly, so there didn't appear to be a need for him to work as much overtime as he did, but whenever she mentioned it, he merely told her that he felt at home in the lab. It led her to believe that maybe there was someone or something in his apartment that was causing his suffering.
 
                 Addy was apparently on the case.
 
                 She hadn't reported anything to Charlotte yet, but she'd said that she'd had some men discreetly following the man. Apparently, he was slippery. They always lost him on the train, and his apartment building had visitor rules so strict that they weren't allowed anywhere near it. It figured, Adeline had huffed, that he would live in the Lower East Side among all the hippies. As free as they were, they definitely didn't let strangers into their houses.
 
                 By the time the end of the month rolled around, David was staying at her apartment two to three times a week. The fact that he'd never invited her to his place only further cemented the notion that whatever was causing his distress was there; but, she didn't press him on the issue. Hopefully, he would eventually trust her enough to reveal things on his own.
 
                 Her father, however, was a different story entirely.
 
                 The man was relentless.
 
                 He was now quite obvious in his efforts to have her followed, and whenever she encountered his pairs of men, she angrily told them to go away. Emerson Mathers' paranoia knew no bounds. He was more invasive than the media, and there were few things Charlotte hated more than the biased, untruthful media.
 
                 She needed a break, and one day, while flipping through a magazine at her desk, she realized exactly how she would take one.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc400130888]Chapter Fourteen 
 
                 “A vacation?” David was more than a little surprised.
 
                 Ever since Charlotte had taken an interest in his past and his troubles, he'd tried to monitor his conversation with her as closely as possible. Every sentence was one that he perused for signs that he was giving something away. As the days wore on, and he found himself more and more entangled with her, the charade was beginning to become exhausting.
 
                 He told himself that he could end it. He could go public with the information on his flash drive, and it would all be over. However, he couldn't bring himself to do it.
 
                 For the first time in his life, he had found someone who was trying to understand him. There had always been teachers who empathized with him, and he knew that his friend Marshall pitied him. However, only Charlotte had ever attempted to crack his outer shell and see what made him tick. 
 
                 And now she was asking him to go away with her.
 
                 “Where would we go?”
 
                 She smiled at his inquiry. “I was thinking Hawaii, the Bahamas...somewhere sunny. We could get away from all the craziness of the firm...and we could be alone.”
 
                 The prospect, like anything involving Charlotte, heated his blood.  “How long would we be away?” He was thinking of his mother. Though they had finally been granted insurance, and he had found a balance between paying for her psychiatrist and slowly getting rid of all the debtors who were chasing them, he was still reluctant to leave her. She would hardly eat unless he reminded her, and he was worried that someone else wouldn't understand her condition.
 
                 To be alone with Charlotte, truly alone, away from her father's prying eyes and Adeline's judging stares was tempting. He could even leave the flash drive behind in a safe place. He wouldn't even think about it while they were gone. He could pretend, just for a little while, that fate had brought them together and that their relationship could work.
 
                 “Maybe a week? Is this you agreeing?” she said with a hopeful smile.
 
                 “This is me saying I'll think about it.” His reply was as gentle as he could make it, considering the circumstances. Leaning across the kitchen counter that separated them, he kissed her, softly and leisurely. When her lips parted, he tasted her, and it was divine.
 
                 Apart from having to hide a portion of himself from her, David was finding that being with a woman who genuinely cared for him was different from any experience he’d had before. He didn't have to ply Charlotte with gifts and flowers to win her affections. She could buy any of those things herself. She was more impressed with his mind and his conviction than anything else, and the realization made his chest swell with pride.
 
                 He wondered whether this was what it felt like to actually look forward to the next day. His entire life, David had dreaded the next morning. He dreaded what it would feel like to go a whole day without sleep after working all night and having classes the next morning. He dreaded having his mother stare at him with dull, vacant eyes. Most of all, he dreaded facing everyday with the thought that his father had killed himself for a company that practically ruled the East Coast.
 
                 But now, he barely thought of any of that.
 
                 Certainly, he was still worried about his mother's recovery, and there were nights that he still woke up covered in sweat after dreaming about the day he'd come home to his father's dead body. But, Charlotte was there. Though he could never explain the nightmares to her, she held him until his shakes subsided, and every day when he left his mother to come to work, she was present with her patience, cunning, and wit.
 
                 It was easy to pretend he loved her.
 
                 He practically did.
 
                 “Let's stay in for dinner tonight.” He coaxed lowly against her lips, making her smile. “I'm not so much interested in food as I am dessert.”
 
                 Charlotte laughed softly, and he scooped her into his arms before taking the steps upstairs to her bedroom two at a time. At first, the sight of her luxurious apartment made him both marvel and envy her, but he'd quickly grown to realize that her apartment and all of her things were just the trappings that went along with her life. She didn't show off her designer bags or drag him on shopping excursions. Quite the opposite, actually.
 
                 She seemed embarrassed to spend money in front of him.
 
                 And the fact made him adore her all the more.
 
                 As soon as he tossed her playfully onto the bed, she was upright and tugging him down against her, their mouths fusing once more. She tasted rich and sweet, like the cappuccino she'd been sipping all afternoon, and he groaned against her mouth at the flavor.
 
                 The woman was voracious.
 
                 Even as he bore her to the mattress, she was tugging at the dark-blue button-up shirt he wore, seeking the buttons. She popped one, sending it flying across the room in her efforts to undress him, and he laughed, taking her hands from his shirtfront to undo the rest himself. Once his chest was exposed, Charlotte looked over him. Hunger glinted in her eyes, and then she pounced. They rolled over the length of the mattress until she was on top, and then she smoothed her hands reverently over his pectorals and biceps. She lowered her mouth to kiss over the ridges so the muscles rippled at the sensation and continued downward. He grunted, as she shunted his pants down his legs without even unbuttoning them. Luckily, his feet were bare so she had no shoes to contend with, and then he was gloriously bare beneath her.
 
                 Her tongue traced downward and over his abdomen so his stomach tensed, and when she finally reached the throbbing organ at the crux of his legs, she gazed up at him deviously. Then, without a word, she took him entirely down her throat. He gripped the coverlet, moaning at the sweet, hot vice that encircled him. As she worked her mouth over him with ardor his thighs tensed and his balls ached. He needed to be inside her—and soon.
 
                  He endured another torturous five minutes of her tongue sliding over him, teasing him to the edge of insanity, before a hushed explicative escaped him. He sat up, took her by the shoulders, and tugged upwards until she was level with him. Charlotte's face was flushed with pride, and as she licked her lips, he groaned.
 
                 Quickly, he helped her strip her shirt off over her head. He almost ripped one of the lacy little bras that she liked to wear in half getting it off of her. As soon as her bare breasts were exposed to his gaze, he took a nipple into his mouth and suckled just the way he knew she liked. Sure enough, she moaned, arching against his mouth as he toyed with her other breast, plucking and circling its peak.
 
                 Soon, he switched to her other breast, and after a good five minutes of his ministrations, Charlotte was panting beneath him.
 
                 He did away with her jeans in short order, and then her panties, marveling at how wet she was for him. When his fingers found her, she moaned. He smiled, working his thumb against her clit until she was growling with want for him.
 
                 Turning her onto her stomach, he mounted her from behind, pushing into her with a single thrust that had her clawing at the coverlet beneath her. The pace he set was sudden and fast, and soon his name was rising from her lips to echo about the otherwise empty apartment.
 
                 She was like a vice around him, gripping him exquisitely and providing friction that made his thighs tense with the need to spill himself inside her.
 
                 He didn't have to wait very long.
 
                 When she began to buck back against him, moaning as she took him even deeper than before, the thin line of his control snapped. He pounded into her until his climax took him almost violently, making him shudder as sensation battered him.
 
                 Beneath him, his lover tensed as well. Her inner walls spasmed about him and milked him until he collapsed atop her, a faint smile coloring his face.
 
                 Sex had never been so good or so fulfilling. 
 
                 Practically doing a back bend to achieve the gesture, Charlotte kissed him softly, and he pulled out of her to lay on the bed beside her, admiring the curves of her form. “If I were to choose a place to go,” she said, appearing contemplative as she continued their conversation from before, “what place would most convince you?”
 
                 He smirked at her relentlessness. “I care more about the company than the location.”
 
                 Charlotte laughed softly. “If that's the case, then the deal is done.”
 
                 He merely placed a hand at her waist, running it down and over the curve of her hip leisurely. When her new phone began to buzz, he frowned. CEOs never got a break, he supposed. He merely hoped it wasn't her father.
 
                 When David had realized exactly how dysfunctional the relationship between Emerson and his daughter was, he'd been astounded by her resilience. Not only had she endured a lifetime without a parent's loving care, but she'd had a company she hadn't even want to run thrust upon her at the tender age of twenty-five. Many people would have been bitter and driven the firm into the ground in protest, but not Charlotte. She'd made vast improvements to the company, even without her father, and the provisions she'd made had allowed for more efficiency and greater freedom for tech designers.
 
                 Though a part of him cautioned about how dangerous it was to entertain the notion, he'd mused upon more than one occasion that she was more like himself than he could have ever imagined. To a further extent, he regretted the jealousy and hatred he'd harbored for her. While the media portrayed her partaking in the fruits of her family's wealth, inwardly, she had been suffering.
 
                 And she still was.
 
                 The discovery that Emerson Mathers had left another insidious mark on the world made David even more anxious to carry out his plan sooner. However, even though he had the flash drive that contained the article about Charlotte, he found himself returning to the lab night after night still searching.
 
                 He wondered whether there was a chance that he could take the company down without tarnishing her reputation. The thought made his chest swell with hope. Certainly, she would still hate him once he'd acted, and they would never be able to be together as they had; but he wouldn't have to do it by besmirching her name. Her father would get the brunt of the blame, if only he could find some suitable information to implicate the man.
 
                 There had been a time when David had vainly sought any articles or information with news about his father. He'd known that the records wouldn’t go so far back. In any case, Mathers would have erased them to get rid of any evidence that might reveal what he'd done; but, he still looked. His fervor had only lasted a few days when he'd realized how truly insignificant he and his family must have been in the eyes of the company for them to have been buried so deep.
 
                 Consequently, David found himself torn between using the information that he had to hasten the demise of a man he hated—even though it would harm a woman he respected and adored—and continuing his search, knowing that every day that he used the external server, he risked discovery.
 
                 And Charlotte, through it all, remained completely oblivious.
 
                 She seemed desperate to help him overcome his troubles but telling her of them would mean revealing his plans. Although he knew that she had strong feelings for him, he very much doubted that she would stand aside to watch him scuttle the company she'd poured her life into.
 
                 “It's Addy.” Charlotte said, as she checked the caller ID on her phone and made a face. “I feel like she somehow magically knows when we're...you know. She's calling me to lecture me, I swear.” With a long suffering look, she answered the phone. “Hello?”
 
                 Her volume was too low for David to hear very much of what the other woman was saying, and so he merely leaned back against the headboard and lounged as Charlotte talked.
 
                 “Yes, he's here. But, you already knew that through some strange psychic power. Yes. No.”
 
                 Suddenly, Charlotte's voice took on a slightly put-out tone. “What? I....no. No. Really? Where's it coming from? Ok, sure. Definitely. We'll be there in a half hour.” When she hung up, her expression had taken on an angry edge. “We have to get downtown.”
 
                 He arched a brow at her sudden change in demeanor. “Why? What's happened?”
 
                 Sighing, the blonde woman ran a hand through her mussed curls before speaking again. “Addy says somebody's been accessing my computer from a remote server. She needs your help finding out who did it.”
 
                 His blood immediately froze in his veins.
 
                 No.
 
                 Not now.
 
                 He'd been on the cusp of escaping all his worries for a week, and he hadn't yet decided how he was going to execute the plan he'd spent a lifetime on. “She said...someone's been hacking your systems?”
 
                 He had to stall for time. However, Charlotte didn't look to be in a waiting mood. Her face was twisted into an expression of displeasure, as she rose from the bed and began pulling on her jeans.  “Not hacking, per say. Looking into my files. Searching for something, maybe.” She chuckled bitterly. “Man, wait until Dad hears about this. He'll be ecstatic that he was right, for once.”
 
                 Christ.
 
                 “Is there anywhere we can go on the outside? Maybe a company we can visit who would have more information about external servers?”
 
                 Charlotte shook her head, as she slid her t-shirt down over her hips. “No. I don't think so. This kind of thing has happened before. Addy's on it.” Charlotte broke into a fierce smile. “We'll get the bastards.” She looked over his still naked form lounging in bed with an arched a brow. “Well, what are you waiting for? Come on! She said the trace will go much quicker with your help.”
 
                 He had no way to stave her off.
 
                 With his stomach in knots and his throat dry, David rose from the bed and began gathering his clothes. As he dressed, his mind whirled with excuses he could concoct and ways that he could stall, but none of them seemed plausible.
 
                 Charlotte was utterly determined to find the interloper, and her conviction showed on her face. As soon as she had pulled her hair up into a messy ponytail, she grabbed her cellphone and her keys, leaving the room.              
 
                 He could do nothing but follow her.
 
                 In the taxi, David leaned against the window, his options running like lightning through his head. There was a good chance that Adeline wasn't quite skilled enough to run a complete trace, and that was why she was calling him in. If that was indeed the case, he could somehow reroute the signal so it could be seen as having come from a different computer. He might very well be condemning some poor innocent to jail time, however. Plus, he didn't anticipate that the ferocious Adeline would leave his side for long enough for him to perform any tweaks to the system without her knowledge.
 
                 He could deny that he was the person who had accessed the files and claim that someone else in the office with his clearance level was the perpetrator. It would be exceedingly far-fetched, as there were only four members of the tech department with card clearance after hours, and none of them had the keys to David's office.
 
                 He could tell the truth.
 
                 Ha. No doubt Adeline would gut him, and Charlotte would spit on his remains. The years of his life that he worked for minimum wage and the grief that had plagued his family would go unavenged. He knew that he could not tell the truth.
 
                 Soon enough, however, they'd reached the financial district and the Mathers tower. Now, everyone in the lobby knew him by name, and they were all curious to know why he was at work on one of his days off—and with the CEO no less. Luckily for him, Charlotte fielded all their questions with her firm demeanor. Within minutes, they were taking the elevator to the tech lab.
 
                 The sixty-fifth floor was busy as usual, and no sooner had they swiped in than Adeline swooped down on them, her expression livid. “There you are. Took you long enough.” Grabbing David's arm, she led him past the lab and design room and into her corner office. Charlotte trailed behind them, and David hoped against hope that Adeline hadn't gotten too far in researching the signal. She was certainly good—there was a reason she was head of the tech department—but her development and design speed was slow.
 
                 Thankfully, luck seemed to be on his side.
 
                 As he bent over her computer screen, he saw that she had decrypted the outgoing signal from Charlotte's computer, but she had not quite been able to determine the location of the outside server. Until she did, she wouldn't be able to backtrack to the origin of the login. 
 
                 The woman was breathing down his neck, and David's gut churned as he tried to think of a way to help the computer misinterpret the signal.
 
                 However, Charlotte was watching, as well. Perhaps he could fool one of them, alone; but, he would never be able to fool two of them.
 
                 Not a chance.
 
                 “They've been accessing Charlotte's computer for months,” Adeline breathed in disgust. “Almost nightly. Whoever did this has a gigantic pair.”
 
                 “What were they looking for?” Charlotte’s query came with genuine curiosity. 
 
                 “I don't know,” said Adeline with a scowl. “Looks like they were mostly accessing old news articles dealing with the company. A couple of merger documents...tech press releases...”
 
                 “Junk,” said Charlotte, summing up the information, her expression confused. “Why not go for the financial reports— bank account numbers, balance statements, things like that?”
 
                 “This person obviously isn't looking for money.” Adeline's green eyes were bright with the thrill of the hunt. “They want something else.”
 
                 “I'll be right back.” David interjected on the two women’s speculations, his throat dry. “I'm going to grab something that will help me decode the signal from my office.”
 
                 “Well, hurry up.” Ever impatient, Adeline gestured to him swiftly. “I'll keep trying to get it.”
 
   As soon as David left her office, he made his way to his own. His own computer was off, and as he stared at the blank screen, he tried to determine if he had enough time to lay a false signal. Whether or not it would take would depend on how far Adeline had gotten in decrypting the code. He wasn’t sure if he had the fifteen minutes he needed to do it.              
 
   He glanced at the clock.
 
                 Maybe.
 
                 Just as he was sitting down and preparing to turn on his computer, the door burst open. He turned in his chair, his heart sinking as he saw Adeline and Charlotte standing in the doorway. The redhead was glaring at him furiously, while her companion's gaze was slightly more confused.
 
                 “Your office.” Holding up her laptop, the tech department head revealed that her computer had miraculously worked through the code. The connection had been traced back to the remote server that he had used in Queens, before circling around to its origin point—his computer. “The hack came from your office.”
 
                 He held up his hands defensively. “Wait a minute, Adeline. I can explain.”
 
                 “You can explain?” The woman's whispered tone was somehow more dangerous than when she raised her voice. “You've been going through company files without discretion ever since you were hired. You can explain that?”
 
                 “Yes,” he said, as a plan formed in his head. It was a foolhardy one, and it would force him to reveal far more than he'd ever anticipated, but at this juncture, it was his only chance to keep his secret, “I can.”
 
                 “Explain, then.” This time it was Charlotte who spoke, and her voice trembled slightly, as her blue gaze locked on him.
 
                 She loved him. She trusted him.
 
                 He couldn't lose that.
 
                 “I am the one who's been accessing your files.” Charlotte’s cheeks turned pink in outrage but she said nothing, letting him continue. “I was looking for information about...an event. Something that happened in my family's past and was connected with this company. I was trying to do it discreetly so that the news wouldn't be circulated if I found it, but obviously that didn't work as well as I intended.”
 
                 “Obviously,” said Adeline with a snort, rage still evident in her features. “I call bullshit, Marscomb.” The redhead turned to Charlotte, her mouth tight. “Charlotte, he's lying. If his family had had any prior connection with this company, we would have seen it in the records. Let me call security and have him removed.”
 
                 David's stomach twisted. He should have expected such a violent reaction from Adeline. She saw herself as Charlotte's protector, and if she thought anyone had wronged the woman, she lashed out with full force.
 
                 Now, he would have to get Charlotte to believe him over her best friend.
 
                 “Charlotte, please.” His entreaty was earnest, and his hands turned upward in surrender. “I swear I'm telling the truth.” He thought of his nearly comatose mother, his dead father, and the suicide note moldering in the drawer of his desk. “You see I didn't take any money. I didn't steal anything from you. I only wanted very specific information.”
 
                 “About what event?” Charlotte's arms were folded protectively around herself, and when she spoke, her lower lip quivered in emotion. “Tell me what happened. We'll find the file together if that's what you really want.”
 
                 “...I can't.”
 
                 “You bastard. I'm calling the cops right now.” Charlotte caught Adeline's arm, as she began to storm off, her eyes still on David. She wanted to believe him. He saw it in her eyes. She wanted to hope that he could prove his innocence.
 
                 “Why can't you?” Charlotte demanded in nearly a whisper. “Please, David, make me understand.”
 
                 God, this was tearing his heart out, and he had no one to blame but himself.  “It concerns something very precious to me...a secret. You told me once that you could respect secrets. Did you mean it?”
 
                 “Charlotte, no.” Adeline was shaking her head frantically, as she examined her friend's expression. “No.”
 
                 “Trust me, please.” David made his voice pleading, and it wasn't so difficult because he needed her to believe that he could be a good person. Then, maybe he could believe it himself.
 
                 Visibly torn, Charlotte looked from her tech department head and adviser to the man she loved and then back again. Adeline's disbelieving expression grew even more, as she watched a change come over her companion. Her breath hitched, her trembling ceased, and David knew that he'd won.
 
                 “Alright. I trust you.”
 
                 
 
                 “Why wouldn't you trust him?” Every party present turned, Charlotte inhaling sharply at the low voice of Emerson Mathers as he entered the room, flanked on both sides by security guards. “He has a very trustworthy face, wouldn't you say?” The man's face was twisted in a kind of ironic disgust as he pushed past Adelaide.
 
                 David could only stare at him – every potbellied, sagging inch of the man he'd hated for the past twenty years of his life. He'd imagined meeting him one thousand times – each and every way he would torture and hurt him for tearing his family apart. But now, in the moment, he found that his anger was so great that he could only tremble in rage, his face contorted into an expression of disbelief. “Did you really think I wouldn't weed you out, you little mongrel? That I wouldn't know who was working for my company? Fucking my daughter?”
 
                 “Dad!” Charlotte's outraged cry was huge in the small office, but her father only ignored her, advancing further on David. “I could smell you, like a cat smells a huge, disgusting rat.”
 
                 “You're the one who's disgusting.” When David finally found his voice, the raw emotion in it was such that he could barely form the words. “You destroyed my family.”
 
                 Emerson only chuckled darkly, feigning amusement at his quarry's incensed words. “Boy, I am your family.”
 
                 “What?” Her eyes wide, Charlotte looked from one man to the other, utterly confused. “What are you talking about?”
 
                 Emerson only broke into a nasty grin. “Haven't I ever mentioned, Charlotte? You have a half brother. And his name is David L. Marscomb.” ###
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